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About the Book

Prepare to believe.

Shadow Moon has served his time. But hours before his release from prison, his beloved wife is killed in a freak accident. Dazed, he boards a plane home where he meets the enigmatic Mr Wednesday, who professes both to know Shadow and to be king of America.

Together they embark on a profoundly strange road trip across the USA, encountering a kaleidoscopic cast of characters along the way. Yet all around them a storm threatens to break.

The war has already begun, an epic struggle for the very soul of America, and Shadow is standing squarely in its path.


For absent friends – Kathy Acker and Roger Zelazny, and all points between


Caveat, and Warning for Travelers

This is a work of fiction, not a guidebook. While the geography of the United States of America in this tale is not entirely imaginary – many of the landmarks in this book can be visited, paths can be followed, ways can be mapped – I have taken liberties. Fewer liberties than you might imagine, but liberties nonetheless.

Permission has neither been asked nor given for the use of real places in this story when they appear: I expect that the owners of Rock City or the House on the Rock, and the hunters who own the motel in the centre of America are as perplexed as anyone would be to find their properties here.

I have obscured the location of several of the places in this book: the town of Lakeside, for example, and the farm with the ash-tree an hour south of Blacksburg. You may look for them if you wish. You might even find them. Furthermore, it goes without saying that all of the people, living, dead and otherwise in this story are fictional or used in a fictional context. Only the gods are real.


One question that has always intrigued me is what happens to demonic beings when immigrants move from their homelands. Irish-Americans remember the fairies, Norwegian-Americans the nisser, Greek-Americans the vrykólakas, but only in relation to events remembered in the Old Country. When I once asked why such demons are not seen in America, my informants giggled confusedly and said, ‘They’re scared to pass the ocean, it’s too far,’ pointing out that Christ and the apostles never came to America.

Richard Dorson, ‘A Theory for American Folklore’,

American Folklore and the Historian, (University of Chicago

Press, 1971)


Introduction to This Text

The book you’re holding is slightly different from the version of the book that was previously published.

I wrote American Gods over a couple of years between 1999 and 2001. I wanted it to be a number of things. I wanted to write a book that was big and odd and meandering, and I did. I finished it, eventually, and I handed it in, taking a certain amount of comfort in the old saying that a novel can best be defined as a long piece of prose with something wrong with it, and I was fairly sure that I’d written one of those. My editor was concerned that the book was slightly too big and too meandering (she didn’t mind it being too odd), and she wanted me to trim it, and I did. I suspect her instincts may have been right, for the book was very successful – it sold many copies, and it was given a number of awards including the Nebula and the Hugo awards (for, primarily, SF), the Bram Stoker award (for horror), the Locus award (for fantasy), demonstrating that it may have been a fairly odd novel and that even if it was popular nobody was quite certain which box it belonged in. And, of course, that people liked it.

Two of the people who liked it were Pete Atkins and Peter Schneider, the partners in Hill House, Publishers, a small press book publisher, who, a few years later, arranged with the book’s US publishers to do a small press edition of American Gods. As they told me about the wonderful treats they had planned for the limited edition – something they planned to be a miracle of the book-maker’s art – I began feeling more and more uncomfortable with the text that they would be using.

Would they, I enquired rather diffidently, be willing to use my original, untrimmed text?

As it turned out, they would.

And then it became more complicated, as I realized that, of course, after I had trimmed American Gods, I had made other editorial corrections and changes, many of which were for the better. So the only way someone could create a definitive American Gods text would be by comparing my final, unedited version with my final edited version, and then with the final printed version (because I had cheerfully scrawled changes on the galley proofs, and just as cheerfully not actually bothered to keep track of them), and then making a number of judgement calls.

It was going to be an enormous amount of work. So I did the only sane thing under the circumstances that I could do: I sent several enormous computer files and two copies of the book (the English and the American editions) to Pete Atkins, along with my list of errors and typos I’d noticed since the book was published, and I asked him to sort it out. He did, excellently. Then I took the manuscript that Pete had prepared and went through it myself, fixing things and tidying and sometimes restoring cuts I’d made for a reason that wasn’t just making it a bit shorter, to come up with a final version of the text that I was perfectly happy with, given that a novel is always, at least for the author, a long piece of prose with something wrong with it.

Hill House published it in a very nice (and expensive) limited edition of about 750 copies (described as ‘a miracle of the book-maker’s art’ and not by them this time). They sent the books out along with free ‘reader’s copies’ so the person who had bought the book could read the expanded text without worrying about getting jam stains on any of the pages.

When Headline Books decided it was time to reissue all my novels in this extremely elegant uniform edition, they enquired whether it would be possible to add anything to any of the books, as extra value for the readers – interviews and suchlike. In the case of American Gods, I had an entire book that I wanted people to read. This version of American Gods is about twelve thousand words longer than the one that won all the awards, and it’s the version of which I’m the most proud.

I’m grateful that Headline were willing to publish the expanded version of the book, and I would particularly like to thank Pete Atkins for his help in the preparation of this manuscript.

[image: image]

On a plane to Singapore, 3 July, 2005


Part One

SHADOWS


Chapter One
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The boundaries of our country, sir? Why sir, onto the north we are bounded by the Aurora Borealis, on the east we are bounded by the rising sun, on the south we are bounded by the procession of the Equinoxes, and on the west by the Day of Judgement.

– The American Joe Miller’s Jest Book

Shadow had done three years in prison. He was big enough, and looked don’t-fuck-with-me enough that his biggest problem was killing time. So he kept himself in shape, and taught himself coin tricks, and thought a lot about how much he loved his wife.

The best thing – in Shadow’s opinion, perhaps the only good thing – about being in prison was a feeling of relief. The feeling that he’d plunged as low as he could plunge and he’d hit bottom. He didn’t worry that the man was going to get him, because the man had got him. He did not awake in prison with a feeling of dread; he was no longer scared of what tomorrow might bring, because yesterday had brought it.

It did not matter, Shadow decided, if you had done what you had been convicted of or not. In his experience everyone he met in prison was aggrieved about something: there was always something the authorities had got wrong, something they said you did when you didn’t – or you didn’t do quite like they said you did. What was important was that they had got you.

He had noticed it in the first few days, when everything, from the slang to the bad food, was new. Despite the misery and the utter skin-crawling horror of incarceration, he was breathing relief.

Shadow tried not to talk too much. Somewhere around the middle of year two he mentioned his theory to Low Key Lyesmith, his cellmate.

Low Key, who was a grifter from Minnesota, smiled his scarred smile. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘That’s true. It’s even better when you’ve been sentenced to death. That’s when you remember the jokes about the guys who kicked their boots off as the noose flipped around their necks, because their friends always told them they’d die with their boots on.’

‘Is that a joke?’ asked Shadow.

‘Damn right. Gallows humor. Best kind there is – bang, the worst has happened. You get a few days for it to sink in, then you’re riding the cart on your way to do the dance on nothing.’

‘When did they last hang a man in this state?’ asked Shadow.

‘How the hell should I know?’ Lyesmith kept his orange-blond hair pretty much shaved. You could see the lines of his skull. ‘Tell you what, though. This country started going to hell when they stopped hanging folks. No gallows dirt. No gallows deals.’

Shadow shrugged. He could see nothing romantic in a death sentence.

If you didn’t have a death sentence, he decided, then prison was, at best, only a temporary reprieve from life, for two reasons. First, life creeps back into prison. There are always places to go further down, even when you’ve been taken off the board; life goes on, even if it’s life under a microscope or life in a cage. And second, if you just hang in there, some day they’re going to have to let you out.

