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1I, when Tom and me got to the edge of the hilltop,
looked away down into the village and could see
ee or four lights twinkling, where there was sick
ks, may be; and stars over us was sparkling ever so
ne; and down by the village was the river, a whole
ile broad, and awful still and grand.

—Mark Twain, Huckleberry Finn

y new clothes was all greased up and clayey, and
was dog-tired.

—Mark Twain, Huckleberry Finn
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chapter one

The Alhambra Inn and
Bardens

1

On September 15th, 1981, a boy named Jack Sawyer stood
where the water and land come together, hands in the pockets
of his jeans, looking out at the steady Atlantic. He was twelve
years old and tall for his age. The sea-breeze swept back his
brown hair, probably too long, from a fine, clear brow. He
stood there, filled with the confused and painful emotions he
had lived with for the last three months—since the time when
his mother had closed their house on Rodeo Drive in Los
Angeles and, in a flurry of furniture, checks, and real-estate
agents, rented an apartment on Central Park West. From that
apartment they had fled to this quiet resort on New Hampshire’s
tiny seacoast. Order and regularity had disappeared from Jack’s
world. His life seemed as shifting, as uncontrolled, as the
heaving water before him. His mother was moving him through
the world, twitching him from place to place; but what moved
his mother?

His mother was running, running.

Jack turned around, looking up the empty beach first to the
left, then to the right. To the left was Arcadia Funworld, an
amusement park that ran all racket and roar from Memorial
Day to Labor Day. It stood empty and still now, a heart between
beats. The roller coaster was a scaffold against that featureless,
overcast sky, the uprights and angled supports like strokes done
in charcoal. Down there was his new friend, Speedy Parker,
but the boy could not think about Speedy Parker now. To the
right was the Alhambra Inn and Gardens, and that was where

3
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the boy’s thoughts relentlessly took him. On the day of their
arrival Jack had momentarily thought he’d seen a rainbow over
its dormered and gambreled roof. A sign of sorts, a promise
of better things. But there had been no rainbow. A weathervane
spun right-left, left-right, caught in a crosswind. He had got
out of their rented car, ignoring his mother’s unspoken desire
for him to do something about the luggage, and looked up.
Above the spinning brass cock of the weathervane hung only
a blank sky.

“Open the trunk and get the bags, sonny boy,” his mother
had called to him. “This broken-down old actress wants to
check in and hunt down a drink.”

“An elementary martini,” Jack had said.

““You’re not so old,” you were supposed to say.” She was
pushing herself effortfully off the carseat.

“You’re not so old.”

She gleamed at him—a glimpse of the old, go-to-hell Lily
Cavanaugh (Sawyer), queen of two decades’ worth of B mov-
ies. She straightened her back. “It’s going to be okay here,
Jacky,” she had said. “Everything’s going to be okay here. This
is a good place.”

A seagull drifted over the roof of the hotel, and for a second
Jack had the disquieting sensation that the weathervane had
taken flight.

“We’ll get away from the phone calls for a while, right?”

“Sure,” Jack had said. She wanted to hide from Uncle Mor-
gan, she wanted no more wrangles with her dead husband’s
business partner, she wanted to crawl into bed with an ele-
mentary martini and hoist the covers over her head. . ..

Mom, what’s wrong with you?

There was too much death, the world was half-made of
death. The gull cried out overhead.

“Andelay, kid, andelay,” his mother had said. “Let’s get
into the Great Good Place.”

Then, Jack had thought: At least there’s always Uncle Tommy
to help out in case things get really hairy.

But Uncle Tommy was already dead; it was just that the
news was still on the other end of a lot of telephone wires.



JACK LIGHTS OUT 5

2

The Alhambra hung out over the water, a great Victorian pile
on gigantic granite blocks which seemed to merge almost seam-
lessly with the low headland—a jutting collarbone of granite
here on the few scant miles of New Hampshire seacoast. The
formal gardens on its landward side were barely visible from
Jack’s beachfront angle—a dark green flip of hedge, that was
all. The brass cock stood against the sky, quartering west by
northwest. A plaque in the lobby announced that it was here,
in 1838, that the Northern Methodist Conference had held the
first of the great New England abolition rallies. Daniel Webster
had spoken at fiery, inspired length. According to the plaque,
Webster had said: “From this day forward, know that slavery
as an American institution has begun to sicken and must soon
die in all our states and territorial lands.”

3

So they had arrived, on that day last week which had ended
the turmoil of their months in New York. In Arcadia Beach
there were no lawyers employed by Morgan Sloat popping out
of cars and waving papers which had to be signed, had to be
filed, Mrs. Sawyer. In Arcadia Beach the telephones did not
ring out from noon until three in the morning (Uncle Morgan
appeared to forget that residents of Central Park West were not
on California time). In fact the telephones in Arcadia Beach
rang not at all.

On the way into the little resort town, his mother driving
with squinty-eyed concentration, Jack had seen only one person
on the streets—a mad old man desultorily pushing an empty
shopping cart along a sidewalk. Above them was that blank
gray sky, an uncomfortable sky. In total contrast to New York,
here there was only the steady sound of the wind, hooting up
deserted streets that looked much too wide with no traffic to
fill them. Here were empty shops with signs in the windows
saying OPEN WEEKENDS ONLY 0r, even worse, SEE YOU IN JUNE!
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There were a hundred empty parking places on the street before
the Alhambra, empty tables in the Arcadia Tea and Jam Shoppe
next door.

And shabby-crazy old men pushed shopping carts along
deserted streets.

“I spent the happiest three weeks of my life in this funny
little place,” Lily told him, driving past the old man (who
turned, Jack saw, to look after them with frightened suspicion—
he was mouthing something but Jack could not tell what it was)
and then swinging the car up the curved drive through the front
gardens of the hotel.

For that was why they had bundled everything they could
not live without into suitcases and satchels and plastic shopping
bags, turned the key in the lock on the apartment door (ignoring
the shrill ringing of the telephone, which seemed to penetrate
that same keyhole and pursue them down the hall); that was
why they had filled the trunk and back seat of the rented car
with all their overflowing boxes and bags and spent hours
crawling north along the Henry Hudson Parkway, then many
more hours pounding up I-95—because Lily Cavanaugh Saw-
yer had once been happy here. In 1968, the year before Jack’s
birth, Lily had been nominated for an Academy Award for her
role in a picture called Blaze. Blaze was a better movie than
most of Lily’s, and in it she had been able to demonstrate a
much richer talent than her usual bad-girl roles had revealed.
Nobody expected Lily to win, least of all Lily; but for Lily the
customary cliché about the real honor being in the nomination
was honest truth—she did feel honored, deeply and genuinely,
and to celebrate this one moment of real professional recog-
nition, Phil Sawyer had wisely taken her for three weeks to
the Alhambra Inn and Gardens, on the other side of the con-
tinent, where they had watched the Oscars while drinking cham-
pagne in bed. (If Jack had been older, and had he had an
occasion to care, he might have done the necessary subtraction
and discovered that the Alhambra had been the place of his
essential beginning.)

When the Supporting Actress nominations were read, ac-
cording to family legend, Lily had growled to Phil, “If I win
this thing and I’m not there, I'll do the Monkey on your chest
in my stiletto heels.”



JACK LIGHTS OUT 7

But when Ruth Gordon had won, Lily had said, “Sure, she
deserves it, she’s a great kid.” And had immediately poked her
husband in the middle of the chest and said, “You’d better get
me another part like that, you big-shot agent you.”

There had been no more parts like that. Lily’s last role, two
years after Phil’s death, had been that of a cynical ex-prostitute
in a film called Mororcycle Maniacs.

It was that period Lily was commemorating now, Jack knew
as he hauled the baggage out of the trunk and the back seat.
A D’Agostino bag had torn right down through the big D’AG,
and a jumble of rolled-up socks, loose photographs, chessmen
and the board, comic books, had dribbled over all else in the
trunk. Jack managed to get most of this stuff into other bags.
Lily was moving slowly up the hotel steps, pulling herself along
on the railing like an old lady. “I'll find the bellhop,” she said
without turning around.

Jack straightened up from the bulging bags and looked again
at the sky where he was sure he had seen a rainbow. There
was no rainbow, only that uncomfortable, shifting sky.

Then:

“Come to me,” someone said behind him in a small and
perfectly audible voice.

“What?” he asked, turning around. The empty gardens and
drive stretched out before him.

“Yes?” his mother said. She looked crickle-backed, leaning
over the knob of the great wooden door.

“Mistake,” he said. There had been no voice, no rainbow.
He forgot both and looked up at his mother, who was struggling
with the vast door. “Hold on, I'll help,” he called, and trotted
up the steps, awkwardly carrying a big suitcase and a straining
paper bag filled with sweaters.

b

4

Until he met Speedy Parker, Jack had moved through the days
at the hotel as unconscious of the passage of time as a sleeping
dog. His entire life seemed almost dreamlike to him during
these days, full of shadows and inexplicable transitions. Even
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the terrible news about Uncle Tommy which had come down
the telephone wires the night before had not entirely awakened
him, as shocking as it had been. If Jack had been a mystic, he
might have thought that other forces had taken him over and
were manipulating his mother’s life and his own. Jack Sawyer
at twelve was a being who required things to do, and the
noiseless passivity of these days, after the hubbub of Manhat-
tan, had confused and undone him in some basic way.

Jack had found himself standing on the beach with no rec-
ollection of having gone there, no idea of what he was doing
there at all. He supposed he was mourning Uncle Tommy, but
it was as though his mind had gone to sleep, leaving his body
to fend for itself. He could not concentrate long enough to grasp
the plots of the sitcoms he and Lily watched at night, much
less keep the nuances of fiction in his head.

“You’re tired from all this moving around,” his mother said,
dragging deeply on a cigarette and squinting at him through
the smoke. “All you have to do, Jack-O, is relax for a little
while. This is a good place. Let’s enjoy it as long as we can.”

Bob Newhart, before them in a slightly too-reddish color
on the set, bemusedly regarded a shoe he held in his right hand.

“That’s what I’'m doing, Jacky.” She smiled at him. “Re-
laxing and enjoying it.”

He peeked at his watch. Two hours had passed while they
sat in front of the television, and he could not remember any-
thing that had preceded this program.

Jack was getting up to go to bed when the phone rang. Good
old Uncle Morgan Sloat had found them. Uncle Morgan’s news
was never very great, but this was apparently a blockbuster
even by Uncle Morgan’s standards. Jack stood in the middle
of the room, watching as his mother’s face grew paler, palest.
Her hand crept to her throat, where new lines had appeared
over the last few months, and pressed lightly. She said barely
a word until the end, when she whispered, “Thank you, Mor-
gan,” and hung up. She had turned to Jack then, looking older
and sicker than ever.

“Got to be tough now, Jacky, all right?”

He hadn’t felt tough.

She took his hand then and told him.
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“Uncle Tommy was killed in a hit-and-run accident this
afternoon, Jack.”

He gasped, feeling as if the wind had been torn out of him.

“He was crossing La Cienega Boulevard and a van hit him.
There was a witness who said it was black, and that the words
WILD CHILD were written on the side, but that was . . . was all.”

Lily began to cry. A moment later, almost surprised, Jack
began to cry as well. All of that had happened three days ago,
and to Jack it seemed forever.

5

On September 15th, 1981, a boy named Jack Sawyer stood
looking out at the steady water as he stood on an unmarked
beach before a hotel that looked like a castle in a Sir Walter
Scott novel. He wanted to cry but was unable to release his
tears. He was surrounded by death, death made up half the
world, there were no rainbows. The WILD CHILD van had sub-
tracted Uncle Tommy from the world. Uncle Tommy, dead in
L.A., too far from the east coast, where even a kid like Jack
knew he really belonged. A man who felt he had to put on a
tie before going out to get a roast beef sandwich at Arby’s had
no business on the west coast at all.

His father was dead, Uncle Tommy was dead, his mother
might be dying. He felt death here, too, at Arcadia Beach,
where it spoke through telephones in Uncle Morgan’s voice.
It was nothing as cheap or obvious as the melancholy feel of
a resort in the off-season, where one kept stumbling over the
Ghosts of Summers past; it seemed to be in the texture of
things, a smell on the ocean breeze. He was scared . . . and he
had been scared for a long time. Being here, where it was so
quiet, had only helped him to realize it—had helped him to
realize that maybe Death had driven all the way up I-95 from
New York, squinting out through cigarette smoke and asking
him to find some bop on the car radio.

He could remember— vaguely—his father telling him that
he was born with an old head, but his head didn’t feel old now.
Right now, his head felt very young. Scared, he thought. I'm
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pretty damn scared. This is where the world ends, right?

Seagulls coursed the gray air overhead. The silence was as
gray as the air—as deadly as the growing circles under her
eyes.

6

When he had wandered into Funworld and met Lester Speedy
Parker after he did not quite know how many days of numbly
drifting through time, that passive feeling of being on hold had
somehow left him. Lester Parker was a black man with crinkly
gray hair and heavy lines cutting through his cheeks. He was
utterly unremarkable now despite whatever he had accom-
plished in his earlier life as a travelling blues musician. Nor
had he said anything particularly remarkable. Yet as soon as
Jack had walked aimlessly into Funworld’s game arcade and
met Speedy’s pale eyes he felt all the fuzziness leave him. He
had become himself again. It was as if a magical current had
passed directly from the old man into Jack. Speedy had smiled
at him and said, “Well, it looks like I got me some company.
Little travellin man just walked in.”

It was true, he was not on hold anymore: just an instant
before, he had seemed to be wrapped in wet wool and cotton
candy, and now he was set free. A silvery nimbus seemed to
play about the old man for an instant, a little aureole of light
which disappeared as soon as Jack blinked. For the first time
Jack saw that the man was holding the handle of a wide heavy
push-broom.

“You okay, son?” The handyman put one hand in the small
of his back, and stretched backward. “The world just get worse,
or did she get better?”

*“Uh, better,” Jack said.

“Then you come to the right place, I’d say. What do they
call you?”

Little travellin man, Speedy had said that first day, ole
Travellin Jack. He had leaned his tall angular body against the
Skee-Ball machine and wrapped his arms around the broom-
handle as though it were a girl at a dance. The man you see
here is Lester Speedy Parker, formerly a travellin man hisself,
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son, hee hee—oh yeah, Speedy knew the road, he knew all the
roads, way back in the old days. Had me a band, Travellin
Jack, played the blues. Git-tar blues. Made me a few records,
too, but I won’t shame you by asking if you ever heard em.
Every syllable had its own rhythmic lilt, every phrase its rim-
shot and backbeat; Speedy Parker carried a broom instead of
a guitar, but he was still a musician. Within the first five seconds
of talking to Speedy, Jack had known that his jazz-loving father
would have relished this man’s company.

He had tagged along behind Speedy for the better part of
three or four days, watching him work and helping out when
he could. Speedy let him bang in nails, sand down a picket or
two that needed paint; these simple tasks done under Speedy’s
instructions were the only schooling he was getting, but they
made him feel better. Jack now saw his first days in Arcadia
Beach as a period of unrelieved wretchedness from which his
new friend had rescued him. For Speedy Parker was a friend,
that was certain—so certain, in fact, that in it was a quantity
of mystery. In the few days since Jack had shaken off his daze
(or since Speedy had shaken it off for him by dispelling it with
one glance of his light-colored eyes), Speedy Parker had be-
come closer to him than any other friend, with the possible
exception of Richard Sloat, whom Jack had known approxi-
mately since the cradle. And now, counteracting his terror at
losing Uncle Tommy and his fear that his mother was actually
dying, he felt the tug of Speedy’s warm wise presence from
just down the street.

Again, and uncomfortably, Jack had his old sense of being
directed, of being manipulated: as if a long invisible wire had
pulled himself and his mother up to this abandoned place by
the sea.

They wanted him here, whoever they were.

Or was that just crazy? In his inner vision he saw a bent
old man, clearly out of his mind, muttering to himself as he
pushed an empty shopping cart down the sidewalk.

A gull screamed in the air, and Jack promised himself that
he would make himself talk about some of his feelings with
Speedy Parker. Even if Speedy thought he was nuts; even if
he laughed at Jack. He would not laugh, Jack secretly knew.
They were old friends because one of the things Jack understood
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about the old custodian was that he could say almost anythin
to him.

But he was not ready for all that yet. It was all too crazy.
and he did not understand it yet himself. Almost reluctantl
Jack turned his back on Funworld and trudged across the san
toward the hotel.



chapter two

The FHunnel Gpens

1

It was a day later, but Jack Sawyer was no wiser. He had,
however, had one of the greatest nightmares of all time last
night. In it, some terrible creature had been coming for his
mother—a dwarvish monstrosity with misplaced eyes and rot-
ting, cheesy skin. “Your mother’s almost dead, Jack, can you
say hallelujah?” this monstrosity had croaked, and Jack knew—
the way you knew things in dreams—that it was radioactive,
and that if it touched him, he would die, too. He had awakened
with his body drenched in sweat, on the edge of a bitter scream.
It took the steady pounding of the surf to reacquaint him with
where he was, and it was hours before he could go back to
sleep.

He had meant to tell his mother about the dream this mom-
ing, but Lily had been sour and uncommunicative, hiding in a
cloud of cigarette smoke. It was only as he started out of the
hotel coffee shop on some trumped-up errand that she smiled
at him a little.

“Think about what you want to eat tonight.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Anything but fast food. I did not come all the way
from L.A. to New Hampshire in order to poison myself with
hotdogs.”

“Let’s try one of those seafood places in Hampton Beach,”
Jack said.

“Fine. Go on and play.”

Go on and play, Jack thought with a bitterness utterly unlike

13
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him. Oh yeah, Mom, way to go. Too cool. Go on and play.
With who? Mom, why are you here? Why are we here? How
sick are you? How come you won'’t talk to me about Uncle
Tommy? What's Uncle Morgan up to? What—

Questions, questions. And not one of them worth a darned
thing, because there was no one to answer them.

Unless Speedy—

But that was ridiculous; how could one old black man he’d
just met solve any of his problems?

Still, the thought of Speedy Parker danced at the edge of
his mind as Jack ambled across the boardwalk and down to the
depressingly empty beach.

2

This is where the world ends, right? Jack thought again.

Seagulls coursed the gray air overhead. The calendar said
it was still summer, but summer ended here at Arcadia Beach
on Labor Day. The silence was gray as the air.

He looked down at his sneakers and saw that there was some
sort of tarry goo on them. Beach crud, he thought. Some kind
of pollution. He had no idea where he had picked it up and he
stepped back from the edge of the water, uneasy.

The gulls in the air, swooping and crying. One of them
screamed overhead and he heard a flat cracking that was almost
metallic. He turned in time to see it come in for a fluttering,
awkward landing on a hump of rock. The gull turned its head
in rapid, almost robotic movements, as if to verify it was alone,
and then it hopped down to where the clam it had dropped lay
on the smooth, hard-packed sand. The clam had cracked open
like an egg and Jack saw raw meat inside, still twitching . ..
or perhaps that was his imagination.

Don’t want to see this.

But before he could turn away, the gull’s yellow, hooked
beak was pulling at the meat, stretching it like a rubber band,
and he felt his stomach knot into a slick fist. In his mind he
could hear that stretched tissue screaming—nothing coherent,
only stupid flesh crying out in pain.
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He tried to look away from the seagull again and he couldn’t.
The gull’s beak opened, giving him a brief glimpse of dirty
pink gullet. The clam snapped back into its cracked shell and
for a moment the gull was looking at him, its eyes a deadly
black, confirming every horrible truth: fathers die, mothers die,
uncles die even if they went to Yale and look as solid as bank
walls in their three-piece Savile Row suits. Kids die too, maybe
...and at the end all there may be is the stupid, unthinking
scream of living tissue.

“Hey,” Jack said aloud, not aware he was doing anything
but thinking inside his own head. “Hey, give me a break.”

The gull sat over its catch, regarding him with its beady
black eyes. Then it began to dig at the meat again. Want some,
Jack? Ir’s still twitching! By God, it’s so fresh it hardly knows
it's dead!

The strong yellow beak hooked into the meat again and
pulled. Strettttchhhhhh—

It snapped. The gull’s head went up toward the gray Sep-
tember sky and its throat worked. And again it seemed to be
looking at him, the way the eyes in some pictures seemed
always to look at you no matter where you went in the room.
And the eyes . . . he knew those eyes.

Suddenly he wanted his mother—her dark blue eyes. He
could not remember wanting her with such desperation since
he had been very, very small. La-la, he heard her sing inside
his head, and her voice was the wind’s voice, here for now,
somewhere else all too soon. La-la, sleep now, Jacky, baby-
bunting, daddy’s gone a-hunting. And all that jazz. Memories
of being rocked, his mother smoking one Herbert Tareyton
after another, maybe looking at a script—blue pages, she called
them, he remembered that: blue pages. La-la, Jacky, all is
cool. I love you, Jacky. Shhh . . . sleep. La-la.

The gull was looking at him.

With sudden horror that engorged his throat like hot salt
water he saw it really was looking at him. Those black eyes
(whose?) were seeing him. And he knew that look.

A raw strand of flesh still dangled from the gull’s beak. As
he looked, the gull sucked it in. Its beak opened in a weird
but unmistakable grin.
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He turned then and ran, head down, eyes shut against the
hot salt tears, sneakers digging against the sand, and if there
was a way to go up, go up and up, up to some gull’s-eye view,
one would have seen only him, only his tracks, in all that gray
day; Jack Sawyer, twelve and alone, running back toward the
inn, Speedy Parker forgotten, his voice nearly lost in tears and
wind, crying the negative over and over again: no and no and
no.

3

He paused at the top of the beach, out of breath. A hot stitch
ran up his left side from the middle of his ribs to the deepest
part of his armpit. He sat down on one of the benches the town
put out for old people and pushed his hair out of his eyes.

Got to get control of yourself. If Sergeant Fury goes Section
Eight, who's gonna lead the Howling Commandos?

He smiled and actually did feel a little better. From up here,
fifty feet from the water, things looked a little better. Maybe
it was the change in barometric pressure, or something. What
had happened to Uncle Tommy was horrible, but he supposed
he would get over it, learn to accept. That was what his mother
said, anyway. Uncle Morgan had been unusually pesty just
lately, but then, Uncle Morgan had always been sort of a pest.

As for his mother. . . well, that was the big one, wasn’t it?

Actually, he thought, sitting on the bench and digging at
the verge of the sand beyond the boardwalk with one toe,
actually his mother might still be all right. She could be all
right; it was certainly possible. After all, no one had come
right out and said it was the big C, had they? No. If she had
cancer, she wouldn’t have brought him here, would she? More
likely they’d be in Switzerland, with his mother taking cold
mineral baths and scoffing goat-glands, or something. And she
would do it, too.

So maybe—

A low, dry whispering sound intruded on his consciousness.
He looked down and his eyes widened. The sand had begun
to move by the instep of his left sneaker. The fine white grains
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were sliding around in a small circle perhaps a finger’s length
in diameter. The sand in the middle of this circle suddenly
collapsed, so that now there was a dimple in the sand. It was
maybe two inches deep. The sides of this dimple were also in
motion: around and around, moving in rapid counterclockwise
circuits.

Not real, he told himself immediately, but his heart began
to speed up again. His breathing also began to come faster.
Not real, it's one of the Daydreams, that’s all, or maybe it's
a crab or something . . .

But it wasn’t a crab and it wasn’t one of the Daydreams—
this was not the other place, the one he dreamed about when
things were boring or maybe a little scary, and it sure as hell
wasn’t any crab.

The sand spun faster, the sound arid and dry, making him
think of static electricity, of an experiment they had done in
science last year with a Leyden jar. But more than either of
these, the minute sound was like a long lunatic gasp, the final
breath of a dying man.

More sand collapsed inward and began to spin. Now it was
not a dimple; it was a funnel in the sand, a kind of reverse
dust-devil. The bright yellow of a gum wrapper was revealed,
covered, revealed, covered, revealed again—each time it
showed up again. Jack could read more of it as the funnel grew:
ju, then jul, then JuiCY F. The funnel grew and the sand was
jerked away from the gum wrapper again. It was as quick and
rude as an unfriendly hand jerking down the covers on a made
bed. Juicy FRUIT, he read, and then the wrapper flapped up-
ward.

The sand turned faster and faster, in a hissing fury.
Hhhhhhaaaaahhhhhhhh was the sound the sand made. Jack
stared at it, fascinated at first, and then horrified. The sand
was opening like a large dark eye: it was the eye of the gull
that had dropped the clam on the rock and then pulled the living
meat out of it like a rubber band.

Hhhhhhaaaahhhhh, the sand-spout mocked in its dead, dry
voice. That was not a mind-voice. No matter how much Jack
wished it were only in his head, that voice was real. His false
teeth flew, Jack, when the old wiLD CHILD hit him, out they
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went, rattledy-bang! Yale or no Yale, when the old wiLD CHILD
van comes and knocks your false teeth out, Jacky, you got to
go. And your mother—

Then he was running again, blindly, not looking back, his
hair blown off his forehead, his eyes wide and terrified.

4

Jack walked as quickly as he could through the dim lobby of
the hotel. All the atmosphere of the place forbade running: it
was as quiet as a library, and the gray light which fell through
the tall mullioned windows softened and blurred the already
faded carpets. Jack broke into a trot as he passed the desk, and
the stooped ashen-skinned day-clerk chose that second to emerge
through an arched wooden passage. The clerk said nothing,
but his permanent scowl dragged the corners of his mouth
another centimeter downward. It was like being caught running
in church. Jack wiped his sleeve across his forehead, made
himself walk the rest of the way to the elevators. He punched
the button, feeling the desk clerk’s frown burning between his
shoulderblades. The only time this week that Jack had seen the
desk clerk smile had been when the man had recognized his
mother. The smile had met only the minimum standards for
graciousness.

“I suppose that’s how old you have to be to remember Lily
Cavanaugh,” she had said to Jack as soon as they were alone
in their rooms. There had been a time, and not so long ago,
when being identified, recognized from any one of the fifty
movies she had made during the fifties and sixties (“Queen of
the Bs,” they called her; her own comment: *“Darling of the
Drive-ins”’)}—whether by a cabdriver, waiter, or the lady selling
blouses at the Wilshire Boulevard Saks—perked her mood for
hours. Now even that simple pleasure had gone dry for her.

Jack jigged before the unmoving elevator doors, hearing an
impossible and familiar voice lifting to him from a whirling
funnel of sand. For a second he saw Thomas Woodbine, solid
comfortable Uncle Tommy Woodbine, who was supposed to
have been one of his guardians—a strong wall against trouble
and confusion—crumpled and dead on La Cienega Boulevard,
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his teeth like popcorn twenty feet away in the gutter. He stabbed
the button again.

Hurry up!

Then he saw something worse—his mother hauled into a
waiting car by two impassive men. Suddenly Jack had to ur-
inate. He flattened his palm against the button, and the bent
gray man behind the desk uttered a phlegmy sound of disap-
proval. Jack pressed the edge of his other hand into that magic
place just beneath his stomach which lessened the pressure on
his bladder. Now he could hear the slow whir of the descending
elevator. He closed his eyes, squeezed his legs together. His
mother looked uncertain, lost and confused, and the men forced
her into the car as easily as they would a weary collie dog.
But that was not really happening, he knew; it was a memory—
part of it must have been one of the Daydreams—and it had
happened not to his mother but to him.

As the mahogany doors of the elevator slid away to reveal
a shadowy interior from which his own face met him in a foxed
and peeling mirror, that scene from his seventh year wrapped
around him once again, and he saw one man’s eyes tum to
yellow, felt the other’s hand alter into something clawlike, hard
and inhuman . . . he jumped into the elevator as if he had been
jabbed with a fork. '

Not possible: the Daydreams were not possible, he had not
seen a man’s eyes turning from blue to yellow, and his mother
was fine and dandy, there was nothing to be scared of, nobody
was dying, and danger was what a seagull meant to a clam.
He closed his eyes and the elevator toiled upward.

That thing in the sand had laughed at him.

Jack squeezed through the opening as soon as the doors
began to part. He trotted past the closed mouths of the other
elevators, turned right into the panelled corridor and ran past
the sconces and paintings toward their rooms. Here running
seemed less a sacrilege. They had 407 and 408, consisting of
two bedrooms, a small kitchen, and a living room with a view
of the long smooth beach and the vastness of the ocean. His
mother had appropriated flowers from somewhere, arranged
them in vases, and set her little array of framed photographs
beside them. Jack at five, Jack at eleven, Jack as an infant in
the arms of his father. His father, Philip Sawyer, at the wheel
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of the old DeSoto he and Morgan Sloat had driven to California
in the unimaginable days when they had been so poor they had
often slept in the car.

When Jack threw open 408, the door to the living room, he
called out, “Mom? Mom?”

The flowers met him, the photographs smiled; there was no
answer. “Mom!” The door swung shut behind him. Jack felt
his stomach go cold. He rushed through the living room to the
large bedroom on the right. “Mom!” Another vase of tall bright
flowers. The empty bed looked starched and ironed, so stiff a
quarter would bounce off the quilt. On the bedside table stood
an assortment of brown bottles containing vitamins and other
pills. Jack backed out. His mother’s window showed black
waves rolling and rolling toward him.

Two men getting out of a nondescript car, themselves non-
descript, reaching for her. ..

“Mom!” he shouted.

“I hear you, Jack,” came his mother’s voice through the
bathroom door. “What on earth...?”

“Oh,” he said, and felt all his muscles relax. “Oh, sorry. I
just didn’t know where you were.”

“Taking a bath,” she said. “Getting ready for dinner. Is that
still allowed?”

Jack realized that he no longer had to go to the bathroom.
He dropped into one of the overstuffed chairs and closed his
eyes in relief. She was still okay—

Still okay for now, a dark voice whispered, and in his mind
he saw that sand funnel open again, whirling.

5

Seven or eight miles up the coast road, just outside Hampton
Township, they found a restaurant called The Lobster Chateau.
Jack had given a very sketchy account of his day—already he
was backing away from the terror he had experienced on the
beach, letting it diminish in his memory. A waiter in a red
jacket printed with the yellow image of a lobster across the
back showed them to a table beside a long streaky window.
“Would Madam care for a drink?” The waiter had a stony-
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cold off-season New England face, and looking at it, suspecting
the resentment of his Ralph Lauren sport coat and his mother’s
carelessly worn Halston afternoon dress behind those watery
blue eyes, Jack felt a more familiar terror needle him—simple
homesickness. Mom, if you're not really sick, what the hell
are we doing here? The place is empty! It's creepy! Jesus!

“Bring me an elementary martini,” she said.

The waiter raised his eyebrows. “Madam?”

“Ice in a glass,” she said. “Olive on ice. Tanqueray gin over
olive. Then—are you getting this?”

Mom, for God's sake, can’t you see his eyes? You think
you're being charming—he thinks you’re making fun of him!
Can’t you see his eyes?

No. She couldn’t. And that failure of empathy, when she
had always been so sharp about how other people were feeling,
was another stone against his heart. She was withdrawing . . .
in all ways.

“Yes, madam.”

“Then,” she said, “you take a bottle of vermouth—any
brand—and hold it against the glass. Then you put the ver-
mouth back on the shelf and bring the glass to me. 'Kay?”

“Yes, madam.” Watery-cold New England eyes, staring at
his mother with no love at all. We’re alone here, Jack thought,
really realizing it for the first time. Jeez, are we. “Young sir?”

“I"d like a Coke,” Jack said miserably.

The waiter left. Lily rummaged in her purse, came up with
a package of Herbert Tarrytoons (so she had called them since
he had been a baby, as in “Bring me my Tarrytoons from over
there on the shelf, Jacky,” and so he still thought them) and
lit one. She coughed out smoke in three harsh bursts.

It was another stone against his heart. Two years ago, his
mother had given up smoking entirely. Jack had waited for her
to backslide with that queer fatalism which is the flip side of
childish credulity and innocence. His mother had always smoked;
she would soon smoke again. But she had not . . . not until three
months ago, in New York. Carltons. Walking around the living
room in the apartment on Central Park West, puffing like a
choo-choo, or squatting in front of the record cabinet, pawing
through her old rock records or her dead husband s old jazz
records.
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“You smoking again, Mom?” he’d asked her.

“Yeah, I’'m smoking cabbage leaves,” she’d said.

“I wish you wouldn’t.”

“Why don’t you turn on the TV?” she’d responded with
uncharacteristic sharpness, turning toward him, her lips pressed
tightly together. “Maybe you can find Jimmy Swaggart or Rev-
erend Ike. Get down there in the hallelujah corner with the
amen sisters.”

“Sorry,” he’d muttered.

Well—it was only Carltons. Cabbage leaves. But here were
the Herbert Tarrytoons—the blue-and-white old-fashioned pack,
the mouthpieces that looked like filters but which weren’t. He
could remember, vaguely, his father telling somebody that he
smoked Winstons and his wife smoked Black Lungers.

“See anything weird, Jack?” she asked him now, her
overbright eyes fixed on him, the cigarette held in its old,
slightly eccentric position between the second and third fingers
of the right hand. Daring him to say something. Daring him
to say, “Mom, I notice you’re smoking Herbert Tarrytoons
again—does this mean you figure you don’t have anything left
to lose?”

“No,” he said. That miserable, bewildered homesickness
swept him again, and he felt like weeping. “Except this place.
It’s a little weird.”

She looked around and grinned. Two other waiters, one fat,
one thin, both in red jackets with golden lobsters on the back,
stood by the swing doors to the kitchen, talking quietly. A
velvet rope hung across the entrance to a huge dining room
beyond the alcove where Jack and his mother sat. Chairs were
overturned in ziggurat shapes on the tables in this dark cave.
At the far end, a huge window-wall looked out on a gothic
shorescape that made Jack think of Death’s Darling, a movie
his mother had been in. She had played a young woman with
a lot of money who married a dark and handsome stranger
against her parents’ wishes. The dark and handsome stranger
took her to a big house by the ocean and tried to drive her
crazy. Death’s Darling had been more or less typical of Lily
Cavanaugh’s career—she had starred in a lot of black-and-
white films in which handsome but forgettable actors drove
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around in Ford convertibles with their hats on.

The sign hanging from the velvet rope barring the entrance
to this dark cavern was ludicrously understated: THIS SECTION
CLOSED.

“It is a little grim, isn’t it?” she said.

“It’s like the Twilight Zone,” he replied, and she barked
her harsh, infectious, somehow lovely laugh.

“Yeah, Jacky, Jacky, Jacky,” she said, and leaned over to
ruffle his too-long hair, smiling. g

He pushed her hand away, also smiling (but oh, her fingers
felt like bones, didn’t they? She’s almost dead, Jack . . .). “Don’t
touch-a da moichendise.”

“Off my case.”

“Pretty hip for an old bag.”

“Oh boy, try to get movie money out of me this week.”

“Yeah.” :

They smiled at each other, and Jack could not ever remember
a need to cry so badly, or remember loving her so much. There
was a kind of desperate toughness about her now . . . going back
to the Black Lungers was part of that.

Their drinks came. She tipped her glass toward his. “Us.”

“Okay.”

They drank. The waiter came with menus.

“Did I pull his string a little hard before, Jacky?”

“Maybe a little,” he said.

She thought about it, then shrugged it away. ‘“What are you
having?”

“Sole, I guess.”

“Make it two.”

So he ordered for both of them, feeling clumsy and em-
barrassed but knowing it was what she wanted—and he could
see in her eyes when the waiter left that he hadn’t done too
bad a job. A lot of that was Uncle Tommy’s doing. After a
trip to Hardee’s Uncle Tommy had said: “I think there’s hope
for you, Jack, if we can just cure this revolting obsession with
processed yellow cheese.”

The food came. He wolfed his sole, which was hot and lemony
and good. Lily only toyed with hers, ate a few green beans,
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and then pushed things around on her plate.

