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  Tom Carpenter tripped over the curb and grabbed the lamppost to keep from falling. The narrow brick street rolled upward like the picture on a defective television.


  Tom’s stomach squirmed; he closed his eyes. It had been years since he’d done any heavy drinking. Somehow he’d managed to forget that he didn’t like being dizzy and clumsy.


  He’d order food and a nonalcoholic drink in the next bar. Abstaining or not, he had to find a next, because all the restaurants and movies had closed hours ago, and he still wasn’t ready to face what was undoubtedly waiting at home.


  When he sensed that the world had stabilized, he opened his eyes and peered up and down the street. Then he blinked and looked again.


  He was lost.


  Considering how much he’d imbibed, maybe it wasn’t too strange that he’d strayed from Martin Avenue without realizing it. But he would have sworn that he was familiar with every street in the parish, and yet he couldn’t tell where he was.


  It only rattled him for a second. Wherever he was, he couldn’t have wandered far. Sooty two-, three-, and four-story buildings with wrought-iron balconies lined the sidewalks. Many of the street lights were broken. The overflowing garbage cans stank, and when the fitful wind gusted, litter rustled and scraped down the gutters. All in all, it looked like every other commercial street in Corona City. Dark as the night was and muddled as he felt, so what if he didn’t recognize this particular block?


  Grinning at his own timidity, weaving slightly, he hurried past storefronts sealed with sheets of graffiti-covered plywood and others caged in burglar bars toward the only illuminated doorway ahead.


  But when he reached it, he hesitated. There was no sign and no neon beer logos, just a bare green bulb glowing above the door. Maybe it wasn’t a bar.


  Well, it would be easy enough to find out. He didn’t know why he was standing here staring at the brass door handle as if it were going to bite him. He gripped it and pulled.


  The space inside was blacker than the street. Black like a bar. He groped his way forward, ran into a curtain, pushed through.


  It wasn’t a bar after all.


  The room smelled of dust and incense. A few solitary candles burned here and there atop sagging bookshelves. Ranks of multicolored jars and bottles gleamed in one display case, crystals, jewelry, and a glass ball on a three-footed stand in another; posters depicting the zodiac and a hand surrounded by odd symbols and pointing arrows decorated the left-hand wall.


  Nope, not a bar and no place for him. He turned to leave.


  Something stirred in the shadows at the back of the shop. “We’re open. Please don’t go.” The voice was a rich, jolly baritone.


  When he squinted, Tom could just barely make out a counter with a massive antique cash register and a figure seated behind it. “Sorry, I’m in the wrong place.”


  “Not as far as I’m concerned,” the man at the counter said. “I don’t care whether you buy anything. You’re the first living soul I’ve seen since this morning and I’d be profoundly grateful for a few minutes of your society. Would you like to share my supper? I have fresh Cuban bread, and ham, salami, and cheese from the deli down the way.”


  “Sounds good, but—” Tom’s stomach growled, a long, loud gurgle. Both men laughed. “Well, I was planning to get something to eat, and I guess you can tell I love Cubans. Okay, what the heck.”


  As Tom crossed the room the shopkeeper’s features swam out of the murk. He was a pudgy little cherub of a man dressed in a baggy pinstriped suit. His polka-dot tie was loose, his vest and collar unbuttoned. He’d combed his few remaining strands of hair to cover as much scalp as possible.


  His lucent gray eyes glittered.


  When he met their gaze, Tom felt a chill. Had liquor always made him this paranoid? Shrugging off his trepidation, he opened the folding chair propped against the wall.


  The shopkeeper glanced over his shoulder at a percolator seething and bubbling away on a rickety three-legged table. “We’ll have espresso ready in a moment.”


  “Great. I wondered if you had electricity.”


  “Oh, certainly. I just like flame.” He began pulling food, dishes, cups, silverware, and condiments out from under the counter. “I can’t tell you how delighted I am that you decided to stay. I must confess, I didn’t think you would. I thought you’d be afraid of what your congregation would say if they caught you consorting with the proprietor of a botanica.”


