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			Epigraph

			The way to love anything is to realize that it may be lost.

			—G. K. CHESTERTON

			Some people drink to forget. Personally, I smoke to remember.

			—ANNA MADRIGAL
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			Chapter 1

			LEAVING LIKE A LADY

			Summer had been warmer than usual this year, but the heat that throbbed in the East Bay was already coaxing pale fingers of fog into the city. Anna could feel this on her skin, the chilly caress she had come to think of as “candle weather.” She had not owned a fireplace since her landlady days on Russian Hill, but to her mind the proper application of candlelight carried all the primal comfort of a campfire.

			She grabbed the purple plastic firelighter on the sideboard in the parlor. Her legs, however, weren’t cooperating, so she steadied herself for a moment, slouching ludicrously on one hip, like Joan Crawford in 1940s gun moll mode. This thing in her wobbly old hand was disturbingly gunlike, complete with a trigger and a barrel.

			Mustn’t think of it as a gun. Think of it as a wand.

			She aimed the lighter at the top of a candle, a stately pillar whose rim had grown satisfyingly wavy with use, though she did not recall having seen it before. She wondered, optimistically, if her companion Jake had been burning it in his room.

			“Stop!” Jake sprang from the sofa, having just noticed her above the top of his magic slate. “Not that one!” The alarm in his voice suggested someone arriving at a gas chamber with a last-minute stay of execution from the governor.

			Anna dropped her firearm, surrendering on the spot. “Sorry, dear. Saving it for a special friend?” This was naughty of her, since Jake was easily embarrassed, but she liked the notion that he might have found someone worthy of candlelight.

			“It’s for you,” he said placidly, shaming her with his teddy-bear dignity. “Got it at Pottery Barn this morning.”

			“Ah. Very thoughtful.” She was still confounded by that melted rim.

			“I can get some more, if you like it.”

			“I do ... yes.” She hoped this sounded sincere; there was not much you could say, really, about a plain white candle. “And why am I not allowed to light it?”

			He took the pillar in his hands, fidgeting with something on the bottom, causing it to glow, candle-like, from within. “Wa-lah!” he crowed.

			“Oh my,” she said, unable to manage anything else. Was there nothing on earth this child could not replace with inscrutable electronics?

			“You don’t have to light it,” he said. “And you don’t have to blow it out.”

			Anna widened her eyes at him comically. “And you don’t have to burn down the house.”

			“That too, yeah.” Jake smiled without losing his aura of parental resolve—an achievement, really, from someone almost sixty years her junior. How could she blame him for fretting about this? One afternoon last winter, after the first cold snap, he had come home from the gym to find her asleep in her chair, the remains of an amethyst candle dripping off the end table like a Dalí clock. She had not heard the end of it.

			“Here’s the cool part,” he added brightly, soldiering on. “It’s on a timer! You can make it turn on and off whenever you want. Amazeballs—right?”

			She had wearied of this “amazeballs” business, but she let it pass; she was touched by the effort he’d put into this campaign. She regarded him benignly until she caught his gaze. “So this is the end of candlelight?”

			He hesitated. “Well ... if you wanna put it that way.”

			“How would you have me put it?”

			“Jeez, Anna—the End of Candlelight? You just can’t light stuff when I’m not around, that’s all.”

			“I understand,” she said calmly, because she did; some of her old playthings now required adult supervision. Her days were full of such small surrenders—why make a fuss over them? You could see them as loss, or you could see them as simplification. Her daughter Mona would have called this an act of faith, this Zen letting-go of familiar pleasures. Anna chose to think of it as leaving like a lady.

			“I have bade farewell to flame,” she declared, lifting her hand in a fluttery theatrical wave that she hoped would disguise any actual melancholy on her part. “And I am so much lighter for the journey.”

			He sighed with relief. “Thank you, but you have not ... ‘bade farewell to flame,’ or whatever. There’s gonna be plenty of flame in your life. Trust me.”

