St ephen King "Umey's Last Case"

The rains are over. The hills are still green and in the valley across the Hollywood
hills you can see snow on the high

mount ai ns. The fur stores are advertising their annual sales. The call houses that
specialize in sixteen-year-old virgins

are doing a land-office business. And in Beverly Hlls the jacaranda trees are
begi nning to bl oom

Raynond Chandl er, The Little Sister
I. The News from Peori a.

It was one of those spring nornings so L.A -perfect you keep expecting to see that
l[ittle trademark

synbol --(R)--stanped on it sonewhere. The exhaust of the vehicles passing on Sunset
snelled faintly of ol eander, the

ol eander was lightly perfumed with exhaust, and the sky overhead was as clear as a
hardshel | Baptist's conscience.

Peoria Smith, the blind paperboy, was standing in his accustomed place on the corner
of Sunset and Laurel, and if that

didn't nean God was in Hs heaven and all was jake with the world, | didn't know what
di d.

Yet since I'd swng ny feet out of bed that norning at the unaccustoned hour of 7:30
a.m, things had felt a little

off-kilter, somehow, a tad woozy around the edges. It was only as | was shaving --or
at |east show ng those pesky

bristles the razor in an effort to scare theminto submssion--that | realized part
of the reason why. Although I'd been
up reading until at least twd, | hadn't heard the Denmmicks roll in, squiffed to the

earl obes and tradi ng those snappy
one-liners that apparently formthe basis of their nmarriage

Nor had | heard Buster, and that was maybe even odder. Buster, the Denm cks' Wl sh
Corgi, has a high-pitched bark

that goes through your head like slivers of glass, and he uses it as nuch as he can.
Also, he's the jealous type. He lets

| oose with one of his shrill barking squalls every tine George and doria clinch, and
when they aren't zinging each

other like a couple of vaudeville conedians, George and doria usually are clinching.
I've gone to sleep on nore than

one occasion listening to themgiggle while that nmutt prances around their feet going
yar kyar kyark and wonderi ng how

difficult it would be to strangle a mnuscular, nediumsized dog with a length of
pi ano-wi re. Last night, however, the

Demm cks' apartnent had been as quiet as the grave. It was passing strange, but a
long way from earth-shattering; the

Demmi cks weren't exactly your perfect life-on-a-tinetable couple at the best of
tines.

Peoria Smith was all right, though--chipper as a chipnmunk, just as always, and he'd
recogni zed nme by ny wal k even

though it was at |east an hour before ny usual tinme. He was wearing a baggy Cal Tech
sweatshirt that canme down to his

thighs and a pair of corduroy knickers that showed off his scabby knees. H s hated
white cane | eaned casual |y agai nst



the side of the card-table he did busi ness on.
‘'Say, M. Umey! Howza kid?''

Peoria's dark glasses glinted in the norning sunlight, and as he turned toward the
sound of ny step with ny copy of the

L.A Tinmes held up in front of him | had a nonmentary unsettling thought: it was as
if soneone had drilled two big
black holes into his face. | shivered the thought off ny back, thinking that maybe

the time had cone to cut out the
bef ore-bedti me shot of rye. Either that or double the dose.

Htler was on the front of the Times, as he so often was these days. This tinme it was
somet hi ng about Austria. | thought,

and not for the first time, how at horme that pale face and linp forel ock would have
| ooked on a post-office bulletin

boar d.

"“The kid is just about okay, Peoria,'' | said. “"In fact, the kid is as fine as
fresh paint on an outhouse wall."'

| dropped a dime into the Corona box resting atop Peoria's stack of newspapers. The
Times is a three-center, and

over-priced at that, but 1've been dropping that same chip into Peoria' s change-box
since time out of mnd. He's a good

kid, and making good grades in school--1 took it on nyself to check that |ast year,
after he'd hel ped ne out on the

Wl d case. If Peoria hadn't shown up on Harris Brunner's houseboat when he did, I'd
still be trying to swmwth ny

feet cenented into a kerosene drum sonewhere off Malibu. To say | owe hima lot is
an under st at enent .

In the course of that particular investigation (Peoria Smth, not Harris Brunner and
Mavis Weld), | even found out the

kid's real name, although wild horses wouldn't have dragged it out of me. Peoria's
father took a pernanent

coffee-break out a ninth-floor office wi ndow on Black Friday, his nother's the only
white frail working in that goofy

Chi nese laundry down on La Punta, and the kid's blind. Wth all that, does the world
need to know they hung Francis on

hi m when he was too young to fight back? The defense rests.

If anything really juicy happened the night before, you alnost always find it on the
front page of the Tines, left side,

just below the fold. | turned the newspaper over and saw that a bandl eader of the
Cuban persuasi on had suffered a heart

attack while dancing with his fermale vocalist at The Carousel in Burbank. He died an
hour later at L.A Ceneral. | had

sone synpathy for the nmaestro's w dow, but none for the man hinself. M/ opinion is
that people who go dancing in

Bur bank deserve what they get.

| opened to the sports section to see how Brooklyn had done in their doubl eheader
with the Cards the day before. " How

about you, Peoria? Everyone holding their own in your castle? Mdats and battlements
all in good repair?’

1l say, M. Umey! Oh, boy!"'

Sonething in his voice caught ny attention, and | |owered the paper to take a closer



ook at him Wen | did, | saw
what a gilt-edged shamus l|ike ne should have seen right away: the kid was all but
busting w th happi ness.

"“You look like sonebody just gave you six tickets to the first gane of the Wrld
Series,'' | said. “~“Wat's the buzz,
Peoria?" '

"My nom hit the lottery down in Tijuana!'' he said. "~ "Forty thousand bucks! W're
rich, brother! Rich!"'

| gave hima grin he couldn't see and ruffled his hair. It popped his cowick up, but
what the hell. "~“Woa, hold the
phone. How old are you, Peoria?''

"“Twelve in May. You know that, M. Umey, you gave nme a polo-shirt. But | don't see
what that has to do with--"'

""Twelve's old enough to know that sometines people get what they want to happen
m xed up with what actually does
happen. That's all | neant."''

“If you're talkin about daydreans, you're right--1 do know all about em'' Peoria
said, running his hands over the back

of his head in an effort to make his cowick lie down again, “~“but this ain't no
daydream M. Umey. It's real! My

Uncle Fred went down and picked up the cash yest'y afternoon. He brought it back in
the saddl ebag of his Vinnie! |

snelled it! Hell, | rolled in it! It was spread all over ny nonmis bed! Richest
feeling | ever had, let nme tell you--

forty-froggi n-thousand snackers!''

" Twel ve may be old enough to know the difference between daydreans and what's real,
but it's not old enough for that

kind of talk,"" | said. It sounded good--1'm sure the Legion of Decency would have
approved two thousand per

cent--but ny mouth was running on automatic pilot, and | barely heard what was com ng
out of it. | was too busy

trying to get ny brain wapped around what he'd just told me. O one thing I was
absolutely positive: he'd made a

m stake. He nust have nade a mstake, because if it was true, then Peoria wouldn't be
standi ng here anynore when |

cane by on ny way to ny office in the Fulw der Building. And that just couldn't be.

I found ny mind returning to the Demm cks, who for the first time in recorded history
hadn't played any of their

bi g-band records at full volume before retiring, and to Buster, who for the first
time in recorded history hadn't greeted

the sound of GCeorge's latchkey turning in the lock with a fusillade of barks. The
t hought that sonmething was off-kilter

returned, and it was stronger this tine.

Meanwhi l e, Peoria was looking at me with an expression |'d never expected to see on
his honest, open face: sulky

irritation mxed with exasperated hunor. It was the way a kid looks at a w ndbag
uncle who's told all his stories, even

the boring ones, three or four tines.

""Ain't you picking up on this newsflash, M. Umey? W're rich! My nom ain't going
to have to press shirts for that



dammed old Lee Ho anynore, and | ain't going to have to sell papers on the corner
anynmore, shiverin when it rains in

the winter and havin to suck up to those nutty old bags who work down at Bilder's. |
can quit actin like |I died and went

to heaven every tinme sone bl owhard |eaves nme a nickel tip."'

| started a little at that, but what the hell--1 wasn't a nickel man. | left Peoria
seven cents, day in and day out. Unless I

was too broke to afford it, of course, but in ny business an occasional stony stretch
cones wWith the territory.

" “Maybe we ought to go up to Blondie's and have a cup of java,'' | said. “~"Talk this
thing over.'

"Can't. It's closed."'

""Blondi e s? The hell you say!'

But Peoria couldn't be bothered with such nundane stuff as the coffee shop up the
street. ““You ain't heard the best, M.

Umey! My Uncle Fred knows a doctor up in Frisco--a specialist--who thinks he can do
somet hi ng about ny eyes.'

He turned his face up to mne. Below the cheaters and his too-thin nose, his lips
were trenbling. “~“He says it mght not

be the optic nerves after all, and if it's not, there's an operation . . . | don't
understand all the technical stuff, but I could

see again, M. Umey!'' He reached out for ne blindly . . . well, of course he did.

How el se could he reach out? "I
coul d see again!'

He clutched at ne, and | gripped his hands and squeezed them briefly before pushing
them gently away. There was ink

on his fingers, and |I'd been feeling so good when | got up that I'd put on ny new
chal k worsted. Hot for summer, of

course, but the whole city is air- conditioned these days, and besides, | was feeling
naturally cool. | didn't feel so cool

now. Peoria was looking up at nme, his thin and sonehow perfect newsboy's face
troubled. A little breeze--scented

with ol eander and exhaust--ruffled his cowick, and | realized that | could see it
because he wasn't wearing his tweed

cap. He | ooked sonmehow naked without it, and why not? Every newsboy should wear a
tweed cap, just like every

shoeshi ne boy should wear a beani e cocked way back on his head.

“"What's the matter, M. Umey? | thought you'd be happy. Jeepers, | didn't have to
cone out here to this |ousy corner
today, you know, but | did--I even got here early, because | kinda had an idea you'd

get here early. | thought you'd be

happy, nmy nom hittin the lottery and me gettin a chance at an operation, but you
ain't."" Now his voice trenbled with

resentment. "~ You ain't!'

""Yes | am'' | said, and | wanted to be happy--part of ne did, anyway--but the bitch
of it was that he was nostly

right. Because it neant things would change, you see, and things weren't supposed to
change. Peoria Smith was

supposed to be right here, year in and year out, with that perfect cap of his tilted
back on hot days and pulled down | ow

on rainy ones, so that the raindrops dripped off the bill. He was always supposed to
be smling, was never supposed to



say " “hell'' or ““frogging,'' and nost of all, he was supposed to be blind.

"“You ain't!'' he said, and then, shockingly, he pushed his card- table over. It fell
into the street, papers flapping

everywhere. H's white cane rolled into the gutter. Peoria heard it go and bent down
to get it. | could see tears coning

out from beneath his dark glasses and go rolling down his pale, thin cheeks. He
started groping for the cane, but it had

fallen near me and he was going the wong way. | felt a sudden strong urge to hau
off and kick himin his blind

newsboy's ass.

Instead, | bent over, got his stick, and tapped himlightly on the hip with it.

Peoria turned, quick as a snake, and snatched it. Qut of the corner of ny eye | could
see pictures of Htler and the

recently deceased Cuban bandl eader flapping all over Sunset Boul evard--a bus bound
for Van Ness snored through a

little drift of them leaving a bitter tang of diesel fumes behind. | hated the way
t hose newspapers | ooked, fluttering

here and there. They |ooked nessy. Wrse, they |ooked wong. Uterly and conpletely
wong. | fought another urge, as

strong as the first one, to grab Peoria and shake him To tell him he was going to
spend the morning picking up those

newspapers, and | wasn't going to let himgo hone until he'd gotten every |ast one.

It occurred to nme that less than ten mnutes ago, |'d been thinking that this was the
perfect L.A norning--so perfect it

deserved a trademark synbol. And it had been, dammit. So where had things gone wong?
And how had it happened so

fast?

No answers canme, only an irrational but powerful voice from inside, telling ne that
the kid' s nother couldn't have won

the lottery, that the kid couldn't stop selling newspapers, and that, most of all,
the kid couldn't see. Peoria Snith was

supposed to be blind for the rest of his life.

