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  “Pick a card. Any card you like. Don't let anyone else see it.” The street performer's carnival-barker-style presentation drew Peter, backpack and all, from the well-worn rut in the concrete that stretched from Rock Island High School to the Hot Zone Convalescent Hospital at the far end of town.


  Peters feet had worn that rut all by themselves. Every day, they got a little heavier.


  A small colony had gathered around the performer—a magician—on the cold crumbling concrete. The crowd was thick enough that Peter—despite his height—couldn't see well enough to follow the unusual act.


  It was a gambler's town. Card games and magicians came with the territory, but normally both things stayed behind the mirrored plate glass of one of the city's aging casinos. The town's pride and sin out here on the sidewalk for everyone else to see? Not normal. Maybe even abnormal. The cops usually busted these scenes up. Peter was never sure if the shows were actually illegal, or if the casino owners—who owned the police department, too—just didn't like the competition.


  Kids in school universally held to the latter story.


  “That's it, that's it,” rang the magician's ragged voice, “now slip the card back into the deck.”


  Since the magicians all worked in the clubs, and you had to be twenty-one to get in to see a show, this was a chance to get a good look at another magician up close and personal, instead of having to try to catch them on TV specials, where you never could trust that they weren't using editing tricks.


  Trying to be as delicate as he could—because the last thing he wanted was to get punched in the face or accused of trying to pick someone's pocket—he found the little empty spaces between the tight-pressed flannel and nylon, and pushed his way in, a bit at a time, till he reached the second row of onlookers.


  The magician wasn't one of those crusty gray-haired suit-and-tie white mofos. He had close-shorn woolly hair, the kind of face that looked like he had ancestors from half the countries on earth, and he wore a smart brown leather jacket with orange piping over a slate-blue button-up shirt. Nothing that would claw your eyes out, but the kind of clothes that said Look here. I know my business, brother, so you'd better take me seriously, or you'll bring the fury.


  The man stood behind a plain table with a Three-Card Monte setup, two stacks of well-worn antique card decks still in their original packaging, and the kind of confident panache that made him seem to glow, like he was a card-god stepped through from a neighboring universe, and not quite human at all.


  But the showman wasn't tossing the Monte cards. He was making a show of shuffling the deck, then stopped and said, “Hold on a minute, how are any of you going to believe this if I'm the one who does it? We need a volunteer...you.”


  The magician pointed at Peter with the deck.


  Peter flushed hot. Suddenly wished he could hide—something his six-foot-three-inch frame never let him do, no matter how much he tried. All those eyes on him, they made him feel as if he wasn't wearing a stitch and looked like a plague victim besides.


  Two deep breaths. A couple nervous gulps. Peter stretched out his spindly brown hand and took the deck.


  “Fantastic,” said the magician.


  “So what do I do?'


  “Whatever you want.”


  “Um..that's not very helpful.”


  “This woman here has chosen a card. Make sure I can't find it.”


  “But I don't know which card it is and...oh.” Peter flushed again, felt like an idiot. But he did know how to shuffle. He'd been into card magic for years. And since last summer he'd been practicing every day. He needed a deft hand at a shuffle for the day when he was old enough to get a job as a dealer at the casinos. Best paying work in town—with all the tips, if he was popular, he could do well enough to pay for a car, and then for college, with just a couple years work. If he was careful and didn't blow it all on the tables himself (an occupational hazard his cousin Wendell had learned about the hard way and never stopped warning him off about).


  Peter held the cards in his right, threw little piles of them into his left. Then, with a feel for them, he risked a tent-shuffle, then a one-handed cut, then another tent-shuffle, then another toss-shuffle, then a final tent-shuffle.


  “All right, all right,” the magician said with a laugh, “enough showing off. Hand them here.”


  The magician pushed both his sleeves up, showing bare arms below the elbows, then flashed both sides of his splayed hands to the audience, before gingerly accepting the deck from Peter, touching it with his fingertips only.


  “Now, ma'am, do you remember what your card was?”


  A woman standing in front of Peter, and slightly to his left, whose face he couldn't see, spoke up:


  “Yes, I do.”


  The magician squared the deck off and set it in his open, left palm, all cards face down. He swept his hand under the noses of all those in the front row, so they could get a good look at them. They had taupe backs, weathered-looking, like parchment, with a dove perched on an olive branch.


  As he did this, the magician dropped his right arm down to his side.


  “Now, loud enough for everyone to hear, can you tell me the name of your card, please?”


  “The two of diamonds.”


  “The two of diamonds you say?”


  “Yes.”


  “Okay, I don't know if this is going to work, but...” The magician's right hand leapt up from his side. Faster than Peter could track, it clapped hard into the left hand, and the two of them pushed forward, as if to scatter confetti into the crowd.


  Confetti did, in fact, scatter into the crowd.