  Tom remembered he wasn’t wearing his collar. “How’d you know I was a minister?”


  “Your picture was in the paper.”


  “Oh, yeah.” Once, six months ago, when the Register ran its first story about the Coalition. “You have a good memory.”


  “So aren’t you afraid?” the little man prompted again. Tom smeared mustard on his bread. “I was for just a second. But I’m sure some of the flock already spotted me boozing my way down Martin, so it’s a little late to worry about scandalizing them now. I don’t know, maybe I want to scandalize them.”


  The shopkeeper smiled; his apple cheeks dimpled. “Would you like to tell me about it?”


  “I guess not really.”


  They ate in companionable silence for a while. Then the little man said, “Actually, it would be more productive if I told you about it.”


  “Come again?”


  “I’m a cartomancer. I tell fortunes with cards.”


  Of course he did; after all, he made his living pandering to people’s superstitions. If Tom were sober, he would have been expecting some kind of a come-on. “I’m afraid I’ve drunk my wallet pretty dry.”


  “But you’re my guest. It would be gratis, of course.”


  No kidding. Maybe Tom was misjudging him. “That’s nice of you, but… no offense, but I just don’t believe in this stuff.”


  The cartomancer sighed. “A priest who doesn’t credit the supernatural. I suppose it’s a sign of the times.”


  “Don’t get me wrong. I believe in God.” A little, sometimes. “But not santeria or root or any of that.”


  “If you’re right, then it would just be a harmless parlor game, now wouldn’t it? Please, Mr. Carpenter. I’d like to offer you some guidance, and I believe I can if you’ll only permit me to try.”


  Well, Tom supposed, it would be rude to disappoint his host. Besides, it might give him an idea for a sermon, and at least it would delay his return home that much longer. “All right,” he agreed, “if you don’t mind parting the veil for a hardcore skeptic.”


  The cartomancer smiled. “There’s no one in this world I’d rather read for.”


  Reaching back under the counter, he produced a worn wooden box with a five-pointed star inlaid on the lid. Inside it was a stack of foxed, musty-smelling pasteboards.


  Dexterous as a cardsharp, he started riffling through them. “Are you at all familiar with the Tarot?”


  “I’ve heard the name, that’s all.”


  “The ancestor of our modern playing cards, a cryptogrammic key to the occult sciences, and the most acute instrument of divination ever devised. This particular pack dates from the sixteen hundreds, and the philosopher who created it gave it some extraordinary properties. Aha! Here you are, the King of Cups. A brown-haired, hazel-eyed man of divinity.” He laid the card on the counter top.


  Tom examined it curiously. A robed, crowned man with an outsize goblet in his hand sat on a throne that rose from the sea. Despite the crude drawing and the faded ink, the king’s face actually did seem to resemble his own. Funny coincidence. Or, more likely, a trick of the alcohol and the dim, wavering candlelight.


  “Shuffle, then cut the deck three times with your left hand,” the little man said. “The hand closest to your heart.”


  “But also the sinister one, the hand of evil.” Tom smiled to show he was kidding.


  “Some say. It’s an oversimplification.”


  “There you are. Shuffled and cut.”


  The cartomancer set the first card on top of the king, the second on top of that but at right angles, the next four in a cross around it, and a final four in a vertical line to the right of the cross. Then he pursed his lips, furrowed his brow, and leaned forward to study them.


  He looked so grim that after a few moments Tom couldn’t help chuckling. “Give it to me straight, Doc. How long have I got?”


  The cartomancer managed a wan little smile in return. “It’s not that bad, but—well, I’d better take you through it step by step. The first thing I’d like you to notice is that half the cards belong to the suit of Swords.”


  “Is somebody going to challenge me to a duel?”


  “Not in the literal sense, but Swords are cards of strife. There are also three Cups, cards of emotion. Unfortunately, in combination with the Swords these particular three suggest distress.”


  “Not the thrill of victory but the agony of defeat.”