In the beginning it was too far away for Shadow to focus on. Then it became a distant beam of hope, and he learned how to tell himself ‘this too shall pass’ when the prison shit went down, as prison shit always did. One day the magic door would open and he’d walk through it. So he marked off the days on his Songbirds of North America calendar, which was the only calendar they sold in the prison commissary, and the sun went down and he didn’t see it and the sun came up and he didn’t see it. He practiced coin tricks from a book he found in the wasteland of the prison library; and he worked out; and he made lists in his head of what he’d do when he got out of prison.

Shadow’s lists got shorter and shorter. After two years he had it down to three things.

First, he was going to take a bath. A real, long, serious soak, in a tub with bubbles in. Maybe read the paper, maybe not. Some days he thought one way, some days the other.

Second he was going to towel himself off, put on a robe. Maybe slippers. He liked the idea of slippers. If he smoked he would be smoking a pipe about now, but he didn’t smoke. He would pick up his wife in his arms (‘Puppy,’ she would squeal in mock horror and real delight, ‘what are you doing?’). He would carry her into the bedroom, and close the door. They’d call out for pizzas if they got hungry.

Third, after he and Laura had come out of the bedroom, maybe a couple of days later, he was going to keep his head down and stay out of trouble for the rest of his life.

‘And then you’ll be happy?’ asked Low Key Lyesmith. That day they were working in the prison shop, assembling bird-feeders, which was barely more interesting than stamping out license plates.

‘Call no man happy,’ said Shadow, ‘until he is dead.’

‘Herodotus,’ said Low Key. ‘Hey. You’re learning.’

‘Who the fuck’s Herodotus?’ asked the Iceman, slotting together the sides of a birdfeeder, and passing it to Shadow, who bolted and screwed it tight.

‘Dead Greek,’ said Shadow.

‘My last girlfriend was Greek,’ said the Iceman. ‘The shit her family ate. You would not believe. Like rice wrapped in leaves. Shit like that.’

The Iceman was the same size and shape as a Coke machine, with blue eyes and hair so blonde it was almost white. He had beaten the crap out of some guy who had made the mistake of copping a feel off his girlfriend in the bar where she danced and the Iceman bounced. The guy’s friends had called the police, who arrested the Iceman and ran a check on him which revealed that the Iceman had walked from a work-release program eighteen months earlier.

‘So what was I supposed to do?’ asked the Iceman, aggrieved, when he had told Shadow the whole sad tale. ‘I’d told him she was my girlfriend. Was I supposed to let him disrespect me like that? Was I? I mean, he had his hands all over her.’

Shadow had said something meaningless like ‘You tell ’em,’ and left it at that. One thing he had learned early, you do your own time in prison. You don’t do anyone else’s time for them.

Keep your head down. Do your own time.

Lyesmith had loaned Shadow a battered paperback copy of Herodotus’s Histories several months earlier. ‘It’s not boring. It’s cool,’ he said, when Shadow protested that he didn’t read books. ‘Read it first, then tell me it’s cool.’

Shadow had made a face, but he had started to read, and had found himself hooked against his will.

‘Greeks,’ said the Iceman, with disgust. ‘And it ain’t true what they say about them, neither. I tried giving it to my girlfriend in the ass, she almost clawed my eyes out.’

Lyesmith was transferred one day, without warning. He left Shadow his copy of Herodotus with several actual coins hidden in the pages: two quarters, a penny, and a nickel. Coins were contraband: you can sharpen the edges against a stone, slice open someone’s face in a fight. Shadow didn’t want a weapon; Shadow just wanted something to do with his hands.

Shadow was not superstitious. He did not believe in anything he could not see. Still, he could feel disaster hovering above the prison in those final weeks, just as he had felt it in the days before the robbery. There was a hollowness in the pit of his stomach which he told himself was simply a fear of going back to the world on the outside. But he could not be sure. He was more paranoid than usual, and in prison usual is very, and is a survival skill. Shadow became more quiet, more shadowy, than ever. He found himself watching the body language of the guards, of the other inmates, searching for a clue to the bad thing that was going to happen, as he was certain that it would.

A month before he was due to be released, Shadow sat in a chilly office, facing a short man with a port-wine birthmark on his forehead. They sat across a desk from each other; the man had Shadow’s file open in front of him, and was holding a ballpoint pen. The end of the pen was badly chewed.

‘You cold, Shadow?’

‘Yes,’ said Shadow. ‘A little.’

The man shrugged. ‘That’s the system,’ he said. ‘Furnaces don’t go on until December the first. Then they go off March the first. I don’t make the rules.’ Social niceties done with, he ran his forefinger down the sheet of paper stapled to the inside left of the folder. ‘You’re thirty-two years old?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You look younger.’

‘Clean living.’

‘Says here you’ve been a model inmate.’

‘I learned my lesson, sir.’

‘Did you? Did you really?’ He looked at Shadow intently, the birthmark on his forehead lowering. Shadow thought about telling the man some of his theories about prison, but he said nothing. He nodded, instead, and concentrated on appearing properly remorseful.

‘Says here you’ve got a wife, Shadow.’

‘Her name’s Laura.’

‘How’s everything there?’

‘Pretty good. She got kind of mad at me when I was arrested. But she’s come down to see me as much as she could – it’s a long way to travel. We write and I call her when I can.’

‘What does your wife do?’

‘She’s a travel agent. Sends people all over the world.’

‘How’d you meet her?’

Shadow could not decide why the man was asking. He considered telling him it was none of his business, then said, ‘She was my best buddy’s wife’s best friend. They set us up on a blind date. We hit it off.’

‘And you’ve got a job waiting for you?’

‘Yessir. My buddy, Robbie, the one I just told you about, he owns the Muscle Farm, the place I used to train. He says my old job is waiting for me.’

An eyebrow raised. ‘Really?’

‘Says he figures I’ll be a big draw. Bring back some old timers, and pull in the tough crowd who want to be tougher.’

The man seemed satisfied. He chewed the end of his ballpoint pen, then turned over the sheet of paper.

‘How do you feel about your offense?’

Shadow shrugged. ‘I was stupid,’ he said, and meant it.

The man with the birthmark sighed. He ticked off a number of items on a checklist. Then he riffled through the papers in Shadow’s file. ‘How’re you getting home from here?’ he asked. ‘Greyhound?’

‘Flying home. It’s good to have a wife who’s a travel agent.’

The man frowned, and the birthmark creased. ‘She sent you a ticket?’

‘Didn’t need to. Just sent me a confirmation number. Electronic ticket. All I have to do is turn up at the airport in a month and show ’em my ID, and I’m outta here.’

The man nodded, scribbled one final note, then he closed the file and put down the ballpoint pen. Two pale hands rested on the gray desk like pink animals. He brought his hands close together, made a steeple of his forefingers, and stared at Shadow with watery hazel eyes.

‘You’re lucky,’ he said. ‘You have someone to go back to, you got a job waiting. You can put all this behind you. You got a second chance. Make the most of it.’

The man did not offer to shake Shadow’s hand as he rose to leave, nor did Shadow expect him to.

The last week was the worst. In some ways it was worse than the whole three years put together. Shadow wondered if it was the weather: oppressive, still and cold. It felt as if a storm was on the way, but the storm never came. He had the jitters and the heebie-jeebies, a feeling deep in his stomach that something was entirely wrong. In the exercise yard the wind gusted. Shadow imagined that he could smell snow on the air.

He called his wife collect. Shadow knew that MCI whacked a three-dollar surcharge on every call made from a prison phone. That was why operators are always real polite to people calling from prisons, Shadow had decided: they knew that he paid their wages.

