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Chapter 1





Troy Beckman, late forties, church elder, solid, respectable, was jolted out of a sound sleep by the crack of shattering glass and screams.


He sat bolt upright in the bed. The room was dark, and he experienced the panicky feeling of not knowing where he was. He looked around at the room, what he could see of it by the faint green glow of the clock, and it wasn’t familiar. He looked in the bed next to him and saw his wife, Laura.


Good, he thought. Love Laura.


Then it came back to him. Beverly Hills. The Four Seasons Hotel. California.


Earthquake. Maybe it was an earthquake.


But, if so, wouldn’t there be an alarm or something?


He heard more noise. Laughing and hooting and shrieking. Then a large splash, followed by wild cheering.


Troy relaxed. Not an earthquake. Just a party.


He looked at the clock. Four thirty. The fog of sleep cleared. He was here for the weekend—a minivacation. No kids. Time alone with Laura in a luxury hotel, visiting Universal Studios, going shopping on Rodeo Drive, eating a fabulous dinner.


Not being jolted out of bed in the middle of the night.


“Troy, what are you doing up? What is that noise?” Laura was peering at him over the covers, still half-asleep.


Troy trudged over to the window to see what was going on. He parted the curtain to the French doors and watched something large and bulky sail past his balcony.


“I could be wrong, dear, but I think someone’s throwing furniture into the pool.”


“Oh,” said Laura, and after a moment, “Why?”


“I have no idea.”


Troy watched a lamp hurtle past his window. It landed in the water with a loud splash. He opened the sliding glass door, stepped out onto his balcony, and peered up. Cigarette butts and beer bottles were now falling like rain. Looking down, he saw a couch, a mattress, an armchair, and now a lamp in the swimming pool. He also saw lights going on all over the hotel, and he heard footsteps, violent knocking, and loud voices outside the room.


“Ms. Ashley. Hotel Security,” said a deep male voice. He did not sound happy.


“Troy! Tell them to be quiet!” Laura said, and pulled a pillow over her head.


Troy put on a fluffy white bathrobe, compliments of the hotel, slid off the bolt, opened the door a crack, and looked out into the hall.


In the doorway opposite, a woman, maybe late twenties, stood blinking irately at the two men.


“Do you know what time it is?” she demanded. “It’s four thirty in the goddam morning!”


Even at this hour, still half-asleep himself, Troy noted that she was a remarkable-looking woman. Her waist-length hair was a rich brown color, highlighted by golden strands and adorned by a pure white streak that ran from a peak in her forehead. Her hazel eyes were large, with a golden glint lurking in the depths, a glint that seemed to imply she was secretly laughing at all the world. She had pulled on a gray hoodie over a T-shirt and large, striped pajama bottoms decorated with—oddly—penguins. She had shoved her feet into a pair of black, high-top tennis shoes. The undone laces trailed after her.


“Ms. Ashley—” the man began.


“Ms. Ashley?” she interrupted. “Oh, I’m sorry, Ms. Ashley died. I’ve called the morgue.” The woman gestured vaguely back into her room.


“What?” The security man went goggle-eyed.


“She’s stringing you,” said his partner. “Don’t be such a sap.”


“Oh, all right, I’m Natalia Ashley,” she admitted, adding, with a sigh, “I always try saying I’m dead, but it never works. Some night it will, and I’ll get some sleep.”


“You’re Mr. Cain’s manager?”


“Yes,” she said, exasperated, “So, look, guys, I know you want tickets to the next show in Vegas, but I’m sorry, it’s sold out. I can get autographs for you, but that’s all. Now, g’night.” She started to shut the door.


“Ms. Ashley,” the man said in stern tones. “The hotel manager has called the police, and they’re on the way. We’re pressing charges.”


“What? Why?”


“Don’t you know what’s been going on? The hotel is in an uproar. How could you not hear this racket? Are you deaf?”


“I am a little, actually,” Natalia replied. “I stood too close to the amplifiers at a Nirvana concert back in ’92.”


She was interrupted by the sound of wild laughter and another splash.


“I heard that,” she said.


“That,” said the security guard grimly, “is Mr. Cain.”


“No!” Natalia blinked at them. “The party ended at 2:00 A.M., and Cain went straight to bed—”


“Well, he didn’t stay there. He’s trashing his suite.”


“You must have some other rock star,” said Natalia firmly. “I heard Aerosmith was in town.”


“It is not Aerosmith. Aerosmith are gentlemen.”


The woman stared at the two men as though hoping they’d change their minds, but they merely looked grim and resolute.


“Shit,” she muttered. “Wait a minute.”


The woman disappeared into her room. When she returned, still in her penguin pajama bottoms, she had a cell phone in her hand and an earpiece in her ear.


As she accompanied the men, she glanced over at Troy and gave him a lopsided smile of apology. “Lots of commotion, huh? I’m terribly sorry. Cain doesn’t usually behave like this. Must be all the excitement of the start of his tour.


“Sorry about all the noise, folks!” she said, speaking contritely to the other guests standing about the hallway in their fluffy white Four Seasons bathrobes. “But, hey,” she added, with a shrug and a grin, “it’s only rock and roll…”


She disappeared with the security men into the elevator.


Troy closed the door and went back to bed.


Cain the rock star. Cain the international sensation. Cain the pop-culture phenomenon. Troy wasn’t much up on modern music, but even he’d heard of Cain. His kids were huge fans.


Wait until he told them. Mother and I were in the same hotel with Cain when he was arrested by the police for throwing a mattress in the swimming pool. I actually saw Cain standing on the balcony with a lamp in his hand, he would add.


Who says we’re old fogies? Troy thought triumphantly as he lay down on his bed and tried to go back to sleep.