Vll, it's got to be sonmething experinental, | thought. Even if the doctor up in
Frisco isn't a quack, and he probably is,
the operation's bound to fail

And, bizarre as it sounds, the thought cal med nme down.

““Listen,'' | said, ““we got off on the wong foot this nmorning, that's all. Let ne
make it up to you. W'll go down to

Blondie's and 1'lIl buy you breakfast. Wuat do you say, Peoria? You can dig into a
pl ate of bacon and eggs and tell me

all ab--'

"“Fuck you!'' he shouted, shocking nme all the way down to my shoes. "~ Fuck you and

the horse you rode in on, you cheap

gunshoe! You think blind people can't tell when people like you are lying through
their teeth? Fuck you! And keep

your hands off me fromnow on! | think you re a faggot!'

That did it--no one calls nme a faggot and gets away with it, not even a blind
newsboy. | forgot all about how Peoria

had saved ny life during that Mavis Wl d business; | reached for his cane, neaning to
take it away from him and



whack him across the keister with it a few tinmes. Teach him sone nanners.

Before | could get it, though, he hauled off and slamred the cane's tip into ny |ower
belly--and | do nmean |ower. |

doubl ed up in agony, but even while | was trying to keep from howing with pain, |
was counting ny bl essings; two

inches lower still and | could have quit peeping for a living and gotten a job
singing soprano in the Pal ace of the Doges.

I made a quick, reflexive grab for him anyway, and he brought the cane down on the
back of ny neck. Hard. It didn't

break, but | heard it crack. | figured |I could finish the job when |I caught him and
ran it into his right ear. 1'd show him

who was a faggot.

He backed away from nme as if he'd caught ny brainwave, and threw the cane into the
street.

"“Peoria,''" | managed. Maybe it still wasn't too late to catch sanity by the
shirttail. ““Peoria, what the hell's wong

wth--""

""And don't call nme that!'' he screanmed. "My nane's Francis! Frank! You're the one

who started calling me Peorial!
You started it and now everyone calls ne that and | hate it!"'

M/ watering eyes doubled him as he turned and fled across the street, heedless of
traffic (of which there was currently

none, luckily for him, hands held out in front of him | thought he would trip over
the far curb--was |ooking forward
toit, in fact--but | guess blind people must keep a pretty good set of topographical

survey maps in their heads. He

junped onto the sidewalk as ninbly as a goat, then turned his dark glasses back in ny
direction. There was an

expression of crazed triunph on his tear-streaked face, and the dark |enses | ooked
nore |ike holes than ever. Big ones,

as if someone had hit himwth two | arge-caliber shotgun rounds.

""Blondie's is gone, | toldja!'' he screamed. ~~My nom says he upped and ran away
with that redhead floozy he hired
I ast nonth! You should be so lucky, you ugly prick!"’

He turned and went running up Sunset in that strange way of his, with his splayed
fingers held out in front of him

People stood in little clusters on both sides of the street, looking at him | ooking
at the papers fluttering in the street,

| ooki ng at ne.

Mostly looking at me, it seemned.

This time Peoria--well, okay, Francis--nade it as far as Derringer's Bar before
turning to deliver one final salvo.

"“Fuck you, M. Umey!'' he screaned, and ran on.

Il1. Vernon's Cough.



I managed to pull nyself erect and make ny way across the street. Peoria, aka Francis
Smith, was |ong gone, but |

wanted to put those bl owi ng newspapers behind me, too. Looking at them was giving ne
a headache that was sonehow

worse than the ache in ny groin.

Oh the far side of the street | stared into Felt's Stationery as if the new Parker
bal | - poi nt pen in the wi ndow was the
most fascinating thing I'd ever seen in ny life (or maybe it was those sexy

imtation- |eather appointment books).

After five mnutes or so--tine enough to commit every item in the dusty show w ndow
to menory--1 felt capabl e of

resuming ny interrupted voyage up Sunset without listing too noticeably to port.

Questions circled in ny mind the way nosquitoes circle your head at the drive-in in
San Pedro when you forget to

bring along an insect stick or two. | was able to ignore nost of them but a couple
got through. First, what the hell had

gotten into Peoria? Second, what the hell had gotten into me? | Kkept slapping at
these unconfortable queries until | got

to Blondie's Cty Eats, Open 24 H's, Bagels Qur Specialty, on the corner of Sunset
and Travernia, and when | got that

far, they were driven out in a single wallop. Blondie's had been on that corner for
as long as | could remenber--the

sharpies and the hustlers and the hipsters and the hypes going in and going out, not
to mention the debs, the dykes, and

the dopes. A fanous silent-novie star was once arrested for nmurder as he was com ng
out of Blondie's, and | nyself

had concluded a nasty piece of business there not so |long ago, shooting a coked-up
fashi on-pl ate named Dunni nger who

had killed three hopheads in the aftermath of a Hollywdod dope party. It was also the
pl ace where |'d said goodbye to

the silver-haired, violet-eyed Ardis MGII. I'd spent the rest of that |ost night
wal king in a rare Los Angel es fog
whi ch m ght have only been behind ny eyes . . . and trickling down ny cheeks, by the

tinme the sun cane up.

Bl ondi e's cl osed? Blondie's gone? I|npossible, you wuld have said-- nore likely that
the Statue of Liberty should
have di sappeared from her barren lick of rock in New York Harbor

| mpossi ble but true. The w ndow which had once held a mouth-watering selection of
pi es and cakes was soaped over,

but the job had been done indifferently, and | could see a nearly enpty room through
the stripes. The lino | ooked filthy

and barren. The grease-darkened blades of the overhead fans hung down |like the
propel l ers of crashed airplanes. There

were a few tables left, and six or eight of the famliar red-uphol stered chairs piled
on themwth the |legs sticking up,

but that was all . . . except for a couple of enpty sugar- shakers tunbled in one
corner.

| stood there trying to get it into ny head, and it was like trying to get a big sofa
up a narrow flight of stairs. Al that

life and excitenment, all that |ate-night hustle and surprise--how could it be ended?
It didn't seemlike a mstake; it

seemed like a blaspheny. For me Blondie's had sunmed wup all the glittering
contradictions that surround L.A's
essentially dark and | ovel ess heart; | had sonetinmes thought Blondie's was L.A as |

had known it over the last fifteen



or twenty years, only drawmn small. Were else could you see a nobster eating
breakfast at 9:00 p.m with a priest, or a

di anond- decked gl anorpuss sitting on a counter-stool next to a grease-nonkey
celebrating the end of his shift with a

hot cup of java? | suddenly found mnyself thinking of the Cuban bandl eader and his
heart attack again, this time wth

consi derably more synpat hy.

Al that fabulous starry Gty of Lost Angels life--do you get it, chun? Are you
pi cking up this newsflash?

The sign hung in the door read CLOSED FOR RENOVATI ONS, RECPENI NG SOON, but | didn't
believe it. Enpty

sugar-shakers lying in the corner do not, in ny experience, indicate renovations in
progress. Peoria had been right:
Blondie's was history. | turned away and went on up the street, but now | walked

slowmy and had to consciously order

ny head to stay up. As | approached the Fulw der Building, where |I've kept an office
for nore years than | like to think

about, an odd certainty gripped ne. The handles of the big double doors would be
wrapped up in a thick towchain and

held with a padl ock. The gl ass would be soaped over in indifferent stripes. And there
woul d be a sign reading CLOSED

FOR RENOVATI ONS, REOPENI NG SOON.

By the time | reached the building, this nutty idea had taken over ny mnd with the
force of a conpul sion, and not even

the sight of Bill Tuggle, the rumy CPA from the third floor, going inside could
quite dispel it. But seeing is

bel i eving, they say, and when | got to 2221, | saw no chain, no sign, and no soap on
the glass. It was just the Fulwi der,
the same as ever. | went into the |obby, snelled the famliar odor--it rem nds me of

the pink cakes they put in the

urinals of public nmen's roons these days--and gl anced around at the sane ratty palm
trees overhangi ng the sane faded

red tile floor.

Bill was standing next to Vernon Klein, world s oldest elevator operator, in Car 2.
In his frayed red suit and ancient

pil I box hat, Vernon |ooks like a cross between the Philip Mrris bellboy and a rhesus
nmonkey which has fallen into an

i ndustrial steamcleaning nmachine. He |ooked up at me with his nournful basset-hound
eyes, which were watering

fromthe Canmel pasted in the mddle of his mouth. H s peepers should have gotten used
to the snoke years ago; |

couldn't remenber ever having seen himw thout a Canmel parked in that same position

Bill noved over a little, but not far enough. There wasn't room enough in the car for
himto nmove far enough. 1'm not

sure there woul d have been roomin Rhode Island for himto nove far enough. Del aware,
maybe. He snelled |ike

bol ogna which has spent a year or so marinating in cheap bourbon. And just when |
thought it couldn't get any worse, he

bel ched.

"“Sorry, Cyde."'
"Well, you certainly ought to be,"" | said, waving the air in front of ny face as

Vern slid the gate across the front of the
car and prepared to fly us to the noon . . . or at least to the seventh floor. "~ Wat



drai npi pe did you spend the night in,

Bill?"

Yet there was sonething conforting about that smell--1'd be lying if | said there
wasn't. Because it was a famliar

smell. It was just Bill Tuggle, odoriferous, hung over, and standing with his knees

slightly bent, as if someone had filled

the crotch of his underpants with chicken salad and he'd just realized it. Not
pl easant, nothing about that norning's

el evator ride was pleasant, but it was at |east known.

Bill gave nme a sick snile as the elevator began to rattle upward but said nothing.

I swung ny head in Vernon's direction, nostly to get away fromthe snell of overbaked
accountant, but whatever small

talk 1'd been neaning to make died in ny throat. The two pictures which had hung over
Vern's stool since the

begi nning of tine--one of Jesus walking on the Sea of Galilee while his boatbound
di sci pl es gawped at him and the

other of Vern's wife in a buckskin-fringed Sweetheart of the Rodeo outfit and a
turn-of -the-century hairdo--were

both gone. What had replaced them shoul dn't have been shocking, especially in |ight
of Vernon's age, but it hit ne like

a barge-load of bricks just the same.

It was a card, that's all--a sinple card showing the silhouette of a man fishing on a
| ake at sunset. It was the sentinent
printed bel ow the canoe that floored me: HAPPY RETI REMENT!

You could have doubled the way | felt when Peoria told ne he mght see again and
still have conme up short. Menories

flickered through ny mnd with the speed of cards being shuffled by a riverboat
ganbl er. There was the tinme Vern

broke into the office next to mne to call an anbul ance when that nutty dame, Agnes
Sternwood, first tore ny phone

out of the wall and then swallowed what she swire was drain-cleaner. The
““drain-cleaner'' turned out to be nothing

but crystals of raw sugar, and the office Vern broke into turned out to be a
hi gh-cl ass horse parlor. So far as | know, the

guy who | eased the place and sl apped MacKenzie Inmports on the door is still receiving
hi s annual Sears Roebuck

catal ogue in San Quentin. Then there was the guy Vern col d-conked with his stool just
before he could ventilate ny

guts; that was the Mavis Wl d business again, of course. Not to nmention the tine he
brought his daughter to ne--what

a babe she was!--when she got involved with that dirty-picture racket.

Vern retiring?
It wasn't possible. It just wasn't.
““Vernon,'' | asked, "““what kind of joke is this?

""No joke, M. Umey,'' he said, and as he brought the elevator car to a stop on
Three, he began to hack a deep cough I'd

never heard in all the years I'd known him It was like listening to marble bowing
balls rolling down a stone alley. He

took the Camel out of his mouth, and | was horrified to see the end of it was pink,
and not with lipstick. He | ooked at it

for a nonent, grimaced, then replaced it and yanked back the accordion grille.



" Thuh-ree, M. Tuggle."'

““Thanks, Vern,'' Bill said.

""Renenber the party on Friday,'' Vernon said. Hs words were nmuffled; he'd taken a
handker chi ef spotted with brown

stains out of his back pocket and was wiping his lips with it. 71 sure would admre
for you to come.'' He glanced at ne

with his rheuny eyes, and what was in them scared the bejabbers out of nme. Sonething
was waiting for Vernon Klein

just around the next bend in the road, and that |ook said Vernon knew all about it.
““You too, M. Umey--we been

through a lot together, and 1'd be tickled to raise a glass with you."'