  The little man pointed to the first card, a faceless, black- cloaked figure brooding over five overturned chalices. “The Five of Cups defines the climate of your life; it tells me you feel bitter and disappointed. Everything you’ve worked for is turning into trash.”


  Tom was somewhat taken aback. It was general, but it was dead-on. “I bet you’d tell the same thing to any thirty-nine- year-old drunken preacher who sat down here.”


  “Only if the Tarot told me first. The Five of Swords crosses you.” The card depicted a victor and the vanquished, a sneering warrior with two wounded captives sprawled at his feet. The conqueror was clasping three blades; two more, no doubt trophies from some previous battle, hung from the tree behind him. “It represents your enemy.”


  “He looks mean.”


  “He’s cruel, cunning, and determined, so you must keep your guard up. He’ll crush you if you let him.”


  Next he indicated the pasteboard below the king, a peasant-type staring in slack-jawed wonder at the apparitions, a dragon, a castle, and a Medusa among them, rising from the mouths of seven floating cups. “This card represents the tendencies that made you what you are today. It denotes wild fantasy and unrealistic expectations, sometimes overt delusions.”


  Tom grimaced. The cards had him pegged again.


  “Here behind you is the Six of Cups,” the cartomancer continued. It showed a man walking away from a stack of goblets. “You recently turned away from something or someone in disgust.


  “And above you is the Hermit.” An old, bearded man with an upraised lantern gazed into an abyss; his card was upside down. “Someone wise will offer sound advice.”


  Tom wondered again whether the little man was hoping to run a scam on him. “Does this wise man have a mayonnaise stain on his lapel?”


  The cartomancer snorted. “If he does, he won’t try to charge a single penny for any service he provides you. Now will you please forget about protecting your pocketbook and just listen to the reading? What I’m doing isn’t as easy as it looks.”


  “Sure. I’m sorry.”


  The card to the right of the king was inverted too, a thin, frowning queen with a sword in her hand. “This is your immediate future. A stern, dark woman will rebuke you.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me you knew my wife?”


  The cartomancer pointed to the seventh card, at the base of the vertical line. Once again it was upside down. This one depicted the Grim Reaper slashing down human wheat with his bloody scythe; there were severed heads and limbs heaped around his feet. “Here’s what you fear.”


  “Who doesn’t?”


  “The trump doesn’t signify death when it’s reversed. It represents stagnation and inertia. You suspect that you’re going to spend the next twenty years living exactly the life you’re living now, and the notion is nearly enough to make you scream.”


  Just above Death was a gagged and blindfolded maiden chained to a torture rack fashioned out of eight swords. “Here are your friends and family,” the cartomancer said.


  “I didn’t know any of them were into bondage,” Tom joked. Maybe he should suggest it. Becky certainly wasn’t very interested in normal sex anymore.


  “I’m afraid you’re the one in bondage. You feel trapped by everyone’s demands and expectations.


  “The Knight of Swords reveals that you dream of being a hero.” The knight was a mounted cavalier charging full tilt into battle, his plate armor flashing in the sunlight and his scarlet plume streaming backward in the wind.


  But Tom didn’t want to be a hero, not anymore. He was tired of trying to change the world. If he ever got loose from the eight-bladed torture machine, he’d go someplace where nobody knew him and spend the rest of his days blissfully minding his own business.


  The last card showed a woman weeping. Nine swords hung on the ebon wall behind her. “And this card represents your Final destiny,” the little man said. “Misery, probably the loss of a loved one.”


  “Do you do this professionally? I can’t imagine that you’d get any repeat business.”


  The cartomancer shook his head. “Your cards are so bleak, but you’re so flippant. Is it because nothing I saw seems at all relevant to your life in any way, shape, or form?”


  Tom opened his mouth to make still another joke, but for some reason the truth tumbled out instead.


  “No,” he said. “I don’t know whether somebody told you all about me or you’re just a whiz at sizing people up, but except for that nonsense about an implacable enemy, you were right on target.


