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            Part I
Buddy and Lillian

         
         
            1961–1972

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         It’s in his blood.

         
         You don’t believe him? Listen to this.

         
         Buddy Mercurio’s father worked for the Chicago Outfit during the Depression, running a network of books and keeping the local
            precinct cops in line. Before that, Buddy’s grandfather handled Al Capone’s bootlegging operation. Yes, that Al Capone. Before that, back in Naples, Buddy’s great-grandfather was capo for the preeminent Camorra clan in Campania. Before
            that . . . who knows? A Mercurio probably sold counterfeit Michelangelos to gullible popes. A Mercurio probably supplied dice
            to the Roman legions and took a healthy cut of the action.
         

         
         Mercurios don’t play by the rules, Buddy tells anyone who will listen. Mercurios make up their own rules, follow their own
            laws. They’re born pirates, outlaws, rogues, and desperados. It’s in their blood.
         

         
         Buddy’s father is killed in the Ardennes, the Battle of the Bulge, when Buddy is six. His mother remarries and moves the family
            to St. Louis. Those aren’t happy years for Buddy. The family bounces around from cold-water flat to cold-water flat, each
            one smaller and more squalid than the last. Buddy’s stepfather drinks away whatever money he manages to earn burning trash
            or hosing down slaughterhouse walls. A real bum, a loser, so Buddy’s mother beats Buddy and his brothers. Does that make sense?
            Not to Buddy it doesn’t. His mother hammers them with a wooden spatula until the bruises bloom on the backs of their thighs.
            She goes about it solemnly, devoutly, daily, like she’s saying the rosary.
         

         
         Buddy’s almost expelled freshman year of high school for breaking into gym lockers, but he talks his way out of that jam. He is almost expelled sophomore year for losing his temper and breaking a punk’s nose. But he talks his way out of that jam too. The principal likes him. Teachers too, even though Buddy barely squeaks by in most of his classes. Buddy knows when to crack wise and when to shut up. You have to pick your spots. 

         
         Expelled senior year for smuggling booze onto campus and selling it to the freshmen. Buddy doesn’t bother trying to talk his
            way out of that. By this point Buddy has taken the measure of secondary education. A textbook can’t teach you anything about
            life.
         

         
         He has to get out of St. Louis. The dreary winters, the air gritty with coal smoke. It’s going to kill him. He gets a job
            setting up pins at the local bowling alley. The owner of the alley, when he’s busy at the bar, lets Buddy count the night’s
            receipts. A grave error. Within a month Buddy has enough money for a bus ticket. He’s read about Las Vegas in a copy of Life. He’s gawked at the photos. A place like that can’t be real.
         

         
         And now, 1961, here he is: the top of the world. Vegas is everything Buddy imagined and more, the city a convertible speeding
            down the highway, a soft whisper in your ear, a pounding heart. At night the glow from the Strip can be seen from miles and
            miles away, as if a flying saucer from some distant planet just landed in the desert. Maybe it has!
         

         
         Vegas is an open city, a peaceable kingdom, a miracle of criminal cooperation. The New York families, the Chicago Outfit,
            the New Orleans mob. Los Angeles, of course. Cleveland, Detroit. It’s the United Nations of crime. Buddy, twenty-two years
            old, works for the man himself, Sam Giancana. Well, Buddy works for Vincent Salvo, who reports to Pete Bommarito, one of Sam
            Giancana’s top guys. The Outfit, when it comes to corporate structure, is as stiff and rigid as IBM. But Buddy is climbing
            the ladder fast, building a reputation for himself. Sam Giancana has an eye on Buddy. Whenever their paths cross, Sam winks
            and says, Heya, sport.
         

         
         Buddy gets a prime booth at the Golden Steer. He sits next to the stage when Louis Prima plays the Casbar Lounge. When Buddy
            steps up to a table at the Stardust, the dealer slides over a stack of chips. Not bad for a kid who—just a couple of years
            ago—climbed off the bus with a cardboard suitcase coming apart at the seams.
         

         
         What Buddy loves most about Vegas is how brand-spanking-new it is. Bright, clean, hardly anything more than a few years old. Buddy drives a Jewel Blue Chevrolet Biscayne straight off the dealer floor. He rents an apartment with air-conditioning, an electric range, paint so fresh you can still smell it. St. Louis was old and crippled and dying. Vegas squeals like a brand-new baby, big deep breaths and the blood pumping. 

         
         The work is right up Buddy’s alley. He’s a talker the way Gene Kelly is a dancer. Vinnie Salvo, his boss, always sends someone
            along with Buddy, but Buddy usually tells the gorilla to wait in the car. Honey catches more flies than vinegar. “We’ve got
            a problem,” Buddy will say sadly, earnestly, like he and the guy late with the dough are in this together.
         

         
         Buddy isn’t what you’d call classically handsome. Not quite enough forehead, not quite enough chin, a bit too much nose. But
            he’s got a nice head of hair and his dark eyes hint at intriguing depths. And don’t forget: he’s a silver-tongued devil.
         

         
         He dates showgirls from Lido de Paris, Les Folies Bergere, Holiday in Japan. He dates backup singers for Nat King Cole and
            Frankie Vaughan, cocktail waitresses from the high-roller rooms. A different girl, or two, every weekend. His social calendar
            is full. A gentleman, he always brings flowers. He opens doors, lights cigarettes, never misses a beat.
         

         
         Vinnie Salvo’s wife tells Buddy he needs to find himself a nice girl and settle down. Settle down? Fat chance, Mrs. Salvo,
            fat chance.
         

         
         

         May of ’61, balmy and sweet, the mountains softening and the hotel pools opening. A rumor reaches Buddy: a girl at the Hacienda
            so beautiful she’ll stop your heart. Buddy scoffs. The Hacienda? Nobody worth knowing spends a minute at the Hacienda. It’s
            a dud, a snooze, the only hotel and casino in Vegas without mob ties. The crowd: families, tight-fisted yokels. There’s a
            go-kart track, a miniature golf course, and (get this) a puppet show.
         

         
         Still, Buddy’s philosophy, when it comes to the ladies, is to leave no stone unturned. He rolls down in his Chevy Biscayne
            one Wednesday afternoon to have a look at this alleged Greek goddess. She works in the lobby dress shop, the only salesgirl
            on duty at the moment, and . . .
         

         
         She’s a looker, sure. Not bad. But his heart doesn’t stop. Buddy, don’t forget, dates the crème de la crème. This girl is tall and lanky, no curves to speak of, with blond bangs and a ponytail. Nice legs, blue eyes. Not bad at all. 

         
         That’s his first impression from across the shop, watching as she steers a grumpy matron from the dressing rooms to the floor-length
            mirror.
         

         
         “Be right with you, sir,” she calls.

         
         He pretends to browse. She leads her customer back to the dressing room. Buddy eases around so he can peek down the hallway.
            The girl is rummaging through the customer’s purse.
         

         
         “Take your time, ma’am,” the girl calls over the curtain. She finds the wallet and plucks out a couple of bills, leaving the
            rest of the cash so the customer won’t notice anything missing. “Would you like me to bring you the one with the cap sleeves?”
         