 


As the elevator ascended smoothly and silently—no elevator music, gotta love four-star hotels—to the penthouse level, Natalia tried talking to the security guards, hoping to find out what damage Cain had done. They both stood in stony silence, however, refusing to answer her questions. She sighed and, noticing that her Chuck Taylors were untied, bent down to tie them. Can’t have the manager of the number one rock-and-roll star in the world tripping over her shoelaces and falling flat on her face in front of the night manager.


Natalia missed the music, so hummed a few bars of “Girl From Ipanema” just to make herself feel at home.


The doors opened. The guards, flanking her, marched her down the hall.


“Dead man walking,” she quipped, but the guards didn’t laugh.


They rounded a corner, and there was the night manager, standing inside the doorway to Cain’s room. At least Natalia assumed he was the manager by the fact that he was the one in the suit talking into the walkie-talkie. The air reeked of gin. The floor outside the penthouse was littered with broken glass.


“I’m Natalia Ashley, sir. What seems to be the problem?” she asked.


“Ms. Ashley—”


A nearly empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s came flying out the door and smashed against the wall, missing the manager by six inches. Natalia and the manger both ducked to avoid the glass and booze ricocheting off the wall.


“Hell, I missed!” came a slurred voice from inside.


“As you can see,” the manager said through gritted teeth, wiping Jack Daniel’s from his face, “Mr. Cain and his friends are causing a disturbance. We’ve been inundated with complaints from the other guests.”


“I’m sorry, sir. I really am. He’s never done anything like this before. I think he’s upset because the reaction from fans to his new show was…well…lukewarm. And for a show billed as the Descent into Hell, warm is bad.”


Natalia stopped, eyed the manager. “You’re not interested in that, are you?”


He grimly shook his head.


Natalia sighed. “Okay, look, if you’ll move Cain to another room, I’ll put a stop to the partying. No need to involve the police.”


“Ms. Ashley, look in there!” The manager was red-faced, furious. “Mr. Cain has been throwing the hotel furniture into the swimming pool! The police are on their way.”


Natalia stared at the hotel manager in astonishment.


“He’s been what?” She leaned around the door to look into the suite.


It was a wreck.


Clothes were strewn everywhere. There were burn holes in the carpet where cigarette butts had been extinguished. The floor was littered with broken bottles and smashed beer cans, crushed potato chips and cheesy puffs. The bedsheets had been sliced to ribbons, the stuffing knocked out of the pillows. Some guy lay passed out on the floor near the door. Natalia didn’t recognize him. Another man was crouched behind an overturned armchair, armed with a supply of bottles, which he lobbed at the door whenever the manager’s head appeared.


Natalia looked for Cain and finally saw him outside on the balcony with another guy and three women. None of them had much on in the way of clothing. Cain was wearing his underwear—red briefs—over which he’d put on a pair of black leather, metal-studded chaps, no shoes, and no shirt. His blonde hair was disheveled, standing straight up on his head. His eyes were glazed over. The women were wearing various articles of club clothing missing either the tops or bottoms. Natalia gave the women a quick once-over and was thankful to see none of them looked underage. Cain and his newfound buddies were holding the flat-screen television over the edge of the balcony.


“This machine is destroying humanity! To the depths of Hell—or in this case the swimming pool—with it!” Cain shouted, as the television sailed over the balcony.


Natalia winced as she heard it splash.


“Why did you do that?” the manager yelled from the door, not venturing into the room, wary of the bottle-thrower. “What the hell did you throw the TV out for?”


Cain peered around, finally found the manager, and tried to focus on him.


“Your damn hotel doesn’t carry the History Channel,” he called out, aggrieved. “I always watch the History Channel when I can’t sleep. Damn Nazis. I hate Nazis.”


He put his arms around two of the women and, leaning on each other, they staggered back into the room. The other guy was hanging over the balcony, puking.


“I hate Nazis, too,” said the guy crouched behind the chair. He lobbed a Smirnoff vodka bottle in the general direction of the door, and the manager ducked again.


Natalia shook her head. “Cain is very fond of the History Channel.”


“We have the History Channel,” the manager stated icily.


Natalia decided it would be best not to debate that point. “I understand the damage is going to be extensive, Mr. uuuuh”—she looked at his name that was pinned to his jacket—Mr. Reynolds. If you’ll tell me the amount, I’ll write you a check—”


“No, Ms. Ashley, I don’t think you do understand.” The manager was grim. “We had our misgivings when we permitted Mr. Cain to stay here, but you assured us nothing like this would happen.”


“And I assure you now, sir, this is the first time things have…er…gotten out of control.”


That was true. The kickoff party had gotten pretty wild, but the madness had been restricted to the ballroom, and it had ended at 2:00 A.M., when the big-name guests had departed in their limos and Cain had retired to his penthouse suite and Natalia had gone to her bed. Apparently Cain had decided the party wasn’t over. He’d done some wild things in the past, but this was the first time he had ever awakened an entire hotel full of people. She hoped this wasn’t starting a trend.


True, he was disappointed by the fans’ reaction to the show. So was she, and she didn’t know what to do about it. The special effects were fabulous. It was Cain. He just wasn’t connecting with the audience. It was as if he was playing for himself, shutting out the audience, and they knew it and resented it. Natalia couldn’t understand what had gotten into Cain. This tour was the biggest thing to happen to him, to both of them. It was what they’d dreamed about back in the old days, when he was playing cheap clubs for beer money. And instead of being excited about it, he’d been nervous, depressed. She had counted on the show itself—the thrill of performing live before thousands—jolting him out of whatever funk he’d fallen into. Instead, it just seemed to have made things worse.


Natalia was hoping the manager had been bluffing about calling the police, then she heard the elevator ding, and four Los Angeles cops came rounding the corner. She had to face it. Cain was going to be hauled off to jail.


“Not only is Cain going to be arrested,” the manager stated, “in the morning I will be speaking to the Four Seasons corporate head office, who will, I am sure, be consulting legal counsel. I would imagine the corporation will sue Mr. Cain’s record label and anyone else they can find.”