""Wait a mnute!'' | shouted, grabbing Bill as he tried to step out of the elevator.
“"You wait just a God dammed mi nute,
both of you! Wat party? What's going on here?'

""Retirement,'' Bill said. "It usually happens at sone point after your hair turns
white, in case you've been too busy to

notice. Vernon's party is going to be in the basenment on Friday afternoon. Everybody
in the building's going to be

there, and |1'm going to nmake ny world-famous Dynamite Punch. What's the matter wth
you, Cyde? You' ve known

for a nonth that Vern was finishing up on May thirtieth.'

That made me angry all over again, the way |I'd been when Peoria called ne a faggot. |
grabbed Bill by the padded
shoul ders of his doubl e-breasted suit and gave him a shake. "~ The hell you say!'

He gave nme a small, pained smle. ““The hell | don't, Cyde. But if you don't want to
cone, fine. Stay away. You've
been acting poco loco for the last six nonths, anyhow '’

I shook him again. "~“What do you nean, poco |oco?

""Crazy as a loon, nutty as a fruitcake, two wheels off the road, out to |unch,
pl ayi ng without a full deck--any of those

ring a bell? And before you answer, just let me informyou that if you shake me one
nore time, even a little shake, ny

guts are going to explode straight out through ny chest, and not even dry-cleaning
will get that mess off your suit.'

He pulled away before | could do it again even if 1'd wanted to and started down the
hall with the seat of his pants

hangi ng somewhere down around the level of his knees, as per usual. He glanced back
just once, while Vernon was

sliding the brass gate across. " You need to take sone time off, Oyde. Starting |ast
week. '

"“What's gotten into you?'' | shouted at him ~“Wat's gotten into all of you? ' But
by then the inner door was cl osed

and we were headed up again--this time to Seven. My little slice of heaven. Vern
dropped his cigarette butt into the

bucket of sand that squats in the corner, and imediately stuck a fresh one in his
ki sser. He popped a wooden match

alight with his thunbnail, set the fag on fire, and inmediately started coughing
again. Now | could see fine drops of

bl ood misting out from between his cracked lips. It was a gruesonme sight. Hs eyes
had dropped; they stared vacantly



into the far corner, seeing nothing, hoping for nothing. Bill Tuggle's B.QO hung
between us |ike the CGhost of Binges
Past .

“TCkay, Vern,'' | said. “"Wat is it and where are you going?''

Vernon had never been one to wear out the English |anguage, and that at |east hadn't
changed. "“It's Big C'' he said.

""On Saturday | catch the Desert Blossom to Arizona. |'m going to live with ny
sister. | don't expect to wear out ny

wel conme, though. She m ght have to change the bed twice.’
a stop and rattled the gate back.

"“Seven, M. Umey. Your little slice of heaven.'' He smled at that just as he
always did, but this tine it |ooked |like the

kind of smle you see on the candy skulls down in Tijuana, on the Day of the Dead.

He brought the elevator to

Now that the elevator door was open, | snelled something up here in ny little slice
of heaven that was so out of place it
took a nonment for me to recognize it: fresh paint. Oice it was noted, | filed it. |

had other fish to fry.
““This isn't right,"" | said. ““You know it isn't, Vern.'

He turned his frightening vacant eyes on me. Death in them a black shape flapping
and beckoni ng just beyond the faded
blue. ““What isn't right, M. Umey?

"“You're supposed to be here, damn it! Right here! Sitting on your stool with Jesus
and your wi fe over your head. Not

this!'"' | reached up, grabbed the card with the picture of the man fishing on the
| ake, tore it in two, put the pieces

together, tore it in four, and then gave them the toss. They fluttered to the faded
red rug on the floor of the elevator car

i ke confetti

""S' posed to be right here,'’
m ne. Beyond us, two nen in

paint-splattered coveralls had turned to look in our direction.

he repeated, those terrible eyes of his never |eaving

““That's right."’

“For how long, M. Umey? Since you know everything else, you can probably tell ne
that, can'tcha? How |l ong am |
supposed to keep drivin this dammed car?'

““well . . . forever,'' | said, and the word hung between us, another ghost in the
cigarette-snokey elevator car. Gven a

choi ce of ghosts, | guess | would have picked Bill Tuggle's B.O . . . but | wasn't
given a choice. Instead, | said it again.

““Forever, Vern.'

He dragged on his Canel, coughed out snmoke and a fine spray of blood, and went on
looking at me. "It ain't ny place

to give the tenants advice, M. Umey, but | guess I'll give you sone, anyway--it
being ny last week and all. You

m ght consi der seeing a doctor. The kind that shows you ink-pitchers and you say what
they look like.'

"“You can't retire, Vern.'' M/ heart was beating harder than ever, but | nanaged to
keep ny voice level. " “You just



can't."''

""No?'' He took his cigarette out of his nouth--fresh blood was already soaking into
the tip--and then | ooked back at

nme. Hs smle was ghastly. ~“The way it looks to me, | ain't exactly got a choice
M. Umey.'

Ill. O Painters and Pesos.

The snell of fresh paint seared ny nose, overpowering both the smell of Vernon's
snoke and Bill Tuggle's arnpits.

The nmen in the coveralls were currently taking up space not far from ny office door.
They had put down a dropcl ot h,

and the tools of their trade were spread out all along it--tins and brushes and turp
There were two step-ladders as

well, flanking the painters |like scrawny bookends. Wiat | wanted to do was to run
down the hall, kicking the whole
wor ks every whichway as | went. Wat right had they to paint these old dark walls

that glaring, sacrilegious white?

Instead, | wal ked up to the one who looked as if it might take a two- digit nunber to
express his 1Q and politely asked

what he and his fellow mug thought they were doing. He glanced around at ne.
“"Hellzit look like? I"'mgivin Mss

Anerica a finger-frig and Chick there's puttin rouge on Betty Gable's nippy-nips.'

I'd had enough. Enough of them enough of everything. | reached out, grabbed the
qui z-kid under the arnpit, and used

ny fingertips to engage a particularly nasty nerve that hides up there. He screaned
and dropped his brush. Wite paint

splattered his shoes. Hs partner gave me a timd doe-eyed |ook and took a step
backwar d

TIf you try taking off before I'mdone with you,'' | snarled, “~“you're going to find
the handl e of your paint-brush so far

up your ass you'll need a boathook to find the bristles. You want to try ne and see
if 1'"'mlying?'

He stopped moving and just stood there on the edge of the dropcloth, eyes darting
fromside to side, |ooking for help.

There was none to be had. | half-expected Candy to open ny door and |ook out to see
what the fracas was, but the door
stayed firmy closed. | turned ny attention back to the quiz-kid |I was hol ding onto.

"“The question was sinple enough, bud--what the hell are you doing here? Can you
answer it, or do | give you another
bl ast?"'

I twiddled ny fingers in his arnpit just to refresh his menory and he screaned again
““Paintin the hall! Jeezis, can't

you see?'

I could see, all right, and even if 1'd been blind, |I could snell. |I hated what both
of those senses were telling me. The

hal | way wasn't supposed to be painted, especially not this glaring, light- reflecting

white. It was supposed to be dim
and shadowy; it was supposed to snell Ilike dust and old nenories. Watever had



started with the Denmi cks'

unaccustoned silence was getting worse all the time. | was nmad as hell, as this
unfortunate fell ow was di scoveri ng.

was al so scared, but that was a feeling you get good at hiding when carrying a heater
in a clanshell holster is part of the

way you make your |iving.

"“Who sent you two dubs down here?
“Qur boss,'' he said, looking at me as if | were crazy. ~"We work for Challis Custom
Pai nters, on Van Nuys. The boss is

Hap Corrigan. If you want to know who hired the cunp' ny, you'll have to ask h--'

"It was the owner,'' the other painter said quietly. ~“The owner of this building. A
guy named Samuel Landry.'

| searched ny menmory, trying to put the name of Samuel Landry together with what |
knew of the Ful w der Buil ding

and couldn't do it. In fact, | couldn't put the name of Sanuel Landry together wth
anything . . . yet for all that it
seemed alnost to chine in ny head, like a church- bell you can hear from mles away

on a foggy norning.

““You're lying,'" | said, but with no real force. | said it sinply because it was
something to say.

““Call the boss,'' the other painter said. Appearances could be deceiving; he was
apparently the brighter of the two, after

all. He reached inside his griny, paint-sneared coverall and brought out a little
card.

I waved it away, suddenly tired. “~~Wwo in the nane of Christ would want to paint this
pl ace, anyway?'

It wasn't them | was asking, but the painter who'd offered nme the business card
answered just the same. "~ “Well, it
brightens the place up,'' he said cautiously. “"“You gotta admt that.'

"Son,'' | asked, taking a step toward him ~“did your nother ever have any kids that
lived, or did she just produce the

occasional afterbirth like you?

" Hey, whatever, whatever,"
gaze down to ny own ball ed-up

fists and forced them open again. He didn't look very relieved, and | actually didn't
bl ame him very nmuch. " You don't

like it--you're comng through loud and clear on that score. But | gotta do what the
boss tells me, don't 1? | nean, hell

that's the American way.'

he said, taking a step backward. | followed his worried

He glanced at his partner, then back to ne. It was a quick glance, really no nore
than a flick, but in ny line of work I'd

seen it nore than once, and it's the kind of look you file away. Don't bother this
guy, it said. Don't bunp him don't

rattle him He's nitro.

I nean, |'ve got a wife and a little kid to take care of,'' he went on. “~“There's a
Depression going on out there, you

know. "'



Confusion came over me then, drowning ny anger the way a downpour drowns a brushfire.
Was there a Depression
going on out there? Was there?

I know,'' | said, not know ng anything. "~“Let's just forget it, what do you say?
"“Sure,'' the painters agreed, so eager they sounded like half of a barbershop
quartet. The one I'd mi stakenly tabbed as

hal f-bright had his left hand buried deep in his right arnpit, trying to get that
nerve to go back to sleep. | could have

told himhe had an hour's work ahead of him maybe nore, but | didn't want to talk to
them anynmore. | didn't want to

talk to anyone or see anyone--not even the del ectable Candy Kane, whose humi d gl ances
and snooth, subtropica

curves have been known to send seasoned street-brawlers reeling to their knees. The
only thing I wanted to do was to

get across the outer office and into ny inner sanctum There was a bottle of Robb's
Rye in the bottom | efthand drawer,

and right now | needed a shot in the worst way.

| wal ked down toward the frosted-glass door marked CLYDE UMNEY PRI VATE | NVESTI GATOR
restraining a

renewed urge to see if | could drop-kick a can of Dutch Boy Oyster Wite through the
wi ndow at the end of the hal

and out onto the fire-escape. | was actually reaching for ny doorknob when a thought
struck ne and | turned back to

the painters . . . but slowmy, so they wouldn't believe | was being gripped by sone
new sei zure. Also, | had an idea that

if | turned too fast, |1'd see them grinning at each other and twirling their fingers
around their ears--the | ooney-gesture

we all learned in the school yard

They weren't twirling their fingers, but they hadn't taken their eyes off ne, either.
The hal f-smart one seened to be

gauging the distance to the door marked STAIRWELL. Suddenly | wanted to tell them
that I wasn't such a bad guy

when you got to know ne; that there were, in fact, a few clients and at |east one
ex-wi fe who thought ne sonething of

a hero. But that wasn't a thing you could say about yourself, especially not to a
coupl e of bozos like these

"“Take it easy,'' | said. "“I'mnot going to junp you. | just wanted to ask another
guestion."''

They relaxed a little. A very little, actually.

"TAsk it,'' Painter Number Two said.

"“Either of you ever played the nunbers down in Tijuana?
““La loteria?"' Nunber One asked.

" Your know edge of Spanish stuns ne. Yeah. La loteria.'

Nunber One shook his head. ~~Mex nunbers and Mex call houses are strictly for
suckers. "'

Wiy do you think I asked you? | thought but didn't say.

"“Besides,'' he went on, ““you win ten or twenty thousand pesos, big deal. Wiat's



that in real noney? Fifty bucks?

Ei ghty?'