“School started up here two weeks ago,” Jack announced
halfway through the meal. Seeing the big yellow buses with
ARCADIA DISTRICT SCHOOLS written on the sides had made him
feel guilty—under the circumstances he thought that was prob-
ably absurd, but there it was. He was playing hooky.

She looked at him, enquiring. She had ordered and finished
a second drink; now the waiter brought a third.

Jack shrugged. “Just thought I'd mention it.”

“Do you want to go?”’

“Huh? No! Not here!”

“Good,” she said. “Because I don’t have your goddam vac-
cination papers. They won’t let you in school without a ped-
igree, chum.”

“Don’t call me chum,” Jack said, but Lily didn’t crack a
smile at the old joke.

Boy, why ain’t you in school?

He blinked as if the voice had spoken aloud instead of only
in his mind.

“Something?” she asked.

“No. Well...there’s a guy at the amusement park. Fun-
world. Janitor, caretaker, something like that. An old black
guy. He asked me why I wasn’t in school.”

She leaned forward, no humor in her now, almost fright-
eningly grim. “What did you tell him?”

Jack shrugged. “I said I was getting over mono. You re-
member that time Richard had it? The doctor told Uncle Morgan
Richard had to stay out of school for six weeks, but he could
walk around outside and everything.” Jack smiled a little. “I
thought he was lucky.”

Lily relaxed a little. “I don’t like you talking to strangers,
Jack.”

“Mom, he’s just a—"

“I don’t care who he is. I don’t want you talking to strangers.”

Jack thought of the black man, his hair gray steel wool, his
dark face deeply lined, his odd, light-colored eyes. He had
been pushing a broom in the big arcade on the pier—the arcade
was the only part of Arcadia Funworld that stayed open the
year around, but it had been deserted then except for Jack and
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the black man and two old men far in the back. The two were
playing Skee-Ball in apathetic silence.

But now, sitting here in this slightly creepy restaurant with
his mother, it wasn’t the black man who asked the question; it
was himself.

Why aren’t I in school?

It be just like she say, son. Got no vaccination, got no
pedigree. You think she come down here with your birth cer-
tificate? That what you think? She on the run, son, and you
on the run with her. You—

“Have you heard from Richard?” she broke in, and when
she said it, it came to him—no, that was too gentle. It crashed
into him. His hands twitched and his glass fell off the table.
It shattered on the floor.

She’s almost dead, Jack.

The voice from the swirling sand-funnel. The one he had
heard in his mind.

It had been Uncle Morgan’s voice. Not maybe, not almost,
not sorta like. It had been a real voice. The voice of Richard’s
father.

6

Going home in the car, she asked him, “What happened to you
in there, Jack?” .

“Nothing. My heart did this funny little Gene Krupa riff.”
He ran off a quick one on the dashboard to demonstrate. “Threw
a PCV, just like on General Hospital.”

“Don’t wise off to me, Jacky.” In the glow of the dashboard
instruments she looked pale and haggard. A cigarette smoul-
dered between the second and third fingers of her right hand.
She was driving very slowly—never over forty —as she always
drove when she’d had too much to drink. Her seat was pulled
all the way forward, her skirt was hiked up so her knees floated,
storklike, on either side of the steering column, and her chin
seemed to hang over the wheel. For a moment she looked
haglike, and Jack quickly looked away.

“I’m not,” he mumbled.
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“What?”

“I’m not wising off,” he said. “It was like a twitch, that’s
all. I'm sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “I thought it was something about
Richard Sloat.”

“No.” His father talked to me out of a hole in the sand down
on the beach, that’s all. In my head he talked to me, like in a
movie where you hear a voice-over. He told me you were almost
dead.

“Do you miss him, Jack?”

“Who, Richard?”

“No—Spiro Agnew. Of course Richard.”

“Sometimes.” Richard Sloat was now going to school in
Illinois—one of those private schools where chapel was com-
pulsory and no one had acne.

“You’ll see him.” She ruffled his hair.

“Mom, are you all right?” The words burst out of him. He
could feel his fingers biting into his thighs.

“Yes,” she said, lighting another cigarette (she slowed down
to twenty to do it; an old pick-up swept by them, its homn
blatting). “Never better.”

“How much weight have you lost?”

“Jacky, you can never be too thin or too rich.” She paused
and then smiled at him. It was a tired, hurt smile that told him
all the truth he needed to know.

“Mom—"

“No more,” she said. “All’s well. Take my word for it. See
if you can find us some be-bop on the FM.”

“But—"

“Find us some bop, Jacky, and shut up.”

He found some jazz on a Boston station—an alto saxophone
elucidating “All the Things You Are.” But under it, a steady,
senseless counterpoint, was the ocean. And later, he could see
the great skeleton of the roller coaster against the sky. And the
rambling wings of the Alhambra Inn. If this was home, they
were home.



chapter three

Speedy JHarker

1

The next day the sun was back—a hard bright sun that layered
itself like paint over the flat beach and the slanting, red-tiled
strip of roof Jack could see from his bedroom window. A long
low wave far out in the water seemed to harden in the light
and sent a spear of brightness straight toward his eyes. To Jack
this sunlight felt different from the light in California. It seemed
somehow thinner; colder; less nourishing. The wave out in the
dark ocean melted away, then hoisted itself up again, and a
hard dazzling streak of gold leaped across it. Jack turned away
from his window. He had already showered and dressed, and
his body’s clock told him that it was time to start moving toward
the schoolbus stop. Seven-fifteen. But of course he would not
g0 to school today, nothing was normal anymore, and he and
his mother would just drift like ghosts through another twelve
hours of daytime. No schedule, no responsibilities, no home-
work . . . no order at all except for that given them by meal-
times.

Was today even a schoolday? Jack stopped short beside his
bed, feeling a little flicker of panic that his world had become
so formless . . . he didn’t think this was a Saturday. Jack counted
back to the first absolutely identifiable day his memory could
find, which was the previous Sunday. Counting forward made
it Thursday. On Thursdays he had computer class with Mr.
Balgo and an early sports period. At least that was what he’d
had when his life had been normal, a time that now seemed—
though it had come to an end only months ago—irretrievably
lost. ’

27
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He wandered out of his bedroom into the living room. When
he tugged at the drawstring for the curtains the hard bright light
flooded into the room, bleaching the furniture. Then he punched
the button on the television set and dropped himself onto the
stiff couch. His mother would not be up for at least another
fifteen minutes. Maybe longer, considering that she’d had three
drinks with dinner the night before. |

Jack glanced toward the door to his mother’s room.

Twenty minutes later he rapped softly at her door. “Mom?”
A thick mumble answered him. Jack pushed the door open a
crack and looked in. She was lifting her head off the pillow
and peering back through half-closed eyes.

“Jacky. Moming. What time?”

“Around eight.”

“God. You starving?” She sat up and pressed the palms of
her hands to her eyes.

“Kind of. I'm sort of sick of sitting in here. I just wondered
if you were getting up soon.”

“Not if I can help it. You mind? Go down to the dining
room, get some breakfast. Mess around on the beach, okay?
You’ll have a much better mother today if you give her another
hour in bed.”

“Sure,” he said. “Okay. See you later.”

Her head had already dropped back down on the pillow.

Jack switched off the television and let himself out of the
room after making sure his key was in the pocket of his jeans.

The elevator smelled of camphor and ammonia—a maid
had tipped a bottle off a cart. The doors opened, and the gray
desk clerk frowned at him and ostentatiously turned away.
Being a movie star’s brat doesn’t make you anything special
around here, sonny...and why aren’t you in school? Jack
turned into the panelled entrance to the dining room—The
Saddle of Lamb—and saw rows of empty tables in a shadowy
vastness. Perhaps six had been set up. A waitress in a white
blouse and red ruffled skirt looked at him, then looked away.
Two exhausted-looking old people sat across a table from each
other at the other end of the room. There were no other break-
fasters. As Jack looked on, the old man leaned over the table
and unselfconsciously cut his wife’s fried egg into four inch-
square sections.
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“Table for one?” The woman in charge of The Saddle of
Lamb during the day had matenalized beside him, and was
already plucking a menu off a stack beside the reservation book.

“Changed my mind, sorry.” Jack escaped.

The Alhambra’s coffee shop, The Beachcomber Lounge,
lay all the way across the lobby and down a long bleak corridor
lined with empty display cases. His hunger died at the thought
of sitting by himself at the counter and watching the bored
cook slap down strips of bacon on the crusty grill. He would
wait until his mother got up: or, better yet, he would go out
and see if he could get a doughnut and a little carton of milk
at one of the shops up the street on the way into town.

He pushed open the tall heavy front door of the hotel and
went out into the sunlight. For a moment the sudden brightness
stung his eyes—the world was a flat glaring dazzle. Jack
squinted, wishing he had remembered to bring his sunglasses
downstairs. He went across the apron of red brick and down
the four curving steps to the main pathway through the gardens
at the front of the hotel.

What happened if she died?

What happened to him—where would he go, who would
take care of him, if the worst thing in the world actually took
place and she died, for good and all died, up in that hotel room?

He shook his head, trying to send the terrible thought away
before a lurking panic could rush up out of the Alhambra’s
well-ordered gardens and blast him apart. He would not cry,
he would not let that happen to him—and he would not let
himself think about the Tarrytoons and the weight she had lost,
the feeling that he sometimes had that she was too helpless and
without direction. He was walking very quickly now, and he
shoved his hands into his pockets as he jumped down off the
curving path through the gardens onto the hotel’s drive. She
on the run, son, and you on the run with her. On the run, but
from whom? And to where? Here—just to here, this deserted
resort?

He reached the wide street that travelled up the shoreline
toward the town, and now all of the empty landscape before
him was a whirlpool that could suck him down into itself and
spit him out into a black place where peace and safety had
never existed. A gull sailed out over the empty road, wheeled
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around in a wide curve, and dipped back toward the beach.
Jack watched it go, shrinking in the air to a smudge of white
above the erratic line of the roller-coaster track.

Lester Speedy Parker, a black man with crinkly gray hair
and heavy lines cutting down through his cheeks, was down
there somewhere inside Funworld and it was Speedy he had to
see. That was as clear to Jack as his sudden insight about his
friend Richard’s father.

A gull screeched, a wave bounced hard gold light toward
him, and Jack saw Uncle Morgan and his new friend Speedy
as figures almost allegorically opposed, as if they were statues
of NIGHT and DAY, stuck up on plinths, MOON and SUN—the
dark and the light. What Jack had understood as soon as he
had known that his father would have liked Speedy Parker was
that the ex-bluesman had no harm in him. Uncle Morgan, now
...he was another kind of being altogether. Uncle Morgan
lived for business, for deal-making and hustling; and he was
so ambitious that he challenged every even faintly dubious call
in a tennis match, so ambitious in fact that he cheated in the
penny-ante card games his son had now and then coaxed him
into joining. At least, Jack thought that Uncle Morgan had been
cheating in a couple of their games . . . not a man who thought
that defeat demanded graciousness.

NIGHT and DAY, MOON and SUN; DARK and LIGHT, and the
black man was the light in these polarities. And when Jack’s
mind had pushed him this far, all that panic he had fought off
in the hotel’s tidy gardens swarmed toward him again. He lifted
his feet and ran.

&

When the boy saw Speedy kneeling down outside the gray and
peeling arcade building— wrapping electrician’s tape around a
thick cord, his steel-wool head bent almost to the pier and his
skinny buttocks poking out the worn green seat of his work-
pants, the dusty soles of his boots toed down like a pair of
upended surfboards—he realized that he had no idea of what
he had been planning to say to the custodian, or even if he
intended to say anything at all. Speedy gave the roll of black
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tape another twist around the cord, nodded, took a battered
Palmer knife from the flap pocket of his workshirt and sliced
the tape off the roll with a flat surgical neatness. Jack would
have escaped from here too, if he could—he was intruding on
the man’s work, and anyhow, it was crazy to think that Speedy
could really help him in any way. What kind of help could he
give, an old janitor in an empty amusement park?

Then Speedy turned his head and registered the boy’s pres-
ence with an expression of total and warming welcome—not
so much a smile as a deepening of all those heavy lines in his
face—and Jack knew that he was at least no intrusion.

“Travellin Jack,” Speedy said. “I was beginnin to get afraid
you decided to stay away from me. Just when we got to be
friends, too. Good to see you again, son.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “Good to see you, t00.”

Speedy popped the metal knife back into his shirt pocket
and lifted his long bony body upright so easily, so athletically,
that he seemed weightless. “This whole place comin down
around my ears,” he said. “I just fix it a little bit at a time,
enough so everything works more or less the way it should.”
He stopped in mid-sentence, having had a good look at Jack’s
face. “Old world’s not so fine right now, seems like. Travellin
Jack got buckled up to a load of worries. That the way it is?”

“Yeah, sort of,” Jack began—he still had no idea of how
to begin expressing the things that troubled him. They could
not be put into ordinary sentences, for ordinary sentences made
everything seem rational. One. . .two...three: Jack’s world
no longer marched in those straight lines. All he could not say
weighed in his chest.

He looked miserably at the tall thin man before him. Speedy’s
hands were thrust deep into his pockets; his thick gray eyebrows
pushed toward the deep vertical furrow between them. Speedy’s
eyes, so light they were almost no color at all, swung up from
the blistered paint of the pier and met Jack’s own—and sud-
denly Jack felt better again. He did not understand why, but
Speedy seemed to be able to communicate emotion directly to
him: as if they had not met just a week before, but years ago,
and had shared far more than a few words in a deserted arcade.

“Well, that’s enough work for now,” Speedy said, glancing
up in the direction of the Alhambra. “Do any more and I just
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spoil em. Don’t suppose you ever saw my office, did you?”’

Jack shook his head.

“Time for a little refreshment, boy. The time is right.”

He set off down the pier in his long-legged gait, and Jack
trotted after him. As they jumped down the steps of the pier
and began going across the scrubby grass and packed brown
earth toward the buildings on the far side of the park, Speedy
astonished Jack by starting to sing.

Traveliin Jack, ole Travellin Jack,
Got a far long way to go,
Longer way to come back.

It was not exactly singing, Jack thought, but sort of halfway
between singing and talking. If it were not for the words, he
would have enjoyed listening to Speedy’s rough, confident
voice.

Long long way for that boy to go,
Longer way to come back.

Speedy cast an almost twinkling look at him over his shoulder.

“Why do you call me that?” Jack asked him. “Why am I
Travelling Jack? Because I'm from California?”

They had reached the pale blue ticket booth at the entrance
to the roller-coaster enclosure, and Speedy thrust his hands
back in the pockets of his baggy green workpants, spun on his
heel, and propped his shoulders on the little blue enclosure.
The efficiency and quickness of his movements had a quality
almost theatrical—as if, Jack thought, he had known the boy
was going to ask that particular question at that precise moment.

He say he come from California,
Don he know he gotta go right back . . .

sang Speedy, his ponderous sculptured face filled with emotion
that seemed almost reluctant to Jack.

Say he come all that way,
Poor Travellin Jack gotta go right back . . .
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“What?” Jack said. “Go back. I think my mom even sold the
house—or she rented it or something. I don’t know what the
hell you're trying to do, Speedy.”

He was relieved when Speedy did not answer him in his
chanting, rhythmic sing-song, but said in a normal voice: “Bet
you don’t remember meetin me before, Jack. You don’t, do
you?”

“Meeting you before? Where was this?”

“California—at least, I think we met back there. Not so’s
you’d remember, Travellin Jack. It was a pretty busy couple
of minutes. Would have been in. . .let me see. .. would have
been about four—five years ago. Nineteen seventy-six.”

Jack looked up at him in pure befuddlement. Nineteen
seventy-six? He would have been seven years old.

“Let’s go find my little office,” Speedy said, and pushed
himself off the ticket booth with that same weightless grace.

Jack followed after him, winding through the tall supports
of the roller coaster—black shadows like the grids of tic-tac-
toe diagrams overlaid a dusty wasteland sprinkled with beercans
and candy wrappers. The tracks of the roller coaster hung above
them like an unfinished skyscraper. Speedy moved, Jack saw,
with a basketball player’s rangy ease, his head up and his arms
dangling. The angle of his body, his posture in the crisscrossed
gloom beneath the struts, seemed very young—Speedy could
have been in his twenties.

Then the custodian stepped out again into the harsh sunlight,
and fifty extra years grayed his hair and seamed the back of
his neck. Jack paused as he reached the final row of uprights,
sensing as if Speedy Parker’s illusory juvenescence were the
key to them that the Daydreams were somehow very near,
hovering all about him.

Nineteen seventy-six? California? Jack trailed off after
Speedy, who was going toward a tiny red-painted wooden shack
back up against the smooth-wire fence on the far side of the
amusement park. He was sure that he had never met Speedy
in California . . . but the almost visible presence of his fantasies
had brought back to him another specific memory of those
days, the visions and sensations of a late afternoon of his sixth
year, Jacky playing with a black toy taxi behind the couch in
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his father’s office . . . and his father and Uncle Morgan unex-
pectedly, magically talking about the Daydreams. They have
magic like we have physics, right? An agrarian monarchy,
using magic instead of science. But can you begin to understand
how much fucking clout we’d swing if we gave them electricity?
If we got modern weapons to the right guys over there? Do
you have any idea?

Hold on there, Morgan, I have a lot of ideas that apparently
have yet to occur to you. . . .

Jack could almost hear his father’s voice, and the peculiar
and unsettling realm of the Daydreams seemed to stir in the
shadowy wasteland beneath the roller coaster. He began again
to trot after Speedy, who had opened the door of the little red
shack and was leaning against it, smiling without smiling.

“You got something on your mind, Travellin Jack. Some-
thing that’s buzzin in there like a bee. Get on inside the ex-
ecutive suite and tell me about it.”

If the smile had been broader, more obvious, Jack might
have turned and run: the spectre of mockery still hung humil-
iatingly near. But Speedy’s whole being seemed to express a
welcoming concern—the message of all those deepened lines
in his face—and Jack went past him through the door.

Speedy’s “office” was a small board rectangle—the same
red as its exterior— without a desk or a telephone. Two upended
orange crates leaned against one of the side walls, flanking an
unplugged electrical heater that resembled the grille of a mid-
fifties Pontiac. In the middle of the room a wooden round-back
school chair kept company with an overstuffed chair of faded
gray material.

The arms of the overstuffed chair seemed to have been
clawed open by several generations of cats: dingy wisps of
stuffing lay across the arms like hair; on the back of the school
chair was a complex graffito of scratched-in initials. Junkyard
furniture. In one of the corners stood two neat foot-high piles
of paperback books, in another the square fake-alligator cover
of a cheap record player. Speedy nodded at the heater and said,
“You come round here in January, February, boy, you see why
I got that. Cold? Shoo.” But Jack was now looking at the
pictures taped to the wall over the heater and orange crates.

All but one of the pictures were nudes cut from men’s
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‘magazines. Women with breasts as large as their heads lolled
‘back against uncomfortable trees and splayed columnar, hard-
worked legs. To Jack, their faces looked both fascinating and
rapacious—as if these women would take bites out of his skin
after they kissed him. Some of the women were no younger
than his mother; others seemed only a few years older than
himself. Jack’s eyes grazed over this needful flesh—all of it,
young and unyoung, pink or chocolate-brown or honey-yellow,
seemed to press toward his touch, and he was too conscious
of Speedy Parker standing beside him, watching. Then he saw
the landscape in the midst of the nude photographs, and for a
second he probably forgot to breathe.

It too was a photograph; and it too seemed to reach out for
him, as if it were three-dimensional. A long grassy plain of a
particular, aching green unfurled toward a low, ground-down
range of mountains. Above the plain and the mountains ranged
a deeply transparent sky. Jack could very nearly smell the
freshness of this landscape. He knew that place. He had never
been there, not really, but he knew it. That was one of the
places of the Daydreams.

“Kind of catch the eye, don’t it?” Speedy said, and Jack
remembered where he was. A Eurasian woman with her back
to the camera tilted a heart-shaped rear and smiled at him over
her shoulder. Yes, Jack thought. “Real pretty place,” Speedy
said. “I put that one up myself. All these here girls met me
when I moved in. Didn’t have the heart to rip em off the wall.
They sort of do remind me of way back when, times I was on
the road.”

Jack looked up at Speedy, startled, and the old man winked
at him.

“Do you know that place, Speedy?” Jack asked. “I mean,
do you know where it is?”

“Maybe so, maybe not. It might be Africa—someplace in
Kenya. Or that might be just my memory. Sit down, Travellin
Jack. Take the com’fable chair.”

Jack twisted the chair so that he could still see the picture
of the Daydream place. “That’s Africa?”

“Might be somewhere a lot closer. Might be somewhere a
fellow could get to—get to anytime he liked, that is, if he
wanted to see it bad enough.”
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Jack suddenly realized that he was trembling, and had been
for some time. He balled his hands into fists, and felt the
trembling displace itself into his stomach.

He was not sure that he wanted ever to see the Daydream
place, but he looked questioningly over at Speedy, who had
perched himself on the school chair. “It isn’t anyplace in Africa,
is it?”

“Well, I don’t know. Could be. I got my own name for it,
son. I just call it the Territories.”

Jack looked back up at the photograph—the long, dimpled
plain, the low brown mountains. The Territories. That was
right; that was its name.

They have magic like we have physics, right? An agrarian
monarchy . . . modern weapons to the right guys over there . . .
Uncle Morgan plotting. His father answering, putting on the
brakes: We have to be careful about the way we go in there,
partner . . . remember, we owe them, by which I mean we really
owe them . . .
| “The Territories,” he said to Speedy, tasting the name in his

mouth as much as asking a question.

“Air like the best wine in a rich man’s cellar. Soft rain.
That’s the place, son.”

“You’ve been there, Speedy?” Jack asked, fervently hoping
for a straightforward answer.

But Speedy frustrated him, as Jack had almost known he
would. The custodian smiled at him, and this time it was a
real smile, not just a subliminal flare of warmth.

After a moment Speedy said, “Hell, I never been outside
these United States, Travellin Jack. Not even in the war. Never
got any farther than Texas and Alabama.”

“How do you know about the . . . the Territories?”” The name
was just beginning to fit his mouth.

“Man like me, he hear all kinds of stories. Stories about
two-headed parrots, men that fly with their own wings, men
who turn into wolves, stories about queens. Sick queens.”

... magic like we have physics, right?

Angels and werewolves. “I’ve heard stories about were-
wolves,” Jack said. “They’re even in cartoons. That doesn’t
mean anything, Speedy.”

“Probably it don’t. But I heard that if a man pulls a radish
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out of the ground, another man half a mile away will be able
to smell that radish—the air so sweet and clear.”

“But angels. ..”

“Men with wings.”

“And sick queens,” Jack said, meaning it as a joke—man,
this is some dumb place you make up, broom jockey. But the
instant he spoke the words, he felt sick himself. He had re-
membered the black eye of a gull fixing him with his own
morality as it yanked a clam from its shell: and he could hear
hustlin, bustlin Uncle Morgan asking if Jack could put Queen
Lily on the line.

Queen of the Bs. Queen Lily Cavanaugh.

“Yeah,” Speedy said softly. “Troubles everywhere, son. Sick
Queen . . . maybe dyin. Dyin, son. And a world or two waitin
out there, just waitin to see if anyone can save her.”

Jack stared at him open-mouthed, feeling more or less as if
the custodian had just kicked him in the stomach. Save her?
Save his mother? The panic started to flood toward him once
again—how could he save her? And did all this crazy talk
mean that she really was dying, back there in that room?

“You got a job, Travellin Jack,” Speedy told him. “A job
that ain’t gonna let you go, and that’s the Lord’s truth. I wish
it was different.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jack said. His
breath seemed to be trapped in a hot little pocket situated at
the base of his neck. He looked into another corner of the small
red room and in the shadow saw a battered guitar propped
against the wall. Beside it lay the neat tube of a thin rolled-up
mattress. Speedy slept next to his guitar.

“I wonder,” Speedy said. “There comes times, you know
what I mean, you know more than you think you know. One
hell of a lot more.”

“But I don’t—" Jack began, and then pulled himself up
short. He had just remembered something. Now he was even
more frightened—another chunk of the past had rushed out at
him, demanding his attention. Instantly he was filmed with
perspiration, and his skin felt very cold—as if he had been
misted by a fine spray from a hose. This memory was what
he had fought to repress yesterday morning, standing before
the elevators, pretending that his bladder was not about to burst.
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“Didn’t I say it was time for a little refreshment?” Speedy
asked, reaching down to push aside a loose floorboard.

Jack again saw two ordinary-looking men trying to push his
mother into a car. Above them a huge tree dipped scalloped
fronds over the automobile’s roof.

Speedy gently extracted a pint bottle from the gap between
the floorboards. The glass was dark green, and the fluid inside
looked black. “This gonna help you, son. Just a little taste all
you need—send you some new places, help you get started
findin that job I told you bout.”

“I can’t stay, Speedy,” Jack blurted out, now in a desperate
hurry to get back to the Alhambra. The old man visibly checked
the surprise in his face, then slid the bottle back under the loose
floorboard. Jack was already on his feet. “I’m worried,” he
said.

“Bout your mom?”

Jack nodded, moving backward toward the open door.

“Then you better settle your mind and go see she’s all right.
You can come back here anytime, Travellin Jack.”

“Okay,” the boy said, and then hesitated before running
outside. “I think . . . I think I remember when we met before.”

“Nah, nah, my brains got twisted,” Speedy said, shaking
his head and waving his hands back and forth before him. “You
had it right. We never met before last week. Get on back to
your mom and set your mind at ease.”

Jack sprinted out the door and ran through the dimensionless
sunlight to the wide arch leading to the street. Above it he
could see the letters DLROWNUF AIDACRA outlined against the
sky: at night, colored bulbs would spell out the park’s name
in both directions. Dust puffed up beneath his Nikes. Jack
pushed himself against his own muscles, making them move
faster and harder, so that by the time he burst out through the
arch, he felt almost as though he were flying.

Nineteen seventy-six. Jack had been puttering his way up
Rodeo Drive on an afternoon in June? July? . . . some afternoon
in the drought season, but before that time of the year when
everybody started worrying about brushfires in the hills. Now
he could not even remember where he had been going. A
friend’s house? It had not been an errand of any urgency. He
had, Jack remembered, just reached the point where he no
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longer thought of his father in every unoccupied second—for
many months after Philip Sawyer’s death in a hunting accident,
his shade, his loss had sped toward Jack at a bruising speed
whenever the boy was least prepared to meet it. Jack was only
seven, but he knew that part of his childhood had been stolen
from him—his six-year-old self now seemed impossibly naive
and thoughtless—but he had learned to trust his mother’s
strength. Formless and savage threats no longer seemed to
conceal themselves in dark corners, closets with half-open doors,
shadowy streets, empty rooms.

The events of that aimless summer afternoon in 1976 had
murdered this temporary peace. After it, Jack slept with his
light on for six months; nightmares roiled his sleep.

The car pulled across the street just a few houses up from
the Sawyers’ white three-story Colonial. It had been a green
car, and that was all that Jack had known about it except that
it was not a Mercedes—Mercedes was the only kind of auto-
mobile he knew by sight. The man at the wheel had rolled
down his window and smiled at Jack. The boy’s first thought
had been that he knew this man—the man had known Phil
Sawyer, and wanted just to say hello to his son. Somehow that
was conveyed by the man’s smile, which was easy and unforced
and familiar. Another man leaned forward in the passenger seat
and peered toward Jack through blind-man glasses—round and
so dark they were nearly black. This second man was wearing
a pure white suit. The driver let his smile speak for him a
moment longer.

Then he said, “Sonny, do you know how we get to the
Beverly Hills Hotel?” So he was a stranger after all. Jack
experienced an odd little flicker of disappointment.

He pointed straight up the street. The hotel was right up
there, close enough so that his father had been able to walk to
breakfast meetings in the Loggia.

“Straight ahead?” the driver asked, still smiling.

Jack nodded.

“You're a pretty smart little fellow,” the man told him, and
the other man chuckled. “Any idea of how far up it is?” Jack
shook his head. “Couple of blocks, maybe?”

“Yeah.” He had begun to get uncomfortable. The driver was
still smiling, but now the smile looked bright and hard and
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empty. And the passenger’s chuckle had been wheezy and damp
as if he were sucking on something wet.

“Five, maybe? Six? What do you say?”

“About five or six, I guess,” Jack said, stepping backward.

“Well, I sure do want to thank you, little fellow,” the driver.
said. “You don’t happen to like candy, do you?” He extende
a closed fist through the window, turned it palm-up, and opene
his fingers: a Tootsie Roll. “It’s yours. Take it.”

Jack tentatively stepped forward, hearing in his mind th
words of a thousand wamnings involving strange men and candy.
But this man was still in his car; if he tried anything, Jack
could be half a block away before the man got his door open.
And to not take it somehow seemed a breach of civility. Jack
took another step nearer. He looked at the man’s eyes, which
were blue and as bright and hard as his smile. Jack’s instincts
told him to lower his hand and walk away. He let his hand drift
an inch or two nearer the Tootsie Roll. Then he made a little
stabbing peck at it with his fingers.

The driver’s hand clamped around Jack’s, and the passenger
in blind-man glasses laughed out loud. Astonished, Jack stared
into the eyes of the man gripping his hand and saw them start
to change—thought he saw them start to change—from blue
to yellow.

But later they were yellow.

The man in the other seat pushed his door open and trotted
around the back of the car. He was wearing a small gold cross
in the lapel of his silk suit coat. Jack pulled frantically away,
but the driver smiled brightly, emptily and held him fast. “NO!”
Jack yelled. “HELP!”

The man in dark glasses opened the rear door on Jack’s
side.

“HELP ME!” Jack screamed.

The man holding him began to squeeze him down into a
shape that would fit into the open door. Jack bucked, still
yelling, but the man effortlessly tightened his hold. Jack struck
at his hands, then tried to push the hands off him. With horror,
he realized that what he felt beneath his fingers was not skin.
He twisted his head and saw that clamped to his side and
protruding from the black sleeve was a hard, pinching thing
like a claw or a jointed talon. Jack screamed again.
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From up the street came a loud voice: “Hey, stop messin
with that boy! You! Leave that boy alone!”

Jack gasped with relief, and twisted as hard as he could in
the man’s arms. Running toward them from the end of the
block was a tall thin black man, still shouting. The man holding
him dropped Jack to the sidewalk and took off around the back
of the car. The front door of one of the houses behind Jack
slammed open—another witness.

“Move, move,” said the driver, already stepping on the
accelerator. White Suit jumped back into the passenger seat,
and the car spun its wheels and squealed diagonally across
Rodeo Drive, barely missing a long white Clenet driven by a
suntanned man in tennis whites. The Clenet’s hon blared.

Jack picked himself up off the sidewalk. He felt dizzy. A
bald man in a tan safari suit appeared beside him and said,
“Who were they? Did you get their names?”

Jack shook his head.

“How do you feel? We ought to call the police.”

“T want to sit down,” Jack said, and the man backed away
a step.

“You want me to call the police?” he asked, and Jack shook
his head.

“I can’t believe this,” the man said. “Do you live around
here? I’ve seen you before, haven’t I?”

“I’m Jack Sawyer. My house is just down there.”

“The white house,” the man said, nodding. “You’re Lily
Cavanaugh’s kid. I’ll walk you home, if you like.”

“Where’s the other man?” Jack asked him. “The black man—
the one who was shouting.”

He took an uneasy step away from the man in the safari
suit. Apart from the two of them, the street was empty.

Lester Speedy Parker had been the man running toward him.
Speedy had saved his life back then, Jack realized, and ran all
the harder toward the hotel.

3

“You get any breakfast?” his mother asked him, spilling a cloud
of smoke out of her mouth. She wore a scarf over her hair like
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a turban, and with her hair hidden that way, her face looked
bony and vulnerable to Jack. A half-inch of cigarette smoul-
dered between her second and third fingers, and when she saw
him glance at it, she snubbed it out in the ashtray on her dressing
table.

“Ah, no, not really,” he said, hovering in the door of her
bedroom.

“Give me a clear yes or no,” she said, turning back to the
mirror. “The ambiguity is killing me.” Her mirror-wrist and
mirror-hand, applying the makeup to Lily’s face, looked stick-
thin.

“No,” he said.

“Well, hang on for a second and when your mother has
made herself beautiful she’ll take you downstairs and buy you
whatever your heart desires.”

“Okay,” he said. “It just seemed so depressing, being there
all alone.”

“I swear, what you have to be depressed about...” She
leaned forward and inspected her face in the mirror. “I don’t
suppose you’d mind waiting in the living room, Jacky? I'd
rather do this alone. Tribal secrets.”

Jack wordlessly turned away and wandered back into the
living room.

When the telephone rang, he jumped about a foot.

“Should I get that?” he called out.

“Thank you,” her cool voice came back.

Jack picked up the receiver and said hello.

“Hey kid, I finally got you,” said Uncle Morgan Sloat.
“What in the world is going on in your momma’s head? Jesus,
we could have a real situation here if somebody doesn’t start
paying attention to details. Is she there? Tell her she has to talk
to me—I don’t care what she says, she has to talk to me. Trust
me, kiddo.”

Jack let the phone dangle in his hand. He wanted to hang
up, to get in the car with his mother and drive to another hotel
in another state. He did not hang up. He called out, “Mom,
Uncle Morgan’s on the phone. He says you have to talk to
him.”

She was silent for a moment, and he wished he could have
seen her face. Finally she said, “I’ll take it in here, Jacky.”
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Jack already knew what he was going to have to do. His
mother gently shut her bedroom door; he heard her walking
back to the dressing table. She picked up the telephone in her
bedroom. “Okay, Jacky,” she called through the door. “Okay,”
he called back. Then he put the telephone back to his ear and
covered the mouthpiece with his hand so that no one would
hear him breathing.

“Great stunt, Lily,” Uncle Morgan said. “Terrific. If you
were still in pictures, we could probably get a little mileage
out of this. Kind of a ‘Why Has This Actress Disappeared?’
thing. But don’t you think it’s time you started acting like a
rational person again?”’

“How did you find me?” she asked.

“You think you’re hard to find? Give me a break, Lily, I
want you to get your ass back to New York. It’s time you
stopped running away.”

“Is that what I’m doing, Morgan?”

“You don’t exactly have all the time in the world, Lily, and
I don’t have enough time to waste to chase you all over New
England. Hey, hold on. Your kid never hung up his phone.”

“Of course he did.”

Jack’s heart had stopped some seconds earlier.

“Get off the line, kid,” Morgan Sloat’s voice said to him.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Sloat,” his mother said.

“I’ll tell you what’s ridiculous, lady. You holing up in some
seedy resort when you ought to be in the hospital, that’s ri-
diculous. Jesus, don’t you know we have about a million busi-
ness decisions to make? I care about your son’s education too,
and it’s a damn good thing I do. You seem to have given up
on that.”

“I don’t want to talk to you anymore,” Lily said.

“You don’t want to, but you have to. I’ll come up there and
put you in a hospital by force if I have to. We gotta make
arrangements, Lily. You own half of the company I’m trying
to run—and Jack gets your half after you’re gone. I want to
make sure Jack’s taken care of. And if you think that taking
care of Jack is what you’re doing up there in goddam New
Hampshire, then you’re a lot sicker than you know.”

“What do you want, Sloat?” Lily asked in a tired voice.

“You know what I want—I want everybody taken care of.
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I want what’s fair. I'll take care of Jack, Lily. I'll give him
fifty thousand dollars a year—you think about that, Lily. I’ll
see he goes to a good college. You can’t even keep him in
school.”

“Noble Sloat,” his mother said.

“Do you think that’s an answer? Lily, you need help and
I’m the only one offering.”

“What’s your cut, Sloat?” his mother asked.

“You know damn well. I get what’s fair. I get what’s coming
to me. Your interest in Sawyer and Sloat—I worked my ass
off for that company, and it ought to be mine. We could get
the paperwork done in a morning, Lily, and then concentrate
on getting you taken care of.”