			This sounded so strangely purposeful that she was taken aback. “What on earth does that mean?”

			“Nothing.” Jake was blushing beneath his stubble, obviously mortified at having said more than he’d intended. He was helplessly chameleonic, this boy, forever blending in with his emotions. “It doesn’t mean anything,” he said.

			“I’m not expecting a funeral pyre,” she said.

			He scowled at her. “That’s not funny.”

			“Well, what does ‘plenty of flame’ mean?”

			“It’s just—you know, a figure of speech.”

			She knew Jake to be many things, but metaphorical was not among them.

			They read in the parlor until bedtime, as was their custom. Anna was reuniting with an old friend from childhood: Richard Halliburton’s Book of Marvels. Even now its bulk was downright biblical; it must have overwhelmed her as a child. She turned the yellowed pages slowly, past murky black-and-white photographs of Machu Picchu and the Taj Mahal, a dirigible tethered preposterously to the top of the Empire State Building. The illustrations had never impressed her, but the author’s kinetic prose had more than compensated. His description of Iguazu Falls was a waterfall in its own right, a torrent of subordinate clauses that spilled off the page in a sibilant white mist. Mr. Halliburton, for all his swagger, had been something of a queen, and Anna had responded to that subliminal fact long before she had identified her own particular brand of royalty.

			“Whatcha reading?” Jake was looking up from his magic slate.

			“Halliburton.”

			He grimaced. “Dick Cheney’s company?”

			“No.” She shuddered at the thought of that horrid little man invading her beloved tome. “The adventurer. Richard Halliburton.”

			No reaction from Jake.

			“You know—who had himself declared a ship so he could swim the Panama Canal?”

			He shook his head. “Nope.”

			“He was very handsome.” She peered down at the image on the page, a sunburned blond sitting astride a camel. “He wasn’t even forty when he died.”

			“What happened to him?”

			Anna shrugged. “His junk disappeared.”

			“What? You mean ...” Jake’s brow was furrowed in confusion. “He was like ... T or something?”

			“No, dear. He was not ‘like T or something.’” She leaned on the letter to convey her disdain for Jake’s latest relabeling of their once-exotic species. “What on earth does that have to do with this?”

			Her companion shrugged. “You said ‘junk.’ I thought ...”

			“Yes.” She remained patient, assuming a more deliberate tone. “He was sailing a Chinese junk from Hong Kong to the World’s Fair on Treasure Island. It was 1939. There was a typhoon at sea. They never found them.”

			“Them?”

			“He had a captain and a crew. And a beau, Paul something, who wrote the books with him. They traveled the world together. I guess you could see it as wildly romantic. Two men deeply in love, lost at sea.”

			“How do you know they were deeply in love?”

			“They’d better have been.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well, it’s preposterous otherwise. A Chinese junk? What on earth was the point? It wasn’t a world record. They were just being vivid.”

			He gave her a lopsided smile. “But not if they were in love.”

			“It would help,” she told him. “I’d be far less impatient with them.” It was difficult, at her age, not to be a little put out with everyone for leaving.

			Jake was silent for a moment. “How long have you had that thing?”

			He meant the book. She ran her palm across it, as if comforting an old cur. “Since before I was me,” she said. She lifted the book to her nose and inhaled the scent lingering in its cardboard bones: a hint of rosewater and Lysol that instantly genie-summoned the Blue Moon Lodge. It was Winnemucca condensed, this book, the only thing she owned that could still predictably take her from here to there.

			Bet your book can’t do that, she thought.

			But she knew that Jake wasn’t reading a book. She had heard the telltale cackling of his favorite game, the one with the evil birds and the catapults. The sound of it had bothered her until she’d learned to connect it to Jake himself, to his endless coltish curiosity. There were times, in fact, when she found it almost comforting, like a music box in a nursery. It meant that Jake was there.

			“Are you winning?” she asked.

			“You don’t exactly win,” he replied.