He glared at her. “You’re his manager, damn it! Aren’t you supposed to keep him under control? I hope your boss fires your ass!”


Natalia considered telling him that Cain was the owner of the record label, which meant Cain was her boss and that he paid her to run the asylum, not police the inmates. The truth would only make the manager angrier, so she let it go.


Natalia walked into the suite, passing one of the cops, who had the bottle-thrower in custody and was hauling him off down the hall. She looked into the room, hoping against hope that Cain wasn’t doing anything stupid (make that stupider), such as resisting arrest.


Cain was hissing like a snake at the police as they cuffed him. Two of the women were hanging on to him by the shoulders, pleading with the cops to let him go. One woman lay prostrate on the floor, sobbing and clinging to Cain’s foot with both hands wrapped around his ankle.


Cain flashed the women a smile. “Don’t worry, ladies, we’ll get together again. Next time I’m back in Dallas…”


The police pulled Cain toward the door. Unable to free himself, he dragged the woman on the floor along with him until the cops finally tore her loose.


“Cain, I love you!” she wailed.


“Dallas…” mumbled one of the women, sagging down in a chair. “’S funny. I coulda sworn I was in LA…”


“Nat!” Cain yelled, catching sight of her and giving her the grin that made his fans swoon. “Nat, darling, where were you? We needed a referee for the mattress-hockey game!”


Natalia wasn’t laughing. “Can I have a word with him, officers? It won’t take long.”


The police halted, still keeping a fast hold on Cain, who stared at her, grinning drunkenly. “I love the penguins, Nat,” he slurred.


Natalia gazed at him, perplexed. “What’s gotten into you, Cain? Why are you acting like this?” She lowered her voice, hoping to penetrate the alcoholic fog. “I know you. This isn’t you.” She gestured at the ruins.


Cain looked around, then he looked back at Natalia. His gaze lowered. He seemed almost ashamed, then suddenly he jerked his head back to leer at her.


“Why am I doing this? Because I can!” he boasted, and belched gin fumes at her. “Because I’m a star!”


“You weren’t a star tonight,” she told him bluntly. “You forgot half the lyrics, missed your mark twice, messed up your cues. I could forgive that—it’s the first time we’ve done the show before an audience, after all. But it was like you weren’t there, Cain! No, that’s not quite right. It’s like you were there, but you didn’t give a damn about any of the rest of us—including your fans!”


He stared at her, trying to bring her into focus.


“Give a damn. Damnation,” he said softly. “That’s what it’s about, Nat.”


“If you say so.” Natalia was too tired to argue. She waved her hand. “You can take him away now, officers. Enjoy your night in jail, Cain.”


He seemed to perk up at this.


“Just make sure the photographers are out there,” he called over his shoulder, as they dragged him away.


Natalia paused to consider this. Of course the photographers would be out there. Had he done this on purpose? Was this a publicity stunt? Cain certainly looked and smelled drunk, but it sounded to her as if some part of him was stone-cold sober. If so, where had that part of him come from? The Cain Natalia knew, the Cain who had hauled her out of that mosh pit and maybe saved her life three years ago, wouldn’t have done anything like this.


Natalia turned to the police officers. “Where are you taking him? I need to know, so I can tell his lawyer.”


“Ma’am, he’s going to headquarters on Rexford,” said a cop, as they hauled Cain out the door.


“Nat!” Cain yelled, laughing back at her over his bare shoulder. “I love those striped penguin jammies. Buy me twenty pair, will you?”


The police dragged him down the hall. Natalia followed them until she made sure they had Cain safely in the elevator. He gave her a last grin and shook his head, to get the hair out of his eyes so he’d look good in the pictures.


Natalia fiddled with her cell phone, thinking rapidly. She remembered Cain’s agent saying once, When you’re handed lemons, make lemonade.


She flipped open her cell and hit speed dial. The phone rang and rang, then went to voice mail. Of course, Crandall would be asleep. Any normal person would be asleep. Natalia hit redial. Again with the voice mail.


“Damn it, wake up!” she told him.


She heard the phone pick up, then some fumbling as though he’d dropped it, then a groggy, “Huh?”


“Crandall. It’s Natalia. Cain’s being arrested. I want—”


“What?” Crandall had come wide-awake. “Arrested? God help us! He didn’t…he didn’t kill anyone, did he?”


“No, of course not, Crandall, don’t be an idiot. We had the kickoff concert for the tour last night, and we held the party here. The party went well, but afterward, Cain threw some Four Seasons furniture into the swimming pool and woke up half the guests and now the cops are here and the hotel is probably going to sue us. So what I want you to do is—Would you stop swearing and listen?”


“I have every reason to swear,” Crandall retorted. “I’m his public-relations agent! You were right to call me. We’ve got to keep this out of the press. I’ll—”


“No,” Natalia interrupted, “we don’t want to keep it out. We want it in. The paparazzi have been camped outside the hotel all night, so we don’t have to worry about them. But I don’t want this just in the tabloids.”


She drew in a deep breath. She didn’t believe she was about to say what she was about to say. “I want Cain’s arrest to make headlines in every newspaper from LA to Buffalo. I want this on CNN and the major TV networks and Fox—don’t forget Fox, they’ll eat this up. And AP and Reuters and C-Span and Bloomberg and anyone else you can think of—”


“Bloomberg?” Crandall was puzzled. “I think they only do financial news—”


“It was a joke, Crandall,” Natalia said.


“I don’t know how you can fucking joke at a time like this!” he shouted into the phone.


“It’s either that, or I sit down and cry. Oh, yeah, and call his lawyer, will you?”


“Sure.” Crandall sighed. “Right away. Why should I be the only one who’s awake at this ungodly hour?”


Natalia thought this over. She’d finish out her sleep, at least.