“Like Tommy Woodbine was taken care of,” she said.
“Sometimes I think you and Phil were too successful, Morgan.
Sawyer and Sloat was more manageable before you got into
real-estate investments and production deals. Remember when
you had only a couple of deadbeat comics and a half-dozen
hopeful actors and screenwriters as clients? I liked life better
before the megabucks.”

“Manageable, who are you kidding?”’ Uncle Morgan yelled.
“You can’t even manage yourself!” Then he made an effort to
calm himself. “And I'll forget you mentioned Tom Woodbine.
That was beneath even you, Lily.”

“I’m going to hang up now, Sloat. Stay away from here.
And stay away from Jack.”

“You are going into a hospital, Lily, and this running around
is going to—"

His mother hung up in the middle of Uncle Morgan’s sen-
tence; Jack gently put down his own receiver. Then he took a
couple of steps closer to the window, as if not to be seen
anywhere near the living-room phone. Only silence came from
the closed bedroom.

“Mom?” he said.

“Yes, Jacky?” He heard a slight wobble in her voice.

“You okay? Is everything all right?”

“Me? Sure.” Her footsteps came softly to the door, which
cracked open. Their eyes met, his blue to her blue. Lily swung
the door all the way open. Again their eyes met, for a moment
of uncomfortable intensity. “Of course everything’s all right.
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Why wouldn’t it be?” Their eyes disengaged. Knowledge of
some kind had passed between them, but what? Jack wondered
if she knew that he had listened to her conversation; then he
thought that the knowledge they had just shared was—for the
first time—the fact of her illness.

“Well,” he said, embarrassed now. His mother’s disease,
that great unspeakable subject, grew obscenely large between
them. “I don’t know, exactly. Uncle Morgan seemed...” He
shrugged.

Lily shivered, and Jack came to another great recognition.
His mother was afraid—at least as afraid as he was.

She plugged a cigarette in her mouth and snapped open her
lighter. Another stabbing look from her deep eyes. “Don’t pay
any attention to that pest, Jack. I'm just irritated because it
really doesn’t seem that I’ll ever be able to get away from him.
Your Uncle Morgan likes to bully me.” She exhaled gray smoke.
“I’m afraid that I don’t have much appetite for breakfast any-
more. Why don’t you take yourself downstairs and have a real
breakfast this time?”

“Come with me,” he said.

“I"d like to be alone for a while, Jack. Try to understand
that.” .

Try to understand that.

Trust me.

These things that grown-ups said, meaning something else
entirely. |

“I’ll be more companionable when you come back,” she
said. “That’s a promise.”

And what she was really saying was I want to scream, |
can’t take any more of this, get out, get out!

“Should I bring you anything?”

She shook her head, smiling toughly at him, and he had to
leave the room, though he no longer had any stomach for
breakfast either. Jack wandered down the corridor to the ele-
vators. Once again, there was only one place to go, but this
time he knew it before he ever reached the gloomy lobby and
the ashen, censorious desk clerk.




46 THE TALISMAN

4

Speedy Parker was not in the small red-painted shack of an
office; he was not out on the long pier, in the arcade where
the two old boys were back playing Skee-Ball as if it were a
war they both knew they would lose; he was not in the dusty
vacancy beneath the roller coaster. Jack Sawyer tumed aim-
lessly in the harsh sunlight, looking down the empty avenues
and deserted public places of the park. Jack’s fear tightened
itself up a notch. Suppose something had happened to Speedy?
It was impossible, but what if Uncle Morgan had found out
about Speedy (found out what, though?) and had . . . Jack men-
tally saw the WILD CHILD van careening around a corner, grind-
ing its gears and picking up speed.

He jerked himself into motion, hardly knowing which way
he meant to go. In the bright panic of his mood, he saw Uncle
Morgan running past a row of distorting mirrors, turned by
them into a series of monstrous and deformed figures. Horns
grew on his bald brow, a hump flowered between his fleshy
shoulders, his wide fingers became shovels. Jack veered sharply
off to the right, and found himself moving toward an oddly
shaped, almost round building of white slatlike boards.

From within it he suddenly heard a rhythmic tap tap tap.
The boy ran toward the sound—a wrench hitting a pipe, a
hammer striking an anvil, a noise of work. In the midst of the
slats he found a doorknob and pulled open a fragile slat-door.

Jack went forward into striped darkness, and the sound grew
louder. The darkness changed form around him, altered its
dimensions. He stretched out his hands and touched canvas.
This slid aside; instantly, glowing yellow light fell about him.
“Travellin Jack,” said Speedy’s voice.

Jack turned toward the voice and saw the custodian seated
on the ground beside a partially dismantled merry-go-round.
He held a wrench in his hand, and before him a white horse
with a foamy mane lay impaled by a long silver stake from
pommel to belly. Speedy gently put the wrench on the ground.
“Are you ready to talk now, son?” he asked.



chapter four

Jack Boes Boer

1

“Yes, I’'m ready now,” Jack said in a perfectly calm voice, and
then burst into tears.

“Say, Travellin Jack,” Speedy said, dropping his wrench
and coming to him. “Say, son, take her easy, take her easy
now. ...”

But Jack couldn’t take her easy. Suddenly it was too much,
all of it, too much, and it was cry or just sink under a great
wave of blackness—a wave which no bright streak of gold
could illuminate. The tears hurt, but he sensed the terror would
kill him if he did not cry it out.

“You do your weepin, Travellin Jack,” Speedy said, and
put his arms around him. Jack put his hot, swollen face against
Speedy’s thin shirt, smelling the man’s smell—something like
Old Spice, something like cinnamon, something like books that
no one has taken out of the library in a long time. Good smells,
comforting smells. He groped his arms around Speedy; his
palms felt the bones in Speedy’s back, close to the surface,
hardly covered by scant meat.

“You weep if it put you easy again,” Speedy said, rocking
him. “Sometimes it does. I know. Speedy knows how far you
been, Travellin Jack, and how far you got to go, and how you
tired. So you weep if it put you easy.”

Jack barely understood the words— only the sounds of them,
soothing and calming.

“My mother’s really sick,” he said at last against Speedy’s
chest. “I think she came here to get away from my father’s old
partner. Mr. Morgan Sloat.” He sniffed mightily, let go of

47
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Speedy, stepped back, and rubbed at his swollen eyes with the
heels of his hands. He was surprised at his lack of embarrass-
ment—always before, his tears had disgusted and shamed him
... it was almost like peeing your pants. Was that because his
mother had always been so tough? He supposed that was part
of it, all right; Lily Cavanaugh had little use for tears.

“But that ain’t the only reason she come here, was it?”

“No,” Jack said in a low voice. “I think . . . she came here
to die.” His voice rose impossibly on the last word, making a
squeak like an unoiled hinge.

“Maybe,” Speedy said, looking at Jack steadily. “And maybe
you here to save her. Her ... and a woman just like her.”

“Who?” Jack said through numb lips. He knew who. He
didn’t know her name, but he knew who.

“The Queen,” Speedy said. “Her name is Laura DeLoessian,
and she is the Queen of the Territories.”

2

“Help me,” Speedy grunted. “Catch ole Silver Lady right under
the tail. You be takin liberties with the Lady, but I guess she
ain’t gonna mind if you’re helpin me get her back where she
belongs.”

“Is that what you call her? Silver Lady?”

“Yeah-bob,” Speedy said, grinning, showing perhaps a dozen
teeth, top and bottom. “All carousel horses is named, don’t
you know that? Catch on, Travellin Jack!”

Jack reached under the white horse’s wooden tail and locked
his fingers together. Grunting, Speedy wrapped his big brown
hands around the Lady’s forelegs. Together they carried the
wooden horse over to the canted dish of the carousel, the pole
pointing down, its far end sinister with layers of Quaker State
oil.

“Little to the left...” Speedy gasped. “Yeah...now peg
her, Travellin Jack! Peg her down good!”

They seated the pole and then stood back, Jack panting,
Speedy grinning and gasping wheezily. The black man armed
sweat from his brow and then turned his grin on Jack.

“My, ain’t we cool?”
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“If you say so,” Jack answered, smiling.

“I say so! Oh yes!” Speedy reached into his back pocket
and pulled out the dark green pint bottle. He unscrewed the
cap, drank—and for a moment Jack felt a weird certainty: he
could see through Speedy. Speedy had become transparent, as
ghostly as one of the spirits on the Topper show, which they
showed on one of the indy stations out in L.A. Speedy was
disappearing. Disappearing, Jack thought, or going someplace
else? But that was another nutty thought; it made no sense at
all.

Then Speedy was as solid as ever. It had just been a trick
his eyes had played, a momentary —

No. No it wasn’t. For just a second he almost wasn’t here!

— hallucination.

Speedy was looking shrewdly at him. He started to hold the
bottle out to Jack, then shook his head a little. He recapped it
instead, and then slid it into his back pocket again. He turned
to study the Silver Lady, back in her place on the carousel,
now needing only to have her post bolted securely into place.
He was smiling. “We just as cool as we can be, Travellin Jack.”

“Speedy—"

“All of em is named,” Speedy said, walking slowly around
the canted dish of the carousel, his footfalls echoing in the high
building. Overhead, in the shadowy crisscross of the beams,
a few barnswallows cooed softly. Jack followed him. “Silver
Lady . . . Midnight . . . this here roan is Scout . . . this mare’s Ella
Speed.”

The black man threw back his head and sang, startling the
barnswallows into flight:

“‘Ella Speed was havin her lovin fun .. .let me tell you
what old Bill Martin done....” Hoo! Look at em fly!” He
laughed . . . but when he turned to Jack, he was serious again.
“You like to take a shot at savin your mother’s life, Jack? Hers,
and the life of that other woman I tole you about?”

“I...”...don’t know how, he meant to say, but a voice
inside—a voice which came from that same previously locked
room from which the memory of the two men and the attempted
kidnapping had come that morning—rose up powerfully: You
do know! You might need Speedy to get you started, but you
do know, Jack. You do.
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He knew that voice so very well. It was his father’s voice.

“I will if you tell me how,” he said, his voice rising and
falling unevenly.

Speedy crossed to the room’s far wall—a great circular
shape made of narrow slatted boards, painted with a primitive
but wildly energetic mural of dashing horses. To Jack, the wall
looked like the pull-down lid of his father’s rolltop desk (and
that desk had been in Morgan Sloat’s office the last time Jack
and his mother had been there, he suddenly remembered—the
thought brought a thin, milky anger with it).

Speedy pulled out a gigantic ring of keys, picked thought-
fully through them, found the one he wanted, and turned it in
a padlock. He pulled the lock out of the hasp, clicked it shut,
and dropped it into one of his breast pockets. Then he shoved
the entire wall back on its track. Gorgeously bright sunlight
poured in, making Jack narrow his eyes. Water ripples danced
benignly across the ceiling. They were looking at the magnif-
icent sea-view the riders of the Arcadia Funworld Carousel got
each time Silver Lady and Midnight and Scout carried them
past the east side of the round carousel building. A light sea-
breeze pushed Jack’s hair back from his forehead.

“Best to have sunlight if we’re gonna talk about this,” Speedy
said. “Come on over here, Travellin Jack, and I’ll tell you what
I can...which ain’t all I know. God forbid you should ever
have to get all of that.”

3

Speedy talked in his soft voice— it was as mellow and soothing
to Jack as leather that has been well broken in. Jack listened,
sometimes frowning, sometimes gaping.

“You know those things you call the Daydreams?”

Jack nodded.

“Those things ain’t dreams, Travellin Jack. Not daydreams,
not nightdreams, either. That place is a real place. Real enough,
anyway. It’s a lot different from here, but it’s real.”

“Speedy, my mom says—"

“Never mind that right now. She don’t know about the
Territories . . . but, in a way, she do know about them. Because
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your daddy, he knew. And this other man—"

“Morgan Sloat?”

“Yeah, I reckon. He knows too.” Then, cryptically, Speedy
added, ‘I know who he is over there, too. Don’t I! Whooo!”

“The picture in your office . . . not Africa?”

“Not Africa.”

“Not a trick?”

“Not a trick.”

“And my father went to this place?” he asked, but his heart
already knew the answer—it was an answer that clarified too
many things not to be true. But, true or not, Jack wasn’t sure
how much of it he wanted to believe. Magic lands? Sick
queens? It made him uneasy. It made him uneasy about his
mind. Hadn’t his mother told him over and over again when
he was small that he shouldn’t confuse his Daydreaming with
what was really real? She had been very stern about that, and
she had frightened Jack a little. Perhaps, he thought now, she
had been frightened herself. Could she have lived with Jack’s
father for so long and not known something? Jack didn’t think
$0. Maybe, he thought, she didn’t know very much . .. just
enough to scare her.

Going nuts. That’s what she was talking about. People who
couldn’t tell the difference between real things and make-
believe were going nuts.

But his father had known a different truth, hadn’t he? Yes.
He and Morgan Sloat.

They have magic like we have physics, right?

“Your father went often, yes. And this other man,
Groat—"

“Sloat.”

“Yeah-bob! Him. He went, too. Only your dad, Jacky, he
went to see and learn. The other fella, he just went to plunder
him out a fortune.”

*“Did Morgan Sloat kill my Uncle Tommy?” Jack asked.

“Don’t know nuthin bout that. You just listen to me, Trav-
ellin Jack. Because time is short. If you really think this fellow
Sloat is gonna turn up here—"

“He sounded awful mad,” Jack said. Just thinking about
Uncle Morgan showing up in Arcadia Beach made him feel
nervous.

“—then time is shorter than ever. Because maybe he wouldn’t
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mind so bad if your mother died. And his Twinner is sure hopin
that Queen Laura dies.”

“Twinner?”

“There’s people in this world have got Twinners in the
Territories,” Speedy said. “Not many, because there’s a lot less
people over there—maybe only one for every hundred thou-
sand over here. But Twinners can go back and forth the easiest.”

“This Queen.. .. she’s my mother’s . . . her Twinner?”

“Yeah, seems like she is.”

“But my mother never—?”

“No. She never has. No reason.”

“My father had a...a Twinner?”

“Yes indeed he did. A fine man.”

Jack wet his lips—what a crazy conversation this was!
Twinners and Territories! “When my father died over here, did
his Twinner die over there?”

“Yeah. Not zackly the same time, but almost.”

“Speedy?”

“What?”

“Have I got a Twinner? In the Territories?”

And Speedy looked at him so seriously that Jack felt a deep
chill go up his back. “Not you, son. There’s only one of you.
You special. And this fella Smoot—"

“Sloat,” Jack said, smiling a little.

“—yeah, whatever, he knows it. That be one of the reasons
he be coming up here soon. And one of the reasons you got
to get movin.”

“Why?” Jack burst out. “What good can I do if it’s cancer?
If it’s cancer and she’s here instead of in some clinic, it’s
because there’s no way, if she’s here, see, it means—" The
tears threatened again and he swallowed them back frantically.
“It means it must be all through her.”

All through her. Yes. That was another truth his heart knew:
the truth of her accelerating weight-loss, the truth of the brown
shadows under her eyes. All through her, but please God, hey,
God, please, man, she’s my mother—

“I mean,” he finished in a thick voice, “what good is that
Daydream place going to do?”

“I think we had enough jaw-chin for now,” Speedy said.
“Just believe this here, Travellin Jack: I’d never tell you you
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ought to go if you couldn’t do her some good.”

“But—"

“Get quiet, Travellin Jack. Can’t talk no more till I show
you some of what I mean. Wouldn’t do no good. Come on.”

Speedy put an arm around Jack’s shoulders and led him
around the carousel dish. They went out the door together and
walked down one of the amusement park’s deserted byways.
On their left was the Demon Dodgem Cars building, now boarded
and shuttered. On their right was a series of booths: Pitch Til
U Win, Famous Pier Pizza & Dough-Boys, the Rimfire Shoot-
ing Gallery, also boarded up (faded wild animals pranced across
the boards—lions and tigers and bears, o my).

They reached the wide main street, which was called Board-
walk Avenue in vague imitation of Atlantic City—Arcadia Fun-
world had a pier, but no real boardwalk. The arcade building
was now a hundred yards down to their left and the arch marking
the entrance to Arcadia Funworld about two hundred yards
down to their right. Jack could hear the steady, grinding thunder
of the breaking waves, the lonely cries of the gulls.

He looked at Speedy, meaning to ask him what now, what
next, could he mean any of it or was it a cruel joke ... but he
said none of those things. Speedy was holding out the green
glass bottle.

“That—" Jack began.

“Takes you there,” Speedy said. “Lot of people who visit
over there don’t need nothin like this, but you ain’t been there
in a while, have you, Jacky?”

“No.” When had he last closed his eyes in this world and
opened them in the magic world of the Daydreams, that world
with its rich, vital smells and its deep, transparent sky? Last
year? No. Further back than that . . . California . . . after his father
had died. He would have been about. . .

Jack’s eyes widened. Nine years old? That long? Three
years?

It was frightening to think how quietly, how unobtrusively,
those dreams, sometimes sweet, sometimes darkly unsettling,
had slipped away—as if a large part of his imagination had
died painlessly and unannounced.

He took the bottle from Speedy quickly, almost dropping
it. He felt a little panicky. Some of the Daydreams had been
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disturbing, yes, and his mother’s carefully worded admonitions
not to mix up reality and make-believe (in other words don’t
go crazy, Jacky, ole kid ole sock, okay?) had been a little scary,
yes, but he discovered now that he didn’t want to lose that
world after all.

He looked in Speedy’s eyes and thought: He knows it, too.
Everything I just thought, he knows. Who are you, Speedy?

“When you ain’t been there for a while, you kinda forget
how to get there on your own hook,” Speedy said. He nodded
at the bottle. “That’s why I got me some magic juice. This
stuff is special.” Speedy spoke this last in tones that were
almost reverential.

“Is it from there? The Territories?”

“Nope. They got some magic right here, Travellin Jack. Not
much, but a little. This here magic juice come from California.”

Jack looked at him doubtfully.

“Go on. Have you a little sip and see if you don’t go trav-
ellin.” Speedy grinned. “Drink enough of that, you can go just
about anyplace you want. You’re lookin at one who knows.”

“Jeez, Speedy, but—"" He began to feel afraid. His mouth
had gone dry, the sun seemed much too bright, and he could
feel his pulsebeat speeding up in his temples. There was a
coppery taste under his tongue and Jack thought: That’s how
his “magic juice” will taste—horrible.

“If you get scared and want to come back, have another
sip,” Speedy said.

“It’ll come with me? The bottle? You promise?” The thought
of getting stuck there, in that mystical other place, while his
mother was sick and Sloat-beset back here, was awful.

“I promise.”

“Okay.” Jack brought the bottle to his lips. .. and then let
it fall away a little. The smell was awful—sharp and rancid.
“I don’t want to, Speedy,” he whispered.

Lester Parker looked at him, and his lips were smiling, but
there was no smile in his eyes—they were stern. Uncompro-
mising. Frightening. Jack thought of black eyes: eye of gull,
eye of vortex. Terror swept through him.

He held the bottle out to Speedy. “Can’t you take it back?”
he asked, and his voice came out in a strengthless whisper.
“Please?”
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Speedy made no reply. He did not remind Jack that his
mother was dying, or that Morgan Sloat was coming. He didn’t
call Jack a coward, although he had never in his life felt so
much like a coward, not even the time he had backed away
from the high board at Camp Accomac and some of the other
kids had booed him. Speedy merely turned around and whistled
at a cloud. ‘

Now loneliness joined the terror, sweeping helplessly through
him. Speedy had turned away from him; Speedy had shown
him his back.

“Okay,” Jack said suddenly. “Okay, if it’s what you need
me to do.”

He raised the bottle again, and before he could have any
second or third thoughts, he drank.

The taste was worse than anything he had anticipated. He
had had wine before, had even developed some taste for it (he
especially liked the dry white wines his mother served with
sole or snapper or swordfish), and this was something like wine
... but at the same time it was a dreadful mockery of all the
wines he had drunk before. The taste was high and sweet and
rotten, not the taste of lively grapes but of dead grapes that
had not lived well.

As his mouth flooded with that horrible sweet-purple taste,
he could actually see those grapes—dull, dusty, obese and
nasty, crawling up a dirty stucco wall in a thick, syrupy sunlight
that was silent except for the stupid buzz of many flies.

He swallowed and thin fire printed a snail-trail down his
throat.

He closed his eyes, grimacing, his gorge threatening to rise.
He did not vomit, although he believed that if he had eaten
any breakfast he would have done.

“Speedy—"

He opened his eyes, and further words died in his throat.
He forgot about the need to sick up that horrible parody of
wine. He forgot about his mother, and Uncle Morgan, and his
father, and almost everything else.

Speedy was gone. The graceful arcs of the roller coaster
against the sky were gone. Boardwalk Avenue was gone.

He was someplace else now. He was—

“In the Territories,” Jack whispered, his entire body crawl-
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ing with a mad mixture of terror and exhilaration. He could
feel the hair stirring on the nape of his neck, could feel a goofed-
up grin pulling at the corners of his mouth. “Speedy, I’'m here,
my God, I’m here in the Territories! I—"

But wonder overcame him. He clapped a hand over his
mouth and slowly turned in a complete circle, looking at this

’ (3

place to which Speedy’s “magic juice” had brought him.

4

The ocean was still there, but now it was a darker, richer blue—
the truest indigo Jack had ever seen. For a moment he stood
transfixed, the sea-breeze blowing in his hair, looking at the
horizon-line where that indigo ocean met a sky the color of
faded denim.

That horizon-line showed a faint but unmistakable curve.

He shook his head, frowning, and turned the other way.
Sea-grass, high and wild and tangled, ran down from the head-
land where the round carousel building had been only a minute
ago. The arcade pier was also gone; where it had been, a wild
tumble of granite blocks ran down to the ocean. The waves
struck the lowest of these and ran into ancient cracks and
channels with great hollow boomings. Foam as thick as whipped
cream jumped into the clear air and was blown away by the
wind.

Abruptly Jack seized his left cheek with his left thumb and
forefinger. He pinched hard. His eyes watered, but nothing
changed.

“It’s real,” he whispered, and another wave boomed onto
the headland, raising white curds of foam.

Jack suddenly realized that Boardwalk Avenue was still here
... after a fashion. A rutted cart-track ran from the top of the
headland— where Boardwalk Avenue had ended at the entrance
to the arcade in what his mind persisted in thinking of as “the
real world”—down to where he was standing and then on to
the north, just as Boardwalk Avenue ran north, becoming Ar-
cadia Avenue after it passed under the arch at the border of
Funworld. Sea-grass grew up along the center of this track,
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but it had a bent and matted look that made Jack think that the
track was still used, at least once in a while.

He started north, still holding the green bottle in his right
hand. It occurred to him that somewhere, in another world,
Speedy was holding the cap that went on this bottle.

Did I disappear right in front of him? I suppose I must have.
Jeez!

About forty paces along the track, he came upon a tangle
of blackberry bushes. Clustered amid the thorns were the fat-
test, darkest, most lush-looking blackberries he had ever seen.
Jack’s stomach, apparently over the indignity of the “magic
juice,” made a loud goinging sound.

Blackberries? In September?

Never mind. After all that had happened today (and it was
not yet ten o’clock), sticking at blackberries in September seemed
a little bit like refusing to take an aspirin after one has swal-
lowed a doorknob.

Jack reached in, picked a handful of berries, and tossed
them into his mouth. They were amazingly sweet, amazingly
good. Smiling (his lips had taken on a definite bluish cast),
thinking it quite possible that he had lost his mind, he picked
another handful of berries . . . and then a third. He had never
tasted anything so fine—although, he thought later, it was not
just the berries themselves; part of it was the incredible clarity
of the air.

He got a couple of scratches while picking a fourth help-
ing—it was as if the bushes were telling him to lay off, enough
was enough, already. He sucked at the deepest of the scratches,
on the fleshy pad below the thumb, and then headed north
along the twin ruts again, moving slowly, trying to look every-
where at once.

He paused a little way from the blackberry tangles to look
up at the sun, which seemed somehow smaller and yet more
fiery. Did it have a faint orange cast, like in those old medieval
pictures? Jack thought perhaps it did. And—

A cry, as rusty and unpleasant as an old nail being pulled
slowly out of a board, suddenly arose on his right, scattering
his thoughts. Jack turned toward it, his shoulders going up, his
eyes widening.

It was a gull—and its size was mind-boggling, almost un-
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believable (but there it was, as solid as stone, as real as houses).
It was, in fact, the size of an eagle. Its smooth white bullet-
head cocked to one side. Its fishhook of a beak opened and
closed. It fluttered great wings, rippling the sea-grass around
1t.

And then, seemingly without fear, it began to hop toward
Jack.

Faintly, Jack heard the clear, brazen note of many horns
blown together in a simple flourish, and for no reason at all
he thought of his mother.

He glanced to the north momentarily, in the direction he
had been travelling, drawn by that sound—it filled him with
a sense of unfocussed urgency. It was, he thought (when there
was time to think), like being hungry for a specific something
that you haven’t had in a long time—ice cream, potato chips,
maybe a taco. You don’t know until you see it—and until you
do, there is only a need without a name, making you restless,
making you nervous.

He saw pennons and the peak of what might have been a
great tent—a pavillion—against the sky.

That’s where the Alhambra is, he thought, and then the gull
shrieked at him. He turned toward it and was alarmed to see
it was now less than six feet away. Its beak opened again,
showing that dirty pink lining, making him think of yesterday,
the gull that had dropped the clam on the rock and then fixed
him with a horrid stare exactly like this one. The gull was
grinning at him—he was sure of it. As it hopped closer, Jack
could smell a low and noisome stink hanging about it—dead
fish and rotted seaweed.

The gull hissed at him and flurried its wings again.

“Get out of here,” Jack said loudly. His heart was pumping
quick blood and his mouth had gone dry, but he did not want
to be scared off by a seagull, even a big one. “Get out!”

The gull opened its beak again...and then, in a terrible,
open-throated series of pulses, it spoke—or seemed to.

“Other’s iyyyin Ack . . . other’s iyyyyyyyyyyin—"

Mother’s dying, Jack. . ..

The gull took another clumsy hop toward him, scaly feet
clutching at the grassy tangles, beak opening and closing, black
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eyes fixed on Jack’s. Hardly aware of what he was doing, Jack
raised the green bottle and drank.

Again that horrible taste made him wince his eyes shut—
and when he opened them he was looking stupidly at a yellow
sign which showed the black silhouettes of two running kids,
a little boy and a little girl. SLOW CHILDREN, this sign read. A
seagull—this one of perfectly normal size—flew up from it
with a squawk, no doubt startled by Jack’s sudden appearance.

He looked around, and was walloped by disorientation. His
stomach, full of blackberries and Speedy’s pustulant “magic
juice,” rolled over, groaning. The muscles in his legs began to
flutter unpleasantly, and all at once he sat down on the curb at
the base of the sign with a bang that travelled up his spine and
made his teeth click together.

He suddenly leaned over between his splayed knees and
opened his mouth wide, sure he was just going to yark up the
whole works. Instead he hiccuped twice, half-gagged, and then
felt his stomach slowly relax.

It was the berries, he thought. If it hadn’t been for the
berries, I would have puked for sure.

He looked up and felt the unreality wash over him again.
He had walked no more than sixty paces down the cart-track
in the Territories world. He was sure of that. Say his stride
was two feet—no, say two and a half feet, just to be on the
safe side. That meant he had come a paltry hundred and fifty
feet. But—

He looked behind him and saw the arch, with its big red
letters: ARCADIA FUNWORLD. Although his vision was 20/20,
the sign was now so far away he could barely read it. To his
right was the rambling, many-winged Alhambra Inn, with the
formal gardens before it and the ocean beyond it.

In the Territories world he had come a hundred and fifty
feet.

Over here he had somehow come half a mile.

“Jesus Christ,” Jack Sawyer whispered, and covered his
eyes with his hands.
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5

“Jack! Jack, boy! Travellin Jack!”

Speedy’s voice rose over the washing-machine roar of an
old flathead-six engine. Jack looked up—his head felt impos-
sibly heavy, his limbs leaden with weariness—and saw a very
old International Harvester truck rolling slowly toward him.
Homemade stake sides had been added to the back of the truck,
and they rocked back and forth like loose teeth as the truck
moved up the street toward him. The body was painted a hid-
eous turquoise. Speedy was behind the wheel.

He pulled up at the curb, gunned the engine (Whup! Whup!
Whup-whup-whup!), and then killed it (Hahhhhhhhhhh . . .).
He climbed down quickly.

“You all right, Jack?”

Jack held the bottle out for Speedy to take. “Your magic
juice really sucks, Speedy,” he said wanly.

Speedy looked hurt. . . then he smiled. “Whoever tole you
medicine supposed to taste good, Travellin Jack?”

“Nobody, I guess,” Jack said. He felt some of his strength
coming back—slowly—as that thick feeling of disorientation
ebbed.

“You believe now, Jack?”

Jack nodded.

“No,” Speedy said. “That don’t git it. Say it out loud.”

“The Territories,” Jack said. “They’re there. Real. I saw a
bird—" He stopped and shuddered.

“What kind of a bird?”’ Speedy asked sharply.

“Seagull. Biggest damn seagull—" Jack shook his head.
“You wouldn’t believe it.” He thought and then said, “No, I
guess you would. Nobody else, maybe, but you would.”

“Did it talk? Lots of birds over there do. Talk foolishness,
mostly. And there’s some that talks a kind of sense . . . but it’s
a evil kind of sense, and mostly it’s lies.”

Jack was nodding. Just hearing Speedy talk of these things,
as if it were utterly rational and utterly lucid to do so, made
him feel better.

“I think it did talk. But it was like—" He thought hard.
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“There was a kid at the school Richard and I went to in L.A.
Brandon Lewis. He had a speech impediment, and when he
talked you could hardly understand him. The bird was like that.
But I knew what it said. It said my mother was dying.”

Speedy put an arm around Jack’s shoulders and they sat
quietly together on the curb for a time. The desk clerk from
the Alhambra, looking pale and narrow and suspicious of every
living thing in the universe, came out with a large stack of
mail. Speedy and Jack watched him go down to the corner of
Arcadia and Beach Drive and dump the inn’s correspondence
into the mailbox. He turned back, marked Jack and Speedy
with his thin gaze, and then turned up the Alhambra’s main
walk. The top of his head could barely be descried over the
tops of the thick box hedges.

The sound of the big front door opening and closing was
clearly audible, and Jack was struck by a terrible sense of this
place’s autumn desolation. Wide, deserted streets. The long
beach with its empty dunes of sugar-sand. The empty amuse-
ment park, with the roller-coaster cars standing on a siding
under canvas tarps and all the booths padlocked. It came to
him that his mother had brought him to a place very like the
end of the world.

Speedy had cocked his head back and sang in his true and
mellow voice, “Well I've laid around . ..and played around
... this old town too long . . . summer’s almost gone, yes, and
winter’s coming on . .. winter’s coming on, and I feel like . . .
I got to travel on—"

He broke off and looked at Jack.

“You feel like you got to travel, ole Travellin Jack?”

Flagging terror stole through his bones.

“I guess so,” he said. “If it will help. Help her. Can I help
her, Speedy?”

“You can,” Speedy said gravely.

“But—"

“Oh, there’s a whole string of buts,” Speedy said. “Whole
trainload of buts, Travellin Jack. I don’t promise you no cake-
walk. I don’t promise you success. Don’t promise that you’ll
come back alive, or if you do, that you’ll come back with your
mind still bolted together.

“You gonna have to do a lot of your ramblin in the Terri-
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tories, because the Territories is a whole lot smaller. You notice
that?”

“Yes.”

“Figured you would. Because you sure did get a whole mess
down the road, didn’t you?”

Now an earlier question recurred to Jack, and although it
was off the subject, he had to know. “Did I disappear, Speedy?
Did you see me disappear?”

“You went,” Speedy said, and clapped his hands once,
sharply, “just like that.”

Jack felt a slow, unwilling grin stretch his mouth. .. and
Speedy grinned back.

“I’d like to do it sometime in Mr. Balgo’s computer class,”
Jack said, and Speedy cackled like a child. Jack joined him—
and the laughter felt good, almost as good as those blackberries
had tasted.

After a few moments Speedy sobered and said, “There’s a
reason you got to be in the Territories, Jack. There’s somethin
you got to git. It’s a mighty powerful somethin.”

“And it’s over there?”

“Yeah-bob.”

“It can help my mother?”

“Her. . .and the other.”

“The Queen?”

Speedy nodded.

“What is it? Where is it? When do [—"

“Hold it! Stop!” Speedy held up a hand. His lips were
smiling, but his eyes were grave, almost sorrowing. “One thing
at a time. And, Jack, I can’t tell you what I don’t know .. . or
what I’'m not allowed to tell.”

“Not allowed?” Jack asked, bewildered. “Who—"

“There you go again,” Speedy said. “Now listen, Travellin
Jack. You got to leave as soon as you can, before that man
Bloat can show up an bottle you up—"

“Sloat.”

“Yeah, him. You got to get out before he comes.”

“But he’ll bug my mother,” Jack said, wondering why he
was saying it—because it was true, or because it was an excuse
to avoid the trip that Speedy was setting before him, like a
meal that might be poisoned. “You don’t know him! He—"
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“I know him,” Speedy said quietly. “I know him of old,
Travellin Jack. And he knows me. He’s got my marks on him.
They’re hidden—but they’re on him. Your momma can take
care of herself. At least, she’s gonna have to, for a while.
Because you got to go.”

“Where?”

“West,” Speedy said. “From this ocean to the other.”

“What?” Jack cried, appalled by the thought of such dis-
tance. And then he thought of an ad he’d seen on TV not
three nights ago—a man picking up goodies at a deli buffet
some thirty-five thousand feet in the air, just as cool as a
cucumber. Jack had flown from one coast to another with his
mother a good two dozen times, and was always secretly de-
lighted by the fact that when you flew from New York to L. A.
you could have sixteen hours of daylight. It was like cheating
time. And it was easy.

“Can I fly?” he asked Speedy.

“No!” Speedy almost yelled, his eyes widening in conster-
nation. He gripped Jack’s shoulder with one strong hand. “Don’t
you let nuthin git you up in the sky! You dassn’t! If you hap-
pened to flip over into the Territories while you was up
there—"

He said no more; he didn’t have to. Jack had a sudden,
appalling picture of himself tumbling out of that clear, cloudless
sky, a screaming boy-projectile in jeans with a red-and-white-
striped rugby shirt, a sky-diver with no parachute.

“You walk,” Speedy said. “And thumb what rides you think
you can . . . but you got to be careful, because there’s strangers
out there. Some are just crazy people, sissies that would like
to touch you or thugs that would like to mug you. But some
are real Strangers, Travellin Jack. They people with a foot in
each world—they look that way and this like a goddam Janus-
head. I'm afraid they gonna know you comin before too long
has passed. And they’ll be on the watch.”

“Are they”—he groped—"“Twinners?”

“Some are. Some aren’t. I can’t say no more right now. But
you get across if you can. Get across to the other ocean. You
travel in the Territories when you can and you’ll get across
faster. You take the juice—"

“I hate it!”
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“Never mind what you hate,” Speedy said sternly. “You get
across and you’re gonna find a place—another Alhambra. You
got to go in that place. It’s a scary place, a bad place. But you
got to go in.”

“How will I find it?”

“It will call you. You’ll hear it loud and clear, son.”

“Why?” Jack asked. He wet his lips. “Why do I have to go
there, if it’s so bad?”

“Because,” Speedy said, “that’s where the Talisman is.
Somewhere in that other Alhambra.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“You will,” Speedy said. He stood up, then took Jack’s
hand. Jack rose. The two of them stood face-to-face, old black
man and young white boy.

“Listen,” Speedy said, and his voice took on a slow, chanting
rhythm. “Talisman be given unto your hand, Travellin Jack.
Not too big, not too small, she look just like a crystal ball.
Travellin Jack, ole Travellin Jack, you be goin to California to
bring her back. But here’s your burden, here’s your cross: drop
her, Jack, and all be lost.”