			“Ah,” she said, as she returned to her book.

			No, you don’t, she thought. You just get to the end.

			Notch, her old rescue cat, sauntered into the room and climbed onto her lap. They dozed off together for a while. When she opened her eyes again, Jake was stretched out on the sofa. In the light of his magic slate his cheek was gilt-edged, Rembrandtesque. He seemed to be reading now, so she assumed it was his latest, a book called American Gods by an author with whom Jake had once tweeted in a state of delirious fandom. He had even read to her from this book, a passage about a man being swallowed by a giant vagina that had amused them both for entirely different reasons. Or perhaps, come to think of it, the same reason.

			That was the lovely thing about Jake: he had come such a long way to meet her. For most of her life she had tried to imagine the company she’d be keeping at the end. There had been both men and women in those anxious/hopeful visions (an ex-wife, a couple of old beaux, and the long-lost daughter she had found and then lost again), but she could never have imagined Jake. He had arrived out of nowhere, like a unicorn in a forest, this man-child who knew her journey as clearly as his own.

			She fretted about him, though. He should be having his own life, his own evolving dream of last companions. He was well into his thirties and, since his hysterectomy two years earlier, had become a far more sociable creature. He even brought friends by the house these days—a varied ensemble, to say the least, some bejeweled of brow and brilliant of plumage, others swaggering in Elvis haircuts or prim as movie librarians, pop approximations of their psyches. They seemed fond of Jake, she was glad to see, and some of the ones with boys’ names stayed the night.

			That’s what she fretted about: whether she was cramping his style.

			“You know,” she said, “the chair in my room is much more comfortable.”

			He glanced up at her distractedly. “What?”

			“It’s just as easy for me to read in my room.”

			“Now, you mean?”

			“No, dear—when you have company. You should be able to entertain without having an anthropological exhibit in the corner.”

			He rolled his eyes. “Read your book.”

			“Do you understand me?”

			Jake grunted.

			“And you should know that when you have visitors in your room, I can’t hear a thing. These old plaster walls are thick. There’s no need to whisper. Just go about your business.”

			Jake’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “How do you know we’re whispering? If you can’t hear a thing.”

			“Don’t talk back to your elders,” she said.

			Just before bedtime, Jake brought out the Volcano, a contraption that never failed to amuse Anna in every phase of its nonsensical operation. It was silver and squat—cone-shaped, like a mouse-size space capsule—and its purpose was to deliver the herb, superheated and free of smoke, into the clear plastic bag writhing above it. Once inflated, this voluptuously bobbing bladder would be removed and handed to Anna, who would puff (only once) on a mouthpiece that looked as if it belonged on a wind instrument of some sort, possibly a bagpipe. Jake invariably conducted this ritual with deadpan solemnity, so Anna, out of respect, tried to follow suit, though she could never shake the feeling that they were engaged in an East European clown act, or a fraternity prank involving rubbers and a tank of helium.

			The Volcano had been a Christmas gift from a friend, a former tenant at her old house on Russian Hill. Mary Ann had spent her middle years in the East with a well-to-do Republican husband, only to return to the city on the brink of sixty with a pocket full of alimony and a heartbreaking need to ingratiate herself to the past. Jake had only to declare within earshot that fancy vaporizers of this ilk were “seven hundred fucking dollars,” and Mary Ann was off and running. She’d presented it to them almost formally during a picnic lunch she’d organized at Occupy San Francisco. They had no place to plug it in, of course, so full appreciation had been postponed.

			“What is this?” Anna was holding the valve of the balloon now. She half expected that, if released, it would fly around the room making farting noises.

			“What is what?”

			“The name. I enjoy the names.”

			“Oh.” He picked up the shiny gold packet from the cannabis club. Its sleek design evoked something you might find in a Japanese grocery store. “Blue Dream,” he said, reading the label. “Same as last time.”

			She inhaled the sweet smokeless cloud and held it for a moment. “Lovely,” she said at last. “I think it’s my favorite. The Purple Tush was a little oppressive.”