         
         The girl glances over, notices Buddy. She’s caught red-handed, but she doesn’t blush, doesn’t rattle. Instead she just gazes
            coolly back at Buddy. Now his heart stops. Now he’s in love. Because he can see, plain as day, glowing like Vegas in the night, the truth about this girl:
         

         
         It’s in her blood too.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Lillian Ott grows up poor, lonely, and bored in Oklahoma City. Her father flies the coop when she’s six. Her mother dies when
            she’s seven. A strict spinster aunt raises Lillian. So many rules! Don’t run in the house. Don’t laugh too loudly. Don’t get
            mud on your shoes. Don’t wear lipstick. Don’t talk to boys. Don’t, don’t, don’t.

         
         She learns to use her angelic blue eyes, her impeccable manners. When Susie Minton’s favorite bracelet goes missing freshman
            year of high school, no one would dream of suspecting Lillian. When the clerk at John A. Brown can’t locate the watch he just showed Lillian, he interrogates the
            lady next to her, who smells like onions.
         

         
         California beckons. She leaves home at age seventeen and makes it as far as Las Vegas. Good enough. In Las Vegas she’s still
            poor but rarely bored. She lives in a two-room apartment with four other girls. They share custody of three nice dresses.
            On weekends, the lucky three live it up at the Dunes or the Sands. Lillian takes a job in the dress shop at the Hacienda.
            Any casino in town would hire her to run cocktails, but Lillian doesn’t have the patience or inclination to flirt with drunk
            ass-grabbers and sweaty low-rollers. The Hacienda will do for the time being.
         

         
         “My name’s Buddy Mercurio,” the guy says after Mrs. Ferguson—who finally decides she can’t decide on a dress without her husband
            present—leaves. “Enchanted to meet you.”
         

         
         “Buddy Mercurio?” she says. “That sounds like something you made up.”

         
         “My real name is Raymond. You like that better?”

         
         “No. My real name is Lillian. How may I help you, sir?”

         
         “Let’s make a deal.”

         
         “A deal?”

         
         “Have dinner with me this weekend and I’ll show you the time of your life.”

         
         She laughs. If Lillian had a dime for every two-bit hood who’s asked her out in the past year and a half . . . but this particular
            two-bit hood does have a certain panache. His eyes twinkled with amusement when he caught her lifting the bills from Mrs. Ferguson’s
            purse. He might be full of shit, he might be an inch shorter than her, but Lillian senses that Buddy Mercurio won’t be boring.
         

         
         “Pick me up Friday,” she says. “I get off at seven.”

         
         Friday night arrives and . . . what do you know? Raymond “Buddy” Mercurio does show Lillian the time of her life. She doesn’t
            let him know that, of course. At the Starlight Lounge, where Rosemary Clooney greets Buddy by name, Lillian pretends to hide
            a yawn with the back of her hand. At the Golden Steer, she eats a few bites of her tomahawk steak, the biggest piece of meat
            she’s ever seen in her life, and pronounces it “Fine.” At the late performance of Lido, their booth practically on the stage,
            Lillian leans over to whisper in Buddy’s ear: “Is this the best you can do?”
         

         
         After Lido, he gets them into the Laundry Room, the coziest lounge in Vegas, verboten to the general public. Buddy points
            out the infamous John Roselli, Handsome Johnny himself, noodling on the house piano. The bartender confides that Howard Hughes
            just left, not ten minutes ago.
         

         
         “Well?” Buddy asks.

         
         “It’s late.”

         
         He twinkles. He thinks she’s pulling his leg, but he can’t quite be sure. “All right,” he says after a second. “But I need to make one stop before I take you home. Don’t worry, you’ll be
            perfectly safe. You can wait in the car if you want.”
         

         
         The nerve of the guy, trying to turn the tables on her. But Lillian is curious despite herself. “Did I say I want to wait
            in the car?”
         

         
         “Come on, then.”

         
         The El Marrakech, still buzzing at two in the morning. Buddy strolls through like he owns the place. He nods at a bruiser and the bruiser opens a door marked PRIVATE. Buddy leads Lillian down a hallway. A second bruiser opens a second door. 

         
         “What?” The man behind the desk glares at them. Jet-black hair and eyes dead for centuries. “You’re not supposed to be here
            till tomorrow.”
         

         
         “And yet here I am,” Buddy says, amiably. He turns to Lillian. “Meet Angie Pappalardo, honey. When he’s not looking for a
            dog to kick, he runs this joint for us.”
         

         
         The smoky air in the office crackles with electricity. Lillian hears the bruiser pop his knuckles, each crack like a gunshot.

         
         “I don’t have it,” the man says.

         
         Buddy unbuttons his suit coat and pulls over a chair. He takes a seat without asking permission. “I can wait,” he says.

         
         In the car, Buddy opens the paper sack and dumps the pile of dirty, sweet-smelling bills onto the seat between them. “Shame
            if a few bucks fell on the floor,” he says, “but we earned it, don’t you think?”
         

         
         Lillian leans over and kisses him, long and hard.

         
         

         Three months later they’re engaged. Six months later they’re married. Sam Giancana sends a wedding present, a gorgeous hostess
            trolley. Lillian quits her job at the Hacienda. Vinnie Salvo puts Buddy in charge of the crew and starts paying him a piece
            of the action. Buddy and Lillian move into a three-bedroom split-level modern in Beverly Green. The house is less than a year
            old, wall-to-wall cream-colored carpet, picture windows.
         

         
         When are they actually home, though? Not often. Almost every night is a night on the town. Shooting craps at the Dunes, drinking
            champagne at the Laundry Room, skinny-dipping at the Flamingo pool. Lillian charms the movers and shakers of Vegas’s underworld.
            Moe Dalitz, Big Ed Zingel. She picks their brains. Explain to me how that works, why you bought that property, why you parked
            your money there.
         

         
         Oklahoma City could be another planet, as far as Lillian is concerned. A dream too fuzzy to remember.

         
         Lillian and Buddy fight. Sure. What married couple doesn’t? Lillian gives as good as she gets. They always screw afterward. Sometimes they screw during. 

         
         Raymond Jr. is born in 1963. Eleven pounds, three ounces. Lillian has never experienced true pain before. The doctor calls
            in his colleagues to get a load of this heavyweight, this goliath. By the time Ray is nine months old, he’s bigger than some
            kindergartners and could probably help you move your sofa. He doesn’t speak, doesn’t smile, but Lillian isn’t concerned. Ray
            behaves, never fusses. Sometimes Lillian forgets he’s even there.
         

         
         Jeremy comes next, in 1965. Now we’re talking: he’s a beautiful baby, golden and pink, with a smile that melts hearts. Lillian
            wants to eat him like a piece of cake. Sometimes she can’t resist and takes a—gentle!—bite.
         

         
         Ten months later Alice arrives. Stern Alice, wary Alice. She does a number on Lillian’s nipples. Even less pleasant is the
            way Alice observes Lillian from the crib, like she’s evaluating her mother’s performance, noting pros and (mostly) cons. Hey,
            cookie, Lillian tells her, I’m doing the best I can here.
         

         
         Honestly, Lillian finds motherhood more or less a snap. During the day the maid helps keep an eye on the flock, and for evenings
            out Lillian hires Mormon girls from the college to babysit. In general, Lillian keeps the supervision to a minimum. She will
            not, will never, become her aunt. Kids need freedom. They need to learn how to fend for themselves, the sooner the better.
            Do, not don’t.
         