M/ mom hit the lottery down in Tijuana, Peoria had said, and | had known sonething
about it wasn't right even then

Forty thousand bucks . . . My Uncle Fred went down and picked up the cash yest'y

afternoon. He brought it back in the
saddl ebag of his Vinniel

"“Yeah,'' | said, "“sonething like that, | guess. And they always pay off that way,
don't they? In pesos?"'

He gave nme that look again, as if | was crazy, then renenbered | really was and
readjusted his face. "~ "Well, yeah. It is
the Mexican lottery, you know They couldn't very well pay off in dollars.’

“"How true,'' | said, and in ny mnd | saw Peoria's thin, eager face, heard him
saying, It was spread all over ny nonis
bed! Forty-froggi n- thousand smackers!

Except how could a blind kid be sure of the exact anobunt. . . or even that it really
was money he was rolling around in?

The answer was sinple: he couldn't. But even a blind newsboy would know that Ila
loteria paid off in pesos rather than

in dollars, and even a blind newsboy had to know you couldn't carry forty thousand
dollars' worth of Mexican |lettuce

in the saddl ebag of a Vincent nmotorcycle. H's uncle would have needed a Gty of Los
Angel es dunp truck to transport

that much dough.

Conf usi on, confusion--nothing but dark clouds of confusion.
"“Thanks,'' | said, and headed for ny office.

I'"'msure that was a relief for all three of us.

V. Umey's Last Cient.
" Candy, honey, | don't want to see anybody or take any ca--'

I broke off. The outer office was enpty. Candy's desk in the corner was unnaturally
bare, and after a nmorment | saw

why: the INOQUT tray had been dunped into the trash basket and her pictures of Erro
Flynn and WIIliam Powel | were

both gone. So was her Philco. The little blue stenographer's stool, from which Candy
had been wont to flash her

gor geous gams, was unoccupi ed

M/ eyes returned to the INQUT tray sticking out of the trash can like the prow of a
sinking ship, and for a noment ny

heart |eaped. Perhaps soneone had been in here, tossed the place, kidnapped Candy.
Perhaps it was a case, in other

words. At that monment | would have welcomed a case, even if it nmeant sone nug was
tying Candy up at this very
monent . . . and adjusting the rope over the firm swell of her breasts wth

particular care. Any way out of the cobwebs
that seemed to be falling around nme sounded just peachy to ne.



The trouble with the idea was sinple: the room hadn't been tossed. The IN QJT was in
the trash, true enough, but that
didn't indicate a struggle; in fact, it was nore as if

There was just one thing left on the desk, placed squarely in the center of the
blotter. A white envel ope. Just |ooking at

it gave ne a bad feeling. M/ feet carried me across the room just the sane, however
and | picked it up. Seeing ny

name witten across the front of the envelope in Candy's wide loops and swirls was no
surprise; it was just another

unpl easant part of this |ong, unpleasant norning.

| ripped it open and a single slip of note-paper fell out into ny hand.

Dear Cyde, | have had all of the groping and sneering I'm going to take from you,
and | amtired of your ridiculous and

chil di sh jokes about nmy nane. Life is too short to be pawed by a m ddl e-aged divorce
detective with bad breath. You

did have your good points Cyde but they are getting drownded out by the bad ones
especially since you started drinking

all the time. Do yourself a favor and grow up. Yours truely, Arlene Cain P.S.: |I'm
going back to ny nother's in |daho

Do not try to get in touch with ne.

I held the note a noment or two longer, looking at it unbelievingly, then dropped it.
One phrase fromit recurred as |

wat ched it seesaw lazily down toward the already occupied trash basket: | amtired of
your ridiculous and childish jokes

about ny nane. But had | ever known her nane was anything other than Candy Kane? |
searched ny mnd as the note

continued its |azy--and seem ngly endl ess--swoops back and forth, and the answer was
an honest and resoundi ng no.

Her nane had al ways been Candy Kane, we'd joked about it many a tinme, and if we'd had
a few rounds of office

sl ap-and-tickle, what of that? She'd always enjoyed it. W both had.

Did she enjoy it? a voice spoke up from somewhere deep inside nme. Did she really, or
is that just another little fairytale
you' ve been telling yourself all these years?

| tried to shut that voice out, and after a nonent or two | succeeded, but the one
that replaced it was even worse. That
voi ce belonged to none other than Peoria Smith. | can quit actin like | died and went

to heaven every tine sone
bl owhard | eaves ne a nickel tip, he said. Ain't you picking up on this newsflash, M.
Umey?

““Shut up, kid,'" | said to the enpty room "~ “Gabriel Heatter you ain't.'' | turned
away from Candy's desk, and as | did,

faces passed in front of ny mnd s eye like the faces of sonme lunatic marching band
fromhell: CGeorge and doria

Demmi ck, Peoria Smith, Bill Tuggle, Vernon Klein, a mllion-dollar blonde who went
under the two-bit nane of
Arlene Cain . . . even the two painters were there.

Conf usi on, confusion, nothing but confusion.

Head down, | trudged into ny office, closed the door behind ne, and sat at the desk
Dimy, through the cl osed w ndow,
I could hear the traffic out on Sunset. | had an idea that, for the right person, it



was still a spring norning so

L.A -perfect you expected to see that Ilittle trademark synbol stanped on it
somewhere, but for me all the light had
gone fromthe day . . . inside as well as out. | thought about the bottle of hooch in

the bottom drawer, but all of a sudden

even bending down to get it seened like too much work. It seemed, in fact, a job akin
to clinmbing Mouunt Everest in

tenni s shoes.

The smell of fresh paint had penetrated all the way into ny inner sanctum It was a
snell | ordinarily liked, but not

then. At that noment it was the smell of everything that had gone wong since the
Denmi cks hadn't cone into their

Hol | ywood bungal ow bounci ng wi secracks off each other |ike rubber balls and playing
their records at top vol une and
throwing their Corgi into conniptions with their endless billing and cooing. It

occurred to me with perfect clarity and

sinmplicity--the way 1'd always inagined great truths nust occur to the people they
occur to--that if sone doctor

could cut out the cancer that was killing the Fulw der Building' s elevator operator,
it would be white. Oyster white.

And it would snell just like fresh Dutch Boy paint.

This thought was so tiring that | had to put ny head down with the heels of ny palns
pressed agai nst ny tenples,

holding it in place . . . or maybe just keeping what was inside from exploding out
and nmaking a mess on the walls. And
when the door opened softly and footsteps entered the room | didn't look up. It

seenmed |ike nore of an effort than
was able to make at that particular nonent.

Besides, | had the strange idea that | already knew who it was. | couldn't put a nane
to ny know edge, but the step was

sonehow fam liar. So was the cologne, although |I knew | wouldn't be able to nane it
even if soneone had put a gun to

ny head, and for a very sinple reason: 1'd never snelled it before in ny life. How
could I recognize a scent |'d never

snel l ed before, you ask? | can't answer that one, bud, but | did.

Nor was that the worst of it. The worst of it was this: | was scared nearly out of ny
mnd. 1've faced blazing guns in the

hands of angry nen, which is bad, and daggers in the hands of angry women, which is a
t housand tines worse; | was

once tied to the wheel of a Packard autompbile that had been parked on the tracks of
a busy freight line; | have even

been tossed out a third-story window It's been an eventful life, all right, but
nothing in it had ever scared me the way

the snmell of that col ogne and that soft footstep scared ne.

M/ head seened to weigh at |east six hundred pounds.
""Cyde,'' a voice said. A voice |I'd never heard before, a voice | neverthel ess knew
as well as nmy own. Just that one
word and the weight of nmy head went up to an even ton.
"Get outta here, whoever you are,'' | said without looking up. “~“Joint's closed."'
And sonet hing made nme add, " For

renovations.'

""Bad day, dyde?



Was there synpathy in that voice? | thought naybe there was, and sonehow that nmade
t hi ngs worse. Whoever this mug

was, | didn't want his synpathy. Something told me that his synpathy would be nore
dangerous than his hate.

"Not so bad,'' | said, supporting ny heavy, aching head with the palns of ny hands
and | ooki ng down at ny

desk-blotter for all | was worth. Witten in the upper lefthand corner was Mavis
Wl d's nunber. | sent ny eyes tracing

over it again and agai n--BEverley 6-4214. Keeping ny eyes on the blotter seened I|ike
a good idea. | didn't know who

ny visitor was, but | knew | didn't want to see him R ght then it was the only thing
I did know.

I think nmaybe you're being a little . . . disingenuous, shall we say?'' the voice
asked, and it was synpathy, all right; the

sound of it made ny stonmach curl up into sonething that felt like a quivering fist

soaked with acid. There was a creak
as he dropped into the client's chair.

"l don't exactly know what that word neans, but by all means, let's say it,'" |
agreed. " And now that we have, why
don't you rise up righteous, Mggins, and shift on out of here. |'m thinking of
taking a sick day. | can do that w thout
much argunent, you see, because |I'm the boss. Neat, the way things work out

sonetinmes, isn't it?"'
"l suppose so. Look at ne, dyde.''

M/ heart stuttered but ny head stayed down and ny eyes kept tracing over BEverley
6-4214. Part of ne wondered if

hell was hot enough for Mavis Wl d. Wen | spoke, ny voice came out steady. | was
surprised but grateful. ““In fact, |

m ght take a whole year of sick days. In Carnel, maybe. Sit out on the deck with the
American Mercury in ny lap and

wat ch the big ones come in from Hawaii."''

““Look at ne.''

| didn't want to, but ny head came up just the sanme. He was sitting in the client's
chair where Mavis had once sat, and

Ardis MG IIl, and Big Tom Hatfield. Even Vernon Kl ein had sat there once, when he got
those pictures of his daughter

wearing nothing but an opiumgrin and her birthday suit. Sitting there with the sane
patch of California sun slanting

across his features--features | nost certainly had seen before. The last time had
been | ess than an hour ago, in ny
bathroom mirror. 1'd been scraping a Gllette Blue Bl ade over them

The expression of synpathy in his eyes--in ny eyes--was the nost hideous thing I'd
ever seen, and when he held out

his hand--held outny hand--1 felt a sudden urge to wheel around in ny swvel chair,
get to ny feet, and go running

straight out ny seventh-floor office window | think I mght even have done it, if |
hadn't been so confused, so totally

lost. I've read the word unmanned plenty of tinmes--it's a favorite of the pul p-smths

and sob-sisters--but this was the
first time I'd ever actually felt that way.



Suddenly the office darkened. The day had been perfectly clear, | would have sworn to
that, but a cloud had crossed the

sun just the sane. The man on the other side of the desk was at |east ten years ol der
than I was, maybe fifteen, his hair

al nost conpletely white while mne was still alnost all black, but that didn't change
the sinmple fact--no matter what
he was calling hinmself or how old he |ooked, he was me. Had | thought his voice

sounded familiar? Sure. The way your

own voice sounds famliar--although not quite the way it sounds inside your own
head- -when you hear it on a

recor di ng.

He picked ny linmp hand up off the desk, shook it with the briskness of a real-estate
agent on the make, then dropped it

again. It hit the desk-blotter with a plop, landing on Mavis Wl d' s tel ephone nunber.
Wien | raised ny fingers, | saw

that Mavis's nunber was gone. In fact, all the nunbers |I'd scratched on the blotter
over the years were gone. It was as

clear as . . . well, as clear as a hardshell Baptist's conscience
““Jesus,'' | croaked. "“Jesus Christ.'
"Not at all,'' the older version of nme sitting in the client's chair on the other

side of the desk said. "“Landry. Sanuel D
Landry. At your service.'

V. An Interview with God.

Even as rattled as | was, it only took me tw or three seconds to place the nane
probably because |1'd heard it such a

short time ago. According to Painter Nunmber Two, Sanuel Landry was the reason why the
long dark hall leading to ny

office was soon going to be oyster white. Landry was the owner of the Fulw der
Bui | di ng.

A crazy idea suddenly occurred to nme, but its patent craziness did nothing to dim the
sudden bl aze of hope which

acconpanied it. They-- whoever they are--say that everyone on the face of the earth
has a doubl e. Maybe Landry was

m ne. Maybe we were identical twi ns, unrelated doubles who had sormehow been born to
different parents and ten or

fifteen years out of step in time with each other. The idea did nothing to explain
the rest of the day's high weirdness,

but it was sonething to hang onto, damm it.