‘Something feels weird,’ he told Laura. That wasn’t the first thing he said to her. The first thing was ‘I love you,’ because it’s a good thing to say if you can mean it, and Shadow did.

‘Hello,’ said Laura. ‘I love you too. What feels weird?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Maybe the weather. It feels like if we could only get a storm, everything would be okay.’

‘It’s nice here,’ she said. ‘The last of the leaves haven’t quite fallen. If we don’t get a storm, you’ll be able to see them when you get home.’

‘Five days,’ said Shadow.

‘A hundred and twenty hours, and then you come home,’ she said.

‘Everything okay there? Nothing wrong?’

‘Everything’s fine. I’m seeing Robbie tonight. We’re planning your surprise welcome-home party.’

‘Surprise party?’

‘Of course. You don’t know anything about it, do you?’

‘Not a thing.’

‘That’s my husband,’ she said. Shadow realized that he was smiling. He had been inside for three years, but she could still make him smile.

‘Love you, babes,’ said Shadow.

‘Love you, puppy,’ said Laura.

Shadow put down the phone.

When they got married Laura told Shadow that she wanted a puppy, but their landlord had pointed out they weren’t allowed pets under the terms of their lease. ‘Hey,’ Shadow had said, ‘I’ll be your puppy. What do you want me to do? Chew your slippers? Piss on the kitchen floor? Lick your nose? Sniff your crotch? I bet there’s nothing a puppy can do I can’t do!’ And he picked her up as if she weighed nothing at all, and began to lick her nose while she giggled and shrieked, and then he carried her to the bed.

In the food hall Sam Fetisher sidled over to Shadow and smiled, showing his old teeth. He sat down beside Shadow and began to eat his macaroni and cheese.

‘We got to talk,’ said Sam Fetisher.

Sam Fetisher was one of the blackest men that Shadow had ever seen. He might have been sixty. He might have been eighty. Then again, Shadow had met thirty-year-old crack heads who looked older than Sam Fetisher.

‘Mm?’ said Shadow.

‘Storm’s on the way,’ said Sam.

‘Feels like it,’ said Shadow. ‘Maybe it’ll snow soon.’

‘Not that kind of storm. Bigger storms than that coming. I tell you, boy, you’re better off in here than out on the street when the big storm comes.’

‘Done my time,’ said Shadow. ‘Friday, I’m gone.’

Sam Fetisher stared at Shadow. ‘Where you from?’ he asked.

‘Eagle Point. Indiana.’

‘You’re a lying fuck,’ said Sam Fetisher. ‘I mean originally. Where are your folks from?’

‘Chicago,’ said Shadow. His mother had lived in Chicago as a girl, and she had died there, half a lifetime ago.

‘Like I said. Big storm coming. Keep your head down, Shadow-boy. It’s like . . . what do they call those things continents ride around on? Some kind of plates?’

‘Tectonic plates?’ Shadow hazarded.

‘That’s it. Tectonic plates. It’s like when they go riding, when North America goes skidding into South America, you don’t want to be in the middle. You dig me?’

‘Not even a little.’

One brown eye closed in a slow wink. ‘Hell, don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ said Sam Fetisher, and he spooned a trembling lump of orange Jell-O into his mouth.

‘I won’t.’

Shadow spent the night half-awake, drifting in and out of sleep, listening to his new cellmate grunt and snore in the bunk below him. Several cells away a man whined and howled and sobbed like an animal, and from time to time someone would scream at him to shut the fuck up. Shadow tried not to hear. He let the empty minutes wash over him, lonely and slow.

Two days to go. Forty-eight hours, starting with oatmeal and prison coffee, and a guard named Wilson who tapped Shadow harder than he had to on the shoulder and said, ‘Shadow? This way.’

Shadow checked his conscience. It was quiet, which did not, he had observed, in a prison, mean that he was not in deep shit. The two men walked more or less side by side, feet echoing on metal and concrete.

Shadow tasted fear in the back of his throat, bitter as old coffee. The bad thing was happening . . .

There was a voice in the back of his head whispering that they were going to slap another year onto his sentence, drop him into solitary, cut off his hands, cut off his head. He told himself he was being stupid, but his heart was pounding fit to burst out of his chest.

‘I don’t get you, Shadow,’ said Wilson, as they walked.

‘What’s not to get, sir?’

‘You. You’re too fucking quiet. Too polite. You wait like the old guys, but you’re what? Twenty-five? Twenty-eight?’

‘Thirty-two, sir.’

‘And what are you? A spic? A gypsy?’

‘Not that I know of, sir. Maybe.’

‘Maybe you got nigger blood in you. You got nigger blood in you, Shadow?’

‘Could be, sir.’ Shadow stood tall and looked straight ahead, and concentrated on not allowing himself to be riled by this man.

‘Yeah? Well, all I know is, you fucking spook me.’ Wilson had sandy blond hair and a sandy blond face and a sandy blond smile. ‘You leaving us soon.’

‘Hope so, sir.’

‘You’ll be back. I can see it in your eyes. You’re a fuckup, Shadow. Now, if I had my way, none of you assholes would ever get out. We’d drop you in the hole and forget you.’

Oubliettes, thought Shadow, and he said nothing. It was a survival thing: he didn’t answer back, didn’t say anything about job security for prison guards, debate the nature of repentance, rehabilitation, or rates of recidivism. He didn’t say anything funny or clever, and, to be on the safe side, when he was talking to a prison official, whenever possible, he didn’t say anything at all. Speak when you’re spoken to. Do your own time. Get out. Get home. Have a long hot bath. Tell Laura you love her. Rebuild a life.

They walked through a couple of checkpoints. Wilson showed his ID each time. Up a set of stairs, and they were standing outside the Prison Warden’s office. Shadow had never been there before, but he knew what it was. It had the prison warden’s name – G. Patterson – on the door in black letters, and beside the door, a miniature traffic light.

The top light burned red.

Wilson pressed a button below the traffic light.

They stood there in silence for a couple of minutes. Shadow tried to tell himself that everything was all right, that on Friday morning he’d be on the plane up to Eagle Point, but he did not believe it himself.

The red light went out and the green light went on, and Wilson opened the door. They went inside.

Shadow had seen the warden a handful of times in the last three years. Once he had been showing a politician around; Shadow had not recognized the man. Once, during a lock-down, the warden had spoken to them in groups of a hundred, telling them that the prison was overcrowded, and that, since it would remain overcrowded, they had better get used to it. This was Shadow’s first time up close to the man.

Up close, Patterson looked worse. His face was oblong, with gray hair cut into a military bristle cut. He smelled of Old Spice. Behind him was a shelf of books, each with the word Prison in the title; his desk was perfectly clean, empty but for a telephone and a tear-off-the-pages Far Side calendar. He had a hearing aid in his right ear.

‘Please, sit down.’

Shadow sat down at the desk, noting the civility.

Wilson stood behind him.

The warden opened a desk drawer and took out a file, placed it on his desk.

‘Says here you were sentenced to six years for aggravated assault and battery. You’ve served three years. You were due to be released on Friday.’

Were? Shadow felt his stomach lurch inside him. He wondered how much longer he was going to have to serve – another year? Two years? All three? All he said was ‘Yes, sir.’

The warden licked his lips. ‘What did you say?’

‘I said “Yes, sir”.’

‘Shadow, we’re going to be releasing you later this afternoon. You’ll be getting out a couple of days early.’ The warden said this with no joy, as if he were intoning a death sentence. Shadow nodded, and he waited for the other shoe to drop. The warden looked down at the paper on his desk. ‘This came from the Eagle Point Memorial Hospital . . . Your wife. She died in the early hours of this morning. It was an automobile accident. I’m sorry.’