         
         In 1967, Buddy comes home one day with a little brown Choctaw baby, wrapped in a blanket. “Her name’s Tallulah,” he says.
            “She’s ours now.”
         

         
         She’s what?
         

         
         Buddy tersely explains that the baby is a favor to Joey Aiuppa, who now oversees the Outfit’s operation in Vegas. Terse is
            the last thing Buddy usually is, and Lillian understands this isn’t the kind of favor—Joey Aiuppa isn’t the kind of man—you
            can refuse.
         

         
         “Well, hell,” Lillian says with a shrug, a sigh, a splash of vodka in her glass. “The more the merrier, I suppose.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The sixties were good to Buddy. The seventies, from all indications, will be even better. Vinnie Salvo has a stroke, so Buddy
            moves up a slot, sliding in right behind Pete Bommarito. Opportunities abound and Buddy puts together a few discreet projects
            on the side. A pinch of off-the-books bookmaking, a dash of low-risk, high-vig loans. He’s a Mercurio. What is luck good for
            if you don’t push it? Lillian agrees. She comes up with some of Buddy’s best ideas, he’s the first to admit.
         

         
         Family life is harmonious too, even though there’s always a kid underfoot, a kid making a racket, a kid knocking over a lamp
            or spilling the orange juice. We need a bigger place, he tells Lillian, and she starts scouting out homes in the Scotch 80s,
            where some of the houses have swimming pools. What’s money good for if you don’t spend it?
         

         
         Buddy is a good father. He never lays a hand on his children. Never. Once in a while, when Buddy happens to be around for
            bedtime, he’ll read a story to them. The kids love it. Buddy does all the different voices and juices up the action. Sometimes
            he points out the mistakes made by various characters. The Big Bad Wolf in “Three Little Pigs,” for example. The Big Bad Wolf
            tips his hand too early, comes on too strong. He needs to play it cool, wait for the right moment to pounce. That’s what a
            Mercurio would do. Huffing and puffing is for amateurs.
         

         
         Summer of 1972, dusk, hot but invigorating. Buddy and Lillian sit on the patio, drinking highballs and waiting for the babysitter
            to show up. The kids splash around in the pool.
         

         
         “Ahh,” Buddy says, and Lillian smiles.

         
         That night the phone in the master bedroom jangles. Buddy, jolted from a sound sleep, picks up his watch. Three o’clock in the morning. Who the hell is calling at three o’clock in the morning. 

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “Go,” says a gravelly voice. At least that’s what Buddy thinks it says. There’s an odd wobble to it, a bend in the pitch,
            like the guy’s tongue is too big for his mouth. “Now.”
         

         
         “Who the hell is this?”

         
         “Me.”

         
         Me? Then Buddy realizes—it’s Vinnie Salvo, Buddy’s old boss. The stroke has done a number on him. The line clicks dead before
            Buddy can ask any more questions.
         

         
         Buddy doesn’t need to ask any more questions. The details don’t matter. It’s Bommarito. He’s found out about Buddy’s side
            projects. Or it’s Joey Aiuppa—he’s in trouble with Chicago and needs to put a pin in somebody. Doesn’t matter. Buddy has to
            go. Now. God bless Vinnie Salvo.
         

         
         “Wake up, honey.” Buddy gives Lillian’s shoulder a shake. “Get dressed. Put the kids in the car. Leave anything we can live
            without. Thirty minutes.”
         

         
         She’s up and moving almost before he is. Good girl. Buddy pops out the false bottom of the diaper drawer. Some cash, a .38.
            Why didn’t he put aside more cash for a day like this? Don’t worry about it now. He checks the .38 to make sure it’s loaded.
            He’s fired a gun once in his life, at the literal side of a barn, and missed. But don’t worry about that now.
         

         
         He hears Lillian waking the kids, her voice low and calm. He hears the word adventure.
         

         
         Buddy’s best guess, now that he’s had time to think: Bommarito feels threatened by Buddy. Buddy sparkles and in this business
            that can be dangerous.
         

         
         “In, in, in. Hurry, hurry, hurry.”

         
         “But why, Daddy?” Alice asks, skeptical as always. “Where are we going? Why are we leaving in the middle of the night?”

         
         “Shh, honey, not now. In, in, in.”

         
         Enough room in Lillian’s Chevrolet Kingswood station wagon, just barely, to pack everyone in, plus a few suitcases full of
            clothes. Buddy takes one last look at the house, then backs down the driveway.
         

         
         They barrel southeast on the Boulder Highway and leave Las Vegas behind. No moon, just stardust and black velvet. The kids fall back asleep, all except for Alice. Buddy gives her a Texaco road map so she can follow along. 

         
         Boulder Highway is utterly deserted this time of night. Where do they go now? Vegas is over, forever. The thought sinks in.
            Buddy has no idea where they’ll go now. But look at the bright side. At least they’re safe. They’ve . . .
         

         
         Headlights behind them, flashing in the rearview mirror, a sedan coming up fast. Buddy’s heart jumps. He counted his chickens
            too fast, didn’t he?
         

         
         Buddy stomps the gas. The Kingswood’s V8 growls and the headlights behind drop back, but only for a second. The sedan has
            a V8 too. The Kingswood is too heavy, loaded with sleeping kids and suitcases. Buddy won’t win a race. The .38 is in the back,
            with the suitcases. No time to grab it.
         

         
         He’s smart enough to sweat. Bommarito’s gorillas are the meanest in the business, connoisseurs of inflicting pain. Oh, the
            stories Buddy has heard. They’ll run the Kingswood off the road. They’ll take Buddy somewhere nice and secluded where they
            can go to work on him and take their time.
         

         
         And the kids, Lillian. Buddy’s shirt is as wet as a dishrag now. Bommarito’s gorillas will shoot the kids and Lillian right
            here. That’s if they, and Buddy, are lucky.
         

         
         Lillian knows that too. Buddy glances over. She’s rolling down her window. She’s got an empty Coke bottle in her hand. Buddy
            doesn’t have a better idea.
         

         
         The sedan closes in, maneuvering for position on Buddy’s side. One good bump in the right spot and the Kingswood will spin
            out of control. Buddy jockeys—speeding up, slowing down, weaving across both lanes. A spark twangs off his side-view mirror,
            followed instantly by a bang. Gunshot. The boys in the sedan are getting impatient.
         

         
         “What was that, Daddy?” Alice says, lifting her disheveled head over the seat, groggy.

         
         “Just a bug,” Buddy says. He keeps his cool. He can’t afford to lose it. “A big bug hitting the car.”

         
         “Why are we going so fast?”

         
         “Lie back down, Alice,” Lillian says, cool too, “right this second.”

         
         “On three,” Buddy tells Lillian.

         
         The timing of this dance step has to be perfect. The two partners have to move as one.

         
         On the count of three—the sedan creeping up on his left, an inch away from the angle it needs—Buddy guns the Kingswood. He
            clears the nose of the sedan, cuts the wheel left, then right. Lillian flings the empty Coke bottle.
         

         
         The bottle hits the windshield of the sedan, dead center. Boosh! The sedan wags and skids and dives into the ditch next to the highway. Flip, flop, and fly. Buddy steadies the Kingswood
            and slows to the speed limit.
         

         
         Alice lifts her head again. “Daddy, where are we going?”