““What can | do for you, M. Landry?'' | asked. | was trying like hell, but ny voice
was no longer quite steady. “"If it's

about the | ease, you'll have to give me a day or two to get squared around. It seens
ny secretary just discovered she had

pressi ng busi ness back honme in Arnpit, |daho.’

Landry paid absolutely no attention to this feeble effort on ny part to shift the
focus of the conversation. ~“Yes,'' he

said in a nusing tone of voice, "I imagine it's been the granddaddy of bad days

and it's ny fault. |I'm sorry,

Clyde--really. Meeting you in person has been . . . well, not what | expected. Not at
all. For one thing, | like you quite

a bit better than | expected to. But there's no going back now'' And he fetched a



deep sigh. | didn't like the sound of it
very rmuch.

""What do you nean by that?'' M voice was trenbling worse than ever now, and the
bl aze of hope was dying. Lack of
oxygen inside the cave- in site which had once been ny brain seemed to be the cause.

He didn't answer right away. He |eaned over instead, and grasped the handle of the
slim | eather case |eaning against the

front leg of the client's chair. The initials stanped on it were S.DL., and |
deduced that ny weird visitor had brought it

in with him | didn't win the Shanus of the Year Award in 1934 and '35 for nothing
you know.

I had never seen a case quite like it in ny life--it was too small and too slimto be
a briefcase, and it was fastened not

with buckles and straps but with a zipper. I'd never seen a zipper quite like this
one, either, now that | thought about it.

The teeth were extrenely tiny, and they hardly |ooked Ilike metal at all

But the oddities only began with Landry's luggage. Even setting aside his uncanny
ol der-brother resenbl ance to ne,

Landry |ooked like no businessman I'd ever seen in ny life, and certainly not one
prosperous enough to own the

Ful wider Building. It's not the Ritz, granted, but it is in downtown L.A , and ny
client (if that was what he was) | ooked

like an Ckie on a good day, one which had included a bath and a shave.

He was wearing blue jeans pants, for one thing, and a pair of sneakers on his feet
except they didn't |ook |ike any

sneakers |'d ever seen before. They were great big clumpy things. Wuat they really
| ooked |ike were the shoes Boris

Karl off wears as part of his Frankenstein get-up, and if they were made of canvas,
I'd eat ny favorite Fedora. The

word witten up the sides in red script |ooked like the name of a dish on a Chinese
carry-out nmenu: REEBCK

| | ooked down at the blotter which had once been covered with a tangle of tel ephone
nunbers, and suddenly realized

that | could no longer renenmber Mavis Wld's, although | rmust have called it a
billion times only this past winter. That

feeling of dread intensified.

“"Mster,'" | said, I wish you d state your business and get out of here. Cone to
think of it, why don't you skip the
tal king and just go right to the getting-out part?

He smled . . . tiredly, | thought. That was the other thing. The face above the
pl ai n open-collared white shirt | ooked

terribly tired. Terribly sad, as well. It said the man who owned it had been through
things | couldn't even dream of. |

felt some synpathy for ny visitor, but what | nostly felt was fear. And anger.

Because it was ny face, too, and the
bastard had apparently gone a long way toward wearing it out.

"“Sorry, Cyde,'' he said. ~"No can do."'
He put his hand on that tiny, cunning zipper, and all at once Landry opening that

case was the last thing in the world I
wanted. To stop him | said, ""Do you always go visiting your tenants dressed like a



guy who makes his living follow ng
the cabbage crop? Wat are you, one of those eccentric mllionaires?
““1'm eccentric, all right,"’
busi ness out, dyde.’'

he said. "“And it won't do you any good to draw this

" “What gave you that ide--'

Then he said the thing 1'd been dreading, and put out the last tiny flicker of hope
at the sane tinme. ~°| know all your
i deas, Cyde. After all, I'myou.""’

I licked ny lips and forced nyself to speak; anything to keep him from yanking that
zipper. Anything at all. M voice
cane out husky, but at least it did come out.

““Yeah, | noticed the resenblance. |I'mnot famliar with the cologne, though. |I'm an
ad Spice nman, nyself.''

Hs thunb and finger remained pinched on the zipper, but he didn't pull it. At |east
not yet.

"But you like this,'' he said with perfect assurance, ~“and you'd use it if you
could get it down at the Rexall on the

corner, wouldn't you? Unfortunately, you can't. It's Arams, and it won't be invented
for another forty years or so.'' He

gl anced down at his weird, ugly basketball shoes. ""Like ny sneakers.'

"“The devil you say.'

“"Well, yes, | suppose the devil mght come into it sonewhere,’
didn't smle.

Landry said, and he

““Wiere are you fron?

"1 thought you knew.'' Landry pulled the zipper, revealing a rectangul ar gadget nade

of sone snmooth plastic. It was

the sanme color the seventh-floor hall was going to be by the tinme the sun went down.
I'd never seen anything like it.

There was no brand name on it, just sonething that mnust have been a serial nunber:
T-1000. Landry lifted it out of its

carrying case, thunbed the catches on the sides, and lifted the hinged top to revea
somet hing that |ooked like the

telescreen in a Buck Rogers movie. "1 conme from the future,'
like in a pul p magazi ne story.'

Landry said. " Just

““You conme from Sunnyland Sanitarium nore like it,'' | croaked
"But not exactly like a pulp science-fiction story,""'
said. "~ "No, not exactly.'' He pushed a

button on the side of the plastic case. There was a faint whirring sound from inside
the gadget, followed by a brief,

whi stling beep. The thing sitting on his lap |ooked |ike some strange stenographer's
machine . . . and | had an idea that

that wasn't far fromthe truth.

he went on, ignoring what 1'd

He |1 ooked up at nme and said, "~ ~Wat was your father's name, d yde?

I looked at him for a noment, resisting an urge to lick ny lips again. The room was
still dark, the sun still behind sone



cloud that hadn't even been in sight when | cane in off the street. Landry's face
seenmed to float in the gloomlike an

old, shrivelled balloon.

“"What's that got to do with the price of cucunbers in Mnrovia?'' | asked.

"“You don't know, do you?''

"CF course | do,'' | said, and | did. | just couldn't come up with it, that was
all--it was stuck there on the tip of ny

tongue, like Mavis Wl d's phone nunber, which had been BAyshore sonethi ng-or-other.

" How about your nother's?"'

"TQuit playing ganes with nme!'’

"“Here's an easy one--what high school did you go to? Every red- blooded Anmerican man
remenbers what school he

went to, right? O the first girl he ever went all the way with. O the town he grew
up in. Was yours San Luis

oi spo?" !

| opened ny nouth, but this tine nothing cane out.

T Carnel ?'

That sounded right . . . and then felt all wong. My head was whirling.

O maybe it was Dusty Bottom New Mexico.''

““Cut the crap!'' | shouted.

""Do you know? Do you?''

““Yes! It was--""'

He bent over. Rattled the keys of his strange steno machi ne.

"“San Diego! Born and raised!""'

He put the machine on ny desk and turned it around so | could read the words floating
in the wi ndow above the

keyboar d.

"“San Diego! Born and raised!""'

M/ eyes dropped from the window to the word stanmped into the plastic frane
surrounding it.

“"What's a Toshiba?'' | asked. "“Sonething that cones on the side when you order a
Reebok di nner?"'

““lIt's a Japanese el ectronics conpany.''
| laughed dryly. "~ “Wo're you kidding, mster? The Japs can't even nake wi nd-up toys
wi t hout getting the springs in

upsi de down. "'’

"Not now,'' he agreed, " “and speaking of now, dyde, when is now? Wiat year is it?"'



©71938,'" | said, then raised a half-nunmb hand to ny face and rubbed ny Iips.
""Wait a mnute--1939.'
"It mght even be 1940. Am | right?

I said nothing, but | felt ny face heating up

"“Don't feel bad, dyde; you don't know because |I don't know | always left it vague
The time-frame | was trying for

was actually nore of a feel . . . call it Chandler Anerican Tine, if you like. It
wor ked |ike gangbusters for nost of ny

readers, and it made things sinpler from a copy-editing standpoint as well, because
you can never exactly pinpoint the

passage of tinme. Haven't you ever noticed how often you say things like “for nore
years than | can renenber' or

“longer ago than | like to think about' or “since Hector was a pup'?

"“Nope--can't say that | have.'' But now that he nmentioned it, | did notice. And that

made ne think of the L.A Tines. |

read it every day, but exactly which days were they? You couldn't tell fromthe paper
itself, because there was never a

date on the masthead, only that slogan which reads “~“America's Fairest Newspaper in
Arerica's Fairest Gty.'

"“You say those things because tine doesn't really pass in this world. It is . . ."'
He paused, then smiled. It was a terrible

thing to look at, that smle, full of yearning and strange greed. "It is one of its
many charmns,'' he finished.

I was scared, but 1've always been able to bite the bullet when | felt it really
needed biting, and this was one of those
times. ““Tell ne what the hell's going on here.'

"TAl right . . . but you're already beginning to know, dyde. Aren't you?

"“Maybe. | don't know ny dad's name or nmy nomis nane or the name of the first girl
ever went to bed with because
you don't know them 1Is that it?"’

He nodded, smiling the way a teacher would smile at a pupil who's nmade a |leap of
logic and come up with the right
answer against all odds. But his eyes were still full of that terrible synpathy.

"“And when you wote San Diego on your gadget there and it came into ny head at the
same tine . "

He nodded, encouragi ng mne.

"It isn't just the Fulwider Building you own, is it?'' | swallowed, trying to get
rid of a large blockage in ny throat that
had no intention of going anywhere. " You own everything.'

But Landry was shaking his head. ~“Not everything. Just Los Angeles and a few
surroundi ng areas. This version of Los

Angeles, that 1is, <conplete wth the occasional continuity glitch or rnade-up
addition.'

“TBull,"' | said, but | whispered the word.



""See the picture on the wall to the left of the door, dyde?

| glanced at it, but hardly had to; it was Wshington crossing the Del aware, and it
had been there since . . . well, since
Hector was a pup

Landry had taken his plastic Buck Rogers steno machine back onto his lap, and was
bendi ng over it.

""Don't do that!'' | shouted, and tried to reach for him | couldn't do it. My arns
had no strength, it seenmed, and |I could
sunmon no resolve. | felt lethargic, drained, as if | had |ost about three pints of

bl ood and was | osing nore all the tine.

He rattled the keys again. Turned the machine toward me so | could read the words in
the wi ndow. They read: On the

wall to the left of the door |eading out to Candy-Land, Qur Revered Leader hangs

but always slightly askew That's

ny way of keeping himin perspective.

| | ooked back at the picture. George Washington was gone, replaced by a photo of
Franklin Roosevelt. F.D.R had a grin

on his face and his cigarette holder jutting upward at that angle his supporters
think of as jaunty and his detractors as

arrogant. The picture was hanging slightly askew.

"l don't need the laptop to do it,'' he said. He sounded a little enbarrassed, as if
I'd accused him of sonething. "I can

do it just by concentrating--as you saw when the nunbers disappeared from your
blotter--but the |aptop hel ps.

Because I'mused to witing things down, | suppose. And then editing them In a way,
editing and rewiting are the nost

fascinating parts of the job, because that's where the final changes--usually small
but often crucial--take place and the

picture really comes into focus.'

| looked back at Landry, and when | spoke, ny voice was dead. "~“You made ne up,
didn't you?

He nodded, | ooking strangely ashamed, as if what he had done was sonething dirty.

““Wien?'' | uttered a strange, croaky little laugh. O is that the right
guestion?''

"l don't know if it is or isn't,"" he said, ““and | inmmgine any witer would tell
you about the sanme. It didn't happen all at

once--that much |I'm sure of. It's been an ongoing process. You first showed up in

Scarlet Town, but | wote that back
in 1977 and you' ve changed a lot since then.'

1977, 1 thought. A Buck Rogers year for sure. | didn't want to believe this was
happeni ng, wanted to believe it was all a

dream ddly enough, it was the snell of his cologne that kept me from being able to
do that--that famliar snell 1'd

never snelled in ny life. How could | have? It was Arams, a brand as unfamiliar to
nme as Toshi ba.

But he was goi ng on.

"“You've grown a lot nore conplex and interesting. You were pretty one-dinensional to



start with.'' He cleared his

throat and smled down at his hands for a nonent. "~ “Wat a pisser for ne.''’