			Jake chuckled. “Kush.”

			“What?”

			“Purple Kush, not tush.” Jake took the balloon from her. “Purple tush—ugh.”

			She finally caught his gist. “Oppressive purple tush, no less.”

			He laughed like a child who had just been tickled.

			“They must have an ointment for that,” she added, wanting to prolong his mirth, but was promptly interrupted by the cricket chirping merrily in his jeans. He tugged his phone from his pocket and examined the surface. “It’s Brian,” he told her.

			“Hey, dude,” he said into the phone. “Yeah ... where are you? ... yeah, the Volcano ... I know, right?” Jake laughed and turned back to Anna. “He says we’re busted.”

			“Tell him I have a damn prescription,” she said.

			Jake handed her the phone, grinning. She held it up to where she thought it should go; she was no longer confident about these things. “It’s Mary Ann’s fault,” she said. “We’d hurt her feelings if we didn’t use this infernal contraption.”

			“Oh man,” he said. “I miss you.”

			Those few words, gruffly uttered yet warm and familiar as buttered toast, were all she needed to construct an image of her former tenant: the emerald eyes and snowy hair, that sandpaper dent in his chin. “Where are you, dear?” she asked.

			“Pacifica. Winnie can’t go any further.”

			Who?

			“The Winnebago,” he explained, reading her silence. “I’m in an RV park.”

			“Ah.”

			“Our connection is shitty. I can barely hear you.”

			“Oh—all right then. I’ll give you back to Jake.”

			“No, I wanna come visit. There’s someone I want you to meet.”

			She knew what that usually meant, but with Brian you had to wonder. Could it be that the senior member of her brood, this perennially roving bachelor of (good heavens, no) sixty-seven, had finally found someone worthy of a permanent cuddle? The last time she had spoken to him (when he was parked somewhere in the Great Smoky Mountains), he had seemed placidly committed to his solitude. She had come to believe that his divorce from Mary Ann had forever soured him on cohabitation. Not to mention the fact that Brian had a lovely grown daughter from that marriage, and—to hear him tell it, at least—Shawna had always been family enough for him.

			“Is this a new thing?” she asked.

			“Yeah—fairly.” He seemed amused by the thought. “Not really, though. We just sort of ... picked up where we left off.”

			“Someone I used to know?”

			“No ... actually. Come to think of it.”

			“Now you’re just being mysterious.”

			He laughed. “We’ll make a date soon as I’m hooked up.”

			“Hooked up?”

			“At the RV park! Gotta run, Mrs. Madrigal.”

			He was gone, so she handed the phone back to Jake.

			“What’s up?” he asked.

			“He has a lady friend. He wants to bring her by to meet us.” She fiddled with the cuff of her Chinese pajamas, pondering this enigma until she finally spoke it out loud: “It’s someone he used to know. That I don’t know.”

			“Does that bother you?”

			“It puzzles me.”

			As soon as Jake had helped her into bed and doled out her pills, she found herself wondering why Brian had called her Mrs. Madrigal on the phone. It was an echo of her landlady days, curiously out of time, and she could only surmise that he had reverted to this formality for the benefit of his listening lady friend. These days she was on a first-name basis with all the members of her logical family, since the ever-shrinking distance between the middle of life and the end of it encouraged a level of informality. She had never been a Mrs. anyway. The honorific had been her way of further musicalizing her new name—the pleasing rhythm of “Mrs. Madrigal”—though she sometimes told those who had yet to learn of her past that single women are less likely to be harassed if they are thought to be widows or divorcees.

			That was true enough, but there had been another motivation. She had assumed the Mrs. upon her return from Denmark in the 1960s not only to imply a respectable history but also to invent a shadow companion for her daunting new journey. She had married herself, in essence, so she would not be alone in her skin. “There never was a Mr. Madrigal,” she used to tell her new tenants at 28Barbary Lane, and that had certainly been the case from the very beginning. There had only been scared-silly little Andy Ramsey, the lone male resident of the Blue Moon Lodge and no one’s idea of a mister, least of all his own.