         
         Lillian rolls her window back up and smooths into place a strand of hair blown awry by the wind. She’s wondering the same
            thing.
         

         
         “What about Oklahoma City?” Buddy says. Lillian’s aunt died a few months ago and left her the wreck of a house. They haven’t
            gotten around to selling it yet.
         

         
         “No,” Lillian says. “I’m not going back there.”

         
         Buddy isn’t any more delighted by the prospect of Oklahoma City than Lillian. Shitty St. Louis is the Pearl of the Orient
            compared to Oklahoma City. But what are their options? They’ll be safe in Oklahoma City, hours from Dallas, the nearest real
            city. No one from Vegas will ever think to look for them there.
         

         
         “It’s just for the time being,” he says, “till we get back on our feet.”

         
         A new set of headlights behind them, flashing in the rearview mirror. Another sedan coming up fast. And then . . . the sedan
            zooms around them, rockets away, disappears into the night.
         

         
         Lillian, in the darkness, finally nods. “I’m pregnant, by the way,” she says.
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            Chapter 4

         
         Alice, as always, devises the plan. She broods, she brainstorms. Next, she dispatches her older brothers to scout the alley
            behind the TG&Y discount store, to determine when exactly the lady who works at TG&Y steps out back to smoke a cigarette. Individually, Alice’s brothers can’t be trusted. Ray is dumb
            and Jeremy gets distracted. Together, though, they usually provide accurate information. Usually.
         

         
         Tallulah, Alice’s little sister, can be trusted. Alice sends her to the top of a towering tree. Lulu is fearless, nimble, a pint-sized Tarzan. She reports back
            that there’s some kind of metal ventilation dealie on the roof of the shed behind TG&Y.
         

         
         Interesting. Alice scraps her first plan. Not good enough. She starts again from scratch. Even though she’s only ten years
            old, Alice is confident that nobody in Oklahoma City is more careful, more meticulous than her. If there’s someone in Oklahoma
            City more careful and meticulous than her, Alice would like to meet them.
         

         
         “What are we waiting for?” Jeremy says. “I’m bored. Let’s do it.”

         
         He’s eleven. He and Alice, born ten and a half months apart, look almost exactly alike. The only difference between them is
            that Jeremy glows and Alice doesn’t. He has blonder hair and bluer eyes, and his smile makes other people smile too. He’s
            like the color funnies on Sunday and Alice is like the black-and-white comics that run in the daily paper. Her face at rest
            is a frown, because her mind is always working, working, working.
         

         
         “Not yet,” Alice says.

         
         But Jeremy gets to make the final decision because he’s ten and a half months older than her. It drives her nuts.

         
         Let’s get this show on the road, Jeremy thinks. He balances on one leg and spins slowly on the merry-go-round, a rusted metal disc that wobbles and screeches. He likes the merry-go-round: the world moving toward him, then moving away, the future, then the past. It’s like he’s flying, but through both space and time. And all he has to do is stand there. 

         
         But he’s getting bored. “Let’s get this show on the road,” he says.

         
         “Not yet,” Alice says.
         

         
         His sister can be a pain in the butt. She racks her brains about stuff three times longer than a brain needs to be racked.
            But Jeremy admits she does come up with some cool ideas. Sneaking through the parking lot at St. Francis during mass on Sunday
            and swiping hood ornaments from the cars was fun. Exploring that abandoned house on NW 36th Street. Climbing a construction
            fence and rolling the giant pipes around.
         

         
         The merry-go-round spins and Jeremy strikes a kung fu pose. He’s watched every episode of Kung Fu on TV and is learning fast. Kung fu, like almost everything Jeremy tries, is no sweat for him.
         

         
         Jeremy is good at baseball. He’s good at swimming and singing and making people like him. Actually, he doesn’t make people like him—they already do, even before he says a word, kids and adults both. Jeremy just has to stand there and fly
            through space.
         

         
         His mom promises him he’ll be a famous movie star someday, or a rich and powerful businessman. Why can’t Jeremy be both, plus
            a master kung fu fighter too? He strikes with his leg, then his hand. He moves faster than lightning.
         

         
         “We have to have the perfect, perfect, perfect plan,” Alice says.
         

         
         Because, Alice knows, this is the prize of a lifetime. She discovered it accidentally: a long, low-slung cinder-block addition
            behind TG&Y, next to the dumpster. Her jaw dropped, all their jaws dropped, when Ray dragged open the heavy metal door and
            sunlight spread across . . . treasure.
         

         
         Expired cartons of candy bars, stacks of paperback books with the covers ripped off, bundles of T-shirts and embroidered jeans,
            popcorn poppers and Crock-Pots. And more! A mannequin with broken-off fingers, a heap of tangled Christmas lights, a brand-new
            Schwinn Junior Sting-Ray, still in the box.
         

         
         But just then the TG&Y lady came outside to smoke a cigarette. “What are you kids doing back here? Get out of here.”

         
         Alice put one fist on her hip and narrowed her eyes and pretended the lady didn’t scare her. “It’s just trash,” Alice said.

         
         “It’s not your trash.” The lady streamed smoke down at Alice. “Now beat it before I call the cops.”
         

         
         An hour later the lady was gone, and the coast was clear. But now the door to the treasure was locked. Ray yanked and yanked,
            but it didn’t budge.
         

         
         “It’s an okay plan,” Jeremy says. “The one we already have.”

         
         “The one I already have,” Alice says.
         

         
         Tallulah listens to them argue. They can argue like this for what seems like hours, so Tallulah darts away. She can’t stay
            still for more than a few minutes, like a hummingbird whose wings have to keep beating. If she stays still for more than a
            few minutes, the blood inside her begins to boil and churn. Her ears buzz. Her lungs shrink. She has to move.
         

         
         She darts around the slide and across Memorial Park and back again, bounding from sandstone boulder to sandstone boulder,
            trying to match each landing to the rapid thwock-thwock-thwock of balls from the tennis courts.
         

         
         Sit still! Alice or their mom will say, at the dinner table or watching TV, and Tallulah will be surprised. She thought she was sitting still!
         

         
         This year in school Tallulah learned that the Earth is always moving too, spinning, and spinning fast, just like Tallulah. That’s just about the neatest thing Tallulah has ever learned in school.
         

         
         She darts around the park again, another lap, racing the Earth. When she gets back to the playground, Alice and Jeremy are
            still arguing. Piggy is still swinging in his swing. He’s very mellow for a two-year-old. He’s content to hang out and observe,
            which makes him easy to keep an eye on. His real name is Paul, but he’s called Piggy because he’s the fifth kid, the little
            toe, the one that goes wee wee wee all the way home.
         

         
         “What do you think, Tallulah?” Alice asks her.

         
         Tallulah doesn’t like to take sides. She wishes everyone, meaning Jeremy and Alice, were on the same side. So she just shrugs.

         
         Alice, exasperated, kicks at the dirt. A sharp chip of sandstone flies up at Jeremy, perched on one leg. He shifts his hips
            gracefully at the very last second, without losing his balance, and the rock misses him.
         

         
         Ray stands with his arms folded across his chest, awaiting the final verdict. Alice doesn’t bother asking his opinion. Ray
            will do whatever he’s told. He prefers it that way. At least Alice believes so. It’s impossible to tell what Ray is thinking,
            or if he’s thinking anything at all. Alice kicks the dirt again.
         