“Call the lawyer in the morning,” she said. “It won’t hurt Cain to sleep it off in jail. Teach him a lesson. Tell Parker he has to have Cain out on bail in time for his show in Las Vegas next week night, the Aladdin theater.”


“But, Natalia—”


“They’re taking him to Rexford. Love you, Crandall, bye!” she said wearily, and tapped her earpiece, ending the call.


She walked back to survey the damage in the hotel suite. She found the manager staring about gloomily. Natalia rounded up the drunken women and shoved them into one of the suite’s bedrooms, then she shut the door and came back to the manager.


“Mr. Reynolds,” said Natalia earnestly, “I personally want to apologize on behalf of Cain for this. High spirits. A little too much booze. I would like to make it up to the guests who were disturbed.”


She recalled the man in the white bathrobe who was staying in the room across from hers. He’d kind of reminded her of her dad on his good days, when he was sober. How long had it been since she’d seen her father? Or even thought about him? Ten years maybe. He’d been a rotten dad. Her real father was rock and roll. Music was in her blood. Her grandfather, whom she’d adored, had been a Deadhead. He’d died when she was sixteen. After his funeral, she’d hopped a bus with a friend to follow a band, and she’d never looked back.


Natalia shook herself. Where had those memories come from? My God, she must be hallucinating! She’d heard that happened when you didn’t get enough sleep. You started dreaming when you were wide-awake. With this tour to plan, she couldn’t remember when she’d slept more than three hours at a stretch.


“I want to send a bottle of wine and a fruit basket to every guest in the hotel,” Natalia said, dragging herself back to reality. “Would that help smooth things over?”


Reynolds looked at her, mystified. “I don’t know how you stand it! He’s an animal! Filthy, savage…One of those women had bite marks on her thigh!”


“He’s never done this before,” she repeated. “I don’t know what got into him tonight.”


She made arrangements for the wine and the fruit baskets, all in Cain’s name. The guests would have them delivered to their rooms in the morning. She finally made it back to her room an hour later. Crawling into bed, she realized she was too wired to fall asleep. If Cain didn’t get out of jail, she’d have to cancel his upcoming show, which was in a week. The show had been sold out for months. Rescheduling would be a nightmare, and Cain would be locked up in jail, where she couldn’t throttle him.


What got into him? she asked herself again. What is wrong with him? Maybe becoming an overnight sensation has gone to his head.


“It won’t happen to me,” he had sworn to her long ago. “Stardom won’t affect me. You won’t catch me vomiting on stage like Tommy Lee or trashing hotel rooms.”


And not only had he done it, she’d condoned his bad behavior by making certain he would be on every newscast this morning. He was number one all over the world. His concerts were sold-out. His videos were all over YouTube and MySpace. Tomorrow Jay Leno’s people would be calling her and Larry King and Saturday Night Live and Colbert. Maybe even Wolf Blitzer…


That was all going to end and end fast if she didn’t find some way to put some heat into the Hell tour. Some way to jolt Cain out of whatever funk he’d fallen into. Otherwise, instead of the Hell tour, it would be Tour from Hell.


Natalia flipped on the television, turned to NBC and the Today Show. There was Cain, showing off his handcuffs, mugging for the cameras. Good Morning America. Same thing. She switched to CNN, then to the Fox News Channel, and landed on a commercial—an advertisement for some new reality show. She had to wait through the commercial to see if Cain would be on. She watched impatiently, waiting for the news, then suddenly she forgot about the news. She jumped out of bed, walked over to stand in front of the TV.


It was as if Heaven and Fox cable news (“fair and balanced”) were answering her prayers.


The reporter was doing an exposé on a priest who had created a sensation by traveling across the country performing exorcisms, driving demons out of people in front of a shocked and loving-it audience. Tonight Fox News was going to be there, live, filming the priest’s show, prepared to expose him for the fraud and charlatan he was.


There was a close-up shot of the priest. Damn, the man was good-looking! Black hair, smoldering eyes, pale complexion, chiseled jaw. He looked the part! Fabulous under the lights, with flames shooting up all around him.


As Natalia began dialing the airline, she noticed her hands were shaking with excitement. She realized, suddenly, she didn’t know where she was going.


“Where is he doing this exorcism?” she demanded of Fox. “What’s the name of the damn town?”


They’d said it once, but she hadn’t been paying attention.


“Tonight in Clarksville, Tennessee…” boomed the reporter.


“Thank you!” Natalia breathed. She kept punching numbers on the phone until a real, live person answered.


“American Airlines? I want a ticket for a flight today to whatever city is closest to a place called Clarksville, Tennessee…”











Chapter 2





A waitress in a yellow uniform whose name tag announced to an uncaring world that she was “Merle” deposited two mugs of coffee on the table. The mugs were made of ceramic with rounded rims and thick, hard-to-hold handles. Matthew’s had a coffee-stained crack. Merle used a bit too much force, and the coffee sloshed over the edge, ran down the side, and made a puddle on the table. The waitress didn’t care. She was busy with the usual supper crowd and was probably resentful that Matthew and his partner hadn’t ordered anything except two coffees and a piece of pie.


“Thank you, Merle,” Matthew said, smiling the smile that never failed to win them. “What’s that short for—Merlene?”


“Merle is short for Merle,” the waitress said, eyeing him suspiciously. Apparently his smile wasn’t working today. The waitress walked off, drawling, “Merrrrleeeen,” in disgust and muttering, “Sounds like some goddam Yankee name.”


Matthew gave his partner a lopsided grin. “Off my game today, I guess.”


Hannah didn’t respond. She didn’t even look at him, just sat staring at her coffee.


Merle—short for Merle—came back and tossed the pie onto the table. The plastic plate made a clatter as it hit, and Hannah flinched nervously. Matthew sopped up coffee with a wad of napkins and took a sip.


“Not bad,” he said to Hannah. “You should try it.”