			Funny, she thought, sinking deeper into the folds of a wilting cannabis balloon. Blue Dream is not that far from Blue Moon.

			Then, somewhere beyond the window, out in the white mirage of a desert afternoon, she heard the most curious thing.

			It was the sound of a chicken squawking.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			A PROPER GENTLEMAN

			The chicken was in the pen out back, and the ruckus it was making woke Andy from an afternoon nap. They had not kept poultry for some time, so he figured Margaret was turning a trick with the Okie from down the road who sometimes paid in livestock. He wondered if Violet had heard the chicken and if she would be ugly about it at dinner and hurt Margaret’s feelings again. Andy couldn’t see why doing it for a good hen was any less respectable than doing it for a couple of bucks.

			He rolled on his side and gazed at the window shade. It had darkened to amber during his nap, and the acacia bush swam against it like mint in a glass of iced tea. These hot afternoons made him languid and dreamy. They made him think about the Basque boy at the drugstore, with the raven locks and long eyelashes.

			“Listen up, ladies!”

			Margaret’s voice. Addressing the various cabinettes.

			“Who nabbed my Lysol?”

			Not a good time to open the shade.

			“Do you hear me, ladies?”

			No reply.

			“If I get knocked up—”

			Explosive laughter. Probably Sadie’s.

			“I mean it,” yelled Margaret.

			“You ain’t havin’ no baby, Grandma.” This time it was Violet being mean. Margaret was forty-five, the oldest girl at the Blue Moon, older even than Andy’s mama, who ran the place, so the other girls could be spiteful. Andy figured they were jealous that Margaret had repeat customers. She was even asked for by name when college boys drove in from Reno, drunk as lords on casino gin.

			Violet’s wisecrack brought raucous laughter from the cabinettes, but there was no response at all from Margaret. Andy felt bad for her, so he cupped his hands and yelled through the shade. “There’s a bottle of Lysol in the crapper.”

			Another silence, then Margaret spoke in a more subdued tone. “Now there’s a gentleman.”

			Andy knew where this was leading. “Want me to get it?”

			“Would you, lamb? If I move an inch, this tapioca is gonna make its way to glory.” The urgency of the mission was underscored by the clanky flatulence of a jalopy coming to life just beyond the cabinettes. The customer was already leaving.

			Andy hurried out to the crapper and found the bottle. By the time he got to Margaret’s cabinette with a basin, there was only a distant plume of dust trailing out to the highway. Margaret was sitting on the edge of the bed in her peach camisole. She looked weary and resigned when he set the basin down beside her on the bed.

			“That’s gotta be watered down,” she said.

			He nodded. “Already done it.”

			“You have?” She touched the pee-colored solution with a look of tender amazement, as if he had just presented her with the Hope Diamond. “If that don’t beat all,” she murmured. “Where can I find one like you, Andy?”

			He shrugged, since it wasn’t really a question.

			Margaret grabbed a sponge off the nightstand and dipped it into the basin, turning away from him as she began to scrub vigorously between her legs. Andy headed straight for the door, eyes to the floor, but Margaret was still talking.

			“I swear. What did ladies do before Lysol?”

			Another shrug.

			“I ain’t takin’ any chances. That Okie has thirteen kids of his own.”

			Andy knew that already. Two of the girls were classmates at Humboldt High, compulsive gigglers who lived with their aunt on Mizpah Street. One of them had flirted with Andy on the bus the day before. He wondered if she would be trouble.

			“Anyway,” said Margaret, “we’ll have us some eggs for breakfast.”

			“That’ll be swell,” he mumbled.

			Margaret was still scrubbing away. “I know you like your eggs,” she said.