         
         Jeremy has hopped off the merry-go-round and is walking away. Ray follows, with Piggy on his back, then Lulu. Alice sighs
            and follows too. What choice does she have? One day, when she’s grown up, she will be in charge. She will always be in charge.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Up Classen Boulevard, past the laundromat and Baskin-Robbins. They swipe a shopping cart from IGA. This might be their only
            crack at the shed behind TG&Y. They need to be able to grab as much treasure as possible.
         

         
         “You have to think about every angle, especially the ones you don’t think about.” That’s what Dad says. He always pointed
            out, when he read “Hansel and Gretel” to her, that the witch should have been ready for those kids to pull a fast one on her.
            She should never have fallen for that chicken bone trick, never should have ended up in that oven.
         

         
         The lady is in the alley behind TG&Y. When she grinds out her cigarette and goes back inside, Jeremy will go around to the
            front. He’ll go inside too, pretend to shop, and keep an eye on the lady. If she starts to come back outside, he’ll distract
            her.
         

         
         How exactly will he distract her? Alice has several suggestions, but Jeremy doesn’t want to hear them. “I can handle it, no
            problem,” he says. “I’ll figure it out.”
         

         
         And he probably will, Alice knows. It drives her nuts.

         
         Jeremy isn’t thinking about the lady who works at TG&Y. He’s thinking instead about the bike in the shed. The second he saw
            the picture of that Junior Sting-Ray on the box, he fell deeply in love. Banana seat, ape-hanger handlebars, gleaming chrome
            fenders. Flamboyant red. That’s the color, according to the label on the box. The Sting-Ray is so much foxier than the secondhand clunker he rides
            now.
         

         
         Tallulah bounces on her toes, practically dancing, ready for action. Ray waits for orders. Piggy sits at their feet, scraping gravel around with his hands and placidly watching them. 

         
         “You’re the lookout,” Alice whispers to him, exasperated. “Look at the street, not us.”

         
         Piggy nods. He keeps looking at her, not the street.

         
         The lady grinds out her cigarette. The door clunks shut behind her. It’s time. This is the moment Alice loves, when her plan
            becomes real, when it goes flapping out of the nest and into the world.
         

         
         Jeremy saunters off toward the front entrance. Ray boosts Tallulah onto the roof of the shed. Will the metal ventilation dealie
            be locked? Will Tallulah be able to open it? Alice’s whole plan depends on that. She holds her breath.
         

         
         Tallulah disappears. A few seconds later, the door to the shed swings open. The treasure is theirs! They start loading the
            cart.
         

         
         But then Jeremy appears in the alley. Jeremy! He’s supposed to be inside TG&Y, making sure the lady doesn’t catch them!
         

         
         Screw that, is Jeremy’s thinking. He wants to make sure they don’t forget the bike and accidentally leave it behind or something.
            His bike. He tells Alice to cool it. Everything’s fine.
         

         
         There’s a problem, though. The bike hasn’t been assembled and is still in pieces: the wheels, the frame, the seat, the handlebars.
            So Jeremy can’t ride it home and the cart is already almost full. They’ll have to leave the Sting-Ray behind.
         

         
         “Nope,” Jeremy says. He crouches, digs the baggie full of bolts and screws out of the box, and patiently slides a wheel into
            the front fork.
         

         
         “You dumbbell!” Alice says.

         
         Jeremy ignores her. Tallulah bounces on her toes. Ray awaits instructions. Piggy toddles gazes at Alice. The lady steps outside
            again to smoke and they’re busted.
         

         
         

         Well, Ray is busted. Alice is sorry, but somebody has to take one for the team and let the rest of them escape. Ray, big and slow, is going to get caught anyway. He stays obediently behind while Jeremy and Alice bolt, while Tallulah scoops up Piggy and bolts. 

         
         The store security guard marches Ray inside. Ray doesn’t squeal. “It was just me,” he says, over and over. The store manager
            and the store security guard wonder if Ray is “special.” Ray hears that a lot. He’s not sure if it’s true or not. Maybe? Why
            else would so many people say it?
         

         
         In the end, the store manager calls Ray’s mom and dad instead of the police. Dad shows up and—when he figures out the store
            manager thinks Ray might be special—lays it on thick. The poor kid! You’re scaring him to death! Because of some junk you’re going to throw away anyway? I ought to call a lawyer!

         
         Ray watches the store manager wilt like honeysuckle in the heat. Dad can make just about anybody wilt. The store manager lets
            Ray off with a warning.
         

         
         Back home, Dad makes a drink for himself and one for Mom. Alice explains what happened. Dad wants to know why they, the kids,
            can’t go two minutes without giving him a headache.
         

         
         “What the hell were you thinking?” Dad asks, turning to Jeremy.

         
         Jeremy shrugs. “I wanted that bike.”

         
         Mom shrugs too. “He wanted the bike.”

         
         Dad lets Tallulah up onto his lap. He lets her have a sip of his drink.

         
         “It wasn’t the world’s worst plan,” Dad says, and Alice feels her heart melt like a pat of butter on toast.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         The two-story Prairie Foursquare on NW 34th Street—deep porch with columns on stacked-stone pedestals, a center attic dormer—would
            have been a jewel back in the day, but now it’s slouching, sloughing, sinking, rotting. The foundation’s cracked. The siding
            springs loose. A brick tumbles off the chimney and almost brains the mailman.
         

         
         Inside, everything creaks, even when nobody moves and the wind doesn’t blow. The rafters, the floors, the walls. No creak
            in the same key. It’s like the orchestra in hell, says Buddy. Then fix it, says Lillian. Fix it? Where would he even start?
         

         
         The plumbing isn’t great either. And don’t use the toaster if the fridge is running.

         
         The neighborhood is more respectable than the house, though not by much and growing iffier by the day. Families who can afford
            to move are fleeing to the suburbs. Potholes go unpatched. Drug deals go down after dark in Memorial Park. A pawnshop replaces
            the menswear store on Classen.
         

         
         The Mercurios can’t afford to move. The nest egg from Vegas is long gone and now money is tight. None of Buddy’s previous
            experience, his sharply honed professional skills, count for anything in a place like Oklahoma City. He’s forced to take whatever
            demeaning, poorly paid civilian job he can find. Car salesman. Appliance salesman. Hotel night manager.
         

         
         Hotel night manager! Buddy can barely look himself in the mirror some days. The longest he sticks in a place is five, six
            months. His pride gets the best of him, his hot temper when some punk of a boss tries to show him up.
         

         
         Buddy’s latest gig is assistant manager at the Long John Silver restaurant. He despises the job more than all the others combined. By the end of every shift his skin glistens with grease and he’s ready to murder the lazy, pimple-faced teenage hippies who work for him. And the customers! They demand and whine and threaten to report Buddy to corporate HQ if he refuses to bow and genuflect, to kiss the hem of their robes. 

         
         He doesn’t blame Lillian for his misery. He blames her for remaining as beautiful as she was at nineteen. He blames her for
            getting a part-time job at the ladies’ shoe store on Classen, for making a big deal about her “sacrifice” for the family.
            He blames her for cheating on him with the dashing local real estate bigwig who handled their refinancing. How could she?
            Buddy cheats too, but he’s only had luck with wallflower cashiers and anemic secretaries.
         