He winced a little at the anger in ny voice, but made hinself |ook up again, just the
same. " Your |ast book was How

Like a Fallen Angel. | started that one in 1990, but it took until 1993 to finish.
I've had some problens in the interim
M life has been . . . interesting.'' He gave the word an ugly, bitter twst.

""Witers don't do their best work during

interesting times, Cyde. Take ny word for it.'

I glanced at the baggy way his hobo clothes hung on him and decided he might have a
point there. " “Maybe that's why

you screwed up in such a big way on this one,'' | said. "“~“That stuff about the
lottery and the forty thousand dollars was

pure guff--they pay off in pesos south of the border."'

I knew that,'' he said mldly. ““I'm not saying | don't goof up from time to
time--1 may be a kind of God in this
world, or to this world, but in ny owmn |I'm perfectly human--but when | do goof up,

you and your fellow characters

never know it, Cdyde, because ny mistakes and continuity |apses are part of your
truth. No, Peoria was lying. | knew it,

and | wanted you to know it."'

Wy 2"
He shrugged, again looking uneasy and a little ashaned. "““To prepare you for ny
coming a little, | suppose. That's what
all of it was for, starting with the Demmicks. | didn't want to scare you any nore

than | had to.'

Any private eye worth his salt has a pretty good idea when the person in the client's
chair is lying and when he's telling

the truth; knowi ng when the client is telling the truth but purposely leaving gaps is
ararer talent, and | doubt if even the

geni uses anong us can tap it all the tine. Maybe | was only tapping it now because ny
brai nwaves and Landry's were

marching in lock-step, but | was tapping it. There was stuff he wasn't telling me
The question was whether or not |

should call himon it.

What stopped ne was a sudden, horrible intuition that cane waltzing out of nowhere
i ke a ghost oozing out of the

wal | of a haunted house. It had to do with the Denm cks. The reason they'd been so
qui et last night was because dead

peopl e don't engage in nmarital spats--it's one of those rules, like the one that says
crap rolls downhill, that you can

pretty much count on through thick and thin. >From alnost the first noment 1'd net
him 1'd sensed there was a violent

temper under Ceorge's urbane top layer, and that there might be a sharp-clawed bitch
lurking in the shadows behind
Aoria Denmick's pretty face and daffy demeanor. They were just a little too Cole
Porter to be true, if you see what |
mean. And now | was somehow sure that George had finally snapped and killed his wife
probably their yappy

Welsh Corgi, as well. Qoria mght be sitting propped up in the bathroom corner
bet ween the shower and the toil et
right now, her face black, her eyes bulging like old dull marbles, her tongue

protrudi ng between her blue lips. The dog



was lying with its head in her lap and a wire coathanger twi sted around its neck, its
shrill bark stilled forever. And

George? Dead on the bed with GQoria s bottle of Veronal s--now enpty--standi ng beside
himon the night-table. No

more parties, no nore jitterbugging at Al Arif, no nore frothy upper-class nurder
cases in Palm Desert or Beverly

den. They were cooling off now, drawing flies, growing pale under their fashionable
pool si de tans.

George and doria Denmck, who had died inside this man's nachine. Wo had died
inside this nman's head.

"“You did one lousy job of not scaring ne,'' | said, and inmediately wondered if it
woul d have been possible for himto
do a good one. Ask yourself this: how do you get a person ready to neet God? I'Il bet

even Moses got a little hot under
the robe when he saw that bush start to glow, and |I'm nothing but a shanus who works
for forty a day plus expenses.

""How Like a Fallen Angel was the Mavis Weld story. The nane, Mavis Weld, is from a
novel called The Little Sister

By Rayrmond Chandler.'' He looked at me with a kind of troubled uncertainty that had
sone small whiff of gquilt init.

““It's an hommage.'' He said the first syllable so it rhyned with Rone.

""Bully for you,'' | said, “~“but the guy's nane rings no bells."’
TOF course not. In your world--which is ny version of L.A, of course --Chandler
never existed. Nevertheless, |'ve

used all sorts of names from his books in nmne. The Fulwider Building is where
Chandl er's detective, Philip Marl owe,

had his office. Vernon Klein . . . Peoria Smth . . . and dyde Umey, of course.
That was the nane of the lawer in
Pl ayback. '

"“And you call those things hommages?''
““That's right."’

"If you say so, but it sounds like a fancy word for plain old copying to ne.'' But
it made ne feel funny, know ng that
ny name had been made up by a man |1'd never heard of in a world |I'd never dreanmed of.

Landry had the good grace to flush, but his eyes didn't drop.

"TAll right; perhaps | did do a little pilfering. Certainly | adopted Chandler's
style for ny own, but I'mhardly the first;

Ross Macdonald did the sane thing in the fifties and sixties, Robert Parker did it in
the seventies and eighties, and the

critics decked themw th laurel |eaves for it. Besides, Chandler |earned from Hanmett
and Hem ngway, not to nention

pul p-witers like--""'

I held up ny hand. "““Let's skip the lit class and get down to the bottom line. This
is crazy, but--''" M eyes drifted to

the picture of Roosevelt, fromthere they went to the eerily blank blotter, and from
there they went back to the haggard

face on the other side of the desk. “~"--but let's say | believe it. Wat are you
doi ng here? What did you come for?"'



Except | already knew. | detect for a living, but the answer to that one canme from ny
heart, not ny head

I came for you.''

“For ne.'
"“Sorry, yes. |I'm afraid you'll have to start thinking of your life in a new way,
Cyde. As . . . well . . . a pair of shoes,

let's say. You're stepping out and |I'm stepping in. And once |'ve got the |laces tied,
I'mgoing to wal k away.'

O course. O course he was. And | suddenly knew what | had to do . . . the only
thing I could do.

CGet rid of him

| let a big smle spread across ny face. A tell-ne-nore snmle. At the same tine |
coiled ny legs under me, getting

them ready to launch ne across the desk at him Only one of us could leave this
office, that nuch was clear. | intended

to be the one.

"Ch, really?' | said. "“How fascinating. And what happens to ne, Samy? Wat
happens to the shoel ess private eye?
What happens to d yde--'

Umey, the last word was supposed to be ny last name, the last word this interloping,
i nvadi ng thief would ever hear in

his life. The minute it was out of ny mouth |I intended to |eap. The trouble was, that
t el epat hy busi ness seenmed to work

both ways. | saw an expression of alarm dawn in his eyes, and then they slipped shut
and his mouth tightened with

concentration. He didn't bother with the Buck Rogers machine; | suppose he knew there

was no tinme for it.

"His revelations hit nme |like sone kind of debilitating drug,"' he said, speaking
in the low but carrying tone of one

who recites rather than sinply speaking. °° "Al the strength went out of ny nuscles,
ny legs felt like a couple of

strands of al dente spaghetti, and all | could do was flop back in ny chair and | ook

at him' "'

| flopped back in ny chair, ny legs uncoiling beneath me, unable to do anything but
[ ook at him

“Not very good,'' he said apologetically, "““but rapid conposition has never been a
strong point of mne.'

“You bastard,'' | rasped weakly. ““You son of a bitch.'

" Yes, he agreed. "I suppose | am"''

"Wy are you doing this? Wiy are you stealing ny life?

Hs eyes flickered with anger at that. "~~“Your life? You know better than that, d yde,
even if you don't want to admit it.

It isn't your life at all. | made you up, starting on one rainy day in January of
1977 and continuing right up to the

present time. | gave you your life, and it's mne to take away.'



““Very noble,'" | sneered, “~“but if God cane down here right now and started yanking
your life apart like bad stitches in
a scarf, you might find it a little easier to appreciate ny point of view''

"TAl right,'" he said, 'l suppose you've got a point. But why argue it? Arguing
with one's self is like playing solitaire

chess--a fair game results in a stalemate every tine. Let's just say |I'm doing it
because | can.''

| felt a little calmer, all of a sudden. | had been down this street before. When
they got the drop on you, you had to get

them tal king and keep them talking. It had worked with Mavis Wld and it would work
here. They said stuff like Vell,

| suppose it won't hurt you to know now or What harm can it do?

Mavi s' s version had been downright elegant: | want you to know, Umey--1 want you to
take the truth to hell wth you.

You can pass it on to the devil over cake and coffee. It really didn't matter what
they said, but if they were tal king, they

weren't shooti ng.

Al ways keep emtal king, that was the thing. Keep emtal king and just hope the cavalry
woul d show up from
sonmewher e.

"“The question is, why do you want to?'' | asked. ““It's hardly the usual thing, is
it? I mean, aren't you witer types
usual ly content to cash the checks when they cone, and go about your business?''

"“You're trying to keep ne talking, dyde. Aren't you?''

That hit ne like a sucker-punch to the gut, but playing it down to the last card was
the only choice | had. | grinned and

shrugged. "~ Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, | really do want to know'' And there was
no lie in that.

He | ooked unsure for a noment |onger, bent over and touched the keys inside that
strange plastic case (I felt cranps in
ny legs and gut and chest as he stroked then), then strai ghtened up again.

"l suppose it won't hurt you to know now,'' he said finally. “~“After all, what harm
can it do?"’

"Not a bit."'

"“You're a clever boy, Oyde,'' he said, ““and you're perfectly right --witers very
rarely plunge all the way into the

worlds they've created, and when they do | think they end up doing it strictly in
their heads, while their bodies vegetate

in some nmental asylum Mst of us are content sinply to be tourists in the country of
our imaginations. Certainly that

was the case with me. I"'mnot a fast witer--conposition has always been torture for
me, | think I told you that--but I

managed five Oyde Umey books in ten years, each nore successful than the last. In
1983 | left ny job as regional

manager for a big insurance conpany and started to wite full-time. | had a wife |

loved, a little boy that kicked the sun
out of bed every norning and put it to bed every night--that's how it seenmed to ne,
anyway--and | didn't think life



could get any better.''

He shifted in the overstuffed client's chair, nmoved his hand, and | saw the cigarette
burn Ardis MG Il had put in the
over-stuffed armwas al so gone. He voiced a bitterly cold |augh.

"And | was right,'" he said. "It couldn't get any better, but it could get a whole
hell of a lot worse. And did. About

three nonths after | started How Like a Fallen Angel, Danny--our little boy--fell out
of a swng in the park and

bashed his head. Col d-conked hinself, in your parlance."'’

A brief smle, every bit as cold and bitter as the laugh had been, crossed his face.
It came and went at the speed of grief.

""He bled a lot--you've seen enough head-wounds in your time to know how they
are--and it scared the crap out of

Li nda, but the doctors were good and it did turn out to be only a concussion; they
got him stabilized and gave him a pint

of blood to make up for what he'd lost. Mybe they didn't have to--and that haunts
me--but they did. The real

problem wasn't with his head, you see; it was with that pint of blood. It was
infected with AIDS. "'

" Come again?''

““It's sonmething you can thank your God you don't know about,'’ Landry said. "It
doesn't exist in your time, Cdyde. It

won't show up until the m d-seventies. Like Aram s col ognhe.""'
"“What does it do?''

""Eats away at your immune system until the whole thing collapses |ike the wonderf ul
one- hoss shay. Then every bug
circling around out there, from cancer to chicken pox, rushes in and has a party."''

" Cood Christ!"'

Hs smle cane and went like a cranp. “"If you say so. AIDS is primarily a sexually
transmtted di sease, but every now

and then it pops up in the blood supply. | suppose you could say ny kid won big in a
very unlucky version of la loteria.""'

“I'msorry,'"" | said, and although | was scared to death of this thin man with the
tired face, | neant it. Losing a kid to
sonething like that . . . what could be worse? Probably sonething, yeah--there's

al ways sonet hi ng--but you'd have to
sit down and think about it, wouldn't you?

"“Thanks,'' he said. ""“Thanks, dyde. It went fast for him at least. He fell out of
the swing in May. The first purple

bl ot ches-- Kaposi's sarcoma--showed up in time for his birthday in Septenber. He died
on March 18, 1991. And

maybe he didn't suffer as nuch as some of them do, but he suffered. Ch yes, he
suffered. "’

I didn't have the slightest idea what Kaposi's sarcoma was, either, and decided I
didn't want to ask. | knew nore than |
wanted to al ready.