  “But your lousy cards didn’t really offer me any help or hope at all. Why should I let myself take them seriously when it would only—” Suddenly he realized he was about to cry. Blinking furiously, he averted his face.


  The little man affected not to notice. “I quite understand your dismay and I apologize for subjecting you to an unpleasant experience.”


  Tom brought his tear glands under control, then pushed his chair back. “That’s all right. It was an interesting experience. But it’s gotten very late and I’m turning maudlin. I’d better go.”


  “Wait. I told you, I want to help you.”


  “Believe me, you’ve done more than enough already.”


  “I thought the divination would tell us how you could improve your life, but apparently your destiny is fixed and can’t be improved by conventional means. Fortunately, we’re not limited to conventional means.”


  “You lost me.”


  “As I mentioned, this Tarot is special. It can do more than reflect a man’s fate; it can reshape it.”


  Tom chuckled. “What do you mean, it will grant me three wishes or something?”


  “No. These seventy-eight cards can be used to predict the future because they correspond to seventy-eight forces that together comprise the universe. If you want to personify them, you could think of them as seventy-eight angels who keep the world working the way God designed it to, with stars emitting light and gravity drawing matter together and so on.


  “Not even an adept as advanced as the one who fashioned this deck could devise a tool that would coerce such entities into doing his bidding, granting wishes, as you put it. It would have been sacrilege to try. What he could and did do was design a way to petition them.


  “It works quite simply. All you do is shuffle, then draw a card. The power represented by the one you choose will somehow manifest itself in your affairs.”


  “Why didn’t we have miracles going off right and left when you told my fortune?” Tom asked.


  “Because the deck only performs this particular function when someone wills it to.


  “So,” the little man prompted. “Would you care to pick a card?”


  Tom grinned. “Nah, I don’t think so. What if somebody up there doesn’t like me? I could get turned into a frog or something.”


  “It doesn’t matter that you don’t believe. The cards will answer anyway.”


  He was right, Tom didn’t believe.


  But so much of the Tarot reading had seemed so accurate. What if he was wrong and it really would work?


  If there was nothing to it, then it couldn’t hurt, and if there was, then it could be the only chance he’d ever have to get his life back on track.


  Bemused at his gullibility, Tom started gathering up the cards, then hesitated. “You did say this is free?”


  The cartomancer rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes, a thousand times, yes! If you get it done before sunrise, I’ll give you a shiny new dime.”


  “Just double-checking.”


  As he shuffled, the room darkened; two of the nearer candles guttered out. For some reason the cards now felt clammy, and as he fumbled them apart and slipped them back together their grave-mold odor intensified until he could almost imagine he was kneading rotten meat.


  When he raised his head, the cartomancer was staring at him.


  Tom shivered. He spread the deck across the counter and plucked a card from the middle, then set it down and wiped his hands on his pant legs.


  “The High Priest,” the cartomancer said.


  The man on the pasteboard wore a pope’s tiara and vestments, but he was standing in front of a menhir with a scourge and a long flint dagger in his hands. A female angel and a bat-winged succubus knelt before him, each offering a golden key.


  Like the King of Cups, he had Tom’s face.
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  The old man propped up in the canopy bed looked like a deflated balloon. Inside the blotched gray folds of skin his body was as skinny as a pencil. Price was sure that some nurse must bathe him every day, but even from the doorway he could smell his sour odor. A dozen pill bottles and an untouched steak-and-egg breakfast sat on the table beside him.


  “Terminal cancer,” the old man said. “Take a good, long look. Everyone wants to, and it’s better when they stare than when they peep.”


  The stooped, lanky kid in the tailored suit patted him on the shoulder. “Please, Papa, don’t call it terminal. Dr. Warner—”


  The old man pushed his hand away. “Idiot. Mr. Price, meet my son Steven the idiot. He’s afraid I’ll cut him out of my will.”


  Steven flushed and started to say something, then looked at his feet and swallowed instead.