Shadow nodded once more.

Wilson walked him back to his cell, not saying anything. He unlocked the cell door and let Shadow in. Then he said, ‘It’s like one of them good news, bad news jokes, isn’t it? Good news, we’re letting you out early, bad news, your wife is dead.’ He laughed, as if it were genuinely funny.

Shadow said nothing at all.

Numbly, he packed up his possessions, gave several away. He left behind Low Key’s Herodotus and the book of coin tricks, and, with a momentary pang, he abandoned the blank metal disks he had smuggled out of the workshop which had, until he had found Low Key’s change in the book, served him for coins. There would be coins, real coins, on the outside. He shaved. He dressed in civilian clothes. He walked through door after door, knowing that he would never walk back through them again, feeling empty inside.

The rain had started to gust from the gray sky, a freezing rain. Pellets of ice stung Shadow’s face, while the rain soaked the thin overcoat as they walked away from the prison building, toward the yellow ex-school bus that would take them to the nearest city.

By the time they got to the bus they were soaked. Eight of them were leaving, Shadow thought. Fifteen hundred still inside. He sat on the bus and shivered until the heaters started working, wondering what he was doing, where he was going now.

Ghost images filled his head, unbidden. In his imagination he was leaving another prison, long ago.

He had been imprisoned in a lightless garret room for far too long: his beard was wild and his hair was a tangle. The guards had walked him down a gray stone stairway and out into a plaza filled with brightly-colored things, with people and with objects. It was a market day and he was dazzled by the noise and the color, squinting at the sunlight that filled the square, smelling the salt-wet air and all the good things of the market, and on his left the sun glittered from the water . . .

The bus shuddered to a halt at a red light.

The wind howled about the bus, and the wipers slooshed heavily back and forth across the windshield, smearing the city into a red and yellow neon wetness. It was early afternoon, but it looked like night through the glass.

‘Shit,’ said the man in the seat behind Shadow, rubbing the condensation from the window with his hand, staring at a wet figure hurrying down the sidewalk. ‘There’s pussy out there.’

Shadow swallowed. It occurred to him that he had not cried yet – had in fact felt nothing at all. No tears. No sorrow. Nothing.

He found himself thinking about a guy named Johnnie Larch he’d shared a cell with when he’d first been put inside, who told Shadow how he’d once got out after five years behind bars, with $100 and a ticket to Seattle, where his sister lived.

Johnnie Larch had got to the airport, and he handed his ticket to the woman on the counter, and she asked to see his driver’s license.

He showed it to her. It had expired a couple of years earlier. She told him it was not valid as ID. He told her it might not be valid as a driver’s license, but it sure as hell was fine identification, and it had a photo of him on it, and his height and his weight, and damn it, who else did she think he was, if he wasn’t him?

She said she’d thank him to keep his voice down.

He told her to give him a fucking boarding pass, or she was going to regret it, and that he wasn’t going to be disrespected. You don’t let people disrespect you in prison.

Then she pressed a button, and few moments later the airport security showed up, and they tried to persuade Johnnie Larch to leave the airport quietly, and he did not wish to leave, and there was something of an altercation.

The upshot of it all was that Johnnie Larch never actually made it to Seattle, and he spent the next couple of days in town in bars, and when his $100 was gone he held up a gas station with a toy gun for money to keep drinking, and the police finally picked him up for pissing in the street. Pretty soon he was back inside serving the rest of his sentence and a little extra for the gas station job.

And the moral of this story, according to Johnnie Larch, was this: don’t piss off people who work in airports.

‘Are you sure it’s not something like “kinds of behavior that work in a specialized environment, such as a prison, can fail to work and in fact become harmful when used outside such an environment”?’ said Shadow, when Johnnie Larch told him the story.

‘No, listen to me, I’m telling you man,’ said Johnnie Larch, ‘don’t piss off those bitches in airports.’

Shadow half-smiled at the memory. His own driver’s license had several months still to go before it expired.

‘Bus station! Everybody out!’

The building stank of piss and sour beer. Shadow climbed into a taxi and told the driver to take him to the airport. He told him that there was an extra five dollars if he could do it in silence. They made it in twenty minutes and the driver never said a word.

Then Shadow was stumbling through the brightly lit airport terminal. Shadow worried about the whole e-ticket business. He knew he had a ticket for a flight on Friday, but he didn’t know if it would work today. Anything electronic seemed fundamentally magical to Shadow, and liable to evaporate at any moment. He liked things he could hold and touch.

Still, he had his wallet, back in his possession for the first time in three years, containing several expired credit cards and one Visa card which, he was pleasantly surprised to discover, didn’t expire until the end of January. He had a reservation number. And, he realized, he had the certainty that once he got home everything would, somehow, be right once more. Laura would be fine again. Maybe it was some kind of scam to spring him a few days early. Or perhaps it was a simple mix-up: some other Laura Moon’s body had been dragged from the highway wreckage.

Lightning flickered outside the airport, through the windows-walls. Shadow realized he was holding his breath, waiting for something. A distant boom of thunder. He exhaled.

A tired white woman stared at him from behind the counter.

‘Hello,’ said Shadow. You’re the first strange woman I’ve spoken to, in the flesh, in three years. ‘I’ve got an e-ticket number. I was supposed to be traveling on Friday but I have to go today. There was a death in my family.’

‘Mm. I’m sorry to hear that.’ She tapped at the keyboard, stared at the screen, tapped again. ‘No problem. I’ve put you on the 3:30. It may be delayed, because of the storm, so keep an eye on the screens. Checking any baggage?’

He held up a shoulder bag. ‘I don’t need to check this, do I?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s fine. Do you have any picture ID?’

Shadow showed her his driver’s license. Then he assured her that no one had given him a bomb to take onto the plane, and she, in return, gave him a printed boarding pass. Then he passed through the metal detector while his bag went through the X-ray machine.

It was not a big airport, but the number of people wandering, just wandering, amazed him. He watched people put down bags casually, observed wallets stuffed into back pockets, saw purses put down, unwatched, under chairs. That was when he realized he was no longer in prison.

Thirty minutes to wait until boarding. Shadow bought a slice of pizza and burned his lip on the hot cheese. He took his change and went to the phones. Called Robbie at the Muscle Farm, but the machine answered.

‘Hey Robbie,’ said Shadow. ‘They tell me that Laura’s dead. They let me out early. I’m coming home.’

Then, because people do make mistakes, he’d seen it happen, he called home, and listened to Laura’s voice.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘I’m not here or I can’t come to the phone. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you. And have a good day.’

Shadow couldn’t bring himself to leave a message.

He sat in a plastic chair by the gate, and held his bag so tight he hurt his hand.

He was thinking about the first time he had ever seen Laura. He hadn’t even known her name then. She was Audrey Burton’s friend. He had been sitting with Robbie in a booth at Chi-Chi’s, talking about something, probably how one of the other trainers had just announced she was opening her own dance studio, when Laura had walked in a pace or so behind Audrey, and Shadow had found himself staring. She had long, chestnut hair and eyes so blue Shadow mistakenly thought she was wearing tinted contact lenses. She had ordered a strawberry daiquiri, and insisted that Shadow taste it, and laughed delightedly when he did.

Laura loved people to taste what she tasted.

He had kissed her goodnight, that night, and she had tasted of strawberry daiquiris, and he had never wanted to kiss anyone else again. A woman announced that his plane was boarding, and Shadow’s row was the first to be called. He was in the very back, an empty seat beside him. The rain pattered continually against the side of the plane: he imagined small children tossing down dried peas by the handful from the skies.