“I don’t know what you're talking about,” Jack repeated
with a scared kind of stubbornness. “You have to—"

“No,” Speedy said, not unkindly. “I got to finish with that
carousel this morning, Jack, that’s what I got to do. Got no
time for any more jaw-chin. I got to get back and you got to
get on. Can’t tell you no more now. I guess I'll be seein you
around. Here. .. or over there.”

“But I don’t know what to do/” Jack said as Speedy swung
up into the cab of the old truck.

“You know enough to get movin,” Speedy said. “You’ll go
to the Talisman, Jack. She’ll draw you to her.”

“I don’t even know what a Talisman is!”

Speedy laughed and keyed the ignition. The truck started
up with a big blue blast of exhaust. “Look it up in the dic-
tionary!” he shouted, and threw the truck into reverse.

He backed up, turned around, and then the truck was rattling
back toward Arcadia Funworld. Jack stood by the curb, watch-
ing it go. He had never felt so alone in his life.



chapter five

Jack and Wily

1

When Speedy’s truck turned off the road and disappeared be-
neath the Funworld arch, Jack began to move toward the hotel.
A Talisman. In another Alhambra. On the edge of another
ocean. His heart seemed empty. Without Speedy beside him,
the task was mountainous, so huge; vague, too— while Speedy
had been talking, Jack had had the feeling of almost under-
standing that macaroni of hints and threats and instructions.
Now it was close to just being macaroni. The Territories were
real, though. He hugged that certainty as close as he could,
and it both warmed and chilled him. They were a real place,
and he was going there again. Even if he did not really under-
stand everything yet—even if he was an ignorant pilgrim, he
was going. Now all he had to do was to try to convince his
mother. “Talisman,” he said to himself, using the word as the
thing, and crossed empty Boardwalk Avenue and jumped up
the steps onto the path between the hedges. The darkness of
the Alhambra’s interior, once the great door had swung shut,
startled him. The lobby was a long cave—you’d need a fire
just to separate the shadows. The pale clerk flickered behind
the long desk, stabbing at Jack with his white eyes. A message
there: yes. Jack swallowed and turned away. The message made
him stronger, it increased him, though its intention was only
scornful.

He went toward the elevators with a straight back and an
unhurried step. Hang around with blackies, huh? Let them put
their arms around you, huh? The elevator whirred down like
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a great heavy bird, the doors parted, and Jack stepped inside.
He turned to punch the button marked with a glowing 4. The
clerk was still posed spectrally behind the desk, sending out
his dumdum’s message. Niggerlover Niggerlover Niggerlover
(like it that way, hey brat? Hot and black, that’s for you, hey?).
The doors mercifully shut. Jack’s stomach fell toward his shoes,
the elevator lurched upward.

The hatred stayed down there in the lobby: the very air in
the elevator felt better once it had risen above the first floor.
Now all Jack had to do was to tell his mother that he had to
go to California by himself.

Just don’t let Uncle Morgan sign any papers for you. . . .

As Jack stepped out of the clevator, he wondered for the
first time in his life whether Richard Sloat understood what his
father was really like.

2

Down past the empty sconces and paintings of little boats riding
foamy, corrugated seas, the door marked 408 slanted inward,
revealing a foot of the suite’s pale carpet. Sunlight from the
living-room windows made a long rectangle on the inner wall.
“Hey Mom,” Jack said, entering the suite. “You didn’t close
the door, what’s the big—"" He was alone in the room. “Idea?”
he said to the furniture. “Mom?” Disorder seemed to ooze from
the tidy room—an overflowing ashtray, a half-full tumbler of
water left on the coffee table.

This time, Jack promised himself, he would not panic.

He turned in a slow circle. Her bedroom door was open,
the room itself as dark as the lobby because Lily had never
pulled open the curtains.

“Hey, I know you’re here,” he said, and then walked through
her empty bedroom to knock at her bathroom door. No reply.
Jack opened this door and saw a pink toothbrush beside the
sink, a forlorn hairbrush on the dressing table. Bristles snarled
with light hairs. Laura DeLoessian, announced a voice in Jack’s
mind, and he stepped backward out of the little bathroom—
that name stung him.

“Oh, not again,” he said to himself. “Where’d she go?”
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Already he was seeing it.

He saw it as he went to his own bedroom, saw it as he
opened his own door and surveyed his rumpled bed, his flat-
tened knapsack and little stack of paperback books, his socks
balled up on top of the dresser. He saw it when he looked into
his own bathroom, where towels lay in oriental disarray over
the floor, the sides of the tub, and the Formica counters.

Morgan Sloat thrusting through the door, grabbing his moth-
er’s arms and hauling her downstairs . . .

Jack hurried back into the living room and this time looked
behind the couch.

... yanking her out a side door and pushing her into a car,
his eyes beginning to turn yellow. . ..

He picked up the telephone and punched 0. “This is, ah,
Jack Sawyer, and I’'m in, ah, room four-oh-eight. Did my
mother leave any message for me? She was supposed to be
here and . . . and for some reason...ah...”

“rl check ” said the girl, and Jack clutched the phone for
a burning moment before she returned. “No message for four-
oh-eight, sorry.”

“How about four-oh-seven?”

“That’s the same slot,” the girl told him.

“Ah, did she have any visitors in the last half hour or so?
Anybody come this morning? To see her, I mean.”

“That would be Reception,” the girl said. I wouldn’t know.
Do you want me to check for you?”

“Please,” Jack said.

“Oh, I'm happy to have something to do in this morgue,”
she told him. “Stay on the line.”

Another burning moment. When she came back to him, it
was with “No visitors. Maybe she left a note somewhere in
your rooms.”

“Yes, I'll look,” Jack said miserably and hung up. Would
the clerk tell the truth? Or would Morgan Sloat have held out
a hand with a twenty-dollar bill folded like a stamp into his
meaty palm? That too Jack could see.

He dropped himself on the couch, stifling an irrational desire
to look under the cushions. Of course Uncle Morgan could not
have come to the rooms and abducted her—he was still in
California. But he could have sent other people to do it for
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him. Those people Speedy had mentioned, the Strangers with
a foot in each world.

Then Jack could stay in the room no longer. He bounced
off the couch and went back into the corridor, closing the door
after him. When he had gone a few paces down the hall, he
twirled around in mid-step, went back, and opened the door
with his own key. He pushed the door an inch in, and then
trotted back toward the elevators. It was always possible that
she had gone out without her key—to the shop in the lobby,
to the newsstand for a magazine or a paper.

Sure. He had not seen her pick up a newspaper since the
beginning of summer. All the news she cared about came over
an internal radio.

Out for a walk, then.

Yeah, out exercising and breathing deeply. Or jogging,
maybe: maybe Lily Cavanaugh had suddenly gone in for the
hundred-yard dash. She’d set up hurdles down on the beach
and was in training for the next Olympics. . ..

When the elevator deposited him in the lobby he glanced
into the shop, where an elderly blond woman behind a counter
peered at him over the tops of her glasses. Stuffed animals, a
tiny pile of thin newspapers, a display rack of flavored Chap
Stick. Leaning out of pockets in a wallstand were People and
Us and New Hampshire Magazine.

“Sorry,” Jack said, and turned away.

He found himself staring at the bronze plaque beside a huge,
dispirited fern. . . . has begun to sicken and must soon die.

The woman in the shop cleared her throat. Jack thought that
he must have been staring at those words of Daniel Webster’s
for entire minutes. “Yes?” the woman said behind him.

“Sorry,” Jack repeated, and pulled himself into the center
of the lobby. The hateful clerk lifted an eyebrow, then turned
sideways to stare at a deserted staircase. Jack made himself
approach the man.

“Mister,” he said when he stood before the desk. The clerk
was pretending to try to remember the capital of North Carolina
or the principal export of Peru. “Mister.” The man scowled to
himself: he was nearly there, he could not be disturbed.

All of this was an act, Jack knew, and he said, “I wonder
if you can help me.”
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The man decided to look at him after all. “Depends on what
the help is, sonny.”

Jack consciously decided to ignore the hidden sneer. “Did
you see my mother go out a little while ago?”

“What’s a little while?” Now the sneer was almost visible.

“Did you see her go out? That’s all I'm asking.”

“Afraid she saw you and your sweetheart holding hands out
there?”

“God, you’re such a creep,” Jack startled himself by saying.
“No, I'm not afraid of that. I’'m just wondering if she went
out, and if you weren’t such a creep, you’d tell me.” His face
had grown hot, and he realized that his hands were bunched
into fists.

“Well okay, she went out,” the clerk said, drifting away
toward the bank of pigeonholes behind him. “But you’d better
watch your tongue, boy. You better apologize to me, fancy
little Master Sawyer. I got eyes, too. I know things.”

“You run your mouth and I run my business,” Jack said,
dredging the phrase up from one of his father’s old records—
perhaps it did not quite fit the situation, but it felt right in his
mouth, and the clerk blinked satisfactorily.

“Maybe she’s in the gardens, I don’t know,” the man said
gloomily, but Jack was already on his way toward the door.

The Darling of the Drive-ins and Queen of the Bs was
nowhere in the wide gardens before the hotel, Jack saw im-
mediately—and he had known that she would not be in the
gardens, for he would have seen her on his way into the hotel.
Besides, Lily Cavanaugh did not dawdle through gardens: that
suited her as little as did setting up hurdles on the beach.

A few cars rolled down Boardwalk Avenue. A gull screeched
far overhead, and Jack’s heart tightened.

The boy pushed his fingers through his hair and looked up
and down the bright street. Maybe she had been curious about
Speedy—maybe she’d wanted to check out this unusual new
pal of her son’s and had wandered down to the amusement
park. But Jack could not see her in Arcadia Funworld any more
than he could see her lingering picturesquely in the gardens.
He turned in the less familiar direction, toward the town line.

Separated from the Alhambra’s grounds by a high thick
hedge, the Arcadia Tea and Jam Shoppe stood first in a row
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of brightly colored shops. It and New England Drugs were the
only shops in the terrace to remain open after Labor Day. Jack
hesitated a moment on the cracked sidewalk. A tea shop, much
less shoppe, was an unlikely situation for the Darling of the
Drive-ins. But since it was the first place he might expect to
find her, he moved across the sidewalk and peered in the win-
dow.

A woman with piled-up hair sat smoking before a cash
register. A waitress in a pink rayon dress leaned against the
far wall. Jack saw no customers. Then at one of the tables near
the Alhambra end of the shop he saw an old woman lifting a
cup. Apart from the help, she was alone. Jack watched the old
woman delicately replace the cup in the saucer, then fish a
cigarette from her bag, and realized with a sickening jolt that
she was his mother. An instant later, the impression of age had
disappeared.

But he could remember it—and it was as if he were seeing
her through bifocals, seeing both Lily Cavanaugh Sawyer and
that fragile old woman in the same body.

Jack gently opened the door, but still he set off the tinkle
of the bell that he had known was above it. The blond woman
at the register nodded, smiling. The waitress straightened up
and smoothed the lap of her dress. His mother stared at him
with what looked like genuine surprise, and then gave him an
open smile.

“Well, Wandering Jack, you’re so tall that you looked just
like your father when you came through that door,” she said.
“Sometimes I forget you’re only twelve.”

3

“You called me ‘Wandering Jack,”” he said, pulling a chair out
and dropping himself into it.

Her face was very pale, and the smudges beneath her eyes
looked almost like bruises.

“Didn’t your father call you that? I just happened to think
of it—you’ve been on the move all morning.”

“He called me Wandering Jack?”

“Something like that. . . sure he did. When you were tiny.
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Travelling Jack,” she said firmly. “That was it. He used to call
you Travelling Jack—you know, when we’d see you tearing
down the lawn. It was funny, I guess. I left the door open, by
the way. Didn’t know if you remembered to take your key with
you.”

“I saw,” he said, still tingling with the new information she
had so casually given him.

“Want any breakfast? I just couldn’t take the thought of
eating another meal in that hotel.”

The waitress had appeared beside them. “Young man?” she
asked, lifting her order pad.

“How did you know I'd find you here?”

“Where else is there to go?” his mother reasonably asked,
and told the waitress, “Give him the three-star breakfast. He’s
growing about an inch a day.”

Jack leaned against the back of his chair. How could he
begin this?

His mother glanced at him curiously, and he began—he
had to begin, now. “Mom, if I had to go away for a while,
would you be all right?”

“What do you mean, all right? And what do you mean, go
away for a while?”

“Would you be able—ah, would you have trouble from
Uncle Morgan?”

“I can handle old Sloat,” she said, smiling tautly. “I can
handle him for a while, anyhow. What’s this all about, Jacky?
You’re not going anywhere.”

“I have to,” he said. “Honest.” Then he realized that he
sounded like a child begging for a toy. Mercifully, the waitress
arrived with toast in a rack and a stubby glass of tomato juice.
He looked away for a moment, and when he looked back, his
mother was spreading jam from one of the pots on the table
over a triangular section of toast.

“I have to go,” he said. His mother handed him the toast;
her face moved with a thought, but she said nothing.

“You might not see me for a while, Mom,” he said. “I'm
going to try to help you. That’s why I have to go.”

“Help me?” she asked, and her cool incredulity, Jack reck-
oned, was about seventy-five per cent genuine.

“I want to try to save your life,” he said.
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“Is that all?”

“I can do it.”

“You can save my life. That’s very entertaining, Jacky-boy;
it ought to make prime time someday. Ever think about going
into network programming?” She had put down the red-smeared
knife and was widening her eyes in mockery: but beneath the
deliberate incomprehension he saw two things. A flare-up of
her terror; a faint, almost unrecognized hope that he might after
all be able to do something.

“Even if you say I can’t try, I'm going to do it anyhow. So
you might as well give me your permission.”

“Oh, that’s a wonderful deal. Especially since I don’t have
any idea of what you’re talking about.”

“I think you do, though—I think you do have some idea,
Mom. Because Dad would have known exactly what I’'m talk-
ing about.”

Her cheeks reddened; her mouth thinned into a line. “That’s
so unfair it’s despicable, Jacky. You can’t use what Philip might
have known as a weapon against me.”

“What he did know, not what he might have known.”

“You’re talking total horseshit, sonny boy.”

The waitress, setting a plate of scrambled eggs, home fries,
and sausages before Jack, audibly inhaled.

After the waitress had paraded off, his mother shrugged. “I
don’t seem able to find the right tone with the help around
here. But horseshit is still horseshit is still horseshit, to quote
Gertrude Stein.”

“I’m going to save your life, Mom,” he repeated. “And I
have to go a long way away and bring something back to do
it. And so that’s what I'm going to do.”

“I wish I knew what you were talking about.”

Just an ordinary conversation, Jack told himself: as ordinary
as asking permission to spend a couple of nights at a friend’s
house. He cut a sausage in half and popped one of the pieces
in his mouth. She was watching him carefully. Sausage chewed
and swallowed, Jack inserted a forkful of egg into his mouth.
Speedy’s bottle lumped like a rock against his backside.

“I also wish you’d act as though you could hear the little
remarks I send your way, as obtuse as they may be.”

Jack stolidly swallowed the eggs and inserted a salty wad
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of the crisp potatoes into his mouth.

Lily put her hands in her lap. The longer he said nothing,
the more she would listen when he did talk. He pretended to
concentrate on his breakfast, eggs sausage potatoes, sausage
potatoes eggs, potatoes eggs sausage, until he sensed that she
was near to shouting at him.

My father called me Travelling Jack, he thought to himself.
This is right; this is as right as I'll ever get.

“Jack—"

“Mom,” he said, “sometimes didn’t Dad call you up from
a long way away, and you knew he was supposed to be in
town?”

She raised her eyebrows.

“And sometimes didn’t you, ah, walk into a room because
you thought he was there, maybe even knew he was there—
but he wasn’t?”

Let her chew on that.

“No,” she said.

Both of them let the denial fade away

“Almost never.’

“Mom, it even happened to me,” Jack said.

“There was always an explanation, you know there was.”

“My father—this is what you know—was never too bad at
explaining things. Especially the stuff that really couldn’t be
explained. He was very good at that. That’s part of the reason
he was such a good agent.”

Now she was silent again.

“Well, I know where he went,” Jack said. “I’ve been there
already. I was there this moming. And if I go there again, I
can try to save your life.”

“My life doesn’t need you to save it, it doesn’t need anyone
to save it,” his mother hissed. Jack looked down at his dev-
astated plate and muttered something. “What was that?” she
drilled at him.

“I think it does, I said.” He met her eyes with his own.

“Suppose I ask how you propose to go about saving my
life, as you put it.”

“I can’t answer. Because I don’t really understand it yet.
Mom, I’m not in school, anyhow . . . give me a chance. I might
only be gone a week or so0.”
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She raised her eyebrows.

“It could be longer,” he admitted.

“I think you’re nuts,” she said. But he saw that part of her
wanted to believe him, and her next words proved it. “If—
if—I were mad enough to allow you to go off on this mysterious
errand, I'd have to be sure that you wouldn’t be in any danger.”

“Dad always came back,” Jack pointed out.

“I’d rather risk my life than yours,” she said, and this truth,
too, lay hugely between them for a long moment.

“I’ll call when I can. But don’t get too worried if a couple
of weeks go by without my calling. I’'ll come back, too, just
like Dad always did.”

“This whole thing is nuts,” she said. “Me included. How
are you going to get to this place you have to go to? And where
is it? Do you have enough money?”

“I have everything I need,” he said, hoping that she would
not press him on the first two questions. The silence stretched
out and out, and finally he said, “I guess I’ll mainly walk. I
can’t talk about it much, Mom.”

“Travelling Jack,” she said. “I can almost believe . ..”

“Yes,” Jack said. “Yes.” He was nodding. And maybe, he
thought, you know some of what she knows, the real Queen,
and that’s why you are letting go this easily. “That’s right. I
can believe, too. That’s what makes it right.”

“Well . . . since you say you’ll go no matter what I say...”

“T will, too0.”

“...then I guess it doesn’t matter what I say.” She looked
at him bravely. “It does matter, though. I know. I want you to
get back here as quick as you can, sonny boy. You’re not going
right away, are you?”

“I have to.” He inhaled deeply. “Yes. I am going right away.
As soon as I leave you.”

“I could almost believe in this rigamarole. You’re Phil Saw-
yer’s son, all right. You haven’t found a girl somewhere in this
place, have you...?” She looked at him very sharply. “No.
No girl. Okay. Save my life. Off with you.” She shook her
head, and he thought he saw an extra brightness in her eyes.
“If you’re going to leave, get out of here, Jacky. Call me
tomorrow.”

“If I can.” He stood up.
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“If you can. Of course. Forgive me.” She looked down at
nothing, and he saw that her eyes were unfocussed. Red dots
burned in the middle of her cheeks.

Jack leaned over and kissed her, but she just waved him
away. The waitress stared at the two of them as if they were
performing a play. Despite what his mother had just said, Jack
thought that he had brought the level of her disbelief down to
something like fifty per cent; which meant that she no longer
knew what to believe.

She focussed on him for a moment, and he saw that hectic
brightness blazing in her eyes again. Anger: tears? “Take care,”
she said, and signalled the waitress.

“I love you,” Jack said. -

“Never get off on a line like that.” Now she was almost
smiling. “Get travelling, Jack. Get going before I realize how
crazy this is.”

“I’m gone,” he said, and turned away and marched out of
the restaurant. His head felt tight, as if the bones in his skull
had just grown too large for their covering of flesh. The empty
yellow sunlight attacked his eyes. Jack heard the door of the
Arcadia Tea and Jam Shoppe banging shut an instant after the
little bell had sounded. He blinked; ran across Boardwalk Av-
enue without looking for cars. When he reached the pavement
on the other side, he realized that he would have to go back
to their suite for some clothes. His mother had still not emerged
from the tea shop by the time Jack was pulling open the hotel’s
great front door.

The desk clerk stepped backward and sullenly stared. Jack
felt some sort of emotion steaming off the man, but for a second
could not remember why the clerk should react so strongly to
the sight of him. The conversation with his mother—actually
much shorter than he had imagined it would be—seemed to
have lasted for days. On the other side of the vast gulf of time
he’d spent in the Tea and Jam Shoppe, he had called the clerk
a creep. Should he apologize? He no longer actually remem-
bered what had caused him to flare up at the clerk. ...

His mother had agreed to his going—she had given him
permission to take his journey, and as he walked through the
crossfire of the deskman’s glare he finally understood why. He
had not mentioned the Talisman, not explicitly, but even if he
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had—if he had spoken of the most lunatic aspect of his mis-
sion—she would have accepted that too. And if he’d said that
he was going to bring back a foot-long butterfly and roast it
in the oven, she’d have agreed to eat roast butterfly. It would
have been an ironic, but a real, agreement. In part this showed
the depth of her fear, that she would grasp at such straws.

But she would grasp because at some level she knew that
these were bricks, not straws. His mother had given him per-
mission to go because somewhere inside her she too knew about
the Territories.

Did she ever wake up in the night with that name, Laura
Deloessian, sounding in her mind?

Up in 407 and 408, he tossed clothes into his knapsack
almost randomly: if his fingers found it in a drawer and it was
not too large, in it went. Shirts, socks, a sweater, Jockey shorts.
Jack tightly rolled up a pair of tan jeans and forced them in,
too; then he realized that the pack had become uncomfortably
heavy, and pulled out most of the shirts and socks. The sweater
too came out. At the last minute he remembered his toothbrush.
Then he slid the straps over his shoulders and felt the pull of
the weight on his back—not too heavy. He could walk all day,
carrying only these few pounds. Jack simply stood quiet in the
suite’s living room a moment, feeling—unexpectedly pow-
erfully—the absence of any person or thing to whom he could
say goodbye. His mother would not return to the suite until
she could be sure he was gone: if she saw him now, she’d order
him to stay. He could not say goodbye to these three rooms as
he could to a house he had loved: hotel rooms accepted de-
partures emotionlessly. In the end he went to the telephone pad
printed with a drawing of the hotel on eggshell-thin paper, and
with the Alhambra’s blunt narrow pencil wrote the three lines
that were most of what he had to say:

Thanks
I love you
and will be back
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Jack moved down Boardwalk Avenue in the thin northern sun,
wondering where he should . . . flip. That was the word for it.
And should he see Speedy once more before he “flipped” into
the Territories? He almost had to talk to Speedy once more,
because he knew so little about where he was going, whom he
might meet, what he was looking for. . .. she look just like a
crystal ball. Was that all the instruction Speedy intended to
give him about the Talisman? That, and the warning not to
drop it? Jack felt almost sick with lack of preparation—as if
he had to take a final exam in a course he’d never attended.

He also felt that he could flip right where he stood, he was
that impatient to begin, to get started, to move. He had to be
in the Territories again, he suddenly understood; in the welter
of his emotions and longings, that thread brightly shone. He
wanted to breathe that air; he hungered for it. The Territories,
the long plains and ranges of low mountains, called him, the
fields of tall grass and the streams that flashed through them.
Jack’s entire body yearned for that landscape. And he might
have taken the bottle out of his pocket and forced a mouthful
of the awful juice down his throat on the spot if he had not
just then seen the bottle’s former owner tucked up against a
tree, butt on heels and hands laced across his knees. A brown
grocery bag lay beside him, and atop the bag was an enormous
sandwich of what looked like liver sausage and onion.

“You’re movin now,” Speedy said, smiling up at him. “You’re
on your way, I see. Say your goodbyes? Your momma know
you won’t be home for a while?”

Jack nodded, and Speedy held up the sandwich. “You hun-
gry? This one, it’s too much for me.”

“I had something to eat,” the boy said. “I’m glad I can say
goodbye to you.”

“Ole Jack on fire, he rarin to go,” Speedy said, cocking his
long head sideways. “Boy gonna move.”

“Speedy?”

“But don’t take off without a few little things I brought for
you. I got em here in this bag, you wanna see?”

“Speedy?”
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The man squinted up at Jack from the base of the tree.

“Did you know that my father used to call me Travelling
Jack?”

“Oh, I probably heard that somewhere,” Speedy said, grin-
ning at him. “Come over here and see what I brought you.
Plus, I have to tell you where to go first, don’t I?”

Relieved, Jack walked across the sidewalk to Speedy’s tree.
The old man set his sandwich in his lap and fished the bag
closer to him. “Merry Christmas,” Speedy said, and brought
forth a tall, battered old paperback book. It was, Jack saw, an
old Rand McNally road atlas.

“Thanks,” Jack said, taking the book from Speedy’s out-
stretched hand.

“Ain’t no maps over there, so you stick as much as you can
to the roads in ole Rand McNally. That way you’ll get where
you're goin.”

“Okay,” Jack said, and slipped out of the knapsack so that
he could slide the big book down inside it.

“The next thing don’t have to go in that fancy rig you carryin
on your back,” Speedy said. He put the sandwich on the flat
paper bag and stood up all in one long smooth motion. “No,
you can carry this right in your pocket.” He dipped his fingers
into the left pocket of his workshirt. What emerged, clamped
between his second and third fingers like one of Lily’s Tar-
rytoons, was a white triangular object it took the boy a moment
to recognize as a guitar-pick. “You take thls and keep it. You’ll
want to show it to a man. He’ll help you.”

Jack turned the pick over in his fingers. He had never seen
one like it—of ivory, with scrimshaw filigrees and patterns
winding around it in slanted lines like some kind of unearthly
writing. Beautiful in the abstract, it was almost too heavy to
be a useful fingerpick.

“Who’s the man?” Jack asked. He slipped the pick into one
of his pants pockets.

“Big scar on his face—you’ll see him pretty soon after you
land in the Territories. He’s a guard. Fact is, he’s a Captain of
the Outer Guards, and he’ll take you to a place where you can
see a lady you has to see. Well, a lady you ought to see. So
you know the other reason you’re puttin your neck on the line.
My friend over there, he’ll understand what you’re doin and



JACK LIGHTS OUT 79

he’ll figure out a way to get you to the lady.”

“This lady . ..” Jack began.

“Yep,” Speedy said. “You got it.”

“She’s the Queen.”

“You take a good look at her, Jack. You see what you see
when you sees her. You see what she is, understand? Then you
hit out for the west.” Speedy stood examining him gravely,
almost as if he were just now doubting that he’d ever see Jack
Sawyer again, and then the lines in his face twitched and he
said, “Steer clear of ole Bloat. Watch for his trail—his own
and his Twinner’s. Ole Bloat can find out where you went if
you’re not careful, and if he finds out he’s gonna be after you
like a fox after a goose.” Speedy shoved his hands in his pockets
and regarded Jack again, looking very much as though he
wished he could think of more to say. “Get the Talisman, son,”
he concluded. “Get it and bring it back safe. It gonna be your
burden but you got to be bigger than your burden.”

Jack was concentrating so hard on what Speedy was telling
him that he squinted into the man’s seamed face. Scarred man,
Captain of the Outer Guards. The Queen. Morgan Sloat, after
him like a predator. In an evil place over on the other side of
the country. A burden. “Okay,” he said, wishing suddenly that
he were back in the Tea and Jam Shoppe with his mother.

Speedy smiled jaggedly, warmly. ‘““Yeah-bob. Ole Travellin
Jack is okey-doke.” The smile deepened. “Bout time for you
to sip at that specml juice, wouldn’t you say?”

“I guess it is,” Jack said. He tugged the dark bottle out of
his hip pocket and unscrewed the cap. He looked back up at
Speedy, whose pale eyes stabbed into his own.

“Speedy’ll help you when he can.”

Jack nodded, blinked, and raised the neck of the bottle to
his mouth. The sweetly rotten odor which leaped out of the
bottle nearly made his throat close itself in an involuntary
spasm. He tipped the bottle up and the taste of the odor invaded
his mouth. His stomach clenched. He swallowed, and rough,
burning liquid spilled down his throat.

Long seconds before Jack opened his eyes, he knew from
the richness and clarity of the smells about him that he had
flipped into the Territories. Horses, grass, a dizzying scent of
raw meat; dust; the clear air itself.



interlude

Sloat in This Worldy (1)

“I know I work too hard,” Morgan Sloat told his son Richard
that evening. They were speaking on the telephone, Richard
standing at the communal telephone in the downstairs corridor
of his dormitory, his father sitting at his desk on the top floor
of one of Sawyer & Sloat’s first and sweetest real-estate deals
in Beverly Hills. “But I tell you kid, there are a lot of times
when you have to do something yourself to get it done right.
Especially when my late partner’s family is involved. It’s just
a short trip, I hope. Probably I'll get everything nailed down
out there in goddam New Hampshire in less than a week. I’ll
give you another call when it’s all over. Maybe we’ll go rail-
roading in California, just like the old days. There’ll be justice
yet. Trust your old man.”

The deal for the building had been particularly sweet because
of Sloat’s willingness to do things himself. After he and Sawyer
had negotiated the purchase of a short-term lease, then (after
a gunfire of lawsuits) a long-term lease, they had fixed their
rental rates at so much per square foot, done the necessary
alterations, and advertised for new tenants. The only holdover
tenant was the Chinese restaurant on the ground floor, dribbling
in rent at about a third of what the space was worth. Sloat had
tried reasonable discussions with the Chinese, but when they
saw that he was trying to talk them into paying more rent, they
suddenly lost the ability to speak or understand English. Sloat’s
attempts at negotiation limped along for a few days, and then
he happened to see one of the kitchen help carrying a bucket
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of grease out through the back door of the kitchen. Feeling
better already, Sloat followed the man into a dark, narrow cul-
de-sac and watched him tip the grease into a garbage can. He
needed no more than that. A day later, a chain-link fence
separated the cul-de-sac from the restaurant; yet another day
later, a Health Department inspector served the Chinese with
a complaint and a summons. Now the kitchen help had to take
all their refuse, grease included, out through the dining area
and down a chain-link dog run Sloat had constructed alongside
the restaurant. Business fell off: the customers caught odd,
unpleasant odors from the nearby garbage. The owners redis-
covered the English language, and volunteered to double their
monthly payment. Sloat responded with a grateful-sounding
speech that said nothing. And that night, having primed himself
with three large martinis, Sloat drove from his house to the
restaurant and took a baseball bat from the trunk of his car and
smashed in the long window which had once given a pleasant
view of the street but now looked out at a corridor of fencing
which ended in a huddle of metal bins.

He had done those things...but he hadn’t exactly been
Sloat when he did them.

The next morning the Chinese requested another meeting
and this time offered to quadruple their payment. “Now you’re
talking like men,” Sloat told the stony-faced Chinese. “And
I’ll tell you what! Just to prove we’re all on the same team,
we’ll pay half the cost of replacing your window.”

Within nine months of Sawyer & Sloat’s taking possession
of the building, all the rents had increased significantly and
the initial cost and profit projections had begun to look wildly
pessimistic. By now this building was one of Sawyer & Sloat’s
more modest ventures, but Morgan Sloat was as proud of it as
of the massive new structures they had put up downtown. Just
walking past the place where he’d put up the fence as he came
in to work in the morning reminded him—daily —of how much
he had contributed to Sawyer & Sloat, how reasonable were
his claims!

This sense of the justice of his ultimate desires kindled
within him as he spoke to Richard—after all, it was for Richard
that he wanted to take over Phil Sawyer’s share of the company.
Richard was, in a sense, his immortality. His son would be
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able to go to the best business schools and then pick up a law
degree before he came into the company; and thus fully armed,
Richard Sloat would carry all the complex and delicate ma-
chinery of Sawyer & Sloat into the next century. The boy’s
ridiculous ambition to become a chemist could not long survive
his father’s determination to murder it—Richard was smart
enough to see that what his father did was a hell of a lot more
interesting, not to mention vastly more remunerative, than
working with a test tube over a Bunsen burner. That “research
chemist” stuff would fade away pretty quickly, once the boy
had a glimpse of the real world. And if Richard was concerned
about being fair to Jack Sawyer, he could be made to understand
that fifty thousand a year and a guaranteed college education
was not only fair but magnanimous. Princely. Who could say
that Jack wanted any part of the business, anyhow, or that he
would possess any talent for it?

Besides, accidents happened. Who could even say that Jack
Sawyer would live to see twenty?

“Well, it’s really a matter of getting all the papers, all the
ownership stuff, finally straight,” Sloat told his son. “Lily’s
been hiding out from me for too long. Her brain is strictly
cottage cheese by now, take my word for it. She probably has
less than a year to live. So if I don’t hump myself off to see
her now that I have her pinned down, she could stall long
enough to put everything into probate—or into a trust fund,
and I don’t think your friend’s momma would let me administer
it. Hey, I don’t want to bore you with my troubles. I just wanted
to tell you that I won’t be home for a few days, in case you
call. Send me a letter or something. And remember about the
train, okay? We gotta do that again.”

The boy promised to write, to work hard, to not worry about
his father or Lily Cavanaugh or Jack.

And sometime when this obedient son was, say, in his senior
year at Stanford or Yale, Sloat would introduce him to the
Territories. Richard would be six or seven years younger than
he had been himself when Phil Sawyer, cheerfully crack-brained
on grass in their first little North Hollywood office, had first
puzzled, then infuriated (because Sloat had been certain Phil
was laughing at him), then intrigued his partner (for surely Phil
was too stoned to have invented all this science-fiction crapola
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about another world). And when Richard saw the Territories,
that would be it—if he had not already done it by himself,
they’d change his mind for him. Even a small peek into the
Territories shook your confidence in the omniscience of sci-
entists.

Sloat ran the palm of his hand over the shiny top of his
head, then luxuriantly fingered his moustache. The sound of
his 'son’s voice had obscurely, irrelevantly comforted him: as
long as there was Richard politely coming along behind him,
all was well and all was well and all manner of things was
well. It was night already in Springfield, Illinois, and in Nelson
House, Thayer School, Richard Sloat was padding down a
green corridor back to his desk, perhaps thinking of the good
times they’d had, and would have again, aboard Morgan’s toy
train line in coastal California. He’d be asleep by the time his
father’s jet punished the resistant air far above and some hundred
miles farther north; but Morgan Sloat would push aside the
panel over his first-class window and peer down, hoping for
moonlight and a parting of the clouds.

He wanted to go home immediately—home was only thirty
minutes away from the office—so that he could change clothes
and get something to eat, maybe snort a little coke, before he
had to get to the airport. But instead he had to pound out along
the freeway to the Marina: an appointment with a client who
had freaked out and was on the verge of being dumped from
a picture, then a meeting with a crowd of spoilers who claimed
that a Sawyer & Sloat project just up from Marina del Rey was
polluting the beach—things that could not be postponed. Though
Sloat promised himself that as soon as he had taken care of
Lily Cavanaugh and her boy he was going to begin dropping
clients from his list—he had much bigger fish to fry now. Now
there were whole worlds to broker, and his piece of the action
would be no mere ten per cent. Looking back on it, Sloat
wasn’t sure how he had tolerated Phil Sawyer for as long as
he had. His partner had never played to win, not seriously; he
had been encumbered by sentimental notions of loyalty and
honor, corrupted by the stuff you told kids to get them halfway
civilized before you finally tore the blindfold off their eyes.
Mundane as it might be in light of the stakes he now played



84 THE TALISMAN

for, he could not forget that the Sawyers owed him, all right—
indigestion flowered in his chest like a heart attack at the thought
of how much, and before he reached his car in the still-sunny
lot beside the building, he shoved his hand into his jacket pocket
and fished out a crumpled package of Di-Gel.