  Price walked to the old man’s bedside, his heels clicking on the parquet floor. It took a while; the room was nearly as big as his whole apartment. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Vasquez. Sorry you’re sick.”


  Vasquez snorted. “Don’t worry about it. If I hire you, I’ll pay you a lot up front. Actually, it wouldn’t be so bad if I could eat. I love to eat. Three years ago I weighed two hundred and eighty pounds.


  “Pull up a chair. Steven’s going to tell you what I want.”


  Steven scuffed his foot like a shy student forced to address the class. “My family owns a lot of property,” he began, “some in nearly every part of the county but most of it here in Corona City. My father thinks he has a right to manage it as he sees fit.”


  Price surmised that the old man screwed some people making his money. “Sounds reasonable.”


  “Well, a few years ago they brought a new pastor named Carpenter into the Holy Assembly church on Palm Street, and he doesn’t think so.”


  “What’s his problem?”


  “Corona City is a depressed area. He seems to think my family is to blame for that, and that we could make it a paradise on earth if we only would.”


  “Specifically what does he want you to do?”


  “A lot of things. We own commercial buildings that are currently standing empty. There are tax advantages, we avoid competition with our own stores, and we think we’ll be able to sell to a developer at some point in the future if they aren’t tied up in leases. So we don’t do much maintenance and we don’t rent them except at a very good rate on a month-to-month basis.”


  “So you wind up with no new businesses making no new jobs, and Reverend Carpenter is ticked.”


  “He also objects to the way we keep up our apartments, the rents we charge on those, and the prices in our groceries and drugstore.”


  “What does he do, preach about it?”


  “At first he just came around and pleaded. Then he brought us petitions. Papa didn’t mind that. But when Carpenter realized we weren’t going to listen, he organized this pressure group he called the Corona Coalition.


  “They go through our properties making lists of code violations, which they send to the building inspectors, the city manager, and the fire marshal. They tried to organize a boycott of our stores, bused people outside the area to do their shopping. Now they’re talking about rent strikes, and lobbying the city to put up a low-income housing project. The point of it all is to make it unpleasant and unprofitable for my father to conduct business unless he does it Carpenter’s way.”


  “Is it working?”


  “No,” the old man said. “Not yet. Although I suppose eventually it might. But it keeps the newspapers interested in me, and I don’t want some nosy reporter uncovering the details of every private deal I ever made.


  “Actually, though, I don’t think that’s likely to happen either.” Grunting, he struggled to sit up straighten “But my great-grandfather built Corona City. Since then a Vasquez has always run it and I run it now. Running it is about the only satisfaction I have left, and I’ll be damned if I’ll stand for a pissant preacher and a bunch of niggers and white trash trying to dictate what I can and cannot do with it. That’s why I want this bastard Carpenter stopped.”


  Steven grinned; a hot light flared in his watery eyes. “We sent for you because you’re supposed to have contacts. You can get someone beaten up, or a church burned down.”


  Startled, Price almost took a step backward. Who would have guessed it? Vasquez’s little nebbish son was a sickie.


  Price didn’t like clients who had a thing about violence. They always wanted a detective to act out their daydreams, even when it wasn’t the most efficient way to solve their problems. It could get you killed.


  But he needed a fat job and he needed it outside Miami, where bill collectors from Vegas couldn’t find him, so he guessed he was going to put up with it.


  Vasquez said, “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. For the time being, I just want you to investigate him. I’d much rather solve the problem by discrediting him than get involved in anything criminal. All these modern ministers seem to steal from the offering box and sodomize the choirboys, so you ought to be able to find some dirt.


  “But even if he’s clean, I intend to be rid of him.”


  Price nodded. “Let’s talk about my fee.”
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  Becky had intended to stay awake until Tom came home, but some time after three she drifted off. When she awoke, sweaty and shaky from some unremembered nightmare, his half of the bed was still empty. Really frightened now, she raked her black curls out of her eyes, threw on her ratty flannel robe, and hurried downstairs to phone the police.