As the plane took off he fell asleep.

Shadow was in a dark place, and the thing staring at him wore a buffalo’s head, rank and furry with huge wet eyes. Its body was a man’s body, oiled and slick.

‘Changes are coming,’ said the buffalo without moving its lips. ‘There are certain decisions that will have to be made.’

Firelight flickered from wet cave walls.

‘Where am I?’ Shadow asked.

‘In the Earth and under the Earth,’ said the buffalo man. ‘You are where the forgotten wait.’ His eyes were liquid black marbles, and his voice was a rumble from beneath the world. He smelled like wet cow. ‘Believe,’ said the rumbling voice. ‘If you are to survive, you must believe.’

‘Believe what?’ asked Shadow. ‘What should I believe?’

He stared at Shadow, the buffalo man, and he drew himself up huge, and his eyes filled with fire. He opened his spit-flecked buffalo mouth and it was red inside with the flames that burned inside him, under the Earth.

‘Everything,’ roared the buffalo man.

The world tipped and spun, and Shadow was on the plane once more; but the tipping continued. In the front of the plane a woman screamed, half-heartedly.

Lightning burst in blinding flashes around the plane. The captain came on the intercom to tell them that he was going to try and gain some altitude, to get away from the storm.

The plane shook and shuddered, and Shadow wondered, coldly and idly, if he were going to die. It seemed possible, he decided, but unlikely. He stared out of the window and watched the lightning illuminate the horizon.

Then he dozed once more, and dreamed he was back in prison, and Low Key had whispered to him in the food line that someone had put out a contract on his life, but that Shadow could not find out who or why; and when he woke up they were coming in for a landing.

He stumbled off the plane, blinking and waking.

All airports, he had long ago decided, look very much the same. It doesn’t actually matter where you are, you are in an airport: tiles and walkways and restrooms, gates and newsstands and fluorescent lights. This airport looked like an airport. The trouble is, this wasn’t the airport he was going to. This was a big airport, with way too many people, and way too many gates.

The people had the glazed, beaten look you only see in airports and prisons. If Hell is other people, thought Shadow, then Purgatory is airports.

‘Excuse me, ma’am?’

The woman looked at him over the clipboard. ‘Yes?’

‘What airport is this?’

She looked at him, puzzled, trying to decide whether or not he was joking, then she said, ‘St Louis.’

‘I thought this was the plane to Eagle Point.’

‘It was. They redirected it here because of the storms. Didn’t they make an announcement?’

‘Probably. I fell asleep.’

‘You’ll need to talk to that man over there, in the red coat.’

The man was almost as tall as Shadow: he looked like the father from a seventies sitcom, and he tapped something into a computer and told Shadow to run – run! – to a gate on the far side of the terminal.

Shadow ran through the airport, but the doors were already closed as he got to the gate. He watched the plane pull away from the gate, through the plate glass. Then he explained his problem to the gate attendant (calmly, quietly, politely) and she sent him to a passenger assistance desk, where Shadow explained that he was on his way home after a long absence and his wife had just been killed in a road accident, and that it was vitally important that he went home now. He said nothing about prison.

The woman at the passenger assistance desk (short and brown, with a mole on the side of her nose) consulted with another woman and made a phone call (‘Nope, that one’s out. They’ve just cancelled it.’) then she printed out another boarding card. ‘This will get you there,’ she told him. ‘We’ll call ahead to the gate and tell them you’re coming.’

Shadow felt like a pea being flicked between three cups, or a card being shuffled through a deck. Again he ran through the airport, ending up near where he had gotten off in the first place.

A small man at the gate took his boarding pass. ‘We’ve been waiting for you,’ he confided, tearing off the stub of the boarding pass, with Shadow’s seat assignment – 17-D – on it. Shadow hurried onto the plane, and they closed the door behind him.

He walked through first class – there were only four first class seats, three of which were occupied. The bearded man in a pale suit seated next to the unoccupied seat at the very front grinned at Shadow as he got onto the plane, then raised his wrist and tapped his watch as Shadow walked past.

Yeah, yeah, I’m making you late, thought Shadow. Let that be the worst of your worries.

The plane seemed pretty full, as he made his way down toward the back. Actually, Shadow quickly discovered, it was completely full, and there was a middle-aged woman sitting in seat 17-D. Shadow showed her his boarding card stub, and she showed him hers: they matched.

‘Can you take your seat, please?’ asked the flight attendant.

‘No,’ he said, ‘I’m afraid I can’t. This lady is sitting in it.’

She clicked her tongue and checked their boarding cards, then she led him back up to the front of the plane, and pointed him to the empty seat in first class. ‘Looks like it’s your lucky day,’ she told him.

Shadow sat down. ‘Can I bring you something to drink?’ she asked him. ‘We’ll just have time before we take off. And I’m sure you need one after that.’

‘I’d like a beer, please,’ said Shadow. ‘Whatever you’ve got.’

The flight attendant went away.

The man in the pale suit in the seat beside Shadow put out his arm and tapped his watch with his fingernail. It was a black Rolex. ‘You’re late,’ said the man, and he grinned a huge grin with no warmth in it at all.

‘Sorry?’

‘I said, you’re late.’

The flight attendant handed Shadow a glass of beer. He sipped it. For one moment, he wondered if the man were crazy, and then he decided he must have been referring to the plane, waiting for one last passenger.

‘Sorry if I held you up,’ he said, politely. ‘You in a hurry?’

The plane backed away from the gate. The flight attendant came back and took away Shadow’s beer, half-finished. The man in the pale suit grinned at her and said, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll hold onto this tightly,’ and she let him keep his glass of Jack Daniel’s, protesting, weakly, that it violated airline regulations. (‘Let me be the judge of that, m’dear.’)

‘Time is certainly of the essence,’ said the man. ‘But no, I am not in a hurry. I was merely concerned that you would not make the plane.’

‘That was kind of you.’

The plane sat restlessly on the ground, engines throbbing, aching to be off.

‘Kind my ass,’ said the man in the pale suit. ‘I’ve got a job for you, Shadow.’

A roar of engines. The little plane jerked forward into a take-off, pushing Shadow back into his seat. Then they were airborne, and the airport lights were falling away below them. Shadow looked at the man in the seat next to him.

His hair was a reddish-gray; his beard, little more than stubble, was grayish-red. He was smaller than Shadow, but he seemed to take up a hell of a lot of room. A craggy, square face with pale gray eyes. The suit looked expensive, and was the color of melted vanilla ice-cream. His tie was dark gray silk, and the tie-pin was a tree, worked in silver: trunk, branches, and deep roots.

He held his glass of Jack Daniels as they took off, and did not spill a drop.

‘Aren’t you going to ask me what kind of job?’ he asked.

‘How do you know who I am?”

The man chuckled. ‘Oh, it’s the easiest thing in the world to know what people call themselves. A little thought, a little luck, a little memory. Ask me what kind of job.’

‘No,’ said Shadow. The attendant brought him another glass of beer, and he sipped at it.

‘Why not?’

‘I’m going home. I’ve got a job waiting for me there. I don’t want any other job.’

The man’s craggy smile did not change, outwardly, but now he seemed, actually, amused. ‘You don’t have a job waiting for you at home,’ he said. ‘You have nothing waiting for you there. Meanwhile, I am offering you a perfectly legal job – good money, limited security, remarkable fringe benefits. Hell, if you live that long, I could throw in a pension plan. You think maybe you’d like one of them?’