			Margaret knew lots of things about Andy. She knew things that happened before he was born, back when Mama was teaching piano in Rapid City and Margaret was her friend, working at the five-and-dime. Margaret had always claimed that they were both ready to get out of there, and the opportunity presented itself when Mama got pregnant by a piano pupil whose father was, in Margaret’s words, “a big muckety-muck in the Chamber of Commerce and a hotheaded Greek to boot.” Margaret’s mean-as-a-snake husband had keeled over dead at the cement plant a week earlier, so she paid her debt to the Almighty by helping Mama through her ordeal. “She was our salvation in our flight from the Pharisees” was how Mama had put it, implicating the unborn Andy in this biblical-sounding event, but it would be years before he would learn that their midnight motor trip to Nevada had been paid for with cash Margaret had lifted from the notions counter at the five-and-dime.

			He would learn this from Margaret, mind you, not Mama. Mama, when pressed on the matter, had said only that Andy’s father was a “a hero of the Great War who succumbed to his wounds”—an explanation that, even at nine, Andy had found unconvincing, since he knew the radio show she was referencing. They had listened to it together, in fact, him and Mama, down in the parlor on a slow night. A doughboy and a crippled Irish girl finding true love in New York City, if only briefly.

			It embarrassed Andy when Mama’s lies became this bold, but he could see how a casualty of war would be easier to explain than some horny fifteen-year-old she had taught to play “Clair de Lune.” Even now, Andy’s paternity was vague in his mind, since he had never been able to put a grown man’s face to that nubile phantom. Sometimes he would study the boys in the lunchroom at Humboldt High, other sophomores with vaguely Grecian features, and imagine them in Rapid City with a younger version of Mama, but it led nowhere. Nowhere comfortable, at least.

			Mama had been straight with Andy about her business. She was proud of that story. She and Margaret would tell it in tandem sometimes, playing to a crowd of rowdy customers in the parlor, Mama banging out the funny parts on the piano, shaking everything she had. They had been “two sweet-ass gals flying on a wing and a prayer,” though, truthfully, that prayer had not been uttered until their third night in a Bridge Street hotel, when a railroad man, “a perfectly nice gent in a suit,” offered Margaret five dollars to go upstairs and give him a blow job. Margaret had been a knockout back then, a genuine Swedish blond with cornflower-blue eyes who never forgot her makeup. It had been a natural mistake, Mama had insisted, what with all the plug-ugly women out here in the desert, but maybe it had also been a sign from heaven. Maybe a nice girl mistaken for something else had just been shown her true calling in life. Especially if she had gone upstairs as readily as Margaret had.

			Their initial agreement had been simple: Mama would find the johns and take their money, and Margaret would “haul their ashes.” There were already a few girls working in cribs on Bridge Street, so Mama took them under her no-nonsense wing, promising a steady income and protection from the johns. By the time Andy was born at Humboldt General in the spring of 1920, Mama was offering six ladies (including Margaret) and setting her sights on a big private spread out on the road to Jungo. The old house was already there, so Mama added the cabinettes, a semicircle of cinder-block huts painted with tall organ pipe cacti, though there was nothing remotely like them growing on that barren expanse. Folks just naturally expected “a touch of the Old West” when they drove out for pussy in the middle of nowhere, so Mona Ramsey intended to oblige them. (Mama used the third person when she got really fired up, as if she were talking about someone else entirely.)

			Andy’s first memory was not of the house, or even the huge neon moon Mama had erected by the highway, but the cool, vaulting interior of the Catholic church on Melarkey Street. At four, Andy was a little old for a christening (and Mama wasn’t even Catholic), but St. Paul’s had just been completed, and it was the grandest place in town, a Spanish-style edifice with towers like a castle. Mama wanted folks to see that her son was being raised a proper gentleman. To that end, Margaret had made him a christening outfit with Irish lace she ordered from Denver. Technically, it was a dress, since she had simply enlarged a McCall’s pattern meant for babes-in-arms, but Andy had not complained. He had worn it all day, in fact, chasing a billy goat around the yard. He could still remember how fine it felt against his skin, and the flinty look in Mama’s eyes when he refused to take it off.