  He was asleep on the living room couch.


  Part of her wanted to sob and hug him and another part wanted to give him hell. When she stepped closer, she smelled the booze; the angry part won.


  “Did you have fun?” she asked.


  His bloodshot eyes fluttered open; he winced. He looked haggard and miserable and for a moment she felt a little flicker of guilt.


  She squelched it. He was the one who should feel guilty.


  “I’m sure half your congregation’s already complained to the Regional Council,” she continued, “so I just hope you had a glorious good time.”


  Tom swung his feet to the floor and sat up. “I don’t suppose this could wait until I clean up?”


  “I’ve been waiting for you since seven o’clock last night. Don’t you think I’ve waited long enough?”


  “All right, but let’s cut to the chase. I humbly apologize for screwing up at the catechism class. I beg forgiveness for not coming home. I promise it’ll never happen again. After I shower, I’ll make some calls and smooth everybody’s ruffled feathers.” He started to get up.


  “Is that all you’ve got to say?”


  He collapsed back onto the couch. “Please, have mercy, don’t screech. I groveled to you and I said I’d grovel to the rest of my masters. What else is there?”


  “I want to know just what you thought you were doing.”


  He smiled, not the old boyish grin she now saw so seldom but a weary twist of the lips that was almost a sneer. “No you don’t. You haven’t wanted to know what I think in a long time.”


  “Bullshit. The truth is, you care so little about me that you don’t even think I deserve to know.”


  “That’s not true! I—Look, you want an explanation, I’ll give you one.”


  She sat down on the ripped red fake-leather recliner they’d bought at the church rummage sale two years ago. “Thank you so much.”


  “My day started swell, with hookers back working the comer in front of the church. In the morning, can you believe it? So I called the cops to shoo them away. One patrol car cruised by two hours later. It didn’t stop and it didn’t come back again.”


  “Well, they’re busy. And there’s not a lot they can do if they don’t actually see people breaking the law.”


  “So they keep telling me. Anyway, the working girls were still outside to proposition the elders when they showed up for our board meeting. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of them accepted.”


  “I really hope you didn’t do anything stupid at the meeting.”


  “No, my love. I maintained my clerical dignity, even though it wasn’t easy. They spent over an hour griping because I recommended we sell that land to fund a comprehensive social services program, but then the church needed a new roof, the mortgage payment went up, revenues dropped, and now somehow there still isn’t any money. You would have thought I embezzled it.”


  He sounded so resentful that she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of sympathy. He wasn’t supposed to be solely responsible for church administration and Finances, but everyone always acted as if he were.


  Tom began pulling off his loafers and socks. “After the meeting broke up, I heard from Johnny Langone. He’s talked to a bunch of Vasquez’s tenants and it’s no go on the rent strike; a lot of them don’t even want to record violations anymore. They said they don’t know where they’d live if Vasquez evicted them or their buildings got condemned. I had to admit, I didn’t know either. It made me feel like a real cloistered, arrogant, bleeding-heart idiot. What right have I got to gamble with their lives?


  “Then Mrs. Donovan showed up to whine about her husband’s incontinence. I tried to be sympathetic, but how many times am I going to have to listen to it? What am I supposed to tell her that I haven’t said a hundred times already? If she insists on keeping the old vegetable at home, she’s going to have to mop up his pee.


  “It took me until six to get rid of her,” he continued. “Since it was already time for catechism class, I’d missed dinner.


  “After the day I’d had, I was pretty down, but I brightened myself up by sheer willpower. I wanted to be good with the kids.”


  He was crazy about children. Becky often wondered if he’d still love her the way he used to if she’d been able to give him some.


  He crossed his legs, idly scratched the top of his foot. “But the kids weren’t interested in being good with me. I don’t know what got into them, but I’ve never seen them behave so badly. They fidgeted, whispered, giggled. Threw paper wads and passed notes. When I tried to calm them down, they sassed me. Even Willie Harper! I don’t know how many hours I’ve spent trying to bring him out of his shell, and there he sat giving me lip!