Shadow said, ‘You could have seen my name on my boarding pass. Or on the side of my bag.’

The man said nothing.

‘Whoever you are,’ said Shadow, ‘you couldn’t have known I was going to be on this plane. I didn’t know I was going to be on this plane, and if my plane hadn’t been diverted to St Louis, I wouldn’t have been. My guess is you’re a practical joker. Maybe you’re hustling something. But I think maybe we’ll have a better time if we end this conversation here.’

The man shrugged.

Shadow picked up the in-flight magazine. The little plane jerked and bumped through the sky, making it harder to concentrate. The words floated through his mind like soap bubbles, there as he read them, gone completely a moment later.

The man sat quietly in the seat beside him, sipping his Jack Daniels. His eyes were closed.

Shadow read the list of in-flight music channels available on transatlantic flights, and then he was looking at the map of the world with red lines on it that showed where the airline flew. Then he had finished reading the magazine, and, reluctantly, he closed the cover, and slipped it into the pocket on the wall.

The man opened his eyes. There was something strange about his eyes, Shadow thought. One of them was a darker gray than the other. He looked at Shadow. ‘By the way,’ he said, ‘I was sorry to hear about your wife, Shadow. A great loss.’

Shadow nearly hit the man, then. Instead he took a deep breath. (‘Like I said, don’t piss off those bitches in airports,’ said Johnnie Larch, in the back of his mind, ‘or they’ll haul your sorry ass back here before you can spit.’) He counted to five.

‘So was I,’ he said.

The man shook his head. ‘If it could but have been any other way,’ he said, and sighed.

‘She died in a car crash,’ said Shadow. ‘It’s a fast way to go. Other ways could have been worse.’

The man shook his head, slowly. For a moment it seemed to Shadow as if the man was insubstantial; as if the plane had suddenly become more real, while his neighbor had become less so.

‘Shadow,’ he said. ‘It’s not a joke. It’s not a trick. I can pay you better than any other job you’ll find will pay you. You’re an ex-con. There’s not a long line of people elbowing each other out of the way to hire you.’

‘Mister whoever-the-fuck you are,’ said Shadow, just loud enough to be heard over the din of the engines, ‘there isn’t enough money in the world.’

The grin got bigger. Shadow found himself remembering a PBS show he had seen as a teenager, about chimpanzees. The show claimed that when apes and chimps smile it’s only to bare their teeth in a grimace of hate or aggression or terror. When a chimp grins, it’s a threat. This grin was one of those.

‘Sure there’s money enough. And there are also bonuses. Work for me, and I’ll tell you things. There may be a little risk, of course, but if you survive you can have whatever your heart desires. You could be the next King of America. Now,’ said the man, ‘who else is going to pay you that well? Hmm?’

‘Who are you?’ asked Shadow.

‘Ah, yes. The age of information – young lady, could you pour me another glass of Jack Daniel’s? Easy on the ice, – not, of course, that there has ever been any other kind of age. Information and knowledge: these are currencies that have never gone out of style.’

‘I said, who are you?’

‘Let’s see. Well, seeing that today certainly is my day – why don’t you call me Wednesday? Mister Wednesday. Although given the weather, it might as well be Thursday, eh?’

‘What’s your real name?’

‘Work for me long enough and well enough,’ said the man in the pale suit, ‘and I may even tell you that. There. Job offer. Think about it. No one expects you to say yes immediately, not knowing whether you’re leaping into a piranha tank or a pit of bears. Take your time.’ He closed his eyes and leaned back in his seat.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Shadow. ‘I don’t like you. I don’t want to work with you.’

‘Like I say,’ said the man, without opening his eyes, ‘don’t rush into it. Take your time.’

The plane landed with a bump, and a few passengers got off. Shadow looked out of the window: it was a little airport in the middle of nowhere, and there were still two little airports to go before Eagle Point. Shadow transferred his glance to the man in the pale suit – Mr Wednesday? He seemed to be asleep.

Shadow stood up, grabbed his bag, and stepped off the plane, down the steps onto the slick wet tarmac, walking at an even pace toward the lights of the terminal. A light rain spattered his face.

Before he went inside the airport building, he stopped, and turned, and watched. No one else got off the plane. The ground crew rolled the steps away, the door was closed, and it taxied off down the runway. Shadow stared at it until it took off, then he walked inside, to the Budget car rental desk, the only one open, and he rented what turned out, when he got to the parking lot, to be a small red Toyota.

Shadow unfolded the map they had given him. He spread it out on the passenger’s seat. Eagle Point was about two hundred and fifty miles away, most of the journey on the freeway. He had not driven a car in three years.

The storms had passed, if they had come this far. It was cold and clear. Clouds scudded in front of the moon, and for a moment Shadow could not be certain whether it was the clouds or the moon that were moving.

He drove north for an hour and a half.

It was getting late. He was hungry, and when he realized how hungry he really was, he pulled off at the next exit, and drove into the town of Nottamun (Pop. 1301). He filled the gas-tank at the Amoco, and asked the bored woman at the cash register where the best bar in the area was – somewhere that he could get something to eat.

‘Jack’s Crocodile Bar,’ she told him. ‘It’s west on County Road N.’

‘Crocodile Bar?’

‘Yeah. Jack says they add character.’ She drew him a map on the back of a mauve flyer, which advertised a chicken roast to raise money for a young girl who needed a new kidney. ‘He’s got a couple of crocodiles, a snake, one a them big lizard things.’

‘An iguana?’

‘That’s him.’

Through the town, over a bridge, on for a couple of miles, and he stopped at a low, rectangular building with an illuminated Pabst sign, and a Coca-Cola machine by the door.

The parking lot was half empty. Shadow parked the red Toyota and went inside.

The air was thick with smoke and ‘Walking after Midnight’ was playing on the jukebox. Shadow looked around for the crocodiles, but could not see them. He wondered if the woman in the gas station had been pulling his leg.

‘What’ll it be?’ asked the bartender.

‘You Jack?’

‘It’s Jack’s night off. I’m Paul.’

‘Hi, Paul. House beer, and a hamburger with all the trimmings. No fries.’

‘Bowl of chili to start? Best chili in the state.’

‘Sounds good,’ said Shadow. ‘Where’s the rest room?’

The man pointed to a door in the corner of the bar. There was a stuffed alligator head mounted on the door. Shadow went through the door.

It was a clean, well-lit restroom. Shadow looked around the room first; force of habit. (‘Remember, Shadow, you can’t fight back when you’re pissing,’ Low Key said, low key as always, in the back of his head.) He took the urinal stall on the left. Then he unzipped his fly and pissed for an age, relaxing, feeling relief. He read the yellowing press clipping framed at eye-level, with a photo of Jack and two alligators.

There was a polite grunt from the urinal immediately to his right, although he had heard nobody come in.

The man in the pale suit was bigger standing than he had seemed sitting on the plane beside Shadow. He was almost Shadow’s height, and Shadow was a big man. He was staring ahead of him. He finished pissing, shook off the last few drops, and zipped himself up.

Then he grinned, like a fox eating shit from a barbed wire fence. ‘So,’ said Mr Wednesday. ‘You’ve had time to think, Shadow. Do you want a job?’



 

Somewhere In America

Los Angeles. 11:26 p.m.

In a dark red room – the color of the walls is close to that of raw liver – is a tall woman dressed cartoonishly in too-tight silk shorts, her breasts pulled up and pushed forward by the yellow blouse tied beneath them. Her black hair is piled high and knotted on top of her head. Standing beside her is a short man wearing an olive tee shirt and expensive blue jeans. He is holding, in his right hand, a wallet and a Nokia mobile phone with a red, white, and blue face-plate.