			When hard times came and poor folks headed west in droves, Mama never lost faith in the business. There were rumors in town that gambling was about to be legalized in Nevada, and she reckoned that was a good thing, since the fools who went bust at the tables would be even more needful of female consolation. She had been right, as usual. The Blue Moon Lodge thrived, gaining a fresh coat of paint and a scarlet slot machine in the parlor, shiny as a new Hudson and emblazoned with an Indian head. Customers came from as far away as Boulder City, where thousands of workers, predictably starved for ladies, were building a colossal new dam.

			Lately, Mama’d had her mind set on gold. She had heard from old Mrs. Austin, whose husband ran the general store in Jungo, that Mr. Hoover himself, the former president, had arrived in a private railway car with an oilman from San Francisco and inquired about George Austin’s claim in the Slumbering Hills. It was common knowledge, Mama said, that old George and his college-boy sons had been poking in the ground up there. They had recently shipped two bags of gold ore to the mint in San Francisco. Everybody in town was talking about it, but Mrs. Austin had been tight-lipped with Mama, saying only that Mr. Hoover had been a regular feller and that she had grown accustomed to famous folks when she was a nurse in San Jose.

			“The nerve o’ that woman!” said Mama, wielding her fork like a saber at the dinner table. “There she is, sellin’ chaw tobacco to the goddamn section hands, and she’s actin’ all high-and-mighty with me!”

			A tiny fleck of mashed potato flew off Mama’s fork and hit Violet square in her hennaed spit curl. Margaret winked at Andy; Violet had not even noticed.

			“The ol’ biddy is about to get filthy rich on that claim,” Mama added sourly. “And she don’t even have the decency to say so.”

			“What were you doin’ in Jungo?” This was Delphine, the back-talking Cajun girl, but Andy was wondering the same thing. Jungo was over thirty miles up the road, a pissant little railroad junction that made Winnemucca look like Gay Paree.

			Mama was glowering now. “Hush up, Delphine.”

			“If you’re lookin’ to buy property, there ain’t that much poontang in Nevada.”

			“Delphine, I mean it. Another word out o’ you and you’re gettin’ that fatty from Battle Mountain the next time he comes in for a dry bob.”

			Delphine stared down at her plate as a cautious silence fell over the table. Andy knew from experience that it was in everyone’s interest to change the subject. None of these girls wanted to give a dry bob to the fatty from Battle Mountain.

			“What famous folks?” he asked.

			Mama frowned at him.

			“Mrs. Austin,” he explained. “Who did she know?”

			This brought a grunt. “Some feller named London. Who cares?”

			“Jack London?”

			“I reckon. Yeah.”

			“Wow,” Andy said under his breath.

			“You heard o’ him?”

			“He wrote The Call of the Wild. We read it for English last year.”

			Mama stabbed a sweetbread with her fork and poked it into her mouth. “Well, don’t go tellin’ that ol’ battle-ax. She’s already too big for her britches.”

			A smile flickered at the corner of Margaret’s mouth, but she managed to conceal it by turning toward Andy. “How was school, lamb?”

			He shrugged. “Okay.”

			“You pass your history test?”

			“A-minus.”

			“Get you,” said Margaret, beaming. “You’re heaps smarter than the rest of us.”

			Mama shot Margaret a crabby look. “Where do you think he got it from?” Mama had finished high school, while Margaret had dropped out early to go to beauty school in Rapid City. Mama used that dubious advantage to lord it over Margaret whenever they squabbled. Lately, there had been more squabbles than usual, though Andy was not sure why. Maybe Mama was just worn out.

			“I saw the Watson girl at the post office today,” Mama offered, reassembling her face to look more pleasant for Andy. “She asked after you.”