  “I’d thought it was going to be the one pleasant part of my day and it was awful. I wound up screaming and kicking over a chair, and that finally shut them up.


  “And as I stood there in front of their sullen little faces, droning away about the Apostle’s Creed, I suddenly realized that it was the first time that day that I’d thought about God.


  “Actually, I was reciting by rote and barely even thinking about Him then. I was concentrating on forcing the kids to obey me.


  “I wondered why I expected them to act interested and respectful when I talked about religion, when obviously it didn’t mean anything to me.


  “And then I walked out. I just couldn’t bear to stay there any longer.”


  Becky found that much of her anger had drained away; in its place was a wary tenderness. “Sounds like it was all pretty awful.”


  “I never pray anymore, except when some parishioner expects me to.”


  She didn’t know what to say. He was the one who was supposed to know how to rekindle people’s faith. “Didn’t you tell me that even Jesus and the disciples doubted?”


  “Sure, but they could always perform a few miracles to reassure themselves. I can’t even control a roomful of kids without throwing furniture and foaming at the mouth.


  “When I was little, I thought I could feel God out there somewhere. But I don’t feel Him now and I don’t suppose I ever really did.”


  “Whatever you feel inside,” Becky said soothingly, “you’re good at your job. You provide comfort and support for a lot of people.”


  “What’s the matter with you?” he snapped. “I’m a minister, not a salesman. It’s not okay for me to convince people to buy into the Bible if I don’t believe in it myself.”


  When he lost his temper, so did she. In a way, she was grateful that he’d given her an excuse; getting mad was better than feeling helpless and vulnerable. “Then quit,” she said, “and do something else. Maybe we’ll finally earn enough money to live decently.”


  “It’s not that easy.”


  “If you had any balls, it would be easier than whining and screwing up until they fire you.”


  He stood up and started emptying his pockets, flinging down coins and keys to crack against the glass-topped coffee table. “I don’t know why I tried to talk to you. It’s not like you’ve said a single word to show me that you missed me or worried about me last night.”


  Of course not; she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. “Frankly, I wish you’d stayed away a little longer, long enough to get bored with self-pity. But I don’t suppose a hundred years would be long enough for that.”


  “Is that what you think I’m all about?” He thrust his hand into another pocket.


  “You’re damn right I do. You’re healthy, you have a home—”


  His eyes widened in surprise; she realized that his groping fingers had encountered something he hadn’t remembered he had.


  “What is it?” she asked.


  “Nothing!” Strangely, for a moment his voice seemed rich with over- and undertones, seemed to resonate like the church organ. She was probably getting another headache.


  “Oh, it’s something,” she said. “Some charming souvenir of last night’s adventures. Please, give me a treat and let me see.” If it was some woman’s phone number, she’d kill him.


  “I told you, it’s nothing!” he shouted; the final word split the air like a thunderclap.


  It rocked Becky backward in her chair. She knew his voice couldn’t possibly have been as loud as it sounded, but nonetheless her heart started pounding and she shuddered.


  “All right,” she stammered. “I just thought—I don’t know what I thought.”


  “It’s not like you really believed I was carrying evidence of some heinous crime,” he said in a normal tone. “You were just fishing for something else you could hold against me. I love you, Beck, but it’s no wonder our marriage is falling apart when your greatest pleasure in life is putting me down.”


  Suddenly she felt giddy; her anger and consternation began to swirl away like water down a drain.


  She struggled to hold on to them. After all, she had a right to take him to task when he was hurting himself. Surely their marital problems weren’t all her fault. And it was obvious from his reactions that there was something peculiar, maybe even something damning, in his pocket.


  But rationalizing her feelings didn’t help. A few seconds later she couldn’t even remember what she’d been thinking.


  She sniffled. “I’m sorry,” she said.


  “Good Lord, you really are, aren’t you?”


  “More than you’ll ever know. I just want to make you happy, and when you’re not, I feel like a terrible failure. For some reason that makes me snipe at you, and then of course everything gets a thousand times worse.”