         
         Lillian is just as unhappy as Buddy. The boredom is killing her, Oklahoma smothering her with a pillow. No glitz, no glamour.
            There’s a church on every corner. Once a year the State Fair comes to town and the line for the egg roll stand is a mile long.
            That’s as exciting as this place ever gets.
         

         
         The children, when they’re around, exhaust her. They’re always bumping into you, bouncing off you, always grabbing at you
            with grubby little hands. Mom Mom Mom Mom Mom. The shoe store is a grind, and the real estate bigwig soon loses his luster. He’s really not that dashing at all, and once,
            during sex, he asks her to check his back for suspicious moles.
         

         
         Lillian and Buddy bicker. They drink. They brood. Lillian throws a glass ashtray at the wall. Buddy stomps out to the porch
            to sweat (summer) or shiver (winter). They ignore each other for days at a time or whip-crack snide comments back and forth
            across the dinner table.
         

         
         Dinner: cans of Chef Boyardee, Hamburger Helper light on the hamburger, tuna casserole with cornflakes on top, Swanson’s Hungry-Man
            TV dinners. Lillian glares at Buddy. She wants him to remember the rib eyes at the Golden Steer. He glares back. He remembers
            just fine.
         

         
         Divorce is out of the question. Lillian and Buddy are both Catholic. More importantly, neither one of them wants to get stuck
            with five kids.
         

         
         She’s only thirty-four in 1976. He’s only thirty-seven. They’re both baffled by the same thing: This is it? This is how the
            story ends?
         

         
         August, Long John Silver’s, the six o’clock dinner rush. A kid drops a large Dr Pepper on the floor. Kaboom! A lake of Dr Pepper. A customer demands to know why Buddy has skimped on her deep-fried cracklins.
         

         
         Buddy bites his tongue. He’s been tinkering with a scheme, you see. Buddy’s boss goes on vacation next week. Meaning: Buddy
            will be in charge of the deposit bag. Meaning: what a terrible shame if Buddy gets “robbed” on the way to his car after he
            locks up for the night.
         

         
         The cops will buy Buddy’s story because—here’s the most elegant part of the scheme—Buddy will have a couple of eyewitnesses
            with him, a couple of his darling innocent children. Alice and Jeremy, or Alice and Tallulah. Buddy knows they’ll stick to
            the story and sell it—they’re Mercurios, after all.
         

         
         If Buddy hits the night deposit on a Saturday, he figures that’s enough dough to . . .

         
         A man pushes through the door of the restaurant. He’s wearing a red, white, and blue ski mask and waving around a gun. For
            a second Buddy is confused. Is he imagining this? Or did the imaginary robber in his mind somehow become, magically, a real
            one?
         

         
         “On the floor!” the robber yells. “Everyone! Keep your heads down!”

         
         Screams. Moans. People tumble like dominos. Buddy grimaces. He uses a napkin to mop grease off his forehead. You’ve got to
            be kidding me.
         

         
         The robber points his gun at Buddy. A .38 revolver. Same model, Buddy notes, as the piece he keeps in the top drawer of his
            bedside table. He doesn’t need a gun in Oklahoma City, but the old .38 reminds him of Vegas, of the life he used to lead.
         

         
         “Open the register!”

         
         The guy’s a clown. Who wears a wool ski mask to a robbery in August? But clowns can be more dangerous than professionals.
            They lose their heads. They start pulling the trigger and can’t stop.
         

         
         “Okay, okay.” Buddy opens the drawer. The clown can have the money. Buddy doesn’t care. “Take it easy.”

         
         “I said open the register, motherfucker!”

         
         “It’s open, it’s open. Look.”

         
         “Open the register!” a customer on the floor says. The lady who was complaining about her cracklins. “Or he’s going to kill
            everyone!”
         

         
         Thanks, lady, for giving him the idea.

         
         What are the odds? What are the odds that this clown walks in here today and screws up Buddy’s scheme? Long John Silver’s can’t get robbed twice in the same month. And now Buddy might get shot in the bargain.
         

         
         “Give me the cash, motherfucker! Or I’m gonna kill all of you!”

         
         Buddy should hand over the money, soothe the guy’s nerves, talk him down. But Buddy’s temper is coming to a slow, rolling
            boil. The universe isn’t compassionate. Buddy accepts that. He’d just like a fair shake.
         

         
         “Who the hell wears a wool ski mask to a robbery in August?” he says.

         
         “What?” the robber says.

         
         “I bet you’re almost out of gas too, your getaway car.”

         
         “What the fuck did you say?”

         
         The robber takes a step to his right. Maybe he’s nervously shifting his weight; maybe he’s edging away toward the door; maybe
            he’s lining up the gunsight between Buddy’s eyes, his finger tightening on the trigger. No one will ever know because his
            foot hits the puddle of spilled Dr Pepper and he slips. Down he goes. His head thumps against the floor and the .38 spins
            away.
         

         
         Buddy climbs cautiously over the counter. The robber doesn’t move. Buddy picks up the .38. Customers begin to lift their heads
            and look around. A teenage employee peeks over the counter.
         

         
         “Whoa,” he says. “You took him down, Mr. Mercurio.”

         
         Buddy thinks about it. In a general sense he did take the robber down, didn’t he? You could easily make the case.

         
         “I had to do it,” Buddy says. “He was going to kill everyone. Leave no witnesses.”

         
         “Whoa.”

         
         Customers weep with relief and hug Buddy. The cops, when they get there, shake his hand. Nice work. A crew from Channel Four arrives soon after, followed a few minutes later by Channel Nine. In front of the cameras, Buddy
            is halting and humble. He’s Gary Cooper at Yankee Stadium. He considers himself the luckiest man alive.
         

         
         “I had to protect my employees, my customers,” Buddy says. “That’s all I was thinking.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         Buddy takes every advantage of his newfound celebrity. He meets the mayor and cuts the ribbon at a new IGA grocery store and
            goes out drinking every night with fat-cat oilmen. One of the fat cats, Ronnie Hinkle, offers to bankroll Buddy, ten grand
            for whatever business Buddy wants to start. Buddy gives it some thought. He comes up with the perfect play.
         

         
         A disco? Lillian has never heard a more harebrained idea in her life. A disco in Oklahoma City? Where the biggest draw of the year
            is the National Finals Rodeo?
         

         
         Just listen. Buddy himself can’t stand disco music. All that throbbing and wailing is like having a seizure. But he and Ronnie
            went down to the disco in Dallas last weekend and . . . holy shit. The dance floor was so crowded you couldn’t move, chicks
            in spaghetti-strap dresses ordering $4 cocktails, a line just to enter that stretched four blocks on a Saturday night. A place
            like that, the only game in town, must be printing cash.
         

         
         “Disco is the future,” he tells Lillian. “And here we’d be the only game in town.”
         

         
         “Why don’t you just set that ten grand on fire?” Lillian says. “Or use it to go buy some magic beans?”

         
         “The beans in the story were magic,” Buddy fires back. “Ha!”
         

         
         And then they just glare at each other silently, because neither of them can remember how “Jack and the Beanstalk” plays out.
            In the end is it good the beans are magic? Or not good?
         

         
         “Think about the possibilities, honey,” Buddy says. “You know what I’m saying? The opportunities that come with running a
            club. This is what we should be doing, me and you. It’s in my blood. It’s in yours.”
         