"“You can maybe understand why it slowed me down a little on your book,'' he said.
““Can't you, Cyde?"'

| nodded.

"1 pushed on, though. Mstly because | think nmake-believe is a great healer. Maybe |
have to believe that. | tried to get

on with ny life, too, but things kept going wong with it--it was as if How Like a
Fall en Angel was sone kind of

wei rd bad-luck charmthat had turned me into Job. My wife went into a deep depression
foll owi ng Danny's death, and

was so concerned with her that | hardly noticed the red patches that had started
breaking out on ny |legs and stomach

and chest. And the itching. | knew it wasn't AIDS, and at first that was all | was
concerned with. But as tine went on

and things got worse . . . have you ever had shingles, dyde?

Then he laughed and <clapped the heel of his hand to his forehead in a
what - a- dunce-1-am gesture before | coul d shake
ny head.

"TOF course you haven't--you've never had nore than a hangover. Shingles, ny shanus
friend, is a funny nanme for a

terrible, chronic ailment. There's sonme pretty good nmedicine available to help
alleviate the synmptons in ny version of

Los Angeles, but it wasn't helping ne nuch; by the end of 1991 | was in agony. Part
of it was general depression over

what had happened to Danny, of course, but nost of it was the agony and the itching
That woul d make an interesting

book title about a tortured witer, don't you think? The Agony and the Itching, or,
Thomas Hardy Faces Puberty.'' He

voi ced a harsh, distracted little |augh

" “What ever you say, Sam''

"l say it was a season in hell. O course it's easy to make light of it now, but by
Thanksgi ving of that year it was no
joke--1 was getting three hours of sleep a night, tops, and | had days when it felt

like ny skin was trying to crawl right

off ny body and run away |ike The G ngerbread Man. And | suppose that's why | didn't
see how bad it was getting with

Li nda. "'

| didn't know, couldn't know . . . but | did. ““She killed herself."

He nodded. ““In March of 1992, on the anniversary of Daniel's death. Over two years
ago now. '’

A single tear tracked down his winkled, prematurely aged cheek, and | had an idea
that he had gotten old in one hell of
a hurry. It was sort of awful, realizing |I had been nade by such a bush-Ieague

version of God, but it also explained a

lot. My shortcom ngs, mainly.
"“That's enough,'' he said in a voice which was blurred with anger as well as tears.
""Get to the point, you'd say. In ny

time we say cut to the chase, but it comes to the sane. | finished the book. On the
day | discovered Linda dead in
bed--the way the police are going to find Aoria Denmck later today, Cyde--1 had

fini shed one hundred and ninety



pages of manuscript. | was up to the part where you fish Mavis's brother out of Lake
Tahoe. | cane hone fromthe

funeral three days later, fired up the word-processor, and got started right in on
page one-ni nety-one. Does that shock

you?"'

""No,'" | said. | thought about asking him what a word-processor mght be, then
decided | didn't have to. The thing in
his lap was a word-processor, of course. Had to be

"“You're in a decided mnority,'' Landry said. "It shocked what few friends | had
| eft, shocked them plenty. Linda's

relatives thought |I had all the emption of a warthog. | didn't have the energy to
explain that | was trying to save nyself.

Frog them as Peoria would say. | grabbed ny book the way a drowning man would grab a
life-ring. | grabbed you

Cyde. My case of the shingles was still bad, and that slowed ne down--to sone extent
it kept ne out, or | mght have

gotten here sooner--but it didn't stop ne. I started getting a Ilittle
better--physically, at least--right around the tinme I

finished the book. But when | had finished, | fell into what | suppose nust have been
ny own state of depression. | went

through the edited script in a kind of daze. | felt such a feeling of regret . . . of
loss . . .'"" He looked directly at me and

said, ~“Does any of this make any sense to you?

"It makes sense,'' | said. And it did. In a crazy sort of way.

"“There were lots of pills left in the house,'' he said. "“Linda and | were |like the
Demmicks in a lot of ways, Cyde--we

really did believe in living better chemcally, and a couple of times | cane very

close to taking a couple of double

handful s. The way the thought always came to ne wasn't in ternms of suicide, but in
terms of wanting to catch up to

Li nda and Danny. To catch up while there was still tine.’

| nodded. It was what |'d thought about Ardis MG Il when, three days after we'd said
toodl e-oo0 to each other in

Blondie's, I'd found her in that stuffy attic room with a small blue hole in the
center of her forehead. Except it had been

Sam Landry who had really killed her, and who had acconplished the deed with a kind
of flexible bullet to the brain.

O course it had been. In ny world Sam Landry, this tired- |looking man in the hobo's
pants, was responsible for

everything. The idea should have seened crazy, and it did . . . but it was getting
saner all the tinmne.

| found | had just energy enough to swivel ny chair and look out ny w ndow What I
saw sonmehow did not surprise me

in the least: Sunset Boulevard and all that surrounded it had frozen solid. Cars,
buses, pedestrians, all stopped dead in

their tracks. It was a Kodak snapshot world out there, and why not? Its creator could
not be bothered w th ani mating

much of it, at least for the time being; he was still caught in the whirlpool of his
own pain and grief. Hell, | was |ucky

to still be breathing nyself.

""So what happened?'' | asked. ““How did you get here, San? Can | call you that? Do

you m nd?'



"No, | don't mnd. | can't give you a very good answer, though, because | don't
exactly know. Al | know for sure is
that every time | thought of the pills, | thought of you. What | thought specifically
was, ~Cyde Umey woul d never do
this, and he'd sneer at anyone who did. He'd call it the coward's way out.' '

I considered that, found it fair enough, and nodded. For soneone staring sone
horrible ailment in the face--Vernon's

cancer, or the msbegotten nightmare that had killed this man's son--1 night make an
exception, but take the pipe just

because you were depressed? That was for pansies.

"“Then | thought, "But that's Cyde Umey, and Cyde is nake-believe . . . just a
figment of your inmagination.' That

idea wouldn't live, though. It's the dunbbells of the world--politicians and |awyers,
for the nost part--who sneer at

i magi nation, and think a thing isn't real unless they can snoke it or stroke it or
feel it or fuck it. They think that way

because they have no inmagination thenselves, and they have no idea of its power. |
knew better. Hell, | ought to-- ny

i magi nati on has been buying ny food and paying the nortgage for the last ten years or
so.

""At the sane tinme, | knew | couldn't go on living in what | used to think of as “the
real world,' by which | suppose we

all mean “the only world.' That's when | started to realize there was only one place
left where I could go and feel

wel conme, and only one person | could be when |I got there. The place was here--Los
Angel es, in 1930-sonet hing. And

the person was you.''

| heard that faint whirring sound conming from inside his gadget again, but | didn't
turn around.

Partly because | was afraid to

And partly because | no longer knew if | could.

VI. Umey's Last Case.

On the street seven stories below, a man was frozen with his head half-turned to |ook
at the woman on the corner, who

was clinbing up the step of the eight-fifty bus headed downtown. She had exposed a
monentary | ength of beautiful

leg, and this was what the man was looking at. A little farther down the street a boy
was holding out his battered old

basebal |l glove to catch the ball frozen in md-air just above his head. And, floating
six feet above the street |ike a ghost

called up by a third-rate swam at a carnival seance, was one of the newspapers from
Peoria Smith's overturned table.

Incredibly, | could see the two photographs on it from up here: Htler above the
fold, the recently deceased Cuban

bandl eader below it.

Landry's voice seened to cone froma |long way off.

"TAt first | thought that nmeant |1'd be spending the rest of ny life in sone nut-ward,



thinking | was you, but that was al

right, because it would only be ny physical self locked up in the funny-farm do you
see? And then, gradually, | began

to realize that it could be a lot nore than that . . . that maybe there mght be a
way | could actually . . . well . . . slip al

the way in. And do you know what the key was?'

“Yes,'' | said, not |ooking around. That whir cane again as sonething in his gadget
revol ved, and suddenly the
newspaper frozen in md-air flapped off down the frozen Boul evard. A monent or two
later an old DeSoto rolled
jerkily through the intersection of Sunset and Fernando. It struck the boy wearing
the baseball gl ove, and both he and

the DeSoto sedan disappeared. Not the ball, though. It fell into the street, rolled
hal fway to the gutter, then froze solid
agai n.

"“You do?'' He sounded surprised
"“Yeah. Peoria was the key.'

““That's right.'' He laughed, then cleared his throat--nervous sounds, both of them
"1 keep forgetting that you're ne.'

It was a luxury | didn't have.

"I was fooling around with a new book, and not getting anywhere. |'d tried Chapter
One six different ways to Sunday

before realizing a really interesting thing: Peoria Smith didn't |ike you."'

That made ne swing around in a hurry. "~ The hell you say!'

I didn't think you'd believe it, but it's the truth, and |I'd sonmehow known it all
along. | don't want to convene the lit

class again, Cyde, but 1'lIl tell you one thing about ny trade--witing stories in
the first person is a funny, tricky
business. It's as if everything the witer knows conmes from his main character, like

a series of letters or dispatches from

sone far-off battle zone. It's very rare for the witer to have a secret, but in this
case | did. It was as if your little part

of Sunset Boul evard were the Garden of Eden--'

I never heard it called that before,'' | remnmarked

“'--and there was a snake in it, one | saw and you didn't. A snake named Peoria
Smth.'

Qutside, the frozen world that he'd called ny Garden of Eden continued to darken,
al t hough the sky was cloudl ess. The

Red Door, a nightclub reputedly owned by Lucky Luciano, disappeared. For a nonent
there was just a hole where it

had been, and then a new building filled it--a restaurant called Petit Déjeuner with
a wi ndow full of ferns. | glanced up

the street and saw that other changes were going on--new buildings were replacing old
ones with silent, spooky speed

They meant | was running out of time; | knew this. Unfortunately, | knew sonething
el se, as well--there was probably

not going to be any nick in this bundle of time. Wen God wal ks into your office and
tells you He's decided he |ikes

your life better than Hs own, what the hell are your options?



"1 junked all the various drafts of the novel I'd started two nonths after ny wife's
death,'' Landry said. "It was
easy--poor crippled things that they were. And then | started a new one. | called it
can you guess, Cyde?"'

““Sure,'' | said, and swung around. It took all ny strength, but what | suppose this
geek would call ny "~ notivation'

was good. Sunset Strip isn't exactly the Chanps Elysees or Hyde Park, but it's ny
world. | didn't want to watch him

tear it apart and rebuild it the way he wanted it. "°| suppose you called it Umey's
Last Case.''

He | ooked faintly surprised. " You suppose right.'

I waved ny hand. It was an effort, but | managed. "I didn't win the Shanus of the
Year Award in 1934 and '35 for

not hi ng, you know. '’

He smiled at that. “~“Yes. | always did like that line.'

Suddenly | hated him-hated himlike poison. If | could have sumoned the strength to
| unge across the desk and choke

the life out of him | would have done it. He saw it, too. The smile faded.

"“Forget it, Cyde--you wouldn't have a chance.'

"Wy don't you get out of here?'' | grated at him ~“Just get out and let a working
stiff alone?"’

""Because | can't. | couldn't even if | wanted to . . . and | don't.'' He |ooked at
me with an odd m xture of anger and
pleading. ~“Try to look at it fromny point of view, Cyde--'

""Do | have any choice? Have | ever?

He ignored that. "“Here's a world where I'Il never get any older, a year where all
the clocks are stopped at just about
ei ghteen nonths before World War |1, where the newspapers always cost three cents,

where | can eat all the eggs and
red meat | want and never have to worry about ny chol esterol level."'

"l don't have the slightest idea what you're tal king about.'

He leaned forward earnestly. ““No, you don't! And that's exactly the point, d yde!
This is a world where | can really do

the job | dreamed about doing when | was a little boy--1 can be a private eye. | can
go racketing around in a fast car at
two in the norning, shoot it out with hoodl uns--knowing they nay die but I won't--and

wake up eight hours later

next to a beautiful chanteuse with the birds twittering in the trees and the sun
shining in ny bedroom wi ndow. That

clear, beautiful California sun.''

"My bedroom wi ndow faces west,'' | said.