“It’s wretched,” she told him. “It always is, places like this. You just don’t taste it, that’s all.”


That was true. Far truer than she knew. Matthew didn’t taste the coffee. Not anymore. He’d first drunk coffee where? Constantinople, he thought. The Ottoman Turks had introduced it there somewhere around the mid 1400s. Matthew had tasted coffee then, and he’d liked it a lot. He’d liked it still more later on when one of the popes had termed it the “devil’s drink” for the effect it had on people.


But you drink something over and over and over again, centuries without end, and no matter what it is: coffee or tea, bourbon or Dom Pérignon, you stop tasting it. Matthew looked at the pie, which was advertised as peach and consisted of mostly peach-colored goo with maybe a slice of fruit that had happened to wander in, and he realized he hadn’t tasted anything in a long, long time. It was all dust and ashes.


“Just like flirting with that waitress,” Hannah went on. “I don’t know why you even bother. You don’t care.”


True, as well. Matthew had stopped caring about the same time he’d stopped tasting coffee. Hannah didn’t need to know that, however.


“Eat your pie,” he told her. “And let’s quit talking about me and discuss the job.”


Hannah stuck a fork in her pie, carefully cut off the tip and moved it to one side of her plate, then started in on the rest.


“Why the hell do you do that?” Matthew asked suddenly, irritated.


“Do what?” Hannah looked up.


“Cut off the end of the triangle and save it to eat last. You do it every goddam time.”


“Yeah, and we’ve been together how long, and you’re just now starting to wonder?” Hannah cast him an unhappy glance and threw down her fork. “If you must know, I make a wish.”


“Huh?” Matthew stared.


“I make a wish. My mama said that if you cut off the tip of the pie and eat it last and make a wish, your wish will come true.”


“So, has it?” Matthew tried the smile again.


Hannah sighed. “I spent last night in a room in a Motel 6 in Abilene, Texas, with a drunken con man, and tonight I’ll be in a room in a Motel 6 somewhere in Tennessee with a drunken con man. What do you think?”


Matthew rubbed his eyes. He was tired, and he didn’t need Hannah flaking out on him. The drive from Abilene had been a long one, and there hadn’t been a whole lot to look at along the way. Not that he looked anymore. It was all the same. Every little town was the same. The inside of every motel room was the same, too. Clarksville or Constantinople. He’d spent his entire life on the road. Actually, he’d spent a good many lifetimes on the road. Always searching for something around the next bend.


It had turned out to be a long road. Too many bends. Leading nowhere.


He pulled a flask of bourbon from the pocket of his shabby suit coat and poured some into his coffee.


“Do you have to do that now? In public?” Hannah demanded, shocked. She glanced around to see if anyone had noticed.


“Like you said, the coffee’s wretched. Now finish up, so you can check into the motel. You lie low. I have to go look at the location tomorrow morning. They’re supposed to be setting up the tent and building the stage. The pastor’s going to meet me there at nine in the morning. He’s all worked up over this TV thing.”


Hannah shoved away the rest of the pie. She didn’t eat the end she’d cut off, after all. Apparently if you didn’t eat the whole piece, you didn’t get to make a wish. Matthew tossed some money on the table, including a tip for Merle-short-for-nothing, and they left.


He opened the door to the Cadillac, started to climb in. Hannah’s hand on his arm stopped him.


“I don’t like this TV business, Matthew,” she said unhappily. “I don’t like it a lot.”


He saw fear in her eyes. Her hand was cold and shaking. “What we’re doing is fraud! And you’re letting this TV crew film us doing it! They’ll find out we’re fakes, that we bilk people out of their money. They’re bound to find out. We could go to jail!”


“Oh, come off it,” Matthew snapped. “It’s not fraud. It’s entertainment. That’s why the people put their money in the collection plates. No one who comes to see me really believes I’m exorcising demons.”


“Yes, they do,” Hannah insisted. “Some of them do.”


“Then that’s their problem. Not mine. If they’re so gullible—”


“It’s called faith, Matt!” Hannah said. She was in one of her self-righteous moods. “But you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


I did, Matthew thought. I died for my faith once. But that’s ancient history. And it’s all over now.


“It’s not like you’ve never done anything shady in your life, Miss Holier-than-Thou,” Matthew said impatiently.


Hannah’s blue eyes opened wide. “I never did,” she said, almost crying. “Not until I met you.”


Matthew looked at Hannah, with her sweet, baby-doll face; her sunny, fluffy blonde hair and her sunny, fluffy personality, and he realized, Damn! If she doesn’t actually believe what she’s telling me! He shook his head in exasperation mingled with admiration. I guess it’s what makes her such a good con artist.


He had met Hannah in Los Angeles, a city that serves up a midnight buffet of out-of-work, desperate actresses, which is what he used in his work. Matthew had been there in search of a new partner. He tended to have a high turnover in partners. Few lasted very long. Some were just plain bad actresses, and he’d had to fire them. Others took off on their own; some looking for more money, some seeking kids and husbands, some just yearning for stability in their lives. They left for whatever reason, and Matthew drifted on.


Six months ago, he’d stumbled across Hannah, tending bar at a seedy place in the valley and conning lonely men to “liven up a dull night for me, honey” by playing bar dice or cards with her.


Hustling drunks in a bar was no life for such a talented girl. Hannah was too good. She could pick marks, and she didn’t even know it, not until Matthew started coaching her. Most men took their losses good-naturedly, figuring it had been worth it just to spend time basking in the smiles of a pretty girl. But then came the night she ran across a mean drunk, who was also a sore loser. He pulled a knife on her. Matthew jumped the guy, wrestled him to the floor, took away the knife, and tossed the guy out onto the sidewalk.