The red room contains a bed, upon which are white satin-style sheets and an ox-blood bedspread. At the foot of the bed is a small wooden table, upon which is a small stone statue of a woman with enormous hips, and a candleholder.

The woman hands the man a small red candle. ‘Here,’ she says. ‘Light it.’

‘Me?’

‘Yes,’ she says, ‘If you want to have me.’

‘I shoulda just got you to suck me off in the car.’

‘Perhaps,’ she says. ‘Don’t you want me?’ Her hand runs up her body from thigh to breast, a gesture of presentation, as if she were demonstrating a new product.

Red silk scarves over the lamp in the corner of the room make the light red.

The man looks at her hungrily, then he takes the candle from her and pushes it into the candleholder. ‘You got a light?’

She passes him a book of matches. He tears off a match, lights the wick: it flickers and then burns with a steady flame, which gives the illusion of motion to the faceless statue beside it, all hips and breasts.

‘Put the money beneath the statue.’

‘Fifty bucks.’

‘Yes.’

‘When I saw you first, on Sunset, I almost thought you were a man.’

‘But I have these,’ she says, unknotting the yellow blouse, freeing her breasts.

‘So do a lot of guys, these days.’

She stretches and smiles. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Now, come love me.’

He unbuttons his blue jeans, and removes his olive tee shirt. She massages his white shoulders with her brown fingers; then she turns him over, and begins to make love to him with her hands, and her fingers, and her tongue.

It seems to him that the lights in the red room have been dimmed, and the sole illumination comes from the candle, which burns with a bright flame.

‘What’s your name?’ he asks her.

‘Bilquis,’ she tells him, raising her head. ‘With a Q.’

‘A what?’

‘Never mind.’

He is gasping now. ‘Let me fuck you,’ he says. ‘I have to fuck you.’

‘Okay, hon,’ she says. ‘We’ll do it. But will you do something for me, while you’re doing it?’

‘Hey,’ he says, suddenly tetchy, ‘I’m paying you, you know.’

She straddles him, in one smooth movement, whispering, ‘I know, honey, I know, you’re paying me, and I mean, look at you, I should be paying you, I’m so lucky . . .’

He purses his lips, trying to show that her hooker talk is having no effect on him, he can’t be taken; that she’s a street whore for Chrissakes, while he’s practically a producer, and he knows all about last-minute rip-offs, but she doesn’t ask for money. Instead she says, ‘Honey, while you’re giving it to me, while you’re pushing that big hard thing inside of me, will you worship me?’

‘Will I what?’

She is rocking back and forth on him: the engorged head of his penis is being rubbed against the wet lips of her vulva.

‘Will you call me goddess? Will you pray to me? Will you worship me with your body?’

He smiles. Is that what she wants? ‘Sure,’ he says. We’ve all got our kinks, at the end of the day. She reaches her hand between her legs and slips him inside her.

‘Is that good, is it, goddess?’ he asks, gasping.

‘Worship me, honey,’ says Bilquis, the hooker.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I worship your breasts and your eyes and your cunt. I worship your thighs and your eyes and your cherry-red lips . . .’

‘Yes . . .’ she croons, riding him like a storm-tossed boat rides the waves.

‘I worship your nipples, from which the milk of life flows. Your kiss is honey and your touch scorches like fire, and I worship it.’ His words are becoming more rhythmic now, keeping pace with the thrust and roll of their bodies. ‘Bring me your lust in the morning, and bring me relief and your blessing in the evening. Let me walk in dark places unharmed and let me come to you once more and sleep beside you and make love with you again. I worship you with everything that is within me, and everything inside my mind, with everywhere I’ve been and my dreams and my . . .’ he breaks off, panting for breath. ‘. . . What are you doing? That feels amazing. So amazing . . .’ and he looks down at his hips, at the place where the two of them conjoin, but her forefinger touches his chin and pushes his head back, so he is looking only at her face and at the ceiling once again.

‘Keep talking honey,’ she says. ‘Don’t stop. Doesn’t it feel good?’

‘It feels better than anything has ever felt,’ he tells her, meaning it as he says it. ‘Your eyes are stars, burning in the, shit, the firmament, and your lips are gentle waves that lick the sand, and I worship them,’ and now he’s thrusting deeper and deeper inside her: he feels electric, as if his whole lower body has become sexually charged: priapic, engorged, blissful.

‘Bring me your gift,’ he mutters, no longer knowing what he is saying, ‘your one true gift, and make me always this . . . always so . . . I pray . . . I . . .’

And then the pleasure crests into orgasm, blasting his mind into void, his head and self and entire beingness a perfect blank as he thrusts deeper into her and deeper still . . .

Eyes closed, spasming, he luxuriates in the moment; and then he feels a lurch, and it seems to him that he is hanging, head-down, although the pleasure continues.

He opens his eyes.

He thinks, grasping for thought and reason again, of birth, and wonders, without fear, in a moment of perfect postcoital clarity, whether what he sees is some kind of illusion.

This is what he sees:

He is inside her to the chest, and as he stares at this in disbelief and wonder she rests both hands upon his shoulders and puts gentle pressure on his body.

He slipslides further inside her.

‘How are you doing this to me?’ he asks, or he thinks he asks, but perhaps it is only in his head.

‘You’re doing it, honey,’ she whispers. He feels the lips of her vulva tight around his upper chest and back, constricting and enveloping him. He wonders what this would look like to somebody watching them. He wonders why he is not scared. And then he knows.

‘I worship you with my body,’ he whispers, as she pushes him inside her. Her labia pull slickly across his face, and his eyes slip into darkness.

She stretches on the bed, like a huge cat, and then she yawns. ‘Yes,’ she says, ‘You do.’

The Nokia phone plays a high, electrical transposition of the ‘Ode to Joy’. She picks it up, and thumbs a key, and puts the telephone to her ear.

Her belly is flat, her labia small and closed. A sheen of sweat glistens on her forehead and on her upper lip.

‘Yeah?’ she says. And then she says, ‘No, honey, he’s not here. He’s gone away.’

She turns the telephone off before she flops out on the bed in the dark red room, then she stretches once more, and she closes her eyes, and she sleeps.


Chapter Two

[image: image]

They took her to the cemet’ry

In a big ol’ Cadillac

They took her to the cemet’ry

But they did not bring her back.

– Old Song

‘I have taken the Liberty,’ said Mr Wednesday, washing his hands in the men’s room of Jack’s Crocodile Bar, ‘of ordering food for myself, to be delivered to your table. We have much to discuss, after all.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Shadow. He dried his own hands on a paper towel and crumpled it, and dropped it into the bin.

‘You need a job,’ said Wednesday. ‘People don’t hire ex-cons. You folk make them uncomfortable.’

‘I have a job waiting. A good job.’

‘Would that be the job at the Muscle Farm?’

‘Maybe,’ said Shadow.

‘Nope. You don’t. Robbie Burton’s dead. Without him the Muscle Farm’s dead too.’

‘You’re a liar.’

‘Of course. And a good one. The best you will ever meet. But, I’m afraid, I’m not lying to you about this.’ He reached into his pocket, produced a newspaper, much folded, and handed it to Shadow. ‘Page seven,’ he said. ‘Come on back to the bar. You can read it at the table.’

Shadow pushed open the door, back into the bar. The air was blue with smoke, and the Dixie Cups were on the juke box singing ‘Iko Iko’. Shadow smiled, slightly, in recognition of the old children’s song.