"Not anynore,'' he replied calmy, and | felt ny hands curl into strengthless fists
on the arns of ny chair. “~“Do you see

how wonderful it is? How perfect? In this world, people don't go half-nad wth

itching caused by a stupid, undignified



di sease called shingles. In this world, people don't go gray, let alone bald.""’
He | ooked at me levelly, and in his gaze | saw no hope for me. No hope at all.

““In this world, beloved sons never die of AIDS and beloved w ves never take
overdoses of sleeping pills. Besides, you

were always the outsider here, not ne, no matter how it might have felt to you. This
is ny world, born in ny

i magi nation and maintained by ny effort and anbition. | loaned it to you for awhile,
that's all . . . and now |I'm taking

it back.''

""Finish telling nme how you got in, will you do that much? | really want to hear."''

"It was easy. | tore it apart, starting with the Denm cks, who were never nuch nore
than a lousy imtation of N ck and

Nora Charles, and rebuilt it in ny owm image. | took away all the bel oved supporting
characters, and now |I'm renovi ng

all the old landmarks. I'mpulling the rug out from under you a strand at a time, in
other words, and I'mnot proud of it,

but I am proud of the sustained effort of will it's taken to pull it off."’

"What's happened to you back in your own world?'' | was still keeping him talking,

but now it was nothing but habit,
like an old milk-horse finding his way back to the barn on a snowy norning.

He shrugged. "~ "Dead, maybe. O nmaybe | really have left a physical self--a
husk--sitting catatonic in some nental

institution. I don't think either of those things is really the case, though--all of
this feels too real. No, | think | made it

all the way, Cyde. | think that back home they're looking for a mssing witer
with no idea that he's disappeared

into the storage banks of his own word-processor. And the truth is | really don't
care. "'

T And nme? What happens to nme?"

""Cyde,'' he said, “°| don't care about that, either."''
He bent over his gadget again.

““Don't!'' | said sharply.

He | ooked up.

I . . ."" 1 heard the quiver in ny voice, tried to control it, and found |
couldn't. "“"Mster, |'mafraid. Please |eave ne

alone. | know it's not really nmy world out there anynore--hell, in here, either--but
it's the only world I'Il ever cone

close to knowing. Let me have what's left of it. Please."’

""Too late, Oyde.'' Again | heard that nerciless regret in his voice. ~~dose your
eyes. |I'lIl make it as fast as | can.''
| tried to junp him-1 tried as hard as | could. | didn't nove so much as an iota.

And as far as closing ny eyes went, |
di scovered | didn't need to. Al the light had gone out of the day, and the office
was as dark as mdnight in a coal sack.

| sensed rather than saw him | ean over the desk toward ne. | tried to draw back and



di scovered | couldn't even do that.
Sonet hing dry and rustly touched ny hand and | screaned.

"“Take it easy, Cyde.'' H's voice, comng out of the darkness. Coming not just from
in front of ne but from
everywhere. O course, | thought. After all, I'ma figment of his imagination. “~"It's

only a check.""'
"A . . . check?"'

"“Yes. For five thousand dollars. You' ve sold ne the business. The painters wll
scratch your nane off the door and

paint mne on before they leave tonight.'' He sounded dreany. "~ Sanuel D. Landry,
Private Detective. It's got a great

ring, doesn't it?"'

| tried to beg and found | couldn't. Now even ny voice had failed ne.

"Get ready,'' he said. "7l don't know exactly what's coming, Cyde, but it's comng
now. | don't think it'll hurt.'" But |
don't really care if it does--that was the part he didn't say.

That faint whirring sound cane out of the blackness. | felt ny chair nelt away
beneath ne, and suddenly | was falling.

Landry's voice fell with me, reciting along with the clicks and taps of his fabul ous
futuristic steno nachine, reciting the

last two sentences of a novel called Umey's Last Case.

"So | left town, and as to where | finished up . . . well, mster, | think that's
ny business. Don't you?' "'

There was a brilliant green light below ne. | was falling toward it. Soon it would
consume me, and the only feeling I
had was one of relief.

"THE END,' '' Landry's voice booned, and then | fell into the green light, it was
shining through nme, in me, and
Cyde Umey was no nore.

So | ong, shanus.

VI1. The Gther Side of the Light.
Al that was six nonths ago.

| cane to on the floor of a gloonmy roomwith a humming in ny ears, pushed nyself to
ny knees, shook ny head to

clear it, and looked up into the bright green glare I'd fallen through, like Aice
t hrough the | ooking glass. | saw a Buck

Rogers machine that was the big brother of the one Landry had brought into ny office.
Geen letters shone on it and |

pushed nyself to ny feet so | could read them absently running ny fingernails up and
down over ny |lower arns as |

did so:

So |l left towmn, and as to where | finished up . . . well, mster, | think that's ny
busi ness. Don't you?



And bel ow that, capitalized and centered, two more words: THE END.

I read it again, now running ny fingers over ny stomach. | was doing it because there
was sonething wong with ny

skin, something that wasn't exactly painful but was certainly bothersome. As soon as
it rose to the fore in ny mnd,

realized that weird sensation was going on everywhere--the nape of ny neck, the backs
of nmy thighs, in ny crotch.

Shingles, | thought suddenly. 1've got Landry's shingles. Wat |I'm feeling is
itching, and the reason | didn't recognize it
right away is because--

" Because |'ve never had an itch before,'' | said, and then the rest of it clicked
into place. The click was so sudden and so

hard that | actually swayed on ny feet. | walked slowy across to a mrror on the
wall, trying not to scratch ny weirdly

craw ing skin, knowing | was going to see an aged version of ny face, a face cut with
lines like old dry washes and
topped with a shock of |ackluster white hair.

Now | knew what happened when witers sonmehow took over the lives of the characters
they had created. It wasn't
exactly theft after all

More of a swap.

| stood staring into Landry's face--ny face, only aged fifteen hard years--and felt
ny skin tingling and buzzing.

Hadn't he said his shingles had been getting better? If this was better, how had he
endured worse w thout going

conpl etely insane?

I was in Landry's house, of course--ny house, now-and in the bathroom off the study,
| found the medication he took

for his shingles. | took ny first dose less than an hour after | cane to on the fl oor
bel ow his desk and the hunm ng
machine on it, and it was as if | had swallowed his life instead of nedicine

As if |I'd swall owed his whole life.

These days the shingles are a thing of the past, |I'm happy to report. Maybe it just
ran its course, but | like to think that

the old dyde Umey spirit had something to do with it--dyde was never sick a day in
his life, you know, and

although I seemto always have the sniffles in this run-down Sam Landry body, 1'Il be
dammed if 1'Il give in to them.

and since when did it hurt to turn on a little of that positive thinking? | think the
correct answer to that one is " since

never."''

There have been sonme pretty bad days, though, the first one comng less than
twenty-four hours after I showed up in the

unbel i evabl e year of 1994. | was | ooking through Landry's fridge for sonmething to eat
(1'd pigged out on his Black

Horse Ale the night before and felt it couldn't hurt ny hangover to eat sonething)
when a sudden pain knifed into ny

guts. | thought | was dying. It got worse, and | knew | was dying. | fell to the
kitchen floor, trying not to scream A



monment or two | ater, sonething happened, and the pain eased.

Most of ny life I've been using the phrase "°|I don't give a shit.'' Al that has
changed, starting that norning. | cleaned

nmyself up, then clinbed the stairs, knowing what 1'd find in the bedroom wet sheets
in Landry's bed.

M/ first week in Landry's world was spent nostly in toilet-training myself. In ny
worl d, of course, nobody ever went

to the bathroom O to the dentist, for that matter, and ny first trip to the one
listed in Landry's Rol odex is sonething I

don't even want to think about, |et alone discuss.

But there's been an occasional rose in this nest of branbles. For one thing, there's
been no need to go job-hunting in

Landry's confusing, jet-propelled world; his books apparently continue to sell very
well, and | have no probl em cashing

the checks that come in the mail. My signature and his are, of course, identical. As
for any noral conpunctions | m ght

have about doing that, don't make me |augh. Those checks are for stories about ne.
Landry only wote them | lived

them Hell, | deserved fifty thou and a rabies shot just for getting wthin
scratching distance of Mavis Wl d' s claws.

| expected to have problems with Landry's so-called friends, but | suppose a
heavy-duty shanus |ike nme should have

known better--would a guy with any real friends want to disappear into a world he'd
created on the soundstage of his

own inmmgination? Not likely. Landry's friends were his son and his wife, and they
were dead. There are acquai ntances

and nei ghbors, but they seemto accept ne as him The worman across the street throws
me puzzled glances fromtime to

time, and her little girl cries when | come near even though | used to baby-sit for
them every now and then (the wonman

says | did, anyway, and why would she lie?), but that's no big deal

| have even spoken to Landry's agent, a guy from New York named Verrill. He wants to
know when I'm going to start a
new book.

Soon, | tell him Soon

Mostly | stay in. | have no urge to explore the world Landry pushed ne into when he
pushed me out of ny own; | see

more than I want to on ny once-weekly trip to the bank and the grocery store, and I
threw a bookend through his awfu

tel evision machine less than two hours after | figured out how to use it. It doesn't
surprise ne that Landry wanted to

| eave this groaning world with its freight of disease and sensel ess violence--a world
where naked wonen dance in

ni ght cl ub wi ndows, and sex with them can kill you

No, | spend ny time inside, nostly. | have re-read each of his novels, and each one
is like leafing through the pages of a

wel | -1 oved scrapbook. And I've taught nyself to use his word-processing machine, of

course. It's not like the

tel evision machine; the screen is simlar, but on the word-processor, you can make
what ever pictures you want to see

because they all cone from inside your own head.



| like that.

I've been getting ready, you see--trying sentences and discarding them the way you
try pieces in a jigsaw puzzle. And

this morning | wote a few that seemright . . . or alnobst right. Want to hear? Ckay,
here goes:

When | | ooked toward the door, | saw a very chastened, very downcast Peoria Smth
standing there. “°| guess | treated

you pretty bad the last tine | saw you, M. Umey,'' he said. “°I came to say |I'm
sorry.'' It had been over six nonths,

but he | ooked the sanme as ever. And | do nean the sane.
““You're still wearing your cheaters,'' | said.

"“Yeah. W tried the operation, but it didn't work.'' He sighed, then grinned and
shrugged. In that nonent he | ooked

like the Peoria 1'd always known. ~“What the hey, M. Umey--bein blind ain't so
bad. '’

It isn't perfect; sure, | know that. | started out as a detective, not a witer. But
| believe you can do just about anything,

if you want to bad enough, and when you get right down to where the cheese binds,
this is a kind of keyhol e- peepi ng,

too. The size and shape of the word-processor keyhole are a little different, but
it's still looking into other people's

lives and then reporting back to the client on what you saw

I'"'m teaching nyself for one very sinple reason: | don't want to be here. You can call
it L.LA in 1994 if you want to;
call it hell. It's amul frozen dinners you cook in a box called a "~ mcrowave,"'

it's sneakers that | ook |ike Frankenstein

shoes, it's nusic that comes out of the radio sounding |like crows being steaned alive
in a pressure-cooker, it's--

Wll, it's everything.

I want ny life back, | want things the way they were, and | think |I know how to make
t hat happen.

You' re one sad, thieving bastard, Sam-may | still call you that?-- and | feel sorry
for you . . . but sorry only stretches

so far, because the operant word here is thieving. My original opinion on the subject
hasn't changed at all, you see--I

still don't believe that the ability to create conveys the right to steal

Wiat are you doing right this mnute, you thief? Eating dinner at that Petit Déjeuner
restaurant you made up? Sl eeping

besi de sone gorgeous honey with perfect no-sag breasts and murder up the sleeve of
her negligee? Driving down to

Malibu with carefree abandon? O just kicking back in the old office chair, enjoying
your painless, odorless, shitless

life? Wiat are you doi ng?

I'"ve been teaching nyself to wite, that's what |'ve been doing, and now that 1|'ve
found ny way in, | think 1'Il get
better in a hurry. Already | can al nbost see you

Tomorrow norning, Cyde and Peoria are going to go down to Blondie's, which has
re-opened for business. This tine



Peoria's going to take dyde up on that breakfast offer. That will be step two.

Yes, | can al nost see you, Sam and pretty soon | will. But | don't think you'll see
me. Not until | step out from behind

ny office door and wap ny hands around your throat.

This tine nobody goes hore.