Of course, after that, Hannah was in love. They all fell in love with Matthew. He was a handsome man. He had to be handsome—it was part of the act. He appeared to be in his early thirties, with black hair cut short in back and worn long in the front. The ragged black bangs set against his white complexion emphasized his mesmerizing blue eyes. Those eyes attracted women “like flies to dead meat” Hannah used to say jokingly.


Dead meat. That described him. Matthew was dead meat. He’d died inside, even if he couldn’t die outside. He was going through the motions of living. He wasn’t truly alive. Nothing touched him, nothing moved him, nothing affected him. That was why he drank. It numbed the numbness. You can’t feel nothing if you can’t feel anything.


Hannah latched on to him, claiming she was too shaken to go back to tending bar. He was in need of a partner, so they hit the road together. He made love to Hannah for the same reason he made love to most women—because she expected it of him and also (secretly) because he kept hoping that someday she would be the one to awaken some sort of feeling in him. That didn’t happen. It never happened.


He was surprised Hannah hadn’t left already. She no longer loved him. He wasn’t even sure she still liked him very much. That was all right. He didn’t like himself. So long as she did her job, and thus far, she was the best partner he’d ever had. She was so good he’d made more money than he had in years and attracted the attention of an investigative journalist from Fox, and now he was going to be in front of a nationwide audience.


Even though the reporter claimed to have an open mind, Matthew knew perfectly well the guy was out to expose him as a fraud. Matthew should have played it safe, refused to allow the guy to film the exorcism. Instead, Matthew had practically dared the reporter to try to catch him in the act. Sure it was dangerous. That’s why he was doing it. He needed the danger, needed the challenge.


That was why he couldn’t afford to have Hannah walk out on him before tomorrow night. He had to play nice.


“We’ll talk it over in the car,” he said. “People are starting to stare.”


Hannah climbed in the car—an old beater of a Cadillac, brown and dusty and nondescript. Deliberately nondescript. He didn’t want folks in the small towns taking notice. Hannah slammed shut the door and fastened her seat belt. She sat as far away from him as possible, her lower lip jutted out.


Matthew sighed. Hannah with the sulks. This was just all he needed! He decided it was probably nerves, stage fright. The best way to handle her was to be cool and professional.


Matthew managed a smile as he pulled out of the parking lot. “The TV people want to discredit me, so you’ll need to be on your toes. Do it up right, but don’t overdo it, if you know what I mean. You can’t phone this one in, Hannah. You have to really sell it tonight.”


Hannah wore an injured air. “You’ve been saying the same damn thing over and over to me since we left Abilene. I’ll do what I need to, and I’ll do it right.” She cast him a disgusted glance. “It would help if you lay off the bourbon.”


“It was just a sip—”


“Hey!” Hannah grabbed him. “That was a stop sign you just blew through!”


“Sorry,” he muttered, “I didn’t see it. It’s getting dark.”


She continued to nag him about drinking while driving. Thankfully, her motel was nearby. He pulled up some distance from the front door and waited for her to get out. When they were working the con, they never stayed in the same hotel, in case someone might see them. He looked at her expectantly, but she didn’t move.


“You’re a fake, Matthew, a phony.”


Matthew smiled. “Tell me something I don’t know, sweetheart.”


“That reporter’s going to find out the truth.”


“He won’t. I’m too good. You’re too good. Now will you just get out of the damn car? I’ve got work to do.”


“Oh, all right.” She climbed out and slammed the door.


Matthew popped the trunk so she could get her luggage.


“I need the address,” she said, coming up and tapping on the window. “And cab fare.”


He was pretty sure he’d already given her cab fare. Twice. He didn’t argue, however, but forked over another twenty. Just one more gig to go, he thought.


Hannah flounced off angrily into the motel. She was wearing jeans and a halter top and flip-flops. Tomorrow night she’d be wearing her “floozy” dress, something low-cut, split up the thigh, with high heels and too much makeup. That was her act, that the devil was inside her, making her lust after men and urging her to do horrible things with them. Afterward, she’d be on her knees sobbing her heart out and taking money from old ladies to help feed her “poor little hungry babies” at home, while Matthew was accepting donations to fund his “good work.”


Then they’d split the money and take off in the Caddy, heading to the next little town, the next show.


Hannah came walking out of the office a few minutes later, her key in her hand. She didn’t look at him but unlocked the door to her room, went inside, and shut it. He waited until he saw the light come on, then he drove off.


He wondered suddenly, uneasily, if he could trust her to go through with the act. He decided he could. Hannah wasn’t the type to find herself stuck in Clarksville, Tennessee, with nothing but cab fare.


He drove to another motel a few miles away, parked the Caddy, grabbed his luggage, and headed to the office to check in. No one looking at Matthew now would connect him with Father Gallow, exorcist. During the show, he wore an ankle-length black cassock, complete with white collar and gold cross. Now he had on a button-down shirt, rumpled trousers, and he carried a shabby suit coat slung over his shoulder. Motel managers took him to be a traveling salesman. In many ways, they were right.


“I sell hope to the weary, salvation to the sinners, and righteous piety to the wronged,” Matthew said aloud to the parking lot, testing out the line to hear how it sounded. He might use that when the reporter interviewed him. “I sell the idea that there is a God and that God has the power, through me, to drive out evil. I turn the demon-possessed into kind and loving human beings.”


Yes, it sounded fine. Too bad people didn’t know God like Matthew knew God. He’d met God, up close and personal. God had cast off Matthew a long time ago. Cast him out of Heaven, cursed him, then forgotten about him.


Fine. Screw God, Matthew thought. Screw his angels. Screw ’em all.


Wait until they see me on TV tonight. Matthew grinned. Tonight was going to be a good night. He could feel it in his almost-two-thousand-year-old bones.


His room was basic: two double beds, one window, venetian blinds to shut out the lights of the parking lot, a curtain, two towels, a shower, TV, and phone. Matthew went through the usual routine. He found the remote, turned on the TV. He always turned on the TV. He didn’t like the quiet. He tossed his suitcase onto the bed and opened it, pulled out his vestments and hung them up. He’d iron them tomorrow.