  Tom shook his head. “Heaven knows I’m not complaining, but how did you go from sour to sweet so fast? You sound like a different person.”


  “I sound like the real me now. Oh, Tom, I love you so much, and whatever you do I’ll support you and try very hard not to hassle you about anything ever again. Can I have a hug?”


  He gave her one, one-armed for the first few moments. He was slow taking his other hand out of his pocket.


  4


  By the time Tom finished dressing, the morning sun was flashing rainbows through the crystal suspended in the bedroom window. His hangover was little more than a memory; the aroma of fresh coffee and the sound of something sizzling were actually making him hungry.


  But before he went downstairs he wanted to make certain everything was all right. He pulled down the shade, listened until he heard Becky still bustling around in the kitchen, then carefully pulled open the top drawer of the old pine dresser and looked underneath the layer of pocket handkerchiefs. Just to be sure the High Priest was still there.


  It was, of course. He’d stashed it only twenty minutes ago.


  Now that he was looking at it again, he wanted to pick it up. Separated from its fellows, its odor was almost imperceptible. It still felt a little squishy, but not unpleasant. The priest’s face still resembled Tom’s to a degree, but not nearly as much as it had seemed to last night.


  Funny that the cartomancer had given it to him. If it really was part of a unique set and over three hundred years old.


  Yeah, right. The little man probably had crates of them. They were probably printed in Taiwan and aged with chemicals.


  He’d said that if Tom kept the pasteboard on his person, the celestial power associated with it would intervene in his life more quickly. Well, now that it was the morning after, Tom was embarrassed that he’d entertained the notion that the Tarot deck might actually be magical for even a single instant, so of course he didn’t feel obliged to carry it around. But it was interesting-looking—fascinating, really—and he’d enjoyed keeping it as a souvenir.


  He regretted having to lie to Becky, but his instincts had probably been sound. She would have gone off like an H-bomb if he’d told her that he’d participated in something that many of his parishioners would consider a satanic ritual.


  Or maybe not. Maybe she would suddenly have turned conciliatory anyway. He still couldn’t quite believe how her attitude had flip-flopped; she’d pretty much taken all the blame for their problems on herself.


  Which wasn’t fair, and he’d felt a little guilty. He hadn’t contradicted her, though. He’d waited too long to hear her apologize for anything.


  And that was why he certainly wouldn’t show her the card now. It would be stupid to do anything that could rock the boat now that things were finally going better.


  He replaced the card and shut the drawer, wincing when it gave a tiny squeak. Then he tugged the bottom of the blind and it snapped back up.


  His good mood began to curdle.


  The parsonage stood behind the church parking lot and a hedge; from the upper story there was an unobstructed view of the street. Two women, one white and one black, were standing on the curb, right in front of the sign that announced the schedule of services and the topic of Sunday’s sermon. The white one was a short-haired willowy redhead dressed in tight jeans and a denim jacket with a silvery fake-fur collar. The shorter, plumper, black one was wearing a platinum wig, an orange mini-dress, and high-heeled vinyl boots.


  It would be pointless to call the police. They wouldn’t do any more than they’d done yesterday. It was time he dealt with the situation himself.


  He strode through the door, stopped on the landing, came back. Perhaps he would carry the High Priest, just because he felt like it. After all, a lot of people carried mementos and good-luck charms, and the card was fun to look at. He reopened the drawer and slipped the pasteboard into his inside jacket pocket.


  Becky spotted him when he stepped off the stairs. Her wide mouth was still smiling, her green eyes bright. “It’s breakfast,” she said.


  She looked so pretty that he wanted to forget about the hookers, forget about eating, for that matter. But he supposed he’d better take care of business. “I hope I’ll be back in just a few minutes.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “Our streetwalkers are back. This time I’m going to handle them myself.”


  Her smile slipped a notch. “What are you going to do?”


  “Talk.” What did she think he was going to do, punch them out?


  “Are
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