         
         “Jesus, Bud.” But Lillian is starting to come around, a little. If nothing else, Buddy’s harebrained idea isn’t boring. And he’s probably already dipping into the ten grand anyway.
         

         
         “This town needs some pizzazz. And Ronnie Hinkle is a rube. His father made all the money. Ronnie doesn’t have a brain in
            his head. He’s a gift, honey.”
         

         
         Fine. If the disco fails, Lillian will be there to enjoy the disaster, will take great pleasure in telling him, I told you so.

         
         Buddy leases the old Lakeside movie theater, which went out of business a few months earlier. Now it’s full steam ahead. He
            puts Ray to work unbolting all the theater seats and dumping them out behind the theater. He applies for a liquor license
            and buys the biggest, loudest sound system he can find. He amazes Ronnie Hinkle with the new sound system and convinces him
            to double his initial investment.
         

         
         Buddy has plenty of expertise in basic business principles—skimming the take, keeping two sets of books, paying off the right
            people and watering down the booze just enough, not too much—but he doesn’t know anything about the creative side. Buddy remembers
            a guy at the car dealership where he used to work, a mechanic in the service department. The radio in the guy’s bay was always
            thumping and wailing, intolerable.
         

         
         Ronnie Hinkle’s eyes go wide when he finds out the guy, Warren, is black.

         
         “But,” Ronnie says, “we can’t . . .”

         
         “Can’t what?”

         
         Buddy’s been prickly ever since he and Lillian adopted Tallulah. He doesn’t like the idea that a Mercurio might be discriminated
            against because of the color of her skin. So he’s had to accept that he doesn’t like the idea that anybody might be.
         

         
         Ronnie clears his throat. “Warren could be okay.”

         
         “You want to make money?” Buddy says. “We’ll hire a goddamn Martian if he helps make us money.”

         
         At first Warren in the service department assumes this is a put-on. A middle-aged white dude wants to open a disco?

         
         “What’s hot right now?” Buddy asks, testing him. “Who are some acts you like?”

         
         Warren studies Buddy, still trying to make sure he’s serious, then names a few acts. Silver Convention, Rufus and Chaka Khan, the O’Jays. Buddy’s never heard of any of them. That’s good. 

         
         Buddy shows Warren the big auditorium at the old Lakeside, the sound system. Warren examines the floor, cleared of seats now
            but still sticky with spilled soda pop.
         

         
         “This here the dance floor?” Warren says. “It slopes.”

         
         “So?” Buddy says. Of course the floor slopes. The place used to be a movie theater. The floor slants up from the screen so
            people in back can see. “Is that a problem?”
         

         
         Warren considers. “Maybe you make it a thing. You know what I’m saying? Something special.”

         
         Buddy has his man. He offers Warren full creative freedom, within budgetary limits. Warren will have final say on paint colors,
            furniture, mirror ball, everything. He’ll pick what music gets played and when. And Warren, if he doesn’t mind, will give
            Buddy some tips on how to update his wardrobe.
         

         
         “Y’all for real?” Warren says, studying Buddy. “Juan didn’t tell y’all to do this?”

         
         “Juan?”

         
         “My boyfriend. One of them.”

         
         “Your . . . what?” Warren is a big guy, six-foot-two, with broad shoulders and thick ropes for muscles, like Jim Brown in
            The Dirty Dozen. He’s got a mustache like Burt Reynolds in Gator. Buddy would’ve never guessed he was light in the loafers.
         

         
         “That a problem?” Warren says.

         
         “I don’t care if you’re a goddamned Martian.”

         
         Buddy invites Warren and Ronnie Hinkle over for dinner. Lillian finds Ronnie Hinkle insufferable, a spoiled little boy who
            can’t take his eyes off her tits. But she confirms for herself what Buddy said: Ronnie is a rube, a gift from heaven.
         

         
         Warren is a delight. Lillian loves his style. A gorgeous canary-yellow shirt over tight flared slacks, canary socks, and white
            loafers. He treats Lillian like an actual human being, not just “the wife.” Where you from? What kind of remodel you want to do? You like selling shoes? He seems to understand, his glance sliding over to her now and then, that Buddy is a bullshitter extraordinaire. 

         
         After dinner Buddy plays a forty-five he picked up at Rainbow Records. “Muskrat Love,” by the Captain and Tennille.

         
         “It’s a good tune, right?” Buddy asks Warren. “A hippie at work recommended it.”

         
         “He was putting you on, man,” Warren says.

         
         Buddy frowns. But he sticks to his word, whenever possible, and he promised Warren creative control. “Your call,” he says.

         
         As Warren is leaving, Lillian takes him aside. “This is going to be a complete disaster, isn’t it?” she says.

         
         Warren clears his throat. He scratches his mustache.

         
         Lillian gives his elbow a friendly squeeze. “Better not quit your day job, honey.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 8

         
         Over the next three months, Buddy throws himself body and soul into Club Mercurio. He’s always on the phone, always on the
            move, taking notes, poring over blueprints and estimates, pounding away at his adding machine, meeting with people at the
            crack of dawn and late into the night.
         

         
         Lillian has to admit, though she would never admit it, that Buddy is working his ass off. Who would have guessed he could
            be so focused, so dedicated? Who could have guessed he could work his ass off?
         

         
         Buddy is going to make this fly. He has to make it fly. Either that or he spends the rest of his life standing over the deep fryer at Long John Silver’s, or worse.
         

         
         The old Lakeside auditorium is transformed. Not just one mirror ball—three of them, gigantic. Velvet drapes and colored spotlights,
            comfy love seats in secluded corners and old black-and-white Busby Berkeley movies playing on the movie screen. Movies playing
            at the same time as the music? Won’t that confuse people? Buddy doesn’t get it, but he defers to Warren, as promised. Warren
            designs the look for the bartenders and the cocktail waitresses. Shiny red vinyl jackets, epaulets, lots of heavy eye shadow.
            Buddy thinks they look like . . . he doesn’t know what the hell they look like. He prays Warren knows what he’s doing.
         

         
         Buddy squeezes another five grand out of Ronnie Hinkle and buys TV time on Channel Four. Buddy doesn’t want to pay for an
            actor, so he puts eleven-year-old Jeremy in platform shoes, striped pants, and a turtleneck. Warren teaches Jeremy how to
            dance—one called the Bump, another one called the Electric Slide. At the end of the spot, rainbow-colored words flash: Limited Admission! The commercial starts running the first of December, after the local news and right before the Tonight Show.
         

         
         The big day arrives. Opening night: Saturday, December 4. Buddy turns the houselights down and Warren drops the needle on
            the Commodores. Tallulah and Alice stand ready to fling confetti at everyone who boogies through the doors.
         

         
         Nobody boogies through the doors. Club Mercurio is, as Lillian predicted, a complete disaster. A few of Warren’s light-in-the-loafers
            friends show up, peek inside at the deserted lobby, then scram. A young couple thinks the Lakeside is still a movie theater.
            “We’ve got movies!” Buddy tells them. “And dancing! Come on in!” They scram. Ronnie Hinkle sits slumped at the bar, a glass
            of Jim Beam in one hand and his head in the other.
         

         
         Lillian makes her entrance at midnight. She swans around, admiring the sconces and epaulets, nodding her head to the beat.
            Buddy trails her, talking and talking and talking, like his life depends on it.
         