He took a shower, then wiped the steam off the mirror, studied himself. His face was his trademark, and he had to look good. He’d shaved this morning, but even so, his beard showed up as a bluish shadow on his pale skin. He took care to keep out of the sun. His pale complexion made him look otherworldly, ethereal. His eyes were what sold it. A Victorian preacher had once told Matthew those eyes of his could “see through the skin of a sinner to the soul beneath.” His mother had claimed that when Matthew was a child, back in ancient Rome, his blue eyes were so unusual that people seeing him would make the sign against evil, ward themselves against his gaze.


He chuckled. With his wet bangs hanging over his eyes, he didn’t look spiritual. He looked boyish, puckish, like he was about to do something bad.


“‘I aim to misbehave,’” he said to his reflection. He’d heard that line in a movie once and considered it suitable to himself.


Matthew grabbed a towel and dried his face. He looked tired. He was tired. He was always tired. Wouldn’t do for him to look tired tomorrow night. It was early evening, but day and night meant nothing to him anymore. After the first few thousand, they started to run together into a meaningless mishmash. He needed sleep. Sound sleep. Restful sleep. Dreamless sleep.


Dreamless. That was the catch. He used to pray for his sleep to be free of the tormenting dreams. That was back long ago when he still prayed, back before he’d realized that no one was listening. When he figured that out, he quit praying and started drinking. Sometimes, if he drank enough, he could drown the dreams.


Matthew dug out the flask from the pocket of his trousers, took a pull from it, then lay down on the bed in his underwear. Fortunately, the motel had cable TV, one of their selling points. He found the History Channel. Nothing like history to put you to sleep. He watched World War II and drank bourbon as the Allies were bombing Dresden and fires raged out of control…


The centurion came toward him, flaming torch in hand. Matthew was tied to a stake. His robes were soaked in oil. Faggots were piled around his feet. Not far from him, a friend, Antonius, was surrounded by swirling fire. His screams were horrible to hear. Matthew could smell the sickening odor of burning flesh. Antonius had no feet, now, only charred lumps. Yet he still lived. His flesh was bubbling. He screamed and screamed, then his screams died away in a horrible gurgling.


And Matthew was next. The centurion looked up at him and grinned, and said something about “Christian dogs” and lit the wood beneath his feet…


Matthew struggled to escape the fire. But there was no escape. The flames licked the soles of his feet. The pain was excruciating, and it would only get worse. Matthew tried to keep from screaming. He wouldn’t give his tormentors the satisfaction. He began to pray, but his flesh was roasting now, and he couldn’t help himself. He screamed…


The sound of pounding woke him.


Matthew gasped. His eyes flared open. He was not tied to a stake being burned alive. He was lying on a bed, bathed in sweat, in the darkness, and the guy next door was pounding on the wall. Matthew sat up. His heart was beating wildly, and it took long moments of deep breathing to calm himself, return his heart rate to normal.


That was a long time ago, he said to himself. They can’t hurt you now.


Except they could…


“Damn you,” he muttered, and there were tears in his eyes. “Damn you, stop it!” He raised himself up and yelled loudly, loud enough to be heard in heaven, “Stop it!”


“You stop it, you son of a bitch!” shouted the guy pounding on the wall. “Some of us are trying to sleep!”


“Sorry,” Matthew muttered. He felt around in the darkness for the flask. Locating it, he picked it up with a trembling hand and put it to his lips.


“God damn you!” Matthew said. “God damn you, God.” He laughed. That was funny somehow. “I’ll show you. Tomorrow night I’m going to put on my act and it’s going to be on television and the whole world will see it! There’s gonna be rubber snakes and flash powder and…and I don’t know what all. Make those yokels fall to their knees and praise You and it’ll all be a con. Just like the great con You’ve got going. And then what will You do, God? Send Your angels to chastise me? To tell me I need to ask for forgiveness? Well, it’s not going to happen.”


Matthew shook his fist at the ceiling. “You can keep me down here forever, torture me with nightmares, and I’ll never ask, never beg for Your forgiveness. Do you hear me. There’ll be glaciers in Hell first!”


Matthew raised the flask to his lips again. The flask was empty. Not that it mattered. The bourbon made him drunk because he wanted to believe it made him drunk. Alcohol—like everything else in his existence—had no effect on him. Cursing, he flung the flask across the room.


He lay back down, but he was too upset and shaken to sleep. He turned on the TV, keeping the volume low, so as not to further offend his neighbor. He switched it to Fox, hoping to see one of the ads they were running about him.


Instead, it was film of some rock star being dragged off by the police.


“—Cain Lukosi was arrested early yesterday morning after a wild party at the Four Seasons Hotel in Beverly Hills. Cain, as he’s known to his millions of fans, was charged with destruction of property and being drunk and disorderly. This is footage from outside the hotel.”


Matthew watched, bemused. He knew nothing about rock-and-roll music, couldn’t care less. Hannah listened to something she called Classic Rock in the car; sometimes she even sang along. Matthew generally tried to tune it out until Hannah’s off-key wailing started to grate on his nerves and he’d order her to shut off the damn radio.


Two cops were manhandling this Cain fellow, trying to get him into a squad car and being hindered in their task by photographers and reporters and a small but vocal army of fans. The rock star was wearing nothing but red briefs and leather chaps. His hands were cuffed behind his bare back. He had tattoos all up and down his arms, and a large tattoo on his shoulders that spread up to his neck. It looked like wings of some sort. Black wings.


Reporters were shouting out questions at him. The rock star grinned at his fans and answered with expletives that were bleeped out. His fans, who were dressed in black, with strange-colored hair, cheered him on, screaming and pumping their fists in the air.