  Along with a full-sized, properly grown dove, which unfurled its wings and flapped at the crowd, hovering more or less in place, revealing one red diamond on the underside of each wing's pinfeathers.


  “Is that your card?”


  The woman squealed with delight. The crowd cheered. Peter found himself clapping—he hadn't expected a street performer to be that good, especially this close up.


  “Thank you, thank you. And if you liked that, please buy one of these lovely decks of cards. Perfect for all occasions. All vintage. We just got a big load of them and there just isn't any room back in the warehouse...”


  Peter looked at his watch. He really did have to get going. He was supposed to hang with Gramp this afternoon, like he did every afternoon.


  But every day it was getting harder to make himself go.


  And besides, Gramp couldn't tell time anyway. Not with the way his eyes were. He'd have to ask somebody. He wouldn't notice if Peter was five extra minutes late. Or ten.


  So he hung around, hoping he'd catch another show.


  The crowd filed away. Some buying cards, some not. Before long Peter was alone with the magician-cum-vendor.


  “What,” Peter asked, incensed on the magician's behalf. “They just gonna all leave you like that?”


  “Show's over,” he said with a shrug. “Why are you still here?”


  “Well I...uh...I guess I just gots to know.”


  “Know what? Twenty five...good..that's...” He was counting the loot against his inventory.


  “How you did that.”


  “What? Sold twelve packs of cards? With a magic show.”


  “No, the trick.”


  “Oh, that. Years and years of practice, kid. Started working on it when I was about...I'd say ten years younger than you.”


  “Oh yeah,” Peter crossed his arms over his chest. “And how old was that? You know, exactly?”


  “Seven.” The magician didn't even look up.


  “How'd you know that?”


  “Tricks of the trade kid.”


  “Come on. I did my first force when I was five. There wasn't any way you coulda done that—she coulda lied and screwed it all up. They do sometimes,” like those kids at the birthday party Peter had done last summer before he swore off birthday parties forever. “and there weren't no way it was multiple outs. That ending was too good. So how'd you do it?”


  “Squawk all you want, Pete. I'm not telling.”


  “What? Wait. How'd you know my name?”


  The magician didn't even look up. He just kept counting his money.“Same way I know that you're having a hell of a time keeping your grades up while your Grandpa is dying at that sick shack down the road over there,” he pointed down past the pawn shop, toward the mountain rising out of the desert five miles distant. Gramp's hospital was dead on that line, another three blocks down. “And your girlfriend is getting sick of you canceling dates on her. She's gonna dump you next week, by the way. Figured it's only fair to warn you.”


  Peter puffed up his chest. “Hey, man, you been following me?” He wasn't the type to pick fights, but sometimes being tall did most of the trick. Looking badass was almost as good as being a badass in front of someone who didn't know you from anywhere.


  He shook his head.


  “So what gives?”


  “It's all in the cards.” He tossed a deck to Pete while he started packing the contents of the table into a valise living below the fold-em-up rig.


  Peter caught the deck, looked at it. For as beat-up as it was—and it was, with white frayed paper spots showing through the threadbare ink anywhere there was so much as the suggestion of a corner in the card-paper box—whoever designed it hadn't exactly skimped on the style. It was all line-art and decco whorls, the kind of over-ornate stuff you'd expect to see in the New Yorker downtown, if they hadn't let the place go to pot with the plaster falling off the fixtures.


  “Wow. These must be, like, a hundred years old.”


  “Yeah, probably.”


  “Where'd you get 'em all?”


  “The boss bought a big load of them off someone, clearing out an estate. He had a collection. The valuable ones go under glass. The ones that just look cool, he hired me in to move.” He started collapsing the table.


  “Wait, you haven't sold 'em all yet...”


  “Have you seen the cops in this town, kid?”


  “Stop calling me kid.”


  “Sorry, Pete.” The table broke in half, snapped down on itself, like the magician had released some kind of spring. He set it down on its edge, reached in between two of the folded panels, and pulled out a black plastic handle. “Gotta get going.”


  One bit of luggage in each hand, he started toward the parking lot on the far side of the building.


  Peter paced him. “Wait, wait, come on, wait.”


  The magician didn't wait. Just walked all the way to a broken-down Dodge turned paste-red by years of the desert's merciless sun.


  Finally the magician said “What? Look, kid, I got places to be. I gotta drop the loot to the boss and get on to this birthday party...”


  “Ugh. I've done birthday parties. They suck.”


  “Yeah, well,” the magician heaved the table into his back seat. It barely fit, and took a bit of maneuvering to fit through the door that, to be perfectly fair, was too small for any reasonably-sized human to get into without some serious appendage origami. “When you're doing this for a living, you don't get to turn down a gig just cause it sucks. Look.” He slammed the door shut, leaned on the car, looked Pete up and down. “Pete. You seem like a good kid. But I don't got time worth shit even for bad kids. My boss is waiting. Your grandpa's waiting. So
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