         
         Opening night is always a dud . . . once word gets around, Lil . . . the important thing to remember is . . . big picture . . .
               forest and trees . . . sprints and marathons . . . you’ll see . . . I guarantee . . . just wait . . .

         
         Warren hides in the projection booth before Lillian can get to him. She sips the glass of champagne Buddy pours for her. He’s
            finally run out of words.
         

         
         Lillian has anticipated this moment with relish. The twist of the knife, the I told you so. She’ll never, ever forgive Buddy for blowing the money from Ronnie Hinkle, for moving them from Vegas to Oklahoma City,
            for everything.
         

         
         But now, as she watches Buddy struggle to maintain his confident smile, she’s more sad than vindictive. She feels—almost—sorry
            for him. He tried, didn’t he? She supposes that should count for something. Not enough, but something.
         

         
         The taste of the champagne, the bubbles, stirs old memories. She remembers the twinkle in Buddy’s eye when he caught her dipping
            into that purse, back at the Hacienda.
         

         
         Ronnie Hinkle, down at the other end of the bar, blows his nose. Is that idiot crying?

         
         “A toast,” Lillian says.

         
         Buddy eyes her warily. “Sure.”

         
         Tomorrow, at home, in the more cheerful light of day, after Buddy’s had a little time to lick his wounds and pull himself
            together, Lillian will twist the knife and tell him, I told you so. But not tonight.
         

         
         “To the big picture,” Lillian says, and clinks her glass against his.

         
         

         The lease is already paid through the end of the month, the bartenders and cocktail waitresses work for tips, and the power
            bill is getting tossed in the trash either way. So why the hell not keep Club Mercurio open for another weekend? That’s Buddy’s
            attitude once he recovers from the punch in the nose of opening night. Fuck you, universe. I’m not dead yet.

         
         Friday night the weather is a mess. Sleet, wind that slices you thin like deli meat. But would you believe it: a handful of
            actual customers actually turn up. Warren’s friends return, guilty for abandoning him the previous weekend. A group of dolled-up
            dolls, driving by and desperate for fun, notice the marquee and pull in. They end up staying till the club closes at two.
            So do Warren’s friends, and some friends of the friends. Warren’s selection of music is tight, man. That’s what everyone tells
            Buddy. Buddy gives the okay for heavy pours.
         

         
         It’s still a disaster, but not a complete disaster. Saturday night the chicks are back, two cars full of them this time, and even more of Warren’s friends. Some of
            Ronnie Hinkle’s country club buddies deign to make an appearance. A few oil and gas landmen migrate over after steak dinners
            at Junior’s. Their waiter, a friend of Warren’s, tipped them off.
         

         
         The next weekend draws an even bigger crowd. Word has spread that there’s finally a real party in town. And the TV commercial has become a sensation. Longtime viewers of News 9 and 5 Alive switch over to Channel Four so they won’t miss Jeremy bumping and electric-sliding to “Gimme My Mule.” The song grooves and Jeremy can really move. With his blue eyes, his smile, his confidence, his feathered blond wings of hair—the camera loves him. That’s no surprise to Lillian. Jeremy, her beautiful baby boy, is the only child of hers who inherited Lillian’s golden nimbus, her charm. She’s been whispering in his ear since he was born: You’re going to be a star.

         
         On New Year’s Eve the line stretches all the way across the parking lot. Club Mercurio does gangbusters business the rest
            of the winter. Buddy’s timing, as he’d hoped, is flawless. Disco is catching on everywhere, even Oklahoma, and Club Mercurio
            is the only game in town. Plus, the oil business is booming, cash filling Oklahoma City and spilling over. Buddy doubles the
            cover charge, and the lines just get longer. Everyone wants in. Jeremy’s second commercial, showcasing a new dance called
            the New York Hustle, makes him a local celebrity, in the same starry constellation as Barry Switzer and Linda Soundtrak.
         

         
         Buddy feels alive again, first time since Vegas. The dancing and the pulsing lights, the drifting clouds of smoke and perfume.
            This is where Buddy is meant to be. This is who he is meant to be. Every night, all night, he circulates through the club, schmoozing and slapping palms. What’s shakin’, man? You enjoying yourself? Look at you! And his eyes never stop roving, they never miss anything. Clean up those ashtrays. How long they been waiting for their drinks? Smile, honey, this is the best job in the world.

         
         Buddy’s houndstooth fedora is ancient history. Warren has guided him toward three-piece leisure suits in various shades of
            powder blue and blood orange, wide lapels and spread-collar shirts, stylish but classy. Zip-up Cuban-heel boots, gold cuff
            links. Buddy lets his hair grow long—well, long for him, an extra inch spilling down the back of his neck. One of Warren’s
            friends suggests he grow a mustache, but Warren puts the kibosh on that.
         

         
         Lillian is back in her element, the foxiest lady in the hottest club. This isn’t Vegas, and she’s no longer twenty-three,
            but close your eyes and it almost feels that way. Lillian’s an even better schmoozer than Buddy. When she makes the rounds,
            the cocktail waitresses can barely keep up with the drink orders. When she hits the dance floor—for just one song a night,
            her favorite, Gloria Gaynor’s “Honey Bee”—the mirror balls seem to spin faster, the temperature spikes.
         

         
         Her ideas for maximizing revenue always deliver. Caribbean Night: a smash. Amateur dance contest: another smash.

         
         Buddy and Lillian get along better than they have in years. No more big fights, hardly any bickering. For Valentine’s Day, Buddy buys Lillian a diamond bracelet. Lillian makes sure Buddy’s suits are pristine, his coffee piping hot in the morning. For his birthday she buys him a twenty-five-inch RCA ColorTrak TV in a genuine pecan veneer cabinet. Sometimes they sneak up to the projection booth and make out like teenagers. 

         
         “This is just the beginning,” Buddy says. “You know what I’m saying?”

         
         Lillian knows what he’s saying. “This place is the golden goose.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 9

         
         When their dad first mentions his idea, the Mercurio kids aren’t sure what a disco actually is. Late at night in Alice and Tallulah’s room, they discuss. Jeremy claims that of course he knows: a disco is a place where
            people go to dance. No shit, Sherlock, Alice says.
         

         
         Tallulah hopes Club Mercurio will have lions, like at the zoo, or acrobats, like at the circus, or go-karts like the Cannady
            family two blocks over have. The possibilities make Tallulah’s head spin as she takes a puff of Dad’s cigarette. Sometimes
            he falls asleep with a Camel still burning. If Tallulah is daring and stealthy, she can swipe it right from between his fingertips.
         

         
         Ray sits quietly, patiently, perched on Alice’s tiny desk chair. He doesn’t have an opinion. Well, he doesn’t have an opinion
            yet. That’s how his brain works. His brain takes its time. By the time he has an opinion, everyone is already talking about
            something else and his opinion doesn’t matter anymore. Probably his opinion didn’t matter in the first place. That’s fine
            with Ray.
         

         
         Piggy should have been in bed hours ago, but he’s here too, gnawing on a Stretch Armstrong action figure.

         
         “A disco,” Jeremy says, “is a place that plays disco music.”

         
         “No shit, Sherlock!”

         
         Once Club Mercurio opens, Dad puts the kids to work. “When I was your age!” Dad says. And “All hands on deck!” And when Warren
            worries
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