When one of the cameramen came in close. Cain spit straight into the lens. Then he lunged at the cameramen, who stumbled backward, filming all the time.


The cops wrestled Cain back.


Cain was yelling and his fans were yelling and the bleeping was almost continual.


The announcer came back. “Cain Lukosi’s going to jail on the morning after the kickoff last night in Los Angeles of his sold-out tour—aptly named, the ‘Descent into Hell.’ Let’s hope he makes bail before the next show,” said the chirpy blonde news anchor to her male counterpart. “Or there will be lots of disappointed fans in Vegas.”


“Maybe not so disappointed,” said her partner. “Judging from the reviews in this morning’s papers, Cain’s show could be renamed: ‘Descent into Boredom’!”


They both laughed.


The shot went back to Cain, spitting at the camera.


How did that song go? The one about the good life of a rock star? Hannah was always singing it.


“‘Money for nothin’ and your chicks for free,’” Matthew mumbled. That didn’t make any sense, but then neither did glaciers in Hell.


He fell back onto the bed, and this time he slept.











Chapter 3





Matthew pulled the Cadillac into the parking lot of the River of Faith Church. He was dressed for the occasion, wearing his ankle-length black cassock, white collar, and golden cross. He walked around back to the cavernous trunk—one reason he drove the old Caddy. A large tent had been set up in a field not far from the church. Workmen were inside arranging folding chairs. He could see a stage, hope they remembered he’d need electricity. He hauled a large black trunk out of the back. Inside were floodlights, colored gels, his well-worn Bible, and a variety of props, among them a battery-powered snake that would slither out of Hannah’s beehive wig.


The preacher, Pastor Wiggins, opened the door to the parsonage and ushered Matthew inside.


“Father Gallow, how nice finally to meet you. I’ve heard much about you, and I’m pleased that you will be joining the service tonight.” Pastor Wiggins shook Matthew’s hand. The pastor was a large man with a very bald head and a strong grip.


“I understand the Fox News people called you, Brother?” Matthew asked.


“Oh yes, they explained everything to me. They’ll be here to set up the cameras shortly. The whole town has heard what’s going on. Everyone’s very excited. No one’s talking about anything else. I think we’ll have a full house. I even rented extra chairs.” Pastor Wiggins smiled broadly. “We’ll show these unbelievers, doubters, and mockers, the power of God tonight, won’t we, Father?”


“That we will, Brother,” said Matthew gravely. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go over a few things before the reporters arrive. I need to see the stage, set up my lights, check the sound levels, and all that.”


“Yes, of course. I’ll show you around. Then I’ll tell you how I typically conduct my service, and we’ll go over my introduction. Do you think they’ll film my sermon?”


Matthew politely said he hoped they would. As he accompanied the pastor, he made a mental note to find time to slip away to call Hannah. He’d learned that if he didn’t call her during the afternoon of a show, she’d call him, and those calls sometimes came at awkward moments. She never had anything important to say. She mostly called because she was insecure, and she needed him to pat her on the head and tell her everything was going to go fine. She always claimed she called because she wanted to make sure he was sober.


Sure enough, almost as though she was psychic, his cell phone rang. He looked at the number.


“Uh, Brother, would you excuse me a moment?” Matthew said. “It’s my mother. She hasn’t been feeling well.”


“Let her know she will be in my prayers,” said the pastor kindly.


“Yes, Brother, thank you,” said Matthew, and he moved off to the back of the tent.


“Yeah, Hannah, what is it?” Matthew asked, striving for patience. “I’m here and I’m sober. The setup looks good. How are you? Did you sleep well? I told you—I’m sober!” He hung up.


I definitely have to cut her loose, Matthew thought wearily.


 


Natalia landed in the airport at Nashville, picked up her rental car, and drove north to Clarksville. She loved Nashville and would have been glad to have time to hang around, visit the Country Music Hall of Fame, maybe see who was playing at the Grand Ole Opry. She didn’t have time for fun, however. She had a date with a preacher-man.


Arriving in Clarksville, she was going to stop to ask directions, then she saw the Fox News satellite truck parked near a small church dwarfed by an enormous white tent that had been set up in a nearby field. A large sign advertised: “THE AMAZING FATHER GALLOW…


“…and his All-Star Angel Revue,” Natalia added with a giggle, which wasn’t what the sign said, of course. It said something about bringing the Power of God to the Benighted.


Natalia had trouble finding a parking place, and she had to walk about a half a mile back to the venue. Though the show didn’t start for over an hour, crowds were already starting to assemble. The Fox News truck drew quite a few people, who loitered about, clearly hoping to get on camera. The Missionary Aid Society tent, selling homemade chili, pie, lemonade, and ice cream, was doing a brisk business. After eating two bowls of the best chili she’d ever tasted, Natalia stuffed a hundred-dollar bill into the donation box, for Karma, she thought to herself.


She returned a few phone calls, one from Cain’s lawyer, who said there would be no problem about bail; then, since there was nothing else to do, she headed for the tent to get a seat close to the stage.


She was enjoying the peaceful night, breathing in the perfume of fresh-mown grass, watching the reds and purples of the sunset spread across the sky, and thinking that life wasn’t like this in LA or something to that effect, when a piercing shriek near her ear made her jump.


A teenage girl wearing too much eye shadow and a Cain T-shirt leaped at Natalia, grabbed hold of her arm.


“You’re his manager!” the girl gasped.


“Who? What?” Natalia said, trying to pull away from the clutching fingers.


“You’re Natalia Ashley, Cain’s manager!” the girl squealed. “I read about you in Rolling Stone!”


Natalia cast a sideways look out of her eye. She was, unfortunately, near the Fox News truck. The reporter, hearing the commotion, was staring at her with interest.


Natalia shook her head. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, miss. You’ve mistaken me for someone else.”


Thank goodness she’d had the brains to dress conservatively! She’d even bought a skirt for the
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