Phil Sawyer had underestimated him, and that still rankled.
Because Phil had thought of him as a sort of trained rattlesnake
to be let out of his cage only under controlled circumstances,
so had others. The lot attendant, a hillbilly in a broken cowboy
hat, eyed him as he marched around his little car, looking for
dents and dings. The Di-Gel melted most of the fiery ball in
his chest. Sloat felt his collar growing clammy with sweat. The
attendant knew better than to try to buddy up: Sloat had verbally
peeled the man’s hide weeks ago, after discovering a tiny wrin-
kle in the BMW’s door. In the midst of his rant, he had seen
violence begin to darken in the hillbilly’s green eyes, and a
sudden upsurge of joy had made him waddle in toward the
man, still cutting off skin, almost hoping that the attendant
would take a poke at him. Abruptly, the hillbilly had lost his
momentum, feebly, indeed apologetically suggested that maybe
that-there I’il nuthin of a ding came from somewhere else?
Parking service at a restaurant, maybe? The way those bozos
treat cars, y’know, and the light ain’t so good that time a night,
why...

“Shut your stinking mouth,” Sloat had said. “That little
nothing, as you call it, is going to cost me about twice what
you make in a week. I should fire you right now, cowpoke,
and the only reason I’m not going to is that there’s about a two
per cent chance you might be right; when I came out of Chasen’s
last night maybe I didn’t look under the door handle, maybe I
DID and maybe I DIDN'T, but if you ever talk to me again,
if you ever say any more than ‘Hello, Mr. Sloat’ or ‘Goodbye,
Mr. Sloat,” I'll get you fired so fast you’ll think you were
beheaded.” So the hillbilly watched him inspect his car, know-
ing that if Sloat found any imperfections in the car’s finish he
would bring down the axe, afraid even to come close enough
to utter the ritual goodbye. Sometimes from the window that
overlooked the parking lot Sloat had seen the attendant furiously
wiping some flaw, bird dropping or splash of mud, off the
BMW'’s hood. And that’s management, buddy.
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When he pulled out of the lot he checked the rear-view
mirror and saw on the hillbilly’s face an expression very like
the last one Phil Sawyer had worn in the final seconds of his
life, out in the middle of nowhere in Utah. He smiled all the
way to the freeway on-ramp.

Philip Sawyer had underestimated Morgan Sloat from the time
of their first meeting, when they were freshmen at Yale. It
could have been, Sloat reflected, that he had been easy to
underestimate—a pudgy eighteen-year-old from Akron, grace-
less, overweighted with anxieties and ambitions, out of Ohio
for the first time in his life. Listening to his classmates talk
easily about New York, about “21” and the Stork Club, about
seeing Brubeck at Basin Street and Erroll Gamer at the Van-
guard, he’d sweated to hide his ignorance. “I really like the
downtown part,” he’d thrown in, as casually as he could. Palms
wet, cramped by curled-in fingers. (Momings, Sloat often found
his palms tattooed with dented bruises left by his fingernails.)
“What downtown part, Morgan?” Tom Woodbine had asked
him. The others cackled. “You know, Broadway and the Vil-
lage. Around there.” More cackles, harsher. He had been un-
attractive and badly dressed; his wardrobe consisted of two
suits, both charcoal-gray and both apparently made for a man
with a scarecrow’s shoulders. He had begun losing his hair in
high school, and pink scalp showed through his short, flattened-
down haircuts.

No, no beauty had Sloat been, and that had been part of it.
The others made him feel like a clenched fist: those morning
bruises were shadowy little photographs of his soul. The others,
all interested in the theater like himself and Sawyer, possessed
good profiles, flat stomachs, easy careless manners. Sprawled
across the lounge chairs of their suite in Davenport while Sloat,
in a haze of perspiration, stood that he might not wrinkle his
suit pants and thereby get a few more days’ wear out of them,
they sometimes resembled a gathering of young gods—cash-
mere sweaters draped over their shoulders like the golden fleece.
They were on their way to becoming actors, playwrights, song-
writers. Sloat had seen himself as a director: entangling them
all in a net of complications and designs which only he could
unwind.
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Sawyer and Tom Woodbine, both of whom seemed un-
imaginably rich to Sloat, were roommates. Woodbine had only
a lukewarm interest in theater and hung around their under-
graduate drama workshop because Phil did. Another gilded
private-school boy, Thomas Woodbine differed from the others
because of his absolute seriousness and straightforwardness.
He intended to become a lawyer, and already seemed to have
the probity and impartiality of a judge. (In fact, most of Wood-
bine’s acquaintances imagined that he would wind up on the
Supreme Court, much to the embarrassment of the boy him-
self.) Woodbine was without ambition in Sloat’s terms, being
interested far more in living rightly than in living well. Of
course he had everything, and what he by some accident lacked
other people were quick to give him: how could he, so spoiled
by nature and friendships, be ambitious? Sloat almost uncon-
sciously detested Woodbine, and could not bring himself to
call him “Tommy.”

Sloat directed two plays during his four years at Yale: No
Exit, which the student paper called “a furious confusion,” and
Volpone. This was described as “churning, cynical, sinister,
and almost unbelievably messy.” Sloat was held responsible
for most of these qualities. Perhaps he was not a director after
all—his vision too intense and crowded. His ambitions did not
lessen, they merely shifted. If he was not eventually to be
behind the camera, he could be behind the people in front of
it. Phil Sawyer had also begun to think this way—Phil had
never been certain where his love of theater might take him,
and thought he might have a talent for representing actors and
writers. “Let’s go to Los Angeles and start an agency,” Phil
said to him in their senior year. “It’s nutty as hell and our
parents will hate it, but maybe we’ll make it work. So we
starve for a couple of years.”

Phil Sawyer, Sloat had learned since their freshman year,
was not rich after all. He just looked rich.

“And when we can afford him, we’ll get Tommy to be our
lawyer. He’ll be out of law school by then.”

“Sure, okay,” Sloat had said, thinking that he could stop
that one when the time came. “What should we call ourselves?”

“Anything you like. Sloat and Sawyer? Or should we stick
to the alphabet?”
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“Sawyer and Sloat, sure, that’s great, alphabetical order,”
Sloat said, seething because he imagined that his partner had
euchred him into forever suggesting that he was somehow sec-
ondary to Sawyer.

Both sets of parents did hate the idea, as Phil had predicted,
but the partners in the infant talent agency drove to Los Angeles
in the old DeSoto (Morgan’s, another demonstration of how
much Sawyer owed him), set up an office in a North Hollywood
building with a happy population of rats and fleas, and started
hanging around the clubs, passing out their spandy-new busi-
ness cards. Nothing—nearly four months of total failure. They
had a comic who got too drunk to be funny, a writer who
couldn’t write, a stripper who insisted on being paid in cash
so that she could stiff her agents. And then late one afternoon,
high on marijuana and whiskey, Phil Sawyer had gigglingly
told Sloat about the Territories.

“You know what I can do, you ambitious so-and-so? Oh,
can I travel, partner. All the way.”

Shortly after that, both of them travelling now, Phil Sawyer
met a rising young actress at a studio party and within an hour
had their first important client. And she had three friends sim-
ilarly unhappy with their agents. And one of the friends had a
boyfriend who had actually written a decent filmscript and
needed an agent, and the boyfriend had a boyfriend . . . Before
their third year was over, they had a new office, new apart-
ments, a slice of the Hollywood pie. The Territories, in a
fashion that Sloat accepted but never understood, had blessed
them.

Sawyer dealt with the clients; Sloat with the money, the
investments, the business side of the agency. Sawyer spent
money—lunches, airplane tickets—Sloat saved it, which was
all the justification he needed to skim a little of the cream off
the top. And it was Sloat who kept pushing them into new
areas, land development, real estate, production deals. By the
time Tommy Woodbine arrived in Los Angeles, Sawyer & Sloat
was a five-million-dollar business.

Sloat discovered that he still detested his old classmate;
Tommy Woodbine had put on thirty pounds, and looked and
acted, in his blue three-piece suits, more than ever like a judge.
His cheeks were always slightly flushed (alcoholic? Sloat won-
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dered), his manner still kindly and ponderous. The world had
left its marks on him—clever little wrinkles at the corners of
his eyes, the eyes themselves infinitely more guarded than those
of the gilded boy at Yale. Sloat understood almost at once, and
knew that Phil Sawyer would never see it unless he were told,
that Tommy Woodbine lived with an enormous secret: whatever
the gilded boy might have been, Tommy was now a homosex-
ual. Probably he’d call himself gay. And that made everything
easier—in the end, it even made it easier to get rid of Tommy.

Because queers are always getting killed, aren’t they? And
did anybody really want a two-hundred-and-ten-pound pansy
responsible for bringing up a teenage boy? You could say that
Sloat was just saving Phil Sawyer from the posthumous con-
sequences of a serious lapse of judgment. If Sawyer had made
Sloat the executor of his estate and the guardian of his son,
there would have been no problems. As it was, the murderers
from the Territories—the same two who had bungled the ab-
duction of the boy—had blasted through a stoplight and nearly
been arrested before they could return home.

Things all would have been so much simpler, Sloat reflected
for perhaps the thousandth time, if Phil Sawyer had never
married. If no Lily, no Jack; if no Jack, no problems. Phil may
never even have looked at the reports about Lily Cavanaugh’s
early life Sloat had compiled: they listed where and how often
and with whom, and should have killed that romance as readily
as the black van turned Tommy Woodbine into a lump on the
road. If Sawyer read those meticulous reports, they left him
amazingly unaffected. He wanted to marry Lily Cavanaugh,
and he did. As his damned Twinner had married Queen Laura.
More underestimation. And repaid in the same fashion, which
seemed fitting.

Which meant, Sloat thought with some satisfaction, that
after a few details were taken care of, everything would finally
be settled. After so many years—when he came back from
Arcadia Beach, he should have all of Sawyer & Sloat in his
pocket. And in the Territories, all was placed just so. poised
on the brink, ready to fall into Morgan’s hands. As soon as
the Queen died, her consort’s former deputy would rule the
country, introducing all the interesting little changes both he
and Sloat desired. And then watch the money roll in, Sloat
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thought, turning off the freeway into Marina del Rey. Then
watch everything roll in!

His client, Asher Dondorf, lived in the bottom half of a new
condo in one of the Marina’s narrow, alleylike streets just off
the beach. Dondorf was an old character actor who had achieved
a surprising level of prominence and visibility in the late sev-
enties through a role on a television series; he’d played the
landlord of the young couple—private detectives, and both
cute as baby pandas—who were the series’ stars. Dondorf got
so much mail from his few appearances in the early episodes
that the writers increased his part, making him an unofficial
father to the young detectives, letting him solve a murder or
two, putting him in danger, etc., etc. His salary doubled, tri-
pled, quadrupled, and when the series was cancelled after six
years, he went back into film work. Which was the problem.
Dondorf thought he was a star, but the studios and producers
still considered him a character actor—popular, but not a se-
rious asset to any project. Dondorf wanted flowers in his dress-
ing room, he wanted his own hairdresser and dialogue coach,
he wanted more money, more respect, more love, more every-
thing. Dondorf, in fact, was a putz.

When he pulled his car tight into the parking bay and eased
himself out, being careful not to scratch the edge of his door
on the brick, Sloat came to a realization: if he learned, or even
suspected, sometime in the next few days, that Jack Sawyer
had discovered the existence of the Territories, he would kill
him. There was such a thing as an unacceptable risk.

Sloat smiled to himself, popping another Di-Gel into his
mouth, and rapped on the condo’s door. He knew it already:
Asher Dondorf was going to kill himself. He’d do it in the
living room in order to create as much mess as possible. A
temperamental jerk like his soon-to-be-ex-client would think a
really sloppy suicide was revenge on the bank that held his
mortgage. When a pale, trembling Dondorf opened the door,
the warmth of Sloat’s greeting was quite genuine.
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chapter six

@The Queen’s Pasdillion

1

The saw-toothed blades of grass directly before Jack’s eyes
seemed as tall and stiff as sabres. They would cut the wind,
not bend to it. Jack groaned as he lifted his head. He did not
possess such dignity. His stomach still felt threateningly liquid,
his forehead and eyes burned. Jack pushed himself up on his
knees and then forced himself to stand. A long horse-drawn
cart rumbled toward him down the dusty track, and its driver,
a bearded red-faced man roughly the same shape and size as
the wooden barrels rattling behind him, was staring at him.
Jack nodded and tried to take in as much as he could about the
man while giving the appearance of a loafing boy who had
perhaps run off for an illicit snooze. Upright, he no longer felt
ill; he felt, in fact, better than at any time since leaving Los
Angeles, not merely healthy but somehow harmonious, mys-
teriously in tune with his body. The warm, drifting air of the
Territories patted his face with the gentlest, most fragrant of
touches—its own delicate and flowery scent quite distinct be-
neath the stronger odor of raw meat it carried. Jack ran his
hands over his face and peeked at the driver of the cart, his
first sample of Territories Man.

If the driver addressed him, how should he answer? Did
they even speak English here? His kind of English? For a
moment Jack imagined himself trying to pass unnoticed in a
world where people said “Prithee” and “Dost thou go cross-
gartered, yonder varlet?” and decided that if that was how things
went, he’d pretend to be a mute.

93
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The driver finally took his eyes off Jack and clucked some-
thing decidedly not 1980’s American English to his horses. But
perhaps that was just the way you spoke to horses. Slusha,
slusha! Jack edged backward into the sea-grass, wishing that
he had managed to get on his feet a couple of seconds earlier.
The man glanced at him again, and surprised Jack by nodding—
a gesture neither friendly nor unfriendly, merely a communi-
cation between equals. I’ll be glad when this day’'s work is
done, brother. Jack returned the nod, tried to put his hands in
his pockets, and for a moment must have looked half-witted
with astonishment. The driver laughed, not unpleasantly.

Jack’s clothes had changed—he wore coarse, voluminous
woolen trousers instead of the corduroy jeans. Above the waist
a close-fitting jacket of soft blue fabric covered him. Instead
of buttons, the jacket—a jerkin? he speculated—had a row of
cloth hooks and eyes. Like the trousers, it was clearly hand-
made. The Nikes, too, were gone, replaced by flat leather
sandals. The knapsack had been transmogrified into a leather
sack held by a thin strap over his shoulder. The cart-driver
wore clothing almost exactly similar—his jerkin was of leather
stained so deeply and continuously that it showed rings within
rings, like an old tree’s heart.

All rattle and dust, the cart pulled past Jack. The barrels
radiated a yeasty musk of beer. Behind the barrels stood a triple
pile of what Jack unthinkingly took to be truck tires. He smelled
the “tires” and noticed that they were perfectly, flawlessly bald
in the same moment—it was a creamy odor, full of secret
depths and subtle pleasures, that instantly made him hungry.
Cheese, but no cheese that he had ever tasted. Behind the
wheels of cheese, near the back of the cart, an irregular mound
of raw meat—Ilong, peeled-looking sides of beef, big slablike
steaks, a heap of ropy internal organs he could not identify—
slithered beneath a glistening mat of flies. The powerful smell
of the raw meat assailed Jack, killing the hunger evoked by
the cheese. He moved into the middle of the track after the
cart had passed him and watched it jounce toward the crest of
a little rise. A second later he began to follow after, walking
north.

He had gone only halfway up the rise when he once again
saw the peak of the great tent, rigid in the midst of a rank of
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narrow fluttering flags. That, he assumed, was his destination.
Another few steps past the blackberry bushes where he’d paused
the last time (remembering how good they’d been, Jack popped
two of the enormous berries in his mouth) and he could see
the whole of the tent. It was actually a big rambling pavillion,
long wings on each side, with gates and a courtyard. Like the
Alhambra, this eccentric structure—a summer palace, Jack’s
instincts told him—stood just above the ocean. Little bands of
people moved through and around the great pavillion, driven
by forces as powerful and invisible as the effect on iron filings
of a magnet. The little groups met, divided, poured on again.

Some of the men wore bright, rich-looking clothes, though
many seemed to be dressed much as Jack was. A few women
in long shining white gowns or robes marched through the
courtyard, as purposeful as generals. Outside the gates stood
a collection of smaller tents and impromptu-looking wooden
huts; here too people moved, eating or buying or talking, though
more easily and randomly. Somewhere down in that busy crowd
he would have to find the man with a scar.

But first he looked behind him, down the length of the rutted
track, to see what had happened to Funworld.

When he saw two small dark horses pulling plows, perhaps
fifty yards off, he thought that the amusement park had become
a farm, but then he noticed the crowd watching the plowing
from the top of the field and understood that this was a contest.
Next his eye was taken by the spectacle of a huge red-haired
man, stripped to the waist, whirling about like a top. His out-
stretched hands held some long heavy object. The man abruptly
stopped whirling and released the object, which flew a long
way before it thudded and bounced on the grass and revealed
itself to be a hammer. Funworld was a fair, not a farm—Jack
now saw tables heaped with food, children on their fathers’
shoulders.

In the midst of the fair, making sure that every strap and
harness was sound, every oven stoked with wood, was there
a Speedy Parker? Jack hoped so.

And was his mother still sitting by herself in the Tea and
Jam Shoppe, wondering why she had let him go?

Jack turned back and watched the long cart rattle through
the gates of the summer palace and swing off to the left, sep-
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arating the people who moved there as a car making a turn off
Fifth Avenue separates pedestrians on a cross-town street. A
moment later he set off after it.

2

He had feared that all the people on the pavillion grounds would
turn toward him staring, instantly sensing his difference from
them. Jack carefully kept his eyes lowered whenever he could
and imitated a boy on a complicated errand—he had been sent
out to assemble a list of things; his face showed how he was
concentrating to remember them. A shovel, two picks, a ball
of twine, a bottle of goose grease . . . But gradually he became
aware that none of the adults before the summer palace paid
him any attention at all. They rushed or dawdled, inspected
the merchandise—rugs, iron pots, bracelets—displayed in the
little tents, drank from wooden mugs, plucked at another’s
sleeve to make a comment or start a conversation, argued with
the guards at the gate, each wholly taken up by his own busi-
ness. Jack’s impersonation was so unnecessary as to be ridic-
ulous. He straightened up and began to work his way, moving
generally in an irregular half-circle, toward the gate.

He had seen almost immediately that he would not be able
just to stroll through it—the two guards on either side stopped
and questioned nearly everyone who tried to reach the interior
of the summer palace. Men had to show their papers, or display
badges or seals which gave them access. Jack had only Speedy
Parker’s fingerpick, and he didn’t think that would get him past
the guards’ inspection. One man just now stepping up to the
gate flashed a round silver badge and was waved through; the
man following him was stopped. He argued; then the tone of
his manner changed, and Jack saw that he was pleading. The
guard shook his head and ordered the man off.

“His men don’t have any trouble getting in,” someone to
Jack’s right said, instantly solving the problem of Territories
language, and Jack turned his head to see if the man had spoken
to him.

But the middle-aged man walking beside him was speaking
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to another man, also dressed in the plain, simple clothes of
' most of the men and women outside the palace grounds. “They’d

better not,” the second man answered. “He’s on his way—
lsupposed to be here today sometime, I guess.”

Jack fell in behind these two and followed them toward the
gate.

The guards stepped forward as the men neared, and as they
both approached the same guard, the other gestured to the man
nearest him. Jack hung back. He still had not seen anyone with
a scar, nor had he seen any officers. The only soldiers in sight
were the guards, both young and countrified—with their broad
red faces above the elaborately pleated and ruffled uniforms,
they looked like farmers in fancy dress. The two men Jack had
been following must have passed the guards’ tests, for after a
few moments’ conversation the uniformed men stepped back
and admitted them. One of the guards looked sharply at Jack,
and Jack turned his head and stepped back.

Unless he found the Captain with the scar, he would never
get inside the palace grounds.

A group of men approached the guard who had stared at
Jack, and immediately began to wrangle. They had an appoint-
ment, it was crucial they be let in, much money depended on
it, regrettably they had no papers. The guard shook his head,
scraping his chin across his uniform’s white ruff. As Jack
watched, still wondering how he could find the Captain, the
leader of the little group waved his hands in the air, pounded
his fist into a palm. He had become as red-faced as the guard.
At length he began jabbing the guard with his forefinger. The
guard’s companion joined him—both guards looked bored and
hostile.

A tall straight man in a uniform subtly different from the
guards’—it might have been the way the uniform was womn,
but it looked as though it might serve in battle as well as in
an operetta—noiselessly materialized beside them. He did not
wear a ruff, Jack noticed a second later, and his hat was peaked
instead of three-cormered. He spoke to the guards, and then
turned to the leader of the little group. There was no more
shouting, no more finger-jabbing. The man spoke quietly. Jack
saw the danger ebb out of the group. They shifted on their feet,
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their shoulders sank. They began to drift away. The officer
watched them go, then turned back to the guards for a final
word.

For the moment while the officer faced in Jack’s direction,
in effect shooing the group of men away with his presence,
Jack saw a long pale lightning-bolt of a scar zigzagging from
beneath his right eye to just above his jawline.

The officer nodded to the guards and stepped briskly away.
Looking neither to the left nor to the right, he wove through
the crowd, apparently headed for whatever lay to the side of
the summer palace. Jack took off after him.

“Sir!” he yelled, but the officer marched on through the
slow-moving crowd.

Jack ran around a group of men and women hauling a pig
toward one of the little tents, shot through a gap between two
other bands of people approaching the gate, and finally was
close enough to the officer to reach out and touch his elbow.
“Captain?”

The officer wheeled around, freezing Jack where he stood.
Up close, the scar seemed thick and separate, a living creature
riding on the man’s face. Even unscarred, Jack thought, this
man’s face would express a forceful impatience. “What is, it,
boy?” the man asked.

“Captain, I’'m supposed to talk to you—I have to see the
Lady, but I don’t think I can get into the palace. Oh, you’re
supposed to see this.” He dug into the roomy pocket of the
unfamiliar pants and closed his fingers around a triangular
object.

When he displayed it on his palm, he felt shock boom
through him—what he held in his hand was not a fingerpick
but a long tooth, a shark’s tooth perhaps, inlaid with a winding,
intricate pattern of gold.

When Jack looked up at the Captain’s face, half-expecting
a blow, he saw his shock echoed there. The impatience which
had seemed so characteristic had utterly vanished. Uncertainty
and even fear momentarily distorted the man’s strong features.
The Captain lifted his hand to Jack’s, and the boy thought he
meant to take the ornate tooth: he would have given it to him,
but the man simply folded the boy’s fingers over the object on
his palm. “Follow me,” he said.

l
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They went around to the side of the great pavillion, and the
Captain led Jack behind the shelter of a great sail-shaped flap
of stiff pale canvas. In the glowing darkness behind the flap,
the soldier’s face looked as though someone had drawn on it
with thick pink crayon. “That sign,” he said calmly enough.
“Where did you get it?”

“From Speedy Parker. He said that I should find you and
show it to you.”

The man shook his head. “I don’t know the name. I want
you to give me the sign now. Now.” He firmly grasped Jack’s
wrist. “Give it to me, and then tell me where you stole it.”

“I'm telling the truth,” Jack said. “I got it from Lester
Speedy Parker. He works at Funworld. But it wasn’t a tooth
when he gave it to me. It was a guitar-pick.”

“I don’t think you understand what’s going to happen to
you, boy.”

“You know him,” Jack pleaded. “He described you—he
told me you were a Captain of the Outer Guards. Speedy rold
me to find you.”

The Captain shook his head and gripped Jack’s wrist more
firmly. “Describe this man. I’m going to find out if you’re lying
right now, boy, so I'd make this good if I were you.”

“Speedy’s old,” Jack said. “He used to be a musician.” He
thought he saw recognition of some kind flash in the man’s
eyes. “He’s black—a black man. With white hair. Deep lines
in his face. And he’s pretty thin, but he’s a lot stronger than
he looks.”

“A black man. You mean, a brown man?”’

“Well, black people aren’t really black. Like white people
aren’t really white.”

“A brown man named Parker.” The Captain gently released
Jack’s wrist. “He is called Parkus here. So you are from...”
He nodded toward some distant invisible point on the horizon.

“That’s right,” Jack said.

“And Parkus . . . Parker. . . sent you to see our Queen.”

“He said he wanted me to see the Lady. And that you could
take me to her.”

“This will have to be fast,” the Captain said. “I think I know
how to do it, but we don’t have any time to waste.” He had
shifted his mental direction with a military smoothness. “Now
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listen to me. We have a lot of bastards around here, so we’re
going to pretend that you are my son on t’other side of the
sheets. You have disobeyed me in connection with some little
job, and I am angry with you. I rhink no one will stop us if
we make this performance convincing. At least I can get you
inside—but it might be a little trickier once we are in. You
think you can do it? Convince people that you’re my son?”

“My mother’s an actress,” Jack said, and felt that old pride
in her.

“Well, then, let’s see what you’ve learned,” the Captain
said, and surprised Jack by winking at him. “I’ll try not to
cause you any pain.” Then he startled Jack again, and clamped
a very strong hand over the boy’s upper arm. “Let’s go,” he
said, and marched out of the shelter of the flap, half-dragging
Jack behind him.

“When I tell you to wash the flagstones behind the kitchen,
wash flagstones is what you’ll do,” the Captain said loudly,
not looking at him. “Understand that? You will do your job.
And if you do not do your job, you must be punished.”

“But I washed some of the flagstones . ..” Jack wailed.

“I didn’t tell you to wash some of the flagstones!” the Cap-
tain yelled, hauling Jack along behind him. The people around
them parted to let the Captain through. Some of them grinned
sympathetically at Jack.

“I was going to do it all, honest, I was going to go back in
a minute...”

The soldier pulled him toward the gate without even glanc-
ing at the guards, and yanked him through. “No, Dad!” Jack
squalled. “You’re hurting me!”

“Not as much as I'm going to hurt you,” the Captain said,
and pulled him across the wide courtyard Jack had seen from
the cart-track.

At the other end of the court the soldier pulled him up
wooden steps and into the great palace itself. “Now your acting
had better be good,” the man whispered, and immediately set
off down a long corridor, squeezing Jack’s arm hard enough
to leave bruises.

- “I promise I'll be good!” Jack shouted.

The man hauled him into another, narrower corridor. The

interior of the palace did not at all resemble the inside of a
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tent, Jack saw. It was a mazelike warren of passages and little
rooms, and it smelled of smoke and grease.

“Promise!” the Captain bawled out.

“I promise! I do!”

Ahead of them as they emerged from yet another corridor,
a group of elaborately clothed men either leaning against a wall
or draped over couches turned their heads to look at this noisy
duo. One of them, who had been amusing himself by giving
orders to a pair of women carrying stacks of sheets folded flat
across their arms, glanced suspiciously at Jack and the Captain.

“And I promise to beat the sin out of you,” the Captain said
loudly.

A couple of the men laughed. They wore soft wide-brimmed
hats trimmed with fur and their boots were of velvet. They had
greedy, thoughtless faces. The man talking to the maids, the
one who seemed to be in charge, was skeletally tall and thin.
His tense, ambitious face tracked the boy and the soldier as
they hurried by.

“Please don’t!” Jack wailed. “Please!”

“Each please is another strapping,” the soldier growled, and
the men laughed again. The thin one permitted himself to dis-
play a smile as cold as a knife-blade before he turned back to
the maids.

The Captain yanked the boy into an empty room filled with
dusty wooden furniture. Then at last he released Jack’s aching
arm. “Those were his men,” he whispered. “What life will be
like when—"" He shook his head, and for a moment seemed
to forget his haste. “It says in The Book of Good Farming that
the meek shall inherit the earth, but those fellows don’t have
a teaspoonful of meekness among them. Taking’s all they’re
good for. They want wealth, they want—"" He glanced upward,
unwilling or unable to say what else the men outside wanted.
Then he looked back at the boy. “We’ll have to be quick about
this, but there are still a few secrets his men haven’t learned
about the palace.” He nodded sideways, indicating a faded
wooden wall.

Jack followed him, and understood when the Captain pushed
two of the flat brown nailheads left exposed at the end of a
dusty board. A panel in the faded wall swung inward, exposing
a narrow black passageway no taller than an upended coffin.
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“You'll only get a glimpse of her, but I suppose that’s all you
need. It’s all you can have, anyhow.”

The boy followed the silent instruction to slip into the pas-
sageway. “Just go straight ahead until I tell you,” the Captain
whispered. When he closed the panel behind them, Jack began
to move slowly forward through perfect blackness.

The passage wound this way and that, occasionally illu-
minated by faint light spilling in through a crack in a concealed
door or through a window set above the boy’s head. Jack soon
lost all sense of direction, and blindly followed the whispered
directions of his companion. At one point he caught the deli-
cious odor of roasting meat, at another the unmistakable stink
of sewage.

“Stop,” the Captain finally said. “Now I’ll have to lift you
up. Raise your arms.”

“Will I be able to see?”

“You’ll know in a second,” the Captain said, and put a hand
just beneath each of Jack’s armpits and lifted him cleanly off
the floor. “There is a panel in front of you now,” he whispered.
“Slide it to the left.”

Jack blindly reached out before him and touched smooth
wood. It slid easily aside, and enough light fell into the passage
for him to see a kitten-sized spider scrambling toward the ceil-
ing. He was looking down into a room the size of a hotel lobby,
filled with women in white and furniture so ornate that it brought
back to the boy all the museums he and his parents had visited.
In the center of the room a woman lay sleeping or unconscious
on an immense bed, only her head and shoulders visible above
the sheet.

And then Jack nearly shouted with shock and terror, because
the woman on the bed was his mother. That was his mother,
and she was dying.

“You saw her,” the Captain whispered, and braced his arms
more firmly.

Open-mouthed, Jack stared in at his mother. She was dying,
he could not doubt that any longer: even her skin seemed
bleached and unhealthy, and her hair too had lost several shades
of color. The nurses around her bustled about, straightening
the sheets or rearranging books on a table, but they assumed
this busy and purposeful manner because they had no real idea
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of how to help their patient. The nurses knew that for such a
patient there was no real help. If they could stave off death for
another month, or even a week, they were at the fullest extent
of their powers.

He looked back at the face turned upward like a waxen mask
and finally saw that the woman on the bed was not his mother.
Her chin was rounder, the shape of her nose slightly more
classical. The dying woman was his mother’s Twinner; it was
Laura DeLoessian. If Speedy had wanted him to see more, he
was not capable of it: that white moveless face told him nothing
of the woman behind it.

“Okay,” he whispered, pushing the panel back into place,
and the Captain lowered him to the floor.

In the darkness he asked, “What’s wrong with her?”

“Nobody can find that out,” came from above him. “The
Queen cannot see, she cannot speak, she cannot move....”
There was silence for a moment, and then the Captain touched
his hand and said, ‘“We must return.”

They quietly emerged from blackness into the dusty empty
room. The Captain brushed ropy cobwebs from the front of
his uniform. His head cocked to one side, he considered Jack
for a long moment, worry very plain upon his face. “Now you
must answer a question of mine,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Were you sent here to save her? To save the Queen?”

Jack nodded. “I think so—I think that’s part of it. Tell me
just one thing.” He hesitated. “Why don’t those creeps out
there just take over? She sure couldn’t stop them.”

The Captain smiled. There was no humor in that smile.
“Me,” he said. “My men. We’'d stop them. I know not what
they may have gotten up to in the Outposts, where order is
thin—but here we hold to the Queen.”

A muscle just below the eye on the unscarred cheekbone
jumped like a fish. He was pressing his hands together, palm
to palm. “And your directions, your orders, whatever, are to
... ah, to go west, is that correct?”

Jack could practically feel the man vibrating, controlling
his growing agitation only from a lifetime’s habit of self-
discipline. “That’s right,” he said. “I’m supposed to go west.
Isn’t that right? Shouldn’t I go west? To the other Alhambra?”
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“I can’t say, I can’t say,” the Captain blurted, taking a step
backward. “We have to get you out of here right now. I can’t
tell you what to do.” He could not even look at Jack now, the
boy saw. “But you can’t stay here a minute longer—let’s, ah,
let’s see if we can get you out and away before Morgan gets
here.”

“Morgan?” Jack said, almost thinking that he had not heard
the name correctly. “Morgan Sloat? Is he coming here?”




chapter seven

Harren

1

The Captain appeared not to have heard Jack’s question. He
was looking away into the corner of this empty unused room
as if there were something there to see. He was thinking long
and hard and fast; Jack recognized that. And Uncle Tommy
had taught him that interrupting an adult who was thinking hard
was just as impolite as interrupting an adult who was speaking.
But—

Steer clear of ole Bloat. Watch for his trail—his own and
his Twinner's . ..he’s gonna be after you like a fox after a
goose.

Speedy had said that, and Jack had been concentrating so
hard on the Talisman that he had almost missed it. Now the
words came back and came home with a nasty double-thud that
was like being hit in the back of the neck.

“What does he look like?” he asked the Captain urgently.

“Morgan?” the Captain asked, as if startled out of some
interior dream.

“Is he fat? Is he fat and sorta going bald? Does he go like
this when he’s mad?” And employing the innate gift for mim-
icry he’d always had—a gift which had made his father roar
with laughter even when he was tired and feeling down—1Jack
“did” Morgan Sloat. Age fell into his face as he laddered his
brow the way Uncle Morgan’s brow laddered into lines when
he was pissed off about something. At the same time, Jack
sucked his cheeks in and pulled his head down to create a
double chin. His lips flared out in a fishy pout and he began
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to waggle his eyebrows rapidly up and down. ““Does he go like
that?”

“No,” the Captain said, but something flickered in his eyes,
the way something had flickered there when Jack told him that
Speedy Parker was old. “Morgan’s tall. He wears his hair
long”—the Captain held a hand by his right shoulder to show
Jack how long—"and he has a limp. One foot’s deformed. He
wears a built-up boot, but—" He shrugged.

“You looked like you knew him when I did him! You—"

“Shhh! Not so God-pounding loud, boy!”

Jack lowered his voice. “I think I know the guy,” he said—
and for the first time he felt fear as an informed emotion. . .
something he could grasp in a way he could not as yet grasp
this world. Uncle Morgan here? Jesus!

“Morgan is just Morgan. No one to fool around with, boy.
Come on, let’s get out of here.”

His hand closed around Jack’s upper arm again. Jack winced
but resisted.

Parker becomes Parkus. And Morgan . . .it’s just too big a
coincidence.

“Not yet,” he said. Another question had occurred to him.
“Did she have a son?”

“The Queen?”

“Yes.”

“She had a son,” the Captain replied reluctantly. ““Yes. Boy,
we can’t stay here. We—"

“Tell me about him!”

“There is nothing to tell,” the Captain answered. “The babe
died an infant, not six weeks out of her womb. There was talk
that one of Morgan’s men—Osmond, perhaps— smothered the
lad. But talk of that sort is always cheap. I have no love for
Morgan of Orris but everyone knows that one child in every
dozen dies a-crib. No one knows why; they die mysteriously,
of no cause. There’s a saying—God pounds His nails. Not
even a royal child is excepted in the eyes of the Carpenter. He
... Boy? are you all right?”

Jack felt the world go gray around him. He reeled, and
when the Captain caught him, his hard hands felt as soft as
feather pillows.

He had almost died as an infant.
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His mother had told him the story—how she had found him
still and apparently lifeless in his crib, his lips blue, his cheeks
the color of funeral candles after they have been capped and
thus put out. She had told him how she had run screaming into
the living room with him in her arms. His father and Sloat
were sitting on the floor, stoned on wine and grass, watching
a wrestling match on TV. His father had snatched him from
his mother’s arms, pinching his nostrils savagely shut with his
left hand (You had bruises there for almost a month, Jacky,
his mother had told him with a jittery laugh) and then plunging

“his mouth over Jack’s tiny mouth, while Morgan cried: I don’t
think that’s going to help him, Phil. I don’t think that’s going
to help him!

(Uncle Morgan was funny, wasn’t he, Mom? Jack had said.
Yes, very funny, Jack-O, his mother had replied, and she had
smiled an oddly humorless smile, and lit another Herbert Tar-
rytoon from the butt of the one smouldering in the ashtray.)

“Boy!” the Captain whispered, and shook him so hard that
Jack’s lolling head snapped on his neck. “Boy! Dammit! If you
faint on me...”

“I’m okay,” Jack said—his voice seemed to come from far
away; it sounded like the voice of the Dodgers announcer when
you were cruising by Chavez Ravine at night with the top down,
echoing and distant, the play-by-play of baseball in a sweet
dream. “Okay, lay off me, what do you say? Give me a break.”