			He doubted this was true. If anything, Mama had probably raised the subject herself, since Gloria Watson’s family was known to be well fixed. Her father was a doctor—a widowed doctor to boot—who had once conducted the monthly exams at the Blue Moon. Mama’s coquettish overtures had failed to get a rise out of him (and most likely scared him off the job), so now she was working on his daughter.

			“I think she’s taken a shine to you, Andy.”

			Andy sighed so she could hear it.

			“What’s the matter with Gloria Watson?”

			“Nothing. She’s very nice. She’s dating the class president, that’s all.”

			“Well, that don’t make no never mind.”

			Margaret glanced at Mama sideways. “Leave him be, Mona.”

			“Andy’s a damn sight better-lookin’ than any class president.”

			“Mona ...”

			“Well, look at him, Margaret. He could get any pretty girl he wants.”

			Andy rolled his eyes. “You’re a stitch, Mama.”

			“Don’t you sass me, kid. You know I’m right.”

			He stayed calm and smiling as he rose and took his plate to the sink. Half the time Mama was just spoiling for a fight, so he had learned not to engage her.

			“I’ve got homework,” he said, heading off to his room.

			By nine o’clock the yard was full of cars, so Andy stayed in his room, reading under a lampshade printed with a map of the world. Down below he could hear the usual music from the Victrola, the usual howls from the customers and counterfeit squeals from the girls. Not an awful sound, really, just an awfully familiar one, and the wrong accompaniment to Richard Halliburton’s Book of Marvels. He wondered if Mama truly wanted to go on like this forever, selling good-for-all-night tokens unto death, or if she ever dreamed of being somewhere else entirely. That would be fine with him, unless her escape plan involved the acquisition of a wealthy daughter-in-law, in which case leaving would be just as grimly unimaginable as staying.

			He had just turned sixteen, though. There was still time to figure it out.

			“You there, lamb?” Margaret was cooing from outside his door, so he invited her in. She was wearing a calf-length green velvet gown that was balding in places like the arm of an old settee. Her palomino hair was now loosely corralled on top of her head with bobby pins. She was holding a parcel about the size of a shoe box, wrapped in the funny papers and tied up with twine.

			“Guess what’s playin’ at the American next week.”

			“What?” he replied, before snatching an answer out of the blue: “Charlie Chan.”

			She sat down on the edge of the bed, setting the parcel beside her. “Much better—Jeanette MacDonald!”

			“Oh,” he said, remembering. “San Francisco.” He had passed the glass-encased poster on his way to Eagle Drugs, but the chance of laying eyes on the Basque boy again had dulled its impact considerably. “With Clark Gable.”

			“ ‘Together for the first time,’ ” said Margaret, quoting the poster.

			Andy did not much care for Clark Gable, with his big tombstone teeth and wooden ways, even if he had starred in The Call of the Wild. (It was the dog that Andy had most admired in that film.) Jeannette MacDonald, on the other hand, was ladylike elegance itself and not to be missed under any circumstances.

			“Wonder if she sings,” he said.

			“I expect so.” Margaret gave him a winsome smile. “Wanna go on Saturday?”

			“Sure.”

			“’Less you’ve got a chum you’d rather take.”

			“No.”

			She clamped her hands on her knees and stood up. “Well, then—okay. It’s a date.” She headed for the door, leaving the parcel behind on the bed.

			“What’s that?” he asked.

			She stopped in the doorway and silenced him with a finger to her lips. “Happy birthday, lamb. Latch the door behind me.”

			His heart was pounding wildly as he obeyed her order, pushing the metal hook into the rusty eye on the doorframe. He had used this latch hundreds of times before without giving it a second thought, but now, with the din of strangers rising from the parlor, it struck him as woefully inadequate for any secret worth keeping.

			He went to the bed and sat where Margaret had sat, pulling the parcel into his lap. It was soft and squishy, obviously fabric, but lighter than the woolen shirt she had made him last Christmas or even the seersucker suit of an earlier birthday. The twine on the parcel was so tightly knotted that he finally gave up the effort and
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