The Captain stopped shaking him but looked at him warily.

“Okay,” Jack said again, and abruptly he slapped his own
cheek as hard as he could—Ow! But the world came swimming
back into focus.

He had almost died in his crib. In that apartment they’d had
back then, the one he barely remembered, the one his mother
always called the Technicolor Dream Palace because of the
spectacular view of the Hollywood Hills from the living room.
He had almost died in his crib, and his father and Morgan Sloat
had been drinking wine, and when you drank a lot of wine you
had to pee a lot, and he remembered the Technicolor Dream
Palace well enough to know that you got from the living room
to the nearest bathroom by going through the room that had
been his when he was a baby.

He saw it: Morgan Sloat getting up, grinning easily, saying
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something like Just a sec while I make some room, Phil; his
father hardly looking around because Haystack Calhoun was
getting ready to put the Spinner or the Sleeper on some hapless
opponent; Morgan passing from the TV-brightness of the living
room into the ashy dimness of the nursery, where little Jacky
Sawyer lay sleeping in his Pooh pajamas with the feet, little
Jacky Sawyer warm and secure in a dry diaper. He saw Uncle
Morgan glancing furtively back at the bright square of the door
to the living room, his balding brow turning to ladder-rungs,
his lips pursing like the chilly mouth of a lake bass; he saw
Uncle Morgan take a throw-pillow from a nearby chair, saw
him put it gently and yet firmly over the sleeping baby’s entire
head, holding it there with one hand while he held the other
hand flat on the baby’s back. And when all movement had
stopped, he saw Uncle Morgan put the pillow back on the chair
where Lily sat to nurse, and go into the bathroom to urinate.

If his mother hadn’t come in to check on him almost im-
mediately . . .

Chilly sweat broke out all over his body.

Had it been that way? It could have been. His heart told
him it had been. The coincidence was too utterly perfect, too
seamlessly complete.

At the age of six weeks, the son of Laura DeLoessian, Queen
of the Territories, had died in his crib.

At the age of six weeks, the son of Phil and Lily Sawyer
had almost died in his crib...and Morgan Sloat had been
there.

His mother always finished the story with a joke: how Phil
Sawyer had almost racked up their Chrysler, roaring to the
hospital after Jacky had already started breathing again.

Pretty funny, all right. Yeah.

2

“Now come on,” the Captain said.

“All right,” Jack said. He still felt weak, dazed. “All right,
let’s g—"

“Shhhh!” The Captain looked around sharply at the sound
of approaching voices. The wall to their right was not wood
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but heavy canvas. It stopped four inches short of the floor, and
Jack saw booted feet passing by in the gap. Five pair. Soldiers’
boots.

One voice cut through the babble: “.. . didn’t know he had
a son.”

“Well,” a second answered, “bastards sire bastards—a fact
you should well know, Simon.”

There was a roar of brutal, empty laughter at this—the sort
of laughter Jack heard from some of the bigger boys at school,
the ones who busted joints behind the woodshop and called the
younger boys mysterious but somehow terrifying names: queer-
boy and humpa-jumpa and morphadite. Each of these somehow
slimy terms was followed by a coarse ribband of laughter ex-
actly like this.

“Cork it! Cork it up!”—a third voice. “If he hears you,
you’ll be walking Outpost Line before thirty suns have set!”

Mutters.

A muffled burst of laughter.

Another jibe, this one unintelligible. More laughter as they
passed on.

Jack looked at the Captain, who was staring at the short
canvas wall with his lips drawn back from his teeth all the way
to the gumlines. No question who they were talking about.
And if they were talking, there might be someone listening . . .
the wrong somebody. Somebody who might be wondering just
who this suddenly revealed bastard might really be. Even a kid
like him knew that.

“You heard enough?” the Captain said. “‘We’ve got to move.”
He looked as if he would like to shake Jack...but did not
quite dare. n

Your directions, your orders, whatever, are to...ah, go
west, is that correct?

He changed, Jack thought. He changed twice.

Once when Jack showed him the shark’s tooth that had been
a filigreed guitar-pick in the world where delivery trucks instead
of horse-drawn carts ran the roads. And he had changed again
when Jack confirmed that he was going west. He had gone
from threat to a willingness to help to. .. what?

I can’t say . ..I can’t tell you what to do.

To something like religious awe . . . or religious terror.
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He wants to get out of here because he's afraid we’ll be
caught, Jack thought. But there’s more, isn’t there? He’s afraid
of me. Afraid of —

“Come on,” the Captain said. “Come on, for Jason’s sake.”

“Whose sake?” Jack asked stupidly, but the Captain was
already propelling him out. He pulled Jack hard left and half-
led, half-dragged him down a corridor that was wood on one
side and stiff, mouldy-smelling canvas on the other.

“This isn’t the way we came,” Jack whispered.

“Don’t want to go past those fellows we saw coming in,”
the Captain whispered back. “Morgan’s men. Did you see the
tall one? Almost skinny enough to look through?”

“Yes.” Jack remembered the thin smile, and the eyes which
did not smile. The others had looked soft. The thin man had
looked hard. He had looked crazy. And one thing more: he had
looked dimly familiar.

“Osmond,” the Captain said, now pulling Jack to the right.

The smell of roasting meat had been growing gradually
stronger, and now the air was redolent of it. Jack had never
smelled meat he wanted so badly to taste in his whole life. He
was scared, he was mentally and emotionally on the ropes,
perhaps rocking on the edge of madness . . . but his mouth was
watering crazily.

“Osmond is Morgan’s right-hand man,” the Captain grunted.
“He sees too much, and I’d just as soon he didn’t see you twice,
boy.”

“What do you mean?”

“Hsssst!” He clamped Jack’s aching arm even tighter. They
. were approaching a wide cloth drape that hung in a doorway.
To Jack it looked like a shower-curtain—except the cloth was
burlap of a weave so coarse and wide that it was almost netlike,
and the rings it hung from were bone rather than chrome. “Now
cry,” the Captain breathed warmly in Jack’s ear.

He swept the curtain back and pulled Jack into a huge
kitchen which fumed with rich aromas (the meat still predom-
inating) and billows of steamy heat. Jack caught a confused
glimpse of braziers, of a great stonework chimney, of women’s
faces under billowy white kerchiefs that reminded him of nuns’
wimples. Some of them were lined up at a long iron trough
which stood on trestles, their faces red and beaded with sweat
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as they washed pots and cooking utensils. Others stood at a
counter which ran the width of the room, slicing and dicing
and coring and paring. Another was carrying a wire rack filled
with uncooked pies. They all stared at Jack and the Captain as
they pushed through into the kitchen.

“Never again!” the Captain bellowed at Jack, shaking him
as a terrier shakes a rat...and all the while he continued to
move them both swiftly across the room, toward the double-
hung doors at the far side. “Never again, do you hear me? The
next time you shirk your duty, I'll split your skin down the
back and peel you like a baked potato!”

And under his breath, the Captain hissed, “They’ll all re-
member and they’ll all talk, so cry, dammit!”

And now, as the Captain with the scarred face dragged him
across the steaming kitchen by the scruff of his neck and one
throbbing arm, Jack deliberately called up the dreadful image
of his mother lying in a funeral parlor. He saw her in billowing
folds of white organdy—she was lying in her coffin and wear-
ing the wedding dress she had worn in Drag Strip Rumble
(RKO, 1953). Her face came clearer and clearer in Jack’s mind,
a perfect wax effigy, and he saw she was wearing her tiny gold-
cross earrings, the ones Jack had given her for Christmas two
years ago. Then the face changed. The chin became rounder,
the nose straighter and more patrician. The hair went a shade
lighter and became somehow coarser. Now it was Laura
DeLoessian he saw in that coffin—and the coffin itself was
no longer a smoothly anonymous funeral parlor special, but
something that looked as if it had been hacked with rude fury
from an old log—a Viking’s coffin, if there had ever been
such a thing; it was easier to imagine this coffin being torched
alight on a bier of oiled logs than it was to imagine it being
lowered into the unprotesting earth. It was Laura DeLoessian,
Queen of the Territories, but in this imagining which had be-
come as clear as a vision, the Queen was wearing his mother’s
wedding dress from Drag Strip Rumble and the gold-cross
earrings Uncle Tommy had helped him pick out in Sharp’s of
Beverly Hills. Suddenly his tears came in a hot and burning
flood—not sham tears but real ones, not just for his mother
but for both of these lost women, dying universes apart, bound
by some unseen cord which might rot but would never break—
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at least, not until they were both dead.

Through the tears he saw a giant of a man in billowing
whites rush across the room toward them. He wore a red ban-
danna instead of a puffy chef’s hat on his head, but Jack thought
its purpose was the same—to identify the wearer as the boss
of the kitchen. He was also brandishing a wicked-looking three-
tined wooden fork.

“Ged-OUT!” the chef screeched at them, and the voice
emerging from that huge barrel chest was absurdly flutelike—
it was the voice of a willowy gay giving a shoe-clerk a piece
of his mind. But there was nothing absurd about the fork; it
looked deadly.

The women scattered before his charge like birds. The
bottom-most pie dropped out of the pie-woman’s rack and she
uttered a high, despairing cry as it broke apart on the boards.
Strawberry juice splattered and ran, the red as fresh and bright
as arterial blood.

“GED-DOUT MY KIDCHEN, YOU SLUGS! DIS IS NO
SHORDCUD! DIS IS NO RAZE-TRAG! DIS IS MY KIDCHEN
AND IF YOU CAD’T REMEMBER DAT, I'LL BY GOD THE
CARBENDER CARVE YOUR AZZES FOR YOU!”

He jabbed the fork at them, simultaneously half-turning his
head and squinching his eyes mostly shut, as if in spite of his
tough talk the thought of hot flowing blood was just too gauche
to be borne. The Captain removed the hand that had been on
the scruff of Jack’s neck and reached out—almost casually, it
seemed to Jack. A moment later the chef was on the floor, all
six and a half feet of him. The meat-fork was lying in a puddle
of strawberry sauce and chunks of white unbaked pastry. The
chef rolled back and forth, clutching his broken right wrist and
screaming in that high, flutelike voice. The news he screamed
out to the room in general was certainly woeful enough: he
was dead, the Captain had surely murdered him (pronounced
mur-dirt in the chef’s odd, almost Teutonic accent); he was at
the very least crippled, the cruel and heartless Captain of the
Outer Guards having destroyed his good right hand and thus
his livelihood, and so ensuring a miserable beggar’s life for
him in the years to come; the Captain had inflicted terrible pain
on him, a pain beyond belief, such as was not to be borne—

“Shut up!” the Captain roared, and the chef did. Immedi-
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ately. He lay on the floor like a great baby, his right hand curled
on his chest, his red bandanna drunkenly askew so that one ear
(a small black pearl was set in the center of the lobe) showed,
his fat cheeks quivering. The kitchen women gasped and twit-
tered as the Captain bent over the dreaded chief ogre of the
steaming cave where they spent their days and nights. Jack,
still weeping, caught a glimpse of a black boy (brown boy, his
mind amended) standing at one end of the largest brazier. The
boy’s mouth was open, his face as comically surprised as a
face in a minstrel show, but he kept turning the crank in his
hands, and the haunch suspended over the glowing coals kept
revolving.

“Now listen and I'll give you some advice you won’t find
in The Book of Good Farming,” the Captain said. He bent over
the chef until their noses almost touched (his paralyzing grip
on Jack’s arm—which was now going mercifully numb—never
loosened the smallest bit). “Don’t you ever...don’t you ever
...come at a man with a knife...or a fork...or a spear. ..
or with so much as a God-pounding splinter in your hand unless
you intend to kill him with it. One expects temperament from
chefs, but temperament does not extend to assaults upon the
person of the Captain of the Outer Guards. Do you understand
me?”

The chef moaned out a teary, defiant something-or-other.
Jack couldn’t make it all out—the man’s accent seemed to be
growing steadily thicker—but it had something to do with the
Captain’s mother and the dump-dogs beyond the pavillion.

“That may well be,” the Captain said. “I never knew the
lady. But it certainly doesn’t answer my question.” He prodded
the chef with one dusty, scuffed boot. It was a gentle enough
prod, but the chef screeched as if the Captain had drawn his
foot back and kicked him as hard as he could. The women
twittered again.

“Do we or do we not have an understanding on the subject
of chefs and weapons and Captains? Because if we don’t, a
little more instruction might be in order.”

“We do!” the chef gasped. “We do! We do! We—"

“Good. Because I've had to give far too much instruction
already today.” He shook Jack by the scruff of the neck. “Haven’t
I, boy?” He shook him again, and Jack uttered a wail that was
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completely unfeigned. “Well . . . I suppose that’s all he can say.
The boy’s a simpleton. Like his mother.”

The Captain threw his dark, gleaming glance around the
kitchen.

“Good day, ladies. Queen’s blessings upon you.”

“And you, good sir,” the eldest among them managed, and
dropped an awkward, ungraceful curtsey. The others followed
suit.

The Captain dragged Jack across the kitchen. Jack’s hip
bumped the edge of the washing trough with excruciating force
and he cried out again. Hot water flew. Smoking droplets hit
the boards and ran, hissing, between them. Those women had
their hands in that, Jack thought. How do they stand it? Then
the Captain, who was almost carrying him by now, shoved Jack
through another burlap curtain and into the hallway beyond.

“Phew!” the Captain said in a low voice. “I don’t like this,
not any of it, it all smells bad.”

Left, right, then right again. Jack began to sense that they
were approaching the outer walls of the pavillion, and he had
time to wonder how the place could seem so much bigger on
the inside than it looked from the outside. Then the Captain
was pushing him through a flap and they were in daylight
again—mid-afternoon daylight so bright after the shifting dim-
ness of the pavillion that Jack had to wince his eyes shut against
a burst of pain.

The Captain never hesitated. Mud squelched and smooched
underfoot. There was the smell of hay and horses and shit.
Jack opened his eyes again and saw they were crossing what
might have been a paddock or a corral or maybe just a barnyard.
He saw an open canvas-sided hallway and heard chickens cluck-
ing somewhere beyond it. A scrawny man, naked except for
a dirty kilt and thong sandals, was tossing hay into an open
stall, using a pitchfork with wooden tines to do the job. Inside
the stall, a horse not much bigger than a Shetland pony looked
moodily out at them. They had already passed the stall when
Jack’s mind was finally able to accept what his eyes had seen:
the horse had two heads.

“Hey!” he said. “Can I look back in that stall? That—"

“No time.”

“But that horse had—"
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“No time, I said.” He raised his voice and shouted: “And
if I ever catch you laying about again when there’s work to be
done, you’ll get twice this!”

“You won’t!” Jack screamed (in truth he felt as if this scene
were getting a bit old). “I swear you won’t! I told you I'd be
good!”

Just ahead of them, tall wooden gates loomed in a wall
made of wooden posts with the bark still on them—it was like
a stockade wall in an old Western (his mother had made a few
of those, too). Heavy brackets were screwed into the gates,
but the bar the brackets were meant to hold was not in place.
It leaned against the woodpile to the left, thick as a railroad
crosstie. The gates stood open almost six inches. Some muddled
sense of direction in Jack’s head suggested that they had worked
their way completely around the pavillion to its far side.

“Thank God,” the Captain said in a more normal voice.
“Now—"

*“Captain,” a voice called from behind them. The voice was
low but carrying, deceptively casual. The Captain stopped in
his tracks. It had called just as Jack’s scarred companion had
been in the act of reaching for the left gate to push it open; it
was as if the voice’s owner had watched and waited for just
that second.

“Perhaps you would be good enough to introduce me to
your...ah...son.”

The Captain turned, turning Jack with him. Standing, half-
way across the paddock area, looking unsettling out of place
there, was the skeletal courtier the Captain had been afraid
of —Osmond. He looked at them from dark gray melancholy
eyes. Jack saw something stirring in those eyes, something
deep down. His fear was suddenly sharper, something with a
point, jabbing into him. He’s crazy—this was the intuition
which leaped spontaneously into his mind. Nuttier than a damned
[fruitcake.

Osmond took two neat steps toward them. In his left hand
he held the rawhide-wrapped haft of a bullwhip. The handle
narrowed only slightly into a dark, limber tendon coiled thrice
around his shoulder—the whip’s central stalk was as thick as
a timber rattlesnake. Near its tip, this central stalk gave birth
to perhaps a dozen smaller offshoots, each of woven rawhide,
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each tipped with a crudely made but bright metal spur.

Osmond tugged the whip’s handle and the coils slithered
from his shoulder with a dry hiss. He wiggled the handle, and
the metal-tipped strands of rawhide writhed slowly in the straw-
littered mud.

“Your son?” Osmond repeated, and took another step toward
them. And Jack suddenly understood why this man had looked
familiar before. The day he had almost been kidnapped—hadn’t
this man been White Suit?

Jack thought that perhaps he had been.

3

The Captain made a fist, brought it to his forehead, and bent
forward. After only a moment’s hesitation, Jack did the same.

“My son, Lewis,” the Captain said stiffly. He was still bent
over, Jack saw, cutting his eyes to the left. So he remained
bent over himself, his heart racing.

“Thank you, Captain. Thank you, Lewis. Queen’s blessings
upon you.” When he touched him with the haft of the bullwhip,
Jack almost cried out. He stood straight again, biting the cry
in.

Osmond was only two paces away now, regarding Jack with
that mad, melancholy gaze. He wore a leather jacket and what
might have been diamond studs. His shirt was extravagantly
ruffled. A bracelet of links clanked ostentatiously upon his right
wrist (from the way he handled the bullwhip, Jack guessed that
his left was his working hand). His hair was drawn back and
tied with a wide ribbon that might have been white satin. There
were two odors about him. The top was what his mother called
“all those men’s perfumes,” meaning after-shave, cologne,
whatever. The smell about Osmond was thick and powdery. It
made Jack think of those old black-and-white British films
where some poor guy was on trial in the Old Bailey. The judges
and lawyers in those films always wore wigs, and Jack thought
the boxes those wigs came out of would smell like Osmond—
dry and crumbly-sweet, like the world’s oldest powdered
doughnut. Beneath it, however, was a more vital, even less
pleasant smell: it seemed to pulse out at him. It was the smell
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of sweat in layers and dirt in layers, the smell of a man who
bathed seldom, if ever.

Yes. This was one of the creatures that had tried to steal
him that day.

His stomach knotted and roiled.

“I did not know you had a son, Captain Farren,” Osmond
said. Although he spoke to the Captain, his eyes remained on
Jack. Lewis, he thought, I'm Lewis, don’t forget—

“Would that I did not,” the Captain replied, looking at Jack
with anger and contempt. “I honor him by bringing him to the
great pavillion and then he slinks away like a dog. I caught
him playing at d—"

“Yes, yes,” Osmond said, smiling remotely. He doesn’t
believe a word, Jack thought wildly, and felt his mind take
another clumsy step toward panic. Not a single word! “Boys
are bad. All boys are bad. It’s axiomatic.”

He tapped Jack lightly on the wrist with the haft of the
bullwhip. Jack, his nerves screwed up to an unbearable pitch,
screamed . . . and immediately flushed with hot shame.

Osmond giggled. “Bad, oh yes, it’s axiomatic, all boys are
bad. / was bad; and I'll wager you were bad, Captain Farren.
Eh? Eh? Were you bad?”

“Yes, Osmond,” the Captain said.

“Very bad?” Osmond asked. Incredibly, he had begun to
- prance in the mud. Yet there was nothing swishy about this:
Osmond was willowy and almost delicate, but Jack got no
feeling of true homosexuality from the man; if there was that
innuendo in his words, then Jack sensed intuitively that it was
hollow. No, what came through most clearly here was a sense
of malignity . . . and madness. “Very bad? Most awfully bad?”

“Yes, Osmond,” Captain Farren said woodenly. His scar
glowed in the afternoon light, more red than pink now.

Osmond ceased his impromptu little dance as abruptly as
he had begun it. He looked coldly at the Captain.

“No one knew you had a son, Captain.” '

“He’s a bastard,” the Captain said. “And simple. Lazy as
well, it now turns out.” He pivoted suddenly and struck Jack
on the side of the face. There was not much force behind the
blow, but Captain Farren’s hand was as hard as a brick. Jack
howled and fell into the mud, clutching his ear.
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“Very bad, most awfully bad,” Osmond said, but now his
face was a dreadful blank, thin and secretive. “Get up, you
bad boy. Bad boys who disobey their fathers must be punished.
And bad boys must be questioned.” He flicked the whip to one
side. It made a dry pop. Jack’s tottery mind made another
strange connection—reaching, he supposed later, for home in
every way it knew how. The sound of Osmond’s whip was like
the pop of the Daisy air rifle he’d had when he was eight. He
and Richard Sloat had both had rifles like that.

Osmond reached out and grasped Jack’s muddy arm with
one white, spiderlike hand. He drew Jack toward him, into
those smells—old sweet powder and old rancid filth. His weird
gray eyes peered solemnly into Jack’s blue ones. Jack felt his
bladder grow heavy, and he struggled to keep from wetting his
pants.

“Who are you?” Osmond asked.

4

The words hung in the air over the three of them.

Jack was aware of the Captain looking at him with a stern
expression that could not quite hide his despair. He could hear
hens clucking; a dog barking; somewhere the rumble of a large
approaching cart.

Tell me the truth; I will know a lie, those eyes said. You
look like a certain bad boy I first met in California—are you
that boy?

And for a moment, everything trembled on his lips:

Jack, I'm Jack Sawyer, yeah, I'm the kid from California,
the Queen of this world was my mother, only I died, and I
know your boss, I know Morgan—Uncle Morgan—and I’ ll tell
you anything you want to know if only you'll stop looking at
me with those freaked-out eyes of yours, sure, because I'm
only a kid, and that’s what kids do, they tell, they tell every-
thing—

Then he heard his mother’s voice, tough, on the edge of a
jeer:

You gonna spill your guts to this guy, Jack-O? THIS guy?
He smells like a distress sale at the men’s cologne counter and
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he looks like a medieval version of Charles Manson . . . but you
suit yourself. You can fool him if you want—no sweat—but
you suit yourself.

“Who are you?”” Osmond asked again, drawing even closer,
and on his face Jack now saw total confidence—he was used
to getting the answers he wanted from people . . . and not just
from twelve-year-old kids, either.

Jack took a deep, trembling breath (When you want max
volume—when you want to get it all the way up to the back
row of the balcony—you gotta bring it from your diaphragm,
Jacky. It just kind of gets passed through the old vox-box on
the way up) and screamed:

“I WAS GOING TO GO RIGHT BACK! HONEST TO GOD!”

Osmond, who had been leaning even farther forward in
anticipation of a broken and strengthless whisper, recoiled as
if Jack had suddenly reached out and slapped him. He stepped
on the trailing rawhide tails of his whip with one booted foot
and came close to tripping over them.

“You damned God-pounding little—"

“I WAS GOING TO! PLEASE DON’'T WHIP ME OSMOND
I WAS GOING TO GO BACK! I NEVER WANTED TO COME
HERE I NEVER I NEVER I NEVER—"

Captain Farren lunged forward and struck him in the back.
Jack sprawled full-length in the mud, still screaming.

“He’s simple-minded, as I told you,” he heard the Captain
saying. “I apologize, Osmond. You can be sure he’ll be beaten
within an inch of his life. He—"

“What’s he doing here in the first place?” Osmond shricked.
His voice was now as high and shrewish as any fishwife’s.
“What'’s your snot-nosed puling brat-bastard doing here at all?
Don'’t offer to show me his pass! I know he has no pass! You
sneaked him in to feed at the Queen’s table...to steal the
Queen’s silver, for all [know . .. he’s bad . . . one look’s enough
to tell anyone that he’s very, intolerably, most indubitably bad!”

The whip came down again, not the mild cough of a Daisy
air rifle this time but the loud clean report of a .22, and Jack
had time to think / know where that’s going, and then a large
fiery hand clawed into his back. The pain seemed to sink into
his flesh, not diminishing but actually intensifying. It was hot
and maddening. He screamed and writhed in the mud.
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“Bad! Most awfully bad! Indubitably bad!”

Each “bad” was punctuated by another crack of Osmond’s
whip, another fiery handprint, another scream from Jack. His
back was burning. He had no idea how long it might have gone
on—Osmond seemed to be working himself into a hotter frenzy
with each blow—but then a new voice shouted: “Osmond!
Osmond! There you are! Thank God!”

A commotion of running footsteps.

Osmond’s voice, furious and slightly out of breath: “Well?
Well? What is it?”

A hand grasped Jack’s elbow and helped him to his feet.
When he staggered, the arm attached to the hand slipped around
his waist and supported him. It was difficult to believe that the
Captain who had been so hard and sure during their bewildering
tour of the pavillion could now be so gentle.

Jack staggered again. The world kept wanting to swim out
of focus. Trickles of warm blood ran down his back. He looked
at Osmond with swift-awakening hatred, and it was good to
feel that hatred. It was a welcome antidote to the fear and the
confusion.

You did that—you hurt me, you cut me. And listen to me,
Jiggs, if I get a chance to pay you back—

“Are you all right?” the Captain whispered.

“Yes.”

“What?” Osmond screamed at the two men who had in-
terrupted Jack’s whipping.

The first was one of the dandies Jack and the Captain had
passed going to the secret room. The other looked a bit like
the carter Jack had seen almost immediately upon his return to
the Territories. This fellow looked badly frightened, and hurt
as well—blood was welling from a gash on the left side of his
head and had covered most of the left side of his face. His left
arm was scraped and his jerkin was tomn. “What are you saying,
you jackass?”

“My wagon overturned coming around the bend on the far
side of All-Hands’ Village,” the carter said. He spoke with the
slow, dazed patience of one in deep shock. “My son’s kilt, my
Lord. Crushed to death under the barrels. He was just sixteen
last May-Farm Day. His mother—"

“What?” Osmond screamed again. “Barrels? Ale? Not the
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Kingsland? You don’t mean to tell me you’ve overturned a full
wagonload of Kingsland Ale, you stupid goat’s penis? You don’t
mean to tell me that, do yoooooouuuuuuu?”

Osmond’s voice rose on the last word like the voice of a
man making savage mockery of an operatic diva. It wavered
and warbled. At the same time he began to dance again . . . but
in rage this time. The combination was so weird that Jack had
to raise both hands to stifle an involuntary giggle. The move-
ment caused his shirt to scrape across his welted back, and that
sobered him even before the Captain muttered a warning word.

Patiently, as if Osmond had missed the only important fact
(and so it must have seemed to him), the carter began again:
“He was just sixteen last May-Farm Day. His mother didn’t
want him to come with me. I can’t think what—"

Osmond raised his whip and brought it whickering down
with blinding and unexpected speed. At one moment the handle
was grasped loosely in his left hand, the whip itself with its
rawhide tails trailing in the mud; at the next there was a whip-
crack not like the sound of a .22 but more like that of a toy
rifle. The carter staggered back, shrieking, his hands clapped
to his face. Fresh blood ran loosely through his dirty fingers.
He fell over, screaming, “My Lord! My Lord! My Lord!” in a
muffled, gargling voice.

Jack moaned: “Let’s get out of here. Quick!”

“Wait,” the Captain said. The grim set of his face seemed
to have loosened the smallest bit. There might have been hope
in his eyes.

Osmond whirled to the dandy, who took a step back, his
thick red mouth working.

“Was 1t the Kingsland?” Osmond panted.

“Osmond, you shouldn’t tax yourself so—"

Osmond flicked his left wrist upward; the whip’s steel-tipped
rawhide tails clattered against the dandy’s boots. The dandy
took another step backward.

“Don’t tell me what I should or shouldn’t do,” he said.
“Only answer my questions. I’'m vexed, Stephen, I'm most
intolerably, indubitably vexed. Was it the Kingsland?”

“Yes,” Stephen said. “I regret to say it, but—"

“On the Outpost Road?”

“Osmond—"
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“On the Outpost Road, you dripping penis?”

“Yes,” Stephen gulped.

“Of course,” Osmond said, and his thin face was split by
a hideous white grin. “Where is All-Hands’ Village, if not on
the Outpost Road? Can a village fly? Huh? Can a village some-
how fly from one road to another, Stephen? Can it? Can it?”

“No, Osmond, of course not.”

“No. And so there are barrels all over the Outpost Road, is
that correct? Is it correct for me to assume that there are barrels
and an overturned ale-wagon blocking the Outpost Road while
the best ale in the Territories soaks into the ground for the
earthworms to carouse on? Is that correct?”

“Yes...yes. But—"

“Morgan is coming by the QOutpost Road!” Osmond
screamed. “Morgan is coming and you know how he drives
his horses! If his diligence comes around a bend and upon that
mess, his driver may not have time to stop! He could be over-
turned! He could be killed!”

“Dear-God,” Stephen said, all as one word. His pallid face
went two shades whiter.

Osmond nodded slowly. “I think, if Morgan’s diligence were
to overturn, we would all do better to pray for his death than
for his recovery.”

“But—but—"

Osmond turned from him and almost ran back to where the
Captain of the Outer Guards stood with his “son.” Behind
Osmond, the hapless carter still writhed in the mud, bubbling
My Lords.

Osmond’s eyes touched Jack and then swept over him as if
he weren’t there. “Captain Farren,” he said. “Have you fol-
lowed the events of the last five minutes?”

“Yes, Osmond.”

‘“Have you followed them closely? Have you gleaned them?
Have you gleaned them most closely?”

“Yes. I think so.”

“Do you think so? What an excellent Captain you are, Cap-
tain! We will talk more, I think, about how such an excellent
Captain could produce such a frog’s testicle of a son.”

His eyes touched Jack’s face briefly, coldly.

“But there’s no time for that now, is there? No. I suggest
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that you summon a dozen of your brawniest men and that you
double-time them—no, triple-time them—out to the Outpost
Road. You’ll be able to follow your nose, to the site of the
accident, won’t you?”

“Yes, Osmond.”

Osmond glanced quickly at the sky. “Morgan is expected
at six of the clock—perhaps a little sooner. It is now—two.
I would say two. Would you say two, Captain?”

“Yes, Osmond.”

“And what would you say, you little turd? Thirteen? Twenty-
three? Eighty-one of the clock?”

Jack gaped. Osmond grimaced contemptuously, and Jack
felt the clear tide of his hate rise again.

You hurt me, and if I get the chance—!

Osmond looked back at the Captain. “Until five of the clock,
I suggest that you be at pains to save whatever barrels may
still be whole. After five, I suggest you simply clear the road
as rapidly as you can. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Osmond.”

“Then get out of here.”

Captain Farren brought a fist to his forehead and bowed.
Gaping stupidly, still hating Osmond so fiercely that his brains
seemed to pulse, Jack did the same. Osmond had whirled away
from them before the salute was even fairly begun. He was
striding back toward the carter, popping his whip, making it
cough out those Daisy air rifle sounds.

The carter heard Osmond’s approach and began to scream.

“Come on,” the Captain said, pulling Jack’s arm for the last
time. “You don’t want to see this.”

“No,” Jack managed. “God, no.”

But as Captain Farren pushed the right-hand gate open and
they finally left the pavillion, Jack heard it—and he heard it
in his dreams that night: one whistling carbine-crack after an-
other, each followed by a scream from the doomed carter. And
Osmond was making a sound. The man was panting, out of
breath, and so it was hard to tell exactly what that sound was,
without turning around to look at his face—something Jack
did not want to do.

He was pretty sure he knew, though.

He thought Osmond was laughing.
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They were in the public area of the pavillion grounds now. The
strollers glanced at Captain Farren from the comers of their
eyes . . . and gave him a wide berth. The Captain strode swiftly,
his face tight and dark with thought. Jack had to trot in order.
to catch up.

“We were lucky,” the Captain said suddenly. “Damned lucky. |
I think he meant to kill you.”

Jack gaped at him, his mouth dry and hot.

“He’s mad, you know. Mad as the man who chased the
cake.”

Jack had no idea what that might mean, but he agreed that
Osmond was mad.

“What—"

“Wait,” the Captain said. They had come back around to
the small tent where the Captain had taken Jack after seeing
the shark’s tooth. “Stand right here and wait for me. Speak to
no one.”

The Captain entered the tent. Jack stood watching and wait-
ing. A juggler passed him, glancing at Jack but never losing
his rhythm as he tossed half a dozen balls in a complex and
airy pattern. A straggle of dirty children followed him as the
children followed the Piper out of Hamelin. A young woman
with a dirty baby at one huge breast told him she could teach
him something to do with his little man besides let piss out of
it, if he had a coin or two. Jack looked uncomfortably away,
his face hot.

The girl cawed laughter. “Ooocoo0, this pretty young man’s
SHY! Come over here, pretty! Come—"

“Get out, slut, or you’ll finish the day in the underkitchens.”

It was the Captain. He had come out of the tent with another
man. This second fellow was old and fat, but he shared one
characteristic with Farren—he looked like a real soldier rather
than one from Gilbert and Sullivan. He was trying to fasten
the front of his uniform over his bulging gut while holding a
curly, French horn—like instrument at the same time.

The girl with the dirty baby scurried away with never another
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look at Jack. The Captain took the fat man’s horn so he could
finish buttoning, and passed another word with him. The fat
man nodded, finished with his shirt, took his horn back, and
then strode off, blowing it. It was not like the sound Jack had
heard on his first flip into the Territories; that had been many
horns, and their sound had been somehow showy: the sound
of heralds. This was like a factory whistle, announcing work
to be done.

The Captain returned to Jack.

“Come with me,” he said.

“Where?”

“Outpost Road,” Captain Farren said, and then he cast a
wondering, half-fearful eye down on Jack Sawyer. “What my
father’s father called Western Road. It goes west through smaller
and smaller villages until it reaches the Outposts. Beyond the
Outposts it goes into nowhere . . . or hell. If you’re going west,
you’ll need God with you, boy. But I’ve heard it said He
Himself never ventures beyond the Outposts. Come on.”

Questions crowded Jack’s mind—a million of them—but
the Captain set a killer pace and he didn’t have the spare breath
to ask them. They breasted the rise south of the great pavillion
and passed the spot where he had first flipped back out of the
Territories. The rustic fun-fair was now close—Jack could hear
a barker cajoling patrons to try their luck on Wonder the Devil-
Donkey; to stay on two minutes was to win a prize, the barker
cried. His voice came on the sea-breeze with perfect clarity,
as did the mouthwatering smell of hot food—roast corn as well
as meat this time. Jack’s stomach rumbled. Now safely away
from Osmond the Great and Terrible, he was ravenous.

Before they quite reached the fair, they turned right on a
road much wider than the one which led toward the great
pavillion. Outpost Road, Jack thought, and then, with a little
chill of fear and anticipation in his belly, he corrected himself:
No . . . Western Road. The way to the Talisman.

Then he was hurrying after Captain Farren again.
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Osmond had been right; they could have followed their noses,
if necessary. They were still a mile outside the village with that
odd name when the first sour tang of spilled ale came to them
on the breeze.

Eastward-bearing traffic on the road was heavy. Most of it
was wagons drawn by lathered teams of horses (none with two
heads, however). The wagons were, Jack supposed, the Dia-
mond Reos and Peterbilts of this world. Some were piled high
with bags and bales and sacks, some with raw meat, some with
clacking cages of chickens. On the outskirts of All-Hands’
Village, an open wagon filled with women swept by them at
an alarming pace. The women were laughing and shrieking.
One got to her feet, raised her skirt all the way to her hairy
crotch, and did a tipsy bump and grind. She would have tum-
bled over the side of the wagon and into the ditch— probably
breaking her neck—if one of her colleagues hadn’t grabbed
her by the back of the skirt and pulled her rudely back down.

Jack blushed again: he saw the girl’s white breast, its nipple
in the dirty baby’s working mouth. Oooooo, this pretty young
man’s SHY!

“God!” Farren muttered, walking faster than ever. “They
were all drunk! Drunk on spilled Kingsland! Whores and driver
both! He’s apt to wreck them on the road or drive them right
off the sea-cliffs—no great loss. Diseased sluts!”

“At least,” Jack panted, “the road must be fairly clear, if
all this traffic can get through. Mustn’t it?”

They were in All-Hands’ Village now. The wide Western
Road had been oiled here to lay the dust. Wagons came and
went, groups of people crossed the street, and everyone seemed
to be talking too loudly. Jack saw two men arguing outside
what might have been a restaurant. Abruptly, one of them threw
a punch. A moment later, both men were rolling on the ground.
Those whores aren’t the only ones drunk on Kingsland, Jack
thought. I think everyone in this town’s had a share.

“All of the big wagons that passed us came from here,”
Captain Farren said. “Some of the smaller ones may be getting
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through, but Morgan’s diligence isn’t small, boy.”

“Morgan—"

“Never mind Morgan now.”

The smell of the ale grew steadily sharper as they passed
through the center of the village and out the other side. Jack’s
legs ached as he struggled to keep up with the Captain. He
guessed they had now come perhaps three miles. How far is
that in my world? he thought, and that thought made him think
of Speedy’s magic juice. He groped frantically in his jerkin,
convinced it was no longer there—but it was, held securely
within whatever Territories undergarment had replaced his
Jockey shorts.

Once they were on the western side of the village, the
wagon-traffic decreased, but the pedestrian traffic headed east
increased dramatically. Most of the pedestrians were weaving,
staggering, laughing. They all reeked of ale. In some cases,
their clothes were dripping, as if they had lain full-length in it
and drunk of it like dogs. Jack supposed they had. He saw a
laughing man leading a laughing boy of perhaps eight by the
hand. The man bore a nightmarish resemblance to the hateful
desk clerk at the Alhambra, and Jack understood with perfect
clarity that this man was that man’s Twinner. Both he and the
boy he led by the hand were drunk, and as Jack turned to look
after them, the little boy began to vomit. His father—or so
Jack supposed him to be—jerked him hard by the arm as the
boy attempted to flounder his way into the brushy ditch, where
he could be sick in relative privacy. The kid reeled back to his
father like a cur-dog on a short leash, spraying puke on an
elderly man who had collapsed by the side of the road and was
snoring there.

Captain Farren’s face grew blacker and blacker. “God pound
them all,” he said.

Even those furthest into their cups gave the scarred Captain
a wide and prudent berth. While in the guard-post outside the
pavillion, he had belted a short, businesslike leather scabbard
around his waist. Jack assumed (not unreasonably) that it con-
tained a short, businesslike sword. When any of the sots came
too close, the Captain touched the sword and the sot detoured
quickly away.

Ten minutes later—as Jack was becoming sure he could no
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longer keep up—they arrived at the site of the accident. The
driver had been coming out of the turn on the inside when the
wagon had tilted and gone over. As a result, the kegs had
sprayed all the way across the road. Many of them were smashed,
and the road was a quagmire for twenty feet. One horse lay
dead beneath the wagon, only its hindquarters visible. Another
lay in the ditch, a shattered chunk of barrel-stave protruding
from its ear. Jack didn’t think that could have happened by
accident. He supposed the horse had been badly hurt and some-
one had put it out of its misery by the closest means at hand.
The other horses were nowhere to be seen.

Between the horse under the wagon and the one in the ditch
lay the carter’s son, spreadeagled on the road. Half of his face
stared up at the bright blue Territories sky with an expression
of stupid amazement. Where the other half had been was now
only red pulp and splinters of white bone like flecks of plaster.

Jack saw that his pockets had been turned out.

Wandering around the scene of the accident were perhaps
a dozen people. They walked slowly, often bending over to
scoop ale two-handed from a hoofprint or to dip a handkerchief
or a torn-off piece of singlet into another puddle. Most of them
were staggering. Voices were raised in laughter and in quar-
relsome shouts. After a good deal of pestering, Jack’s mother
had allowed him to go with Richard to see a midnight double
feature of Night of the Living Dead and Dawn of the Dead at
one of Westwood’s dozen or so movie theaters. The shuffling,
drunken people here reminded him of the zombies in those two
films.

Captain Farren drew his sword. It was as short and busi-
nesslike as Jack had imagined, the very antithesis of a sword
in a romance. It was little more than a long butcher’s knife,
pitted and nicked and scarred, the handle wrapped in old leather
that had been sweated dark. The blade itself was dark . . . except
for the cutting edge. That looked bright and keen and very
sharp.

“Make away, then!” Farren bawled. “Make away from the
Queen’s ale, God-pounders! Make away and keep your guts
where they belong!”

Growls of displeasure met this, but they moved away from
Captain Farren—all except one hulk of a man with tufts of
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hair growing at wildly random points from his otherwise bald
skull. Jack guessed his weight at close to three hundred pounds,
his height at just shy of seven feet.

“D’you like the idea of taking on all of us, sojer?” this hulk
asked, and waved one grimy hand at the knot of villagers who
had stepped away from the swamp of ale and the litter of barrels
at Farren’s order.

“Sure,” Captain Farren said, and grinned at the big man.
“I like it fine, just as long as you’re first, you great drunken
clot of shit.” Farren’s grin widened, and the big man faltered
away from its dangerous power. “Come for me, if you like.
Carving you will be the first good thing that’s happened to me
all day.”

Muttering, the drunken giant slouched away.

“Now, all of you!” Farren shouted. “Make away! There’s a
dozen of my men just setting out from the Queen’s pavillion!
They’ll not be happy with this duty and I don’t blame them
and I can’t be responsible for them! I think you’ve just got
time to get back to the village and hide in your cellars before
they arrive there! It would be prudent to do so! Make away!”

They were already streaming back toward the village of All-
Hands’, the big man who had challenged the Captain in their
van. Farren grunted and then turned back to the scene of the
accident. He removed his jacket and covered the face of the
carter’s son with it.

“I wonder which of them robbed the lad’s pockets as he lay
dead or dying in the roadstead,” Farren said meditatively. “If
I knew, I'd have them hung on a cross by nightfall.”

Jack made no answer.

The Captain stood looking down at the dead boy for a long
time, one hand rubbing at the smooth, ridged flesh of the scar
on his face. When he looked up at Jack, it was as if he had
just come to.

“You’ve got to leave now, boy. Right away. Before Osmond
decides he’d like to investigate my idiot son further.”

“How bad is it going to be with you?” Jack asked.

The Captain smiled a little. “If you’re gone, I'll have no
trouble. I can say that I sent you back to your mother, or that
I was overcome with rage and hit you with a chunk of wood
and killed you. Osmond would believe either. He’s distracted.
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They all are. They’re waiting for her to die. It will be soon.
Unless. ..”

He didn’t finish.

“Go,” Farren said. “Don’t tarry. And when you hear Mor-
gan’s diligence coming, get off the road and get deep into the
woods. Deep. Or he’ll smell you like a cat smells a rat. He
knows instantly if something is out of order. His order. He’s
a devil.”

“Will I hear it coming? His diligence?” Jack asked timidly.
He looked at the road beyond the litter of barrels. It rose steadily
upward, toward the edge of a piney forest. It would be dark
in there, he thought . . . and Morgan would be coming the other
way. Fear and loneliness combined in the sharpest, most dis-
heartening wave of unhappiness he had ever known. Speedy,
I can’t do this! Don’t you know that? I'm just a kid!

“Morgan’s diligence is drawn by six pairs of horses and a
thirteenth to lead,” Farren said. ““At the full gallop, that damned
hearse sounds like thunder rolling along the earth. You’ll hear
it, all right. Plenty of time to burrow down. Just make sure
you do.”

Jack whispered something.

“What?” Farren asked sharply.

“I said I don’t want to go,” Jack said, only a little louder.
Tears were close and he knew that once they began to fall he
was going to lose it, just blow his cool entirely and ask Captain
Farren to get him out of it, protect him, something—

“I think it’s too late for your wants to enter into the ques-
tion,” Captain Farren said. “I don’t know your tale, boy, and
I don’t want to. I don’t even want to know your name.”

Jack stood looking at him, shoulders slumped, eyes burning,
his lips trembling.

“Get your shoulders up!” Farren shouted at him with sudden
fury. “Who are you going to save? Where are you going? Not
ten feet, looking like that! You’re too young to be a man, but
you can at least pretend, can’t you? You look like a kicked
dog!”

Stung, Jack straightened his shoulders and blinked his tears
back. His eyes fell on the remains of the carter’s son and he
thought: At least I'm not like that, not yet. He's right. Being
sorry for myself is a luxury I can’t afford. It was true. All the
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same, he could not help hating the scarred Captain a little for
reaching inside him and pushing the right buttons so easily.

“Better,” Farren said dryly. “Not much, but a little.”

“Thanks,” Jack said sarcastically.

“You can’t cry off, boy. Osmond’s behind you. Morgan will
soon be behind you as well. And perhaps . . . perhaps there are
problems wherever you came from, too. But take this. If Parkus
sent you to me, he’d want me to give you this. So take it, and
then go.”

He was holding out a coin. Jack hesitated, then took it. It
was the size of a Kennedy half-dollar, but much heavier—as
heavy as gold, he guessed, although its color was dull silver.
What he was looking at was the face of Laura DeLoessian in
profile—he was struck again, briefly but forcibly, by her re-
semblance to his mother. No, not just resemblance—in spite
of such physical dissimilarities as the thinner nose and rounder
chin, she was his mother. Jack knew it. He turned the coin
over and saw an animal with the head and wings of an eagle
and the body of a lion. It seemed to be looking at Jack. It made
him a little nervous, and he put the coin inside his jerkin, where
it joined the bottle of Speedy’s magic juice.

“What’s it for?” he asked Farren.

“You’ll know when the time comes,” the Captain replied.
*“Or perhaps you won’t. Either way, I’ve done my duty by you.
Tell Parkus so, when you see him.”

Jack felt wild unreality wash over him again.

“Go, son,” Farren said. His voice was lower, but not nec-

essarily more gentle. “Do your job. . . or as much of it as you
can.”
In the end, it was that feeling of unreality—the pervasive
sense that he was no more than a figment of someone else’s
hallucination—that got him moving. Left foot, right foot, hay
foot, straw foot. He kicked aside a splinter of ale-soaked wood.
Stepped over the shattered remnants of a wheel. Detoured around
the end of the wagon, not impressed by the blood drying there
or the buzzing flies. What was blood or buzzing flies in a
dream?

He reached the end of the muddy, wood- and barrel-littered
stretch of road, and looked back...but Captain Farren had
turned the other way, perhaps to look for his men, perhaps so
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he would not have to look at Jack. Either way, Jack reckoned,
it came to the same thing. A back was a back. Nothing to look
at.

He reached inside his jerkin, tentatively touched the coin
Farren had given him, and then gripped it firmly. It seemed to
make him feel a little better. Holding it as a child might hold
a quarter given him to buy a treat at the candy store, Jack went
on.

7

It might have been as little as two hours later when Jack heard
the sound Captain Farren had described as “thunder rolling
along the earth”—or it might have been as long as four. Once
the sun passed below the western rim of the forest (and it did
that not long after Jack had entered it), it became difficult to
judge the time. '

On a number of occasions vehicles came out of the west,
presumably bound for the Queen’s pavillion. Hearing each one
come (and vehicles could be heard a long way away here; the
clarity with which sound carried made Jack think of what Speedy
had said about one man pulling a radish out of the ground and
another smelling it half a mile away) made him think of Mor-
gan, and each time he hurried first down into the ditch and
then up the other side, and so into the woods. He didn’t like
being in these dark woods—not even a little way in, where he
could still peer around the trunk of a tree and see the road; it
was no rest-cure for the nerves, but he liked the idea of Uncle
Morgan (for so he still believed Osmond’s superior to be, in
spite of what Captain Farren had said) catching him out on the
road even less.

So each time he heard a wagon or carriage approaching he
got out of sight, and each time the vehicle passed he went back
to the road. Once, while he was crossing the damp and weedy
right-hand ditch, something ran—or slithered—over his foot,
and Jack cried out.

The traffic was a pain in the tail, and it wasn’t exactly
helping him to make better time, but there was also something
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comforting about the irregular passage of wagons-—they served
notice that he wasn’t alone, at least. _

He wanted to get the hell out of the Territories altogether.

Speedy’s magic juice was the worst medicine he’d ever had
in his life, but he would gladly have taken a belly-choking
swig of it if someone—Speedy himself, for example —had just
happened to appear in front of him and assure him that, when
he opened his eyes again, the first thing he would see would
be a set of McDonald’s golden arches—what his mother called
The Great Tits of America. A sense of oppressive danger was
growing in him—a feeling that the forest was indeed danger-
ous, that there were things in it aware of his passage, that
perhaps the forest itself was aware of his passage. The trees
had gotten closer to the road, hadn’t they? Yes. Before, they
had stopped at the ditches. Now they infested those as well.
Before, the forest had seemed composed solely of pines and
spruces. Now other sorts of trees had crept in, some with black
boles that twisted together like gnarls of rotted strings, some
that looked like weird hybrids of firs and ferns—these latter
had nasty-looking gray roots that gripped at the ground like
pasty fingers. Our boy? these nasty things seemed to whisper
inside of Jack’s head. OUR boy?

All in your mind, Jack-O. You're just freaking out a little.

Thing was, he didn’t really believe that.

The trees were changing. That sense of thick oppression in
the air—that sense of being watched—was all too real. And
he had begun to think that his mind’s obsessive return to mon-
strous thoughts was almost something he was picking up from
the forest . . . as if the trees themselves were sending to him on
some horrible shortwave.

But Speedy’s bottle of magic juice was only half-full. Some-
how that had to last him all the way across the United States.
It wouldn’t last until he was out of New England if he sipped
a little every time he got the willies.

His mind also kept returning to the amazing distance he had
travelled in his world when he had flipped back from the Ter-
ritories. A hundred and fifty feet over here had equalled half
a mile over there. At that rate—unless the ratio of distance
travelled were somehow variable, and Jack recognized that it
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might be—he could walk ten miles over here and be damn
near out of New Hampshire over there. It was like wearing
seven-league boots.

Still, the trees . . . those gray, pasty roots. . .

When it starts to get really dark—when the sky goes from
blue to purple—I’ m flipping back. That’s it; that’s all she wrote.
I'm not walking through these woods after dark. And if I run
out of magic juice in Indiana or something, ole Speedy can
Jjust send me another bottle by UPS, or something.

Still thinking these thoughts—and thinking how much better
it made him feel to have a plan (even if the plan only encom-
passed the next two hours or so)—Jack suddenly realized he
could hear another vehicle and a great many horses.

Cocking his head, he stopped in the middle of the road. His
eyes widened, and two pictures suddenly unspoiled behind his
eyes with shutterlike speed: the big car the two men had been
in—the car that had not been a Mercedes—and then the wiLD
CHILD van, speeding down the street and away from Uncle
Tommy’s corpse, blood dripping from the broken plastic fangs
of its grille. He saw the hands on the van’s steering wheel . . .
but they weren’t hands. They were weird, articulated hooves.

At the full gallop, that damned hearse sounds like thunder
rolling along the earth.

Now, hearing it—the sound still distant but perfectly clear
in the pure air—Jack wondered how he could have even thought
those other approaching wagons might be Morgan’s diligence.
He would certainly never make such a mistake again. The sound
he heard now was perfectly ominous, thick with a potential for
evil—the sound of a hearse, yes, a hearse driven by a devil.

He stood frozen in the road, almost hypnotized, as a rabbit
is hypnotized by headlights. The sound grew steadily louder—
the thunder of the wheels and hooves, the creak of leather
rigging. Now he could hear the driver’s voice: “Hee-yah! Heee-
yahhh! HEEEEE-YAHHHH!”

He stood in the road, stood there, his head drumming with
horror. Can’t move, oh dear God oh dear Christ I can’t move
Mom Mom Muhhhhhmeeeee—!

He stood in the road and the eye of his imagination saw a
huge black thing like a stagecoach tearing up the road, pulled
by black animals that looked more like pumas than horses; he
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saw black curtains flapping in and out of the coach’s windows;
he saw the driver standing on the teeterboard, his hair blown
back, his eyes as wild and crazed as those of a psycho with a
switchblade.

He saw it coming toward him, never slowing.

He saw it run him down.

That broke the paralysis. He ran to the right, skidding down
the side of the road, catching his foot under one of those gnarled
roots, falling, rolling. His back, relatively quiet for the last
couple of hours, flared with fresh pain, and Jack drew his lips
back with a grimace.

He got to his feet and scurried into the woods, hunched
over.

He slipped first behind one of the black trees, but the touch
of the gnarly trunk—it was a bit like the banyans he had seen
while on vacation on Hawaii year before last—was oily and
unpleasant. Jack moved to the left and behind the trunk of a
pine.

The thunder of the coach and its outriders grew steadily
louder. At every second Jack expected the company to flash
by toward All-Hands’ Village. Jack’s fingers squeezed and
relaxed on the pine’s gummy back. He bit at his lips.

Directly ahead was a narrow but perfectly clear sightline
back to the road, a tunnel with sides of leaf and fern and pine
needles. And just when Jack had begun to think that Morgan’s
party would never arrive, a dozen or more mounted soldiers
passed heading east, riding at a gallop. The one in the lead
carried a banner, but Jack could not make out its device. ..
nor was he sure he wanted to. Then the diligence flashed across
Jack’s narrow sightline.

The moment of its passage was brief—no more than a
second, perhaps less than that—but Jack’s recall of it was total.
The diligence was a gigantic vehicle, surely a dozen feet high.
The trunks and bundles lashed with stout cord to the top added
another three feet. Each horse in the team which pulled it wore
a black plume on its head—these plumes were blown back
almost flat in a speed-generated wind. Jack thought later that
Morgan must need a new team for every run, because these
looked close to the end of their endurance. Foam and blood
sprayed back from their working mouths in curds; their eyes
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rolled crazily, showing arcs of white.

As in his imagining—or his vision—black crepe curtains
flew and fluttered through glassless windows. Suddenly a white
face appeared in one of those black oblongs, a white face
framed in strange, twisted carving-work. The sudden appear-
ance of that face was as shocking as the face of a ghost in the
ruined window of a haunted house. It was not the face of
Morgan Sloat . . . but it was.

And the owner of that face knew that Jack—or some other
danger, just as hated and just as personal—was out there. Jack
saw this in the widening of the eyes and the sudden vicious
downtwist of the mouth.

Captain Farren had said He’ll smell you like a rat, and now
Jack thought dismally: I’ve been smelled, all right. He knows
I’m here, and what happens now? He’ll stop the whole bunch
of them, I bet, and send the soldiers into the woods after me.

Another band of soldiers—these protecting Morgan’s dili-
gence from the rear—swept by. Jack waited, his hands frozen
to the bark of the pine, sure that Morgan would call a halt.
But no halt came; soon the heavy thunder of the diligence and
its outriders began to fade.

His eyes. That's what’s the same. Those dark eyes in that
white face. And—

Our boy? YESSSS!

Something slithered over his foot . . . and up his ankle. Jack
screamed and floundered backward, thinking it must be a snake.
But when he looked down he saw that one of those gray roots
had slipped up his foot . . . and now it ringed his calf.

That's impossible, he thought stupidly. Roots don’t move—

He pulled back sharply, yanking his leg out of the rough
gray manacle the root had formed. There was thin pain in his
calf, like the pain of a rope-burn. He raised his eyes and felt
sick fear slip into his heart. He thought he knew now why
Morgan had sensed him and gone on anyway; Morgan knew
that walking in this forest was like walking into a jungle stream
infested with piranhas. Why hadn’t Captain Farren warned
him? All Jack could think was that the scarred Captain must
not have known; must never have been this far west.

The grayish roots of those fir-fern hybrids were all moving
now—rising, falling, scuttling along the muilchy ground toward
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him. Ents and Entwives, Jack thought crazily. BAD Ents and
Entwives. One particularly thick root, its last six inches dark
with earth and damp, rose and wavered in front of him like a
cobra piped up from a fakir’s basket. OUR boy! YESS!

It darted toward him and Jack backed away from it, aware
that the roots had now formed a living screen between him and
the safety of the road. He backed into a tree . . . and then lurched
away from it, screaming, as its bark began to ripple and twitch
against his back—it was like feeling a muscle which has begun
to spasm wildly. Jack looked around and saw one of those black
trees with the gnarly trunks. Now the trunk was moving, writh-
ing. Those twisted knots of bark formed something like a dread-
ful runnelled face, one eye widely, blackly open, the other
drawn down in a hideous wink. The tree split open lower down
with a grinding, rending sound, and whitish-yellow sap began
to drool out. OURS! Oh, yesssss!

Roots like fingers slipped between Jack’s upper arm and
ribcage, as if to tickle.

He tore away, holding on to the last of his rationality with
a huge act of will, groping in his jerkin for Speedy’s bottle.
He was aware—faintly—of a series of gigantic ripping sounds.
He supposed the trees were tearing themselves right out of the
ground. Tolkien had never been like this.

He got the bottle by the neck and pulled it out. He scrabbled
at the cap, and then one of those gray roots slid easily around
his neck. A moment later it pulled as bitterly tight as a hang-
man’s noose.

Jack’s breath stopped. The bottle tumbled from his fingers
as he grappled with the thing that was choking him. He man-
aged to work his fingers under the root. It was not cold and
stiff but warm and limber and fleshlike. He struggled with it,
aware of the choked gargling sound coming from him and the
slick of spittle on his chin.

With a final convulsive effort he tore the root free. It tried
to circle his wrist then, and Jack whipped his arm away from
it with a cry. He looked down and saw the bottle twisting and
bumping away, one of those gray roots coiled about its neck.

Jack leaped for it. Roots grabbed his legs, circled them. He
fell heavily to the earth, stretching, reaching, the tips of his
fingers digging at the thick black forest soil for an extra inch—
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He touched the bottle’s slick green side . .. and seized it.
He pulled as hard as he could, dimly aware that the roots were
all over his legs now, crisscrossing like bonds, holding him
firmly. He spun the cap off the bottle. Another root floated
down, cobweb-light, and tried to snatch the bottle away from
him. Jack pushed it away and raised the bottle to his lips. That
smell of sickish fruit suddenly seemed everywhere, a living
membrane.

Speedy, please let it work!

As more roots slid over his back and around his waist,
turning him helplessly this way and that, Jack drank, cheap
wine splattering both of his cheeks. He swallowed, groaning,
praying, and it was no good, it wasn’t working, his eyes were
still closed but he could feel the roots entangling his arms and
legs, could feel

8

the water soaking into his jeans and his shirt, could smell

Water?
mud and damp, could hear

Jeans? Shirt?
the steady croak of frogs and

Jack opened his eyes and saw the orange light of the setting
sun reflected from a wide river. Unbroken forest grew on the
east side of this river; on the western side, the side that he was
on, a long field, now partially obscured with evening ground-
mist, rolled down to the water’s edge. The ground here was
wet and squelchy. Jack was lying at the edge of the water, in
the boggiest area of all. Thick weeds still grew here—the hard
frosts that would kill them were still a month or more away—
and Jack had gotten entangled in them, the way a man awak-
ening from a nightmare may entangle himself in the bedclothes.

He scrambled and stumbled to his feet, wet and slimed with
the fragrant mud, the straps of his pack pulling under his arms.
He pushed the weedy fragments from his arms and face with
horror. He started away from the water, then looked back and
saw Speedy’s bottle lying in the mud, the cap beside it. Some
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- of the “magic juice” had either run out or been spilled in his
- struggle with the malignant Territories trees. Now the bottle
was no more than a third full.

He stood there a moment, his caked sneakers planted in the
oozy muck, looking out at the river. This was his world; this
was the good old United States of America. He didn’t see the
golden arches he had hoped for, or a skyscraper, or an earth
satellite blinking overhead in the darkening sky, but he knew
where he was as well as he knew his own name. The question
was, had he ever been in that other world at all?

He looked around at the unfamiliar river, the likewise un-
familiar countryside, and listened to the distant mellow mooing
of cows. He thought: You're somewhere different. This sure
isn’t Arcadia Beach anymore, Jack-O.

No, it wasn’t Arcadia Beach, but he didn’t know the area
surrounding Arcadia Beach well enough to say for sure that he
was more than four or five miles away—just enough inland,
say, to no longer be able to smell the Atlantic. He had come
back as if waking from a nightmare—was it not possible that
was all it had been, the whole thing, from the carter with his
load of fly-crawling meat to the living trees? A sort of waking
nightmare in which sleepwalking had played a part? It made
sense. His mother was dying, and he now thought he had known
that for quite a while—the signs had been there, and his sub-
conscious had drawn the correct conclusion even while his
conscious mind denied it. That would have contributed the
correct atmosphere for an act of self-hypnosis, and that crazy
wino Speedy Parker had gotten him in gear. Sure. It all hung
together.

Uncle Morgan would have loved it.

Jack shivered and swallowed hard. The swallow hurt. Not
the way a sore throat hurts, but the way an abused muscle
hurts.

He raised his left hand, the one not holding the bottle, and
rubbed his palm gently against his throat. For a moment he
looked absurdly like a woman checking for dewlaps or wrin-
kles. He found a welted abrasion just above his adam’s apple.
It hadn’t bled much, but it was almost too painful to touch.
The root that had closed about his throat had done that.
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“True,” Jack whispered, looking out at the orange water,
listening to the twank of the bullfrogs and the mooing, distant
cows. “All true.”

8

Jack began walking up the slope of the field, setting the river—
and the east—at his back. After he had gone half a mile, the
steady rub and shift of the pack against his throbbing back (the
strokes Osmond had laid on were still there, too, the shifting
pack reminded him) triggered a memory. He had refused
Speedy’s enormous sandwich, but hadn’t Speedy slipped the
remains into his pack anyway, while Jack was examining the
guitar-pick?

His stomach pounced on the idea.

Jack unshipped the pack then and there, standing in a curdle
of ground-mist beneath the evening star. He unbuckled one of
the flaps, and there was the sandwich, not just a piece or a
half, but the whole thing, wrapped up in a sheet of newspaper.
Jack’s eyes filled with a warmth of tears and he wished that
Speedy were here so he could hug him.

Ten minutes ago you were calling him a crazy old wino.

His face flamed at that, but his shame didn’t stop him from
gobbling the sandwich in half a dozen big bites. He rebuckled
his pack and reshouldered it. He went on, feeling better—with
that whistling hole in his gut stopped up for the time being,
Jack felt himself again.

Not long after, lights twinkled up out of the growing dark-
ness. A farmhouse. A dog began to bark—the heavy bark of
a really big fellow—and Jack froze for a moment.

Inside, he thought. Or chained up. I hope.

He bore to the right, and after a while the dog stopped
barking. Keeping the lights of the farmhouse as a guide, Jack
soon came out on a narrow blacktop road. He stood looking
from right to left, having no idea which way to go.

Well, folks, here’s Jack Sawyer, halfway between hoot and
holler, wet through to the skin and sneakers packed with mud.
Way to go, Jack! '

The loneliness and homesickness rose in him again. Jack
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fought them off. He put a drop of spit on his left index finger,
then spanked the drop sharply. The larger of the two halves
flew off to the right—or so it seemed to Jack—and so he
turned that way and began to walk. Forty minutes later, droop-
ing with weariness (and hungry again, which was somehow
worse), he saw a gravel-pit with a shed of some sort standing
beyond a chained-off access road.

Jack ducked under the chain and went to the shed. The door
was padlocked shut, but he saw that the earth had eroded under
one side of the small outbuilding. It was the work of a minute
to remove his pack, wriggle under the shed’s side, and then
pull the pack in after him. The lock on the door actually made
him feel safer.

He looked around and saw that he was in with some very
old tools—this place hadn’t been used in a long time, appar-
ently, and that suited Jack just fine. He stripped to the skin,
not liking the feel of his clammy, muddy clothes. He felt the
coin Captain Farren had given him in one of his pants pockets,
resting there like a giant amid his little bit of more ordinary
change. Jack took it out and saw that Farren’s coin, with the
Queen’s head on one side and the winged lion on the other—
had become a 1921 silver dollar. He looked fixedly at the profile
of Lady Liberty on the cartwheel for some time, and then
slipped it back into the pocket of his jeans.

He rooted out fresh clothes, thinking he would put the dirty
ones in his pack in the moming—they would be dry then—
and perhaps clean them along the way, maybe in a Laundromat,
maybe just in a handy stream.

While searching for socks, his hand encountered something
slim and hard. Jack pulled it out and saw it was his toothbrush.
At once, images of home and safety and rationality—all the
things a toothbrush could represent—rose up and overwhelmed
him. There was no way that he could beat these emotions down
or turn them aside this time. A toothbrush was a thing meant
to be seen in a well-lighted bathroom, a thing to be used with
cotton pajamas on the body and warm slippers on the feet. It
was nothing to come upon in the bottom of your knapsack in
a cold, dark toolshed on the edge of a gravel-pit in a deserted
rural town whose name you did not even know.

Loneliness raged through him; his realization of his outcast
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status was now complete. Jack began to cry. He did not weep
hysterically or shriek as people do when they mask rage with
tears; he cried in the steady sobs of one who has discovered
just how alone he is, and is apt to remain for a long time yet.
He cried because all safety and reason seemed to have departed
from the world. Loneliness was here, a reality; but in this
situation, insanity was also too much of a possibility.

Jack fell asleep before the sobs had entirely run their course.
He slept curled around his pack, naked except for clean un-
derpants and socks. The tears had cut clean courses down his
dirty cheeks, and he held his toothbrush loosely in one hand.




chapter eight

The Gatley Tunnel

1

Six days later, Jack had climbed nearly all the way out of his
despair. By the end of his first days on the road, he seemed to
himself to have grown from childhood right through adoles-
cence into adulthood—into competence. It was true that he
had not returned to the Territories since he had awakened on
the western bank of the river, but he could rationalize that, and
the slower travelling it involved, by telling himself that he was
saving Speedy’s juice for when he really needed it.

And anyhow, hadn’t Speedy told him to travel mainly on
the roads in this world? Just following orders, pal.

When the sun was up and the cars whirled him thirty, forty
miles west and his stomach was full, the Territories seemed
unbelievably distant and dreamlike: they were like a movie he
was beginning to forget, a temporary fantasy. Sometimes, when
Jack leaned back into the passenger seat of some school-
teacher’s car and answered the usual questions about the Story,
he actually did forget. The Territories left him, and he was
again—or nearly so—the boy he had been at the start of the
summer.

Especially on the big state highways, when a ride dropped
him off near the exit ramp, he usually saw the next car pulling
off to the side ten or fifteen minutes after he stuck his thumb
into the air. Now he was somewhere near Batavia, way over
in the western part of New York State, walking backward down
the breakdown lane of 1-90, his thumb out again, working his
way toward Buffalo—after Buffalo, he would start to swing
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south. It was a matter, Jack thought, of working out the best
way to accomplish something and then just doing it. Rand
McNally and the Story had gotten him this far; all he needed
was enough luck to find a driver going all the way to Chicago
or Denver (or Los Angeles, if we’re going to daydream about
luck, Jacky-baby), and he could be on his way home again
before the middle of October.

He was suntanned, he had fifteen dollars in his pocket from
his last job—dishwasher at the Golden Spoon Diner in Au-
burn—and his muscles felt stretched and toughened. Though
sometimes he wanted to cry, he had not given in to his tears
since that first miserable night. He was in control, that was the
difference. Now that he knew how to proceed, had worked it
out so painstakingly, he was on top of what was happening to
him; he thought he could see the end of his journey already,
though it was so far ahead of him. If he travelled mainly in
this world, as Speedy had told him, he could move as quickly
as he had to and get back to New Hampshire with the Talisman
in plenty of time. It was going to work, and he was going to
have many fewer problems than he had expected.

That, at least, was what Jack Sawyer was imagining as a
dusty blue Ford Fairlane swerved off to the shoulder of the
road and waited for him to run up to it, squinting into the
lowering sun. Thirty or forty miles, he thought to himself. He
pictured the page from Rand McNally he had studied that morn-
ing, and decided: Oatley. It sounded dull, small, and safe—
he was on his way, and nothing could hurt him now.

-4

Jack bent down and looked in the window before opening the
Fairlane’s door. Fat sample books and printed fliers lay messily
over the back seat; two oversize briefcases occupied the pas-
senger seat. The slightly paunchy black-haired man who now
seemed almost to be mimicking Jack’s posture, bending over
the wheel and peering through the open window at the boy,
was a salesman. The jacket to his blue suit hung from the hook
behind him; his tie was at half-mast, his sleeves were rolled.
A salesman in his mid-thirties, tooling comfortably through his
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territory. He would love to talk, like all salesmen. The man
smiled at him and picked up first one of the outsize briefcases,
hoisting it over the top of the seat and onto the litter of papers
behind, then the other. “Let’s create a little room,” he said.

Jack knew that the first thing the man would ask him was
why he was not at school.

He opened the door, said, “Hey, thanks,” and climbed in.

“Going far?” the salesman asked, checking the rear-view
mirror as he slid the gear-lever down into Drive and swung
back out onto the road.

“Oatley,” Jack said. “I think it’s about thirty miles.”

“You just flunked geography,” the salesman said. “Oatley’s
more like forty-five miles.” He turned his head to look at Jack,
and surprised the boy by winking at him. “No offense,” he
said, “but I hate to see young kids hitching. That’s why I always
pick em up when I see em. At least I know they’re safe with
me. No touchie-feelie, know what I mean? Too many crazies
out there, kid. You read the papers? I mean, I'm talking car-
nivores. You could turn yourself into an endangered species.”

“I guess you’re right,” Jack said. “But I try to be pretty
careful.”

“You live somewhere back there, I take it?”

The man was still looking at him, snatching little birdlike
peeks ahead down the road, and Jack frantically searched his
memory for the name of a town back down the road. “Palmyra.
I’m from Palmyra.”

The salesman nodded, said, “Nice enough old place,” and
turned back to the highway. Jack relaxed back into the com-
fortable plush of the seat. Then the man finally said, “I guess
you’re not actually playing hooky, are you?” and it was time
yet again for the Story.

He had told it so often, varying the names of the towns
involved as he worked westward, that it had a slick, monologue-
like feel in his mouth. “No, sir. It’s just that I have to go over
to Oatley to live with my Aunt Helen for a little while. Helen
Vaughan? That’s my mom’s sister. She’s a schoolteacher. My
dad died last winter, see, and things have been pretty tough—
then two weeks ago my mom’s cough got a lot worse and she
could hardly get up the stairs and the doctor said she had to
stay in bed for as long as she could and she asked her sister if
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I could come stay with her for a while. Her being a teacher
and all, I guess I'll be in Oatley school for sure. Aunt Helen
wouldn’t let any kid play hooky, you bet.”

“You mean your mother told you to hitchhike all the way
from Palmyra to Oatley?” the man asked.

“Oh no, not at all-——she’d never do that. No, she gave me
bus money but I decided to save it. There won’t be much money
from home for a long time, I guess, and Aunt Helen doesn’t
really have any money. My mom would hate it if she knew I
was thumbing it. But it seemed like a waste of money to me.
I mean, five bucks is five bucks, and why give it to a bus
driver?”

The man looked sideways at him. “How long do you think
you’ll be in Oatley?”

“Hard to say. I sure hope my mom gets well pretty soon.”

“Well, don’t hitch back, okay?”

“We don’t have a car anymore,” Jack said, adding to the
Story. He was beginning to enjoy himself. “Can you believe
this? They came out in the middle of the night and repossessed
it. Dirty cowards. They knew everybody would be asleep. They
just came out in the middle of the night and stole the car right
out of the garage. Mister, I would have fought for that car—
and not so I could get a ride to my aunt’s house. When my
mom goes to the doctor, she has to walk all the way down the
hill and then go about another five blocks just to get to the bus
stop. They shouldn’t be able to do that, should they? Just come
in and steal your own car? As soon as we could, we were going
to start making the payments again. [ mean, wouldn’t you call
that stealing?”

“If it happened to me, I suppose I would,” the man said.
“Well, I hope your mother gets better in a hurry.”

“You and me both,” Jack said with perfect honesty.

And that held them until the signs for the Oatley exit began
to appear. The salesman pulled back into the breakdown lane
just after the exit ramp, smiled again at Jack and said, “Good
luck, kid.”

Jack nodded and opened the door.

“I hope you don’t have to spend much time in Oatley, any-
how.”

Jack looked at him questioningly.
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“Well, you know the place, don’t you?”

“A little. Not really.”

“Abh, it’s a real pit. Sort of place where they eat what they
run over on the road. Gorillaville. You eat the beer, then you
drink the glass. Like that.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Jack said and got out of the car.
The salesman waved and dropped the Fairlane into Drive. In
moments it was only a dark shape speeding toward the low
orange sun.

3 .

For a mile or so the road took him through flat dull country-
side—far off, Jack saw small two-story frame houses perched
on the edges of fields. The fields were brown and bare, and
the houses were not farmhouses. Widely separated, the houses
overlooking the desolate fields existed in a gray moveless quiet
broken only by the whine of traffic moving along I-90. No
cows lowed, no horses whinnied—there were no animals, and
no farm equipment. Outside one of the little houses squatted
half a dozen junked and rusting cars. These were the houses
of men who disliked their own species so thoroughly that even
Oatley was too crowded for them. The empty fields gave them
the moats they needed around their peeling frame castles.
Atlength he came to a crossroads. It looked like a crossroads
in a cartoon, two narrow empty roads bisecting each other in
an absolute nowhere, then stretching on toward another kind
of nowhere. Jack had begun to feel insecure about his sense
of direction, and he adjusted the pack on his back and moved
up toward the tall rusted iron pipe supporting the black rec-
tangles, themselves rusting, of the street names. Should he
have turned left instead of right off the exit ramp? The sign
pointing down the road running parallel to the highway read
DOGTOWN ROAD. Dogtown? Jack looked down this road and
saw only endless flatness, fields full of weeds and the black
streak of asphalt rolling on. His own particular streak of asphalt
was called MILL ROAD, according to the sign. About a mile
ahead it slipped into a tunnel nearly overgrown by leaning trees
and an oddly pubic mat of ivy. A white sign hung in the
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thickness of ivy, seemingly supported by it. The words were
too small to be read. Jack put his right hand in his pocket and
clutched the coin Captain Farren had given him.

His stomach talked to him. He was going to need dinner
soon, so he had to move off this spot and find a town where
he could earn his meals. Mill Road it was—at least he could
go far enough to see what was on the other side of the tunnel.
Jack pushed himself toward it, and the dark opening in the
bank of trees enlarged with every step.

Cool and damp and smelling of brick dust and overturned
earth, the tunnel seemed to take the boy in and then tighten
down around him. For a moment Jack feared that he was being
led underground—no circle of light ahead showed the tunnel’s
end—but then realized that the asphalt floor was level. TURN
ON LIGHTS, the sign outside the tunnel had read. Jack bumped
into a brick wall and felt grainy powder crumble onto his hands.
“Lights,” he said to himself, wishing he had one to turn on.
The tunnel must, he realized, bend somewhere along its length.
He had cautiously, slowly, carefully, walked straight into the
wall, like a blind man with his hands extended. Jack groped
his way along the wall. When the coyote in the Roadrunner
cartoons did something like this, he usually wound up splashed
across the front of a truck.

Something rattled busily along the floor of the tunnel, and
Jack froze.

A rat, he thought. Maybe a rabbit out taking a shortcut
between fields. But it had sounded bigger than that.

He heard it again, farther away in the dark, and took another
blind step forward. Ahead of him, just once, he heard an intake
of breath. And stopped, wondering: Was that an animal? Jack
held his fingertips against the damp brick wall, waiting for the
exhalation. It had not sounded like an animal—certainly no
rat or rabbit inhaled so deeply. He crept a few inches forward,
almost unwilling to admit to himself that whatever was up there
had frightened him.

Jack froze again, hearing a quiet little sound like a raspy
chuckle come out of the blackness before him. In the next
second a familiar but unidentifiable smell, coarse, strong, and
musky, drifted toward him out of the tunnel.

Jack looked back over his shoulder. The entrance was now
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only half-visible, half-obscured by the curve of the wall, a long
way off and looking about the size of a rabbit-hole.

“What’s in here?” he called out. “Hey! Anything in here
with me? Anybody?”

He thought he heard something whisper deeper into the
tunnel.

He was not in the Territories, he reminded himself—at the
worst he might have startled some imbecilic dog who had come
into the cool dark for a nap. In that case, he’d be saving its
life by waking it up before a car came along. “Hey, dog!” he
yelled. “Dog!”

And was rewarded instantly by the sound of paws trotting
through the tunnel. But were they . . . going out or coming in?
He could not tell, listening to the soft pad pad pad, whether
the animal was leaving or approaching. Then it occurred to
him that maybe the noise was coming toward him from behind,
and he twisted his neck and looked back and saw that he had
moved far enough along so that he could not see that entrance,
either.

“Where are you, dog?” he said.

Something scratched the ground only a foot or two behind
him, and Jack jumped forward and struck his shoulder, hard,
against the curve of the wall.

He sensed a shape—doglike, perhaps—in the darkness.
Jack stepped forward—and was stopped short by a sense of
dislocation so great that he imagined himself back in the Ter-
ritories. The tunnel was filled with that musky, acrid zoo-odor,
and whatever was coming toward him was not a dog.

A gust of cold air smelling of grease and alcohol pushed
toward him. He sensed that shape getting nearer.

Only for an instant he had a glimpse of a face hanging in
the dark, glowing as if with its own sick and fading interior
light, a long, bitter face that should have been almost youthful
but was not. Sweat, grease, a stink of alcohol on the breath
that came from it. Jack flattened himself against the wall,
raising his fists, even as the face faded back into the dark.

In the midst of his terror he thought he heard footfalls softly,
quickly covering the ground toward the tunnel’s entrance, and
turned his face from the square foot of darkness which had
spoken to him to look back. Darkness, silence. The tunnel was
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empty now. Jack squeezed his hands under his armpits and
gently fell back against the brick, taking the blow on his knap-
sack. A moment later he began to edge forward again.

As soon as Jack was out of the tunnel, he turned around to
face it. No sounds emerged, no weird creatures slunk toward
him. He took three steps forward, peered in. And then his heart
nearly stopped, because coming toward him were two huge
orange eyes. They halved the distance between themselves and
Jack in seconds. He could not move—his feet were past the
ankles in asphalt. Finally he managed to extend his hands,
palm-out, in the instinctive gesture of warding-off. The eyes
continued toward him, and a horn blasted. Seconds before the
car burst out of the tunnel, revealing a red-faced man waving
a fist, Jack threw himself out of the way.

“SHIIITHEEAAA . ..” came from the contorted mouth.

Still dazed, Jack turned and watched the car speed downbhill
toward a village that had to be Oatley.

4

Situated in a long depression in the Jand, Oatley spread itself
out meagrely from two principal streets. One, the continuation
of Mill Road, dipped past an immense and shabby building set
in the midst of a vast parking lot—a factory, Jack thought—
to become a strip of used-car lots (sagging pennants), fast-food
franchises (The Great Tits of America), a bowling alley with
a huge neon sign (BOWL-A-RAMA!), grocery stores, gas stations.
Past all this, Mill Road became Oatley’s five or six blocks of
downtown, a strip of old two-story buildings before which cars
were parked nose-in. The other street was obviously the lo-
cation of Oatley’s most important houses—large frame build-
ings with porches and long slanting lawns. Where these streets
intersected stood a traffic light winking its red eye in the late
afternoon. Another light perhaps eight blocks down changed
to green before a high dingy many-windowed building that
looked like a mental hospital, and so was probably the high
school. Fanning out from the two streets was a jumble of little
houses interspersed with anonymous buildings fenced in behind
tall wire mesh.
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Many of the windows in the factory were broken, and some
of the windows in the strip of downtown had been boarded
over. Heaps of garbage and fluttering papers littered the fenced-
in concrete yards. Even the important houses seemed neglected,
with their sagging porches and bleached-out paint jobs. These
people would own the used-car lots filled with unsaleable
automobiles.

For a moment Jack considered turning his back on Oatley
and making the hike to Dogtown, wherever that was. But that
would mean walking through the Mill Road tunnel again. From
down in the middle of the shopping district a car horn blatted,
and the sound unfurled toward Jack full of an inexpressible
loneliness and nostalgia.

He could not relax until he was all the way to the gates of
the factory, the Mill Road tunnel far up behind him. Nearly a
third of the windows along the dirty-brick facade had been
broken in, and many of the others showed blank brown squares
of cardboard. Even out on the road, Jack could smell machine
oil, grease, smouldering fanbelts, and clashing gears. He put
his hands in his pockets and walked downhill as quickly as he
could.

5

Seen close up, the town was even more depressed than it had
looked from the hill. The salesmen at the car lots leaned against
the windows in their offices, too bored to come outside. Their
pennants hung tattered and joyless, the once-optimistic signs
propped along the cracked sidewalk fronting the rows of cars—
ONE OWNER! FANTASTIC BUY! CAR OF THE WEEK!—had yel-
lowed. The ink had feathered and run on some of the signs,
as if they had been left out in the rain. Very few people moved
along the streets. As Jack went toward the center of town, he
saw an old man with sunken cheeks and gray skin trying to
wrestle an empty shopping cart up onto a curb. When he ap-
proached, the old man screeched something hostile and fright-
ened and bared gums as black as a badger’s. He thought Jack
was going to steal his cart! “Sorry,” Jack said, his heart pound-
ing again. The old man was trying to hug the whole cumber-
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some body of the cart, protecting it, all the while showing those
blackened gums to his enemy. “Sorry,” Jack repeated. “I was
just going to...”

“Fusshhingfeef ! FusshhingFEEEFF!” the old man screeched,
and tears crawled into the wrinkles on his cheeks.

Jack hurried off.

Twenty years before, during the sixties, Oatley must have pros-
pered. The relative brightness of the strip of Mill Road leading
out of town was the product of that era when stocks went go-
go and gas was still cheap and nobody had heard the term
“discretionary income” because they had plenty of it. People
had sunk their money into franchise operations and little shops
and for a time had, if not actually flourished, held their heads
above the waves. This short series of blocks still had that
superficial hopefulness—but only a few bored teenagers sat in
the franchise restaurants, nursing medium Cokes, and in the
plate-glass windows of too many of the little shops placards as
faded as those in the used-car lots announced EVERYTHING MUST
GO! CLOSING SALE. Jack saw no signs advertising for help, and
kept on walking. '

Downtown Oatley showed the reality beneath the happy
clown’s colors left behind by the sixties. As Jack trudged along
these blocks of baked-looking brick buildings, his pack grew
heavier, his feet more tender. He would have walked to Dog-
town after all, if it were not for his feet and the necessity of
going through the Mill Road tunnel again. Of course there was
no snarling man-wolf lurking in the dark there—he’d worked
that out by now. No one could have spoken to him in the tunnel.
The Territories had shaken him. First the sight of the Queen,
then that dead boy beneath the cart with half his face gone.
Then Morgan; the trees. But that was there, where such things
could be—were, perhaps, even normal. Here, normality did
not admit such gaudiness.

He was before a long, dirty window above which the flaking
slogan FURNITURE DEPOSITORY was barely legible on the brick-
work. He put his hands to his eyes and stared in. A couch and
a chair, each covered by a white sheet, sat fifteen feet apart
on a wide wooden floor. Jack moved farther down the block,
wondering if he was going to have to beg for food.
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Four men sat in a car before a boarded-up shop a little way
down the block. It took Jack a moment to see that the car, an
ancient black DeSoto that looked as though Broderick Crawford
should come bustling out of it, had no tires. Taped to the
windshield was a yellow five-by-eight card which read FAIR
WEATHER CLUB. The men inside, two in front and two in back,
were playing cards. Jack stepped up to the front passenger
window.

“Excuse me,” he said, and the cardplayer closest to him
rolled a fishy gray eye toward him. “Do you know where—"

“Get lost,” the man said. His voice sounded squashed and
phlegmy, unfamiliar with speech. The face half-turned to Jack
was deeply pitted with acne scars and oddly flattened out, as
if someone had stepped on it when the man was an infant.

“I just wondered if you knew somewhere I could get a couple
days’ work.”

“Try Texas,” said the man in the driver’s seat, and the pair
in the back seat cracked up, spitting beer out over their hands
of cards.

“I told you, kid, get lost,” said the flatfaced gray-eyed man
closest to Jack. “Or I'll personally pound the shit out of you.”

It was just the truth, Jack understood—if he stayed there a
moment longer, this man’s rage would boil over and he would
get out of the car and beat him senseless. Then the man would
get back in the car and open another beer. Cans of Rolling
Rock covered the floor, the opened ones tipped every which
way, the fresh ones linked by white plastic nooses. Jack stepped
backward, and the fish-eye rolled away from him. “Guess I'll
try Texas after all,” he said. He listened for the sound of the
DeSoto’s door creaking open as he walked away, but all he
heard being opened was another Rolling Rock.

Crack! Hiss!

He kept moving.

He got to the end of the block and found himself looking
across the town’s other main street at a dying lawn filled with
yellow weeds from which peeked fiberglass statues of Disney-
like fawns. A shapeless old woman gripping a flyswatter stared
at him from a porch swing.

Jack turmed away from her suspicious gaze and saw before
him the last of the lifeless brick buildings on Mill Road. Three



154 THE TALISMAN

concrete steps led up to a propped-open screen door. A long,
dark window contained a glowing BUDWEISER sign and, a foot
to the right of that, the painted legend UPDIKE'S OATLEY TAP.
And several inches beneath that, handwritten on a yellow five-
by-eight card like the one on the DeSoto, were the miraculous
words HELP WANTED. Jack pulled the knapsack off his back,
bunched it under one arm, and went up the steps. For no more
than an instant, moving from the tired sunlight into the darkness
of the bar, he was reminded of stepping past the thick fringe
of ivy into the Mill Road tunnel.




chapter nine

Jack in the Pitcher Plant

1

Not quite sixty hours later a Jack Sawyer who was in a very
different frame of mind from that of the Jack Sawyer who had
ventured into the Oatley tunnel on Wednesday was in the chilly
storeroom of the Oatley Tap, hiding his pack behind the kegs
of Busch which sat in the room’s far comer like aluminum
bowling pins in a giant’s alley. In less than two hours, when
the Tap finally shut down for the night, Jack meant to run away.
That he should even think of it in such a fashion—not leaving,
not moving on, but running away—showed how desperate he
now believed his situation to be.

I was six, six, John B. Sawyer was six, Jacky was six. Six.

This thought, apparently nonsensical, had fallen into his
mind this evening and had begun to repeat there. He supposed
it went a long way toward showing just how scared he was
now, how certain he was that things were beginning to close
in on him. He had no idea what the thought meant; it just
circled and circled, like a wooden horse bolted to a carousel.

Six. I was six. Jacky Sawyer was six.

Over and over, round and round she goes.

The storeroom shared a wall in common with the taproom
itself, and tonight that wall was actually vibrating with noise;
it throbbed like a drumhead. Until twenty minutes before, it
had been Friday night, and both Oatley Textiles and Weaving
and Dogtown Custom Rubber paid on Friday. Now the Oatley
Tap was full to the overflow point. .. and past. A big poster
to the left of the bar read OCCUPANCY BY MORE THAN 220 PER-

155
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SONS IS IN VIOLATION OF GENESEE COUNTY FIRE CODE 331. Ap-
parently fire code 331 was suspended on the weekends, because
Jack guessed there were more than three hundred people out
there now, boogying away to a country-western band which
called itself The Genny Valley Boys. It was a terrible band,
but they had a pedal-steel guitar. “There’s guys around here
that’d fuck a pedal-steel, Jack,” Smokey had said.

“Jack!” Lor yelled over the wall of sound.

Lori was Smokey’s woman. Jack still didn’t know what her
last name was. He could barely hear her over the juke, which
was playing at full volume while the band was on break. All
five of them were standing at the far end of the bar, Jack knew,
tanking up on half-price Black Russians. She stuck her head
through the storeroom door. Tired blond hair, held back with
childish white plastic barrettes, glittered in the overhead
fluorescent.

“Jack, if you don’t run that keg out real quick, I guess he’ll
give your arm a try.”

“Okay,” Jack said. “Tell him I'll be right there.”

He felt gooseflesh on his arms, and it didn’t come entirely
from the storeroom’s damp chill. Smokey Updike was no one
to fool with—Smokey who wore a succession of paper fry-
cook’s hats on his narrow head, Smokey with his large plastic
mail-order dentures, grisly and somehow funereal in their per-
fect evenness, Smokey with his violent brown eyes, the scleras
an ancient, dirty yellow. Smokey Updike who in some way
still unknown to Jack—and who was all the more frightening
for that—had somehow managed to take him prisoner.

The juke-box fell temporarily silent, but the steady roar of
the crowd actually seemed to go up a notch to make up for it.
Some Lake Ontario cowboy raised his voice in a big, drunken
“Yeeeee-HAW!” A woman screamed. A glass broke. Then the
juke-box took off again, sounding a little like a Saturn rocket
achieving escape velocity.

Sort of place where they eat what they run over on the road.

Raw.

Jack bent over one of the aluminum kegs and dragged it out
about three feet, his mouth screwed down in a painful wince,
sweat standing out on his forehead in spite of the air-conditioned
chill, his back protesting. The keg gritted and squealed on the
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unadorned cement. He stopped, breathing hard, his ears ring-
ing.
He wheeled the hand-truck over to the keg of Busch, stood
it up, then went around to the keg again. He managed to rock
it up on its rim and walk it forward, toward where the hand-
truck stood. As he was setting it down he lost control of it—
the big bar-keg weighed only a few pounds less than Jack did
himself. It landed hard on the foot of the hand-truck, which
had been padded with a remnant of carpet so as to soften just
such landings. Jack tried to both steer it and get his hands out
of the way in time. He was slow. The keg mashed his fingers
against the back of the hand-truck. There was an agonizing
thud, and he somehow managed to get his throbbing, pulsing
fingers out of there. Jack stuck all the fingers of his left hand
in his mouth and sucked on them, tears standing in his eyes.

Worse than jamming his fingers, he could hear the slow
sigh of gases escaping through the breather-cap on top of the
keg. If Smokey hooked up the keg and it came out foamy . . .
or, worse yet, if he popped the cap and the beer went a gusher
in his face. ..

Best not to think of those things.

Last night, Thursday night, when he’d tried to “run Smokey
out a keg,” the keg had gone right over on its side. The breather-
cap had shot clear across the room. Beer foamed white-gold
across the storeroom floor and ran down the drain. Jack had
stood there, sick and frozen, oblivious to Smokey’s shouts. It
wasn’t Busch, it was Kingsland. Not beer but ale—the Queen’s
Own.

That was when Smokey hit him for the first time—a quick
looping blow that drove Jack into one of the storeroom’s splin-
tery walls.

“There goes your pay for today,” Smokey had said. “And
you never want to do that again, Jack.”

What chilled Jack most about that phrase you never want
to do that again was what it assumed: that there would be lots
of opportunities for him to do that again; as if Smokey Updike
expected him to be here a long, long time.

“Jack, hurry it up!”

“Coming.” Jack puffed. He pulled the hand-truck across
the room to the door, felt behind himself for the knob, turned
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it, and pushed the door open. He hit something large and soft
and yielding.

“Christ, watch it!”

“Whoops, sorry,” Jack said.

“I’ll whoops you, asshole,” the voice replied.

Jack waited until he heard heavy steps moving on down the
hall outside the storeroom and then tried the door again.

The hall was narrow and painted a bilious green. It stank
of shit and piss and TidyBowl. Holes had been punched through
both plaster and lath here and there; graffiti lurched and stag-
gered everywhere, written by bored drunks waiting to use either
POINTERS or SETTERS. The largest of them all had been slashed
across the green paint with a black Magic Marker, and it seemed
to scream out all of Oatley’s dull and objectless fury. SEND ALL
AMERICAN NIGGERS AND JEWS TO IRAN, it read.

The noise from the taproom was loud in the storeroom; out
here it was a great wave of sound which never seemed to break.
Jack took one glance back into the storeroom over the top of
the keg tilted on the hand-truck, trying to make sure his pack
wasn’t visible.

He had to get out. Had to. The dead phone that had finally
spoken, seeming to encase him in a capsule of dark ice. . . that
had been bad. Randolph Scott was worse. The guy wasn’t really
Randolph Scott; he only looked the way Scott had looked in
his fifties films. Smokey Updike was perhaps worse still . . .
although Jack was no longer sure of that. Not since he had
seen (or thought he had seen) the eyes of the man who looked
like Randolph Scott change color.

But that Oatley itself was worst of all...he was sure of
that.

Oatley, New York, deep in the heart of Genny County,
seemed now to be a horrible trap that had been laid for him
...a kind of municipal pitcher plant. One of nature’s real
marvels, the pitcher plant. Easy to get in. Almost impossible
to get out.
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2

A tall man with a great swinging gut porched in front of him
stood waiting to use the men’s room. He was rolling a plastic
toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other and glaring
at Jack:. Jack supposed that it was the big man’s gut that he
had hit with the door. . ’

“Asshole,” the fat man repeated, and then the men’s-room
door jerked open. A man strode out. For a heart-stopping mo-
ment his eyes and Jack’s eyes met. It was the man who looked
like Randolph Scott. But this was no movie-star; this was just
an Oatley millhand drinking up his week’s pay. Later on he
would leave in a half-paid-for doorsucker Mustang or maybe
on a three-quarters-paid-for motorcycle—a big old Harley with
a BUY AMERICAN sticker plastered on the nacelle, probably.

His eyes turned yellow.

No, your imagination, Jack, just your imagination. He's
Jjust—

—just a millhand who was giving him the eye because he
was new. He had probably gone to high school here in town,
played football, knocked up a Catholic cheerleader and married
her, and the cheerleader had gotten fat on chocolates and Stouf-
fer’s frozen dinners; just another Oatley oaf, just—

But his eyes turned yellow.

Stop it! They did not!

Yet there was something about him that made Jack think of
what had happened when he was coming into town ... what
had happened in the dark.

The fat man who had called Jack an asshole shrank back
from the rangy man in the Levi’s and the clean white T-shirt.
Randolph Scott started toward Jack. His big, veined hands
swung at his sides.

His eyes sparkled an icy blue . . . and then began to change,
to moil and lighten.

“Kid,” he said, and Jack fled with clumsy haste, butting the
swinging door open with his fanny, not caring who he hit.

Noise pounced on him. Kenny Rogers was bellowing an
enthusiastic redneck paean to someone named Reuben James.
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“You allus turned your other CHEEK,” Kenny testified to this
room of shuffling, sullen-faced drunks, “arnd said there’s a
better world waitin for the MEEK!” Jack saw no one here who
looked particularly meek. The Genny Valley Boys were troop-
ing back onto the bandstand and picking up their instruments.
All of them but the pedal-steel player looked drunk and con-
fused . . . perhaps not really sure of where they were. The pedal-
steel player only looked bored.

To Jack’s left, a woman was talking earnestly on the Tap’s
pay phone—a phone Jack would never touch again if he had
his way about it, not for a thousand dollars. As she talked, her
drunken companion probed and felt inside her half-open cow-
boy shirt. On the big dancefloor, perhaps seventy couples groped
and shuffled, oblivious of the current song’s bright up-tempo,
simply squeezing and grinding, hands gripping buttocks, lips
spit-sealed together, sweat running down cheeks and making
large circles under the armpits.

“Well thank Gawd,” Lori said, and flipped up the hinged
partition at the side of the bar for him. Smokey was halfway
down the bar, filling up Gloria’s tray with gin-and-tonics, vodka
sours, and what seemed to be beer’s only competition for the
Oatley Town Drink: Black Russians.

Jack saw Randolph Scott come out through the swinging
door. He glanced toward Jack, his blue eyes catching Jack’s
again at once. He nodded slightly, as if to say: We’ll talk.
Yessirree. Maybe we’ll talk about what might or might not be
in the Oatley tunnel. Or about bullwhips. Or sick mothers.
Maybe we’ll talk about how you’re gonna be in Genny County
for a long, long time . . . maybe until you’re an old man crying
over a shopping cart. What do you think, Jacky?

Jack shuddered.

Randolph Scott smiled, as if he had seen the shudder. . . or
felt it. Then he moved off into the crowd and the thick air.

A moment later Smokey’s thin, powerful fingers bit into
Jack’s shoulder—hunting for the most painful place and, as
always, finding it. They were educated, nerve-seeking fingers.

“Jack, you just got to move faster,” Smokey said. His voice
sounded almost sympathetic, but his fingers dug and moved
and probed. His breath smelled of the pink Canada Mints he
sucked almost constantly. His mail-order false teeth clicked and
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~ clacked. Sometimes there was an obscene slurping as they
slipped a little and he sucked them back into place. “You got
to move faster or I’'m going to have to light a fire under your
ass. You understand what I’'m saying?”

“Y-yeah,” Jack said. Trying not to moan.

“All right. That’s good then.” For an excruciating second
Smokey’s fingers dug even deeper, grinding with a bitter en-
thusiasm at the neat little nest of nerves there. Jack did moan.
That was good enough for Smokey. He let up.

“Help me hook this keg up, Jack. And let’s make it fast.
Friday night, people got to drink.”

“Saturday morning,” Jack said stupidly.

“Then too. Come on.”

Jack somehow managed to help Smokey lift the keg into
the square compartment under the bar. Smokey’s thin, ropey
muscles bulged and writhed under his Oatley Tap T-shirt. The
paper fry-cook’s hat on his narrow weasel’s head stayed in
place, its leading edge almost touching his left eyebrow, in
apparent defiance of gravity. Jack watched, holding his breath,
as Smokey flicked off the red plastic breather-cap on the keg.
The keg breathed more gustily than it should have done . . . but
it didn’t foam. Jack let his breath out in a silent gust.

Smokey spun the empty toward him. “Get that back in the
storeroom. And then swamp out the bathroom. Remember what
I told you this afternoon.”

Jack remembered. At three o’clock a whistle like an air-
raid siren had gone off, almost making him jump out of his
skin. Lori had laughed, had said: Check out Jack, Smokey—I
think he just went wee-wee in his Tuffskins. Smokey had given
her a narrow, unsmiling look and motioned Jack over. Told
Jack that was the payday whistle at the Oatley T & W. Told
Jack that a whistle very much like it was going off at Dogtown
Rubber, a company that made beach-toys, inflatable rubber
dolls, and condoms with names like Ribs of Delight. Soon, he
said, the Oatley Tap would begin filling up.

“And you and me and Lori and Gloria are going to move
just as fast as lightning,” Smokey said, “‘because when the
eagle screams on Friday, we got to make up for what this place
don’t make every Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, and
Thursday. When I tell you to run me out a keg, you want to
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have it out to me before I finish yelling. And you're in the
men’s room every half an hour with your mop. On Friday
nights, a guy blows his groceries every fifteen minutes or so.”

“I got the women’s,” Lori said, coming over. Her hair was
thin, wavy gold, her complexion as white as a comic-book
vampire’s. She either had a cold or a bad coke habit; she kept
sniffing. Jack guessed it was a cold. He doubted if anyone in
Oatley could afford a bad coke habit. “Women ain’t as bad as
men, though. Almost, but not quite.”

“Shut up, Lor.”

“Up yours,” she said, and Smokey’s hand flickered out like
lightning. There was a crack and suddenly the imprint of
Smokey’s palm was printed red on one of Lori’s pallid cheeks
like a child’s Tattoodle. She began to snivel. . . but Jack was
sickened and bewildered to see an expression in her eyes that
was almost happy. It was the look of a woman who believed
such treatment was a sign of caring.

“You just keep hustling and we’ll have no problem,” Smo-
key said. “Remember to move fast when I yell for you to run
me out a keg. And remember to get in the men’s can with your
mop every half an hour and clean up the puke.”

And then he had told Smokey again that he wanted to leave
and Smokey had reiterated his false promise about Sunday
afternoon . . . but what good did it do to think of that?

There were louder screams now, and harsh caws of laughter.
The crunch of a breaking chair and a wavering yell of pain. A
fistfight—the third of the night—had broken out on the dance-
floor. Smokey uttered a curse and shoved past Jack. “Get rid
of that keg,” he said.

Jack got the empty onto the dolly and trundled it back toward
the swinging door, looking around uneasily for Randolph Scott
as he went. He saw the man standing in the crowd that was
watching the fight, and relaxed a little.

. In the storeroom he put the empty keg with the others by
the loading-bay—Updike’s Oatley Tap had already gone through
six kegs tonight. That done, he checked his pack again. For
one panicky moment he thought it was gone, and his heart
began to hammer in his chest—the magic juice was in there,
and so was the Territories coin that had become a silver dollar
in this world. He moved to the right, sweat now standing out
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on his forehead, and felt between two more kegs. There it
was—he could trace the curve of Speedy’s bottle through the
green nylon of the pack. His heartbeat began to slow down,
but he felt shaky and rubber-legged—the way you feel after a
narrow escape.

The men’s toilet was a horror. Earlier in the evening Jack
might have vomited in sympathy, but now he actually seemed
to be getting used to the stench . . . and that was somehow the
worst thing of all. He drew hot water, dumped in Comet, and
began to run his soapy mop back and forth through the un-
speakable mess on the floor. His mind began to go back over
the last couple of days, worrying at them the way an animal
in a trap will worry at a limb that has been caught.

3

The Oatley Tap had been dark, and dingy, and apparently dead
empty when Jack first walked into it. The plugs on the juke,
the pinball machine, and the Space Invaders game were all
pulled. The only light in the place came from the Busch display
over the bar—a digital clock caught between the peaks of two
mountains, looking like the weirdest UFO ever imagined.

Smiling a little, Jack walked toward the bar. He was almost
there when a flat voice said from behind him, “This is a bar.
No minors. What are you, stupid? Get out.”

Jack almost jumped out of his skin. He had been touching
the money in his pocket, thinking it would go just as it had at
the Golden Spoon: he would sit on a stool, order something,
and then ask for the job. It was of course illegal to hire a kid
like him—at least without a work permit signed by his parents
or a guardian—and that meant they could get him for under
the minimum wage. Way under. So the negotiations would start,
usually beginning with Story #2—Jack and the Evil Step-
father.

He whirled around and saw a man sitting alone in one of
the booths, looking at him with chilly, contemptuous alertness.
The man was thin, but ropes of muscles moved under his white
undershirt and along the sides of his neck. He wore baggy
white cook’s pants. A paper cap was cocked forward over his
left eyebrow. His head was narrow, weasellike. His hair was
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old hunting cat that had seen plenty of errant mice like him
before.

“Yeah, it’s my place,” the man said. “Smokey Updike.” He
held his hand out. Surprised, Jack shook it. It squeezed Jack’s
hand once, hard, almost to the point of pain. Then it relaxed
... but Smokey didn’t let go. “Well?” he said.

“Huh?” Jack said, aware he sounded stupid and a little
afraid— he felt stupid and a little afraid. And he wanted Updike
to let go of his hand.

“Didn’t your folks ever teach you to innerduce yourself?”

This was so unexpected that Jack came close to gabbling
out his real name instead of the one he had used at the Golden
Spoon, the name he also used if the people who picked him
up asked for his handle. That name—what he was coming to
think of as his “road-name”—was Lewis Farren.

“Jack Saw—ah—Sawtelle,” he said.

Updike held his hand yet a moment longer, those brown
eyes never moving. Then he let it go. “Jack Saw-ah-Sawtelle,”
he said. “Must be the longest fucking name in the phonebook,
huh, kid?”

Jack flushed but said nothing.

“You ain’t very big,” Updike said. “You think you could
manage to rock a ninety-pound keg of beer up on its side and
walk it onto a hand-dolly?”

“I think so,” Jack said, not knowing if he could or not. It
didn’t look as if it would be much of a problem, anyway—in
a place as dead as this, the guy probably only had to change
kegs when the one hooked up to the taps went flat.

As if reading his mind, Updike said, “Yeah, nobody here
now. But we get pretty busy by four, five o’clock. And on
weekends the place really fills up. That’s when you’d earn your
keep, Jack.”

“Well, I don’t know,” Jack said. “How much would the job
pay?”

“Dollar an hour,” Updike said. “Wish I could pay you more,
but—" He shrugged and tapped the stack of bills. He even
smiled a little, as if to say You see how it is, kid, everything
in Qatley is running down like a cheap pocket-watch someone
forgot to wind—ever since about 1971 it’s been running down.
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‘But his eyes did not smile. His eyes were watching Jack’s face
with still, catlike concentration.

“Gee, that’s not very much,” Jack said. He spoke slowly
but he was thinking as fast as he could.

The Oatley Tap was a tomb—there wasn’t even a single
bombed-out old alky at the bar nursing a beer and watching
General Hospital on the tube. In Oatley you apparently drank
in your car and called it a club. A dollar-fifty an hour was a
hard wage when you were busting your buns; in a place like
this, a buck an hour might be an easy one.

“Nope,” Updike agreed, going back to his calculator, “it
ain’t.” His voice said Jack could take it or leave it; there would
be no negotiations.

“Might be all right,” Jack said.

“Well, that’s good,” Updike said. “We ought to get one
other thing straight, though. Who you running from and who’s
looking for you?” The brown eyes were on him again, and they
drilled hard. “If you got someone on your backtrail, I don’t
want him fucking up my life.”

This did not shake Jack’s confidence much. He wasn’t the
world’s brightest kid, maybe, but bright enough to know he
wouldn’t last long on the road without a second cover story
for prospective employers. This was a Story #2—The Wicked
Stepfather.

“I’m from a little town in Vermont,” he said. “Fenderville.
My mom and dad got divorced two years ago. My dad tried
to get custody of me, but the judge gave me to my mom. That’s
what they do most of the time.”

“Fucking-A they do.” He had gone back to his bills and
was bent so far over the pocket calculator that his nose was
almost touching the keys. But Jack thought he was listening
all the same.

“Well, my dad went out to Chicago and he got a job in a
plant out there,” Jack said. “He writes to me just about every
week, I guess, but he quit coming back last year, when Aubrey
beat him up. Aubrey’s—

“Your stepfather,” Updike said, and for just a moment Jack’s
eyes narrowed and his original distrust came back. There was
no sympathy in Updike’s voice. Instead, Updike seemed almost
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to be laughing at him, as if he knew the whole tale was nothing
but a great big swatch of whole cloth.

“Yeah,” he said. “My mom married him a year and a half
ago. He beats on me a lot.”

“Sad, Jack. Very sad.” Now Updike did look up, his eyes
sardonic and unbelieving. “So now you’re off to Shytown,
where you and Dads will live happily ever after.”

“Well, I hope so,” Jack said, and he had a sudden inspi-
ration. “All I know is that my real dad never hung me up by
the neck in my closet.” He pulled down the neck of his T-
shirt, baring the mark there. It was fading now; during his stint
at the Golden Spoon it had still been a vivid, ugly red-purple—
like a brand. But at the Golden Spoon he’d never had occasion
to uncover it. It was, of course, the mark left by the root that
had nearly choked the life from him in that other world.

He was gratified to see Smokey Updike’s eyes widen in
surprise and what might almost have been shock. He leaned
forward, scattering some of his pink and yellow pages. “Holy
Jesus, kid,” he said. “Your stepfather did that?”

“That’s when 1 decided I had to split.”

“Is he going to show up here, looking for his car or his
motorcycle or his wallet or his fucking dope-stash?”

Jack shook his head.

Smokey looked at Jack for a moment longer, and then pushed
the OFF button on the calculator. “Come on back to the store-
room with me, kid,” he said.

“Why?”

“I want to see if you can really rock one of those kegs up
on it