The barman pointed to a table in the corner. There was a bowl of chili and a burger at one side of the table, a rare steak and a bowl of fries laid in the place across from it.

Look at my King all dressed in Red,

Iko Iko all day,

I bet you five dollars he’ll kill you dead,

Jockamo-feena-nay

Shadow took his seat at the table. He put the newspaper down. ‘I got out of prison this morning,’ he said. ‘This is my first meal as a free man. You won’t object if I wait until after I’ve eaten to read your page seven?’

‘Not in the slightest bit.’

Shadow ate his hamburger. It was better than prison hamburgers. The chili was good but, he decided, after a couple of mouthfuls, not the best in the state.

Laura made a great chili. She used lean-cut meat, dark kidney beans, carrots cut small, a bottle or so of dark beer, and freshly sliced hot peppers. She would let the chili cook for a while, then add red wine, lemon juice, and a pinch of fresh dill, and, finally, measure out and add her chili powders. On more than one occasion Shadow had tried to get her to show him how she made it: he would watch everything she did, from slicing the onions and dropping them into the olive oil at the bottom of the pot. He had even written down the sequence of events, ingredient by ingredient, and he had once made Laura’s chili for himself on a weekend when she had been out of town. It had tasted okay – it was certainly edible, and he ate it, but it had not been Laura’s chili.

The news item on page seven was the first account of his wife’s death that Shadow had read. It felt strange, as if he were reading about someone in a story: how Laura Moon, whose age was given in the article as twenty-seven, and Robbie Burton, thirty-nine, were in Robbie’s car on the interstate, when they swerved into the path of a thirty-two wheeler, which sideswiped them as it tried to change lanes and avoid them. The truck brushed Robbie’s car and sent it spinning off the side of the road, where the car had hit a road sign, hard, and stopped spinning.

Rescue crews were on the scene in minutes. They pulled Robbie and Laura from the wreckage. They were both dead by the time they arrived at the hospital.

Shadow folded the newspaper up once more, and slid it back across the table, toward Wednesday, who was gorging himself on a steak so bloody and so blue it might never have been introduced to a kitchen flame.

‘Here. Take it back,’ said Shadow.

Robbie had been driving. He must have been drunk, although the newspaper account said nothing about this. Shadow found himself imagining Laura’s face when she realized that Robbie was too drunk to drive. The scenario unfolded in Shadow’s mind, and there was nothing he could do to stop it: Laura shouting at Robbie – shouting at him to pull off the road, then the thud of car against truck, and the steering wheel wrenching over . . .

. . . the car on the side of the road, broken glass glittering like ice and diamonds in the headlights, blood pooling in rubies on the road beside them. Two bodies, dead or soon-to-die, being carried from the wreck, or laid neatly by the side of the road.

‘Well?’ asked Mr Wednesday. He had finished his steak, sliced and devoured it like a starving man. Now he was munching the french fries, spearing them with his fork.

‘You’re right,’ said Shadow. ‘I don’t have a job.’

Shadow took a quarter from his pocket, tails up. He flicked it up in the air, knocking it against his finger as it left his hand to give it a wobble that made it look as if it were turning, caught it, slapped it down on the back of his hand.

‘Call,’ he said.

‘Why?’ asked Wednesday.

‘I don’t want to work for anyone with worse luck than me. Call.’

‘Heads,’ said Mr Wednesday.

‘Sorry,’ said Shadow, revealing the coin without even bothering to glance at it. ‘It was tails. I rigged the toss.’

‘Rigged games are the easiest ones to beat,’ said Wednesday, wagging a square finger at Shadow. ‘Take another look at the quarter.’

Shadow glanced down at it. The head was face up.

‘I must have fumbled the toss,’ he said, puzzled.

‘You do yourself a disservice,’ said Wednesday, and he grinned. ‘I’m just a lucky, lucky guy.’ Then he looked up. ‘Well I never. Mad Sweeney. Will you have a drink with us?’

‘Southern Comfort and Coke, straight up,’ said a voice from behind Shadow.

‘I’ll go and talk to the barman,’ said Wednesday. He stood up, and began to make his way toward the bar.

‘Aren’t you going to ask what I’m drinking?’ called Shadow.

‘I already know what you’re drinking,’ said Wednesday, and then he was standing by the bar. Patsy Cline started to sing ‘Walking after Midnight’ on the juke box again.

The man who had ordered Southern Comfort and Coke sat down beside Shadow. He had a short ginger-colored beard. He wore a denim jacket covered with bright sew-on patches, and under the jacket a stained white tee shirt. On the tee shirt was printed:

IF YOU CAN’T EAT IT, DRINK IT, SMOKE IT OR SNORT

IT . . . THEN F*CK IT!

He wore a baseball cap, on which was printed:

THE ONLY WOMAN I HAVE EVER LOVED WAS ANOTHER

MAN’S WIFE . . . MY MOTHER!

He opened a soft pack of Lucky Strikes with a dirty thumbnail, took a cigarette, offered one to Shadow. Shadow was about to take one, automatically – he did not smoke, but a cigarette makes good barter material – when he realized that he was no longer inside. You could buy cigarettes here whenever you wanted. He shook his head.

‘You working for our man then?’ asked the bearded man. He was not sober, although he was not yet drunk.

‘It looks that way,’ said Shadow.

The bearded man lit his cigarette. ‘I’m a leprechaun,’ he said.

Shadow did not smile. ‘Really?’ he said. ‘Shouldn’t you be drinking Guinness?’

‘Stereotypes. You have to learn to think outside the box,’ said the bearded man. ‘There’s a lot more to Ireland than Guinness.’

‘You don’t have an Irish accent.’

‘I’ve been over here too fucken long.’

‘So you are originally from Ireland?’

‘I told you. I’m a leprechaun. We don’t come from fucken Moscow.’

‘I guess not.’

Wednesday returned to the table, three drinks held easily in his paw-like hands. ‘Southern Comfort and Coke for you, Mad Sweeney m’man, and a Jack Daniel’s for me. And this is for you, Shadow.’

‘What is it?’

‘Taste it.’

The drink was a tawny golden color. Shadow took a sip, tasting an odd blend of sour and sweet on his tongue. He could taste the alcohol underneath, and a strange blend of flavors. It reminded him a little of prison hooch, brewed in a garbage bag from rotten fruit and bread and sugar and water, but it was smoother, sweeter, infinitely stranger.

‘Okay,’ said Shadow. ‘I tasted it. What was it?’

‘Mead,’ said Wednesday. ‘Honey wine. The drink of heroes. The drink of the gods.’

Shadow took another tentative sip. Yes, he could taste the honey, he decided. That was one of the tastes. ‘Tastes kinda like pickle juice,’ he said. ‘Sweet pickle juice wine.’

‘Tastes like a drunken diabetic’s piss,’ agreed Wednesday. ‘I hate the stuff.’

‘Then why did you bring it for me?’ asked Shadow, reasonably.

Wednesday stared at Shadow with his mismatched eyes. One of them, Shadow decided, was a glass eye, but he could not decide which one. ‘I brought you mead to drink because it’s traditional. And right now we need all the tradition we can get. It seals our bargain.’

‘We haven’t made a bargain.’

‘Sure we have. You work for me. You protect me. You help me. You transport me from place to place. You investigate, from time to time – go places and ask questions for me. You run errands. In an emergency, but only in an emergency, you hurt people who need to be hurt. In the unlikely event of my death, you will hold my vigil. And in return I shall make sure that your needs are adequately taken care of.’

‘He’s hustling you,’ said Mad Sweeney, rubbing his bristly ginger beard. ‘He’s a hustler.’

‘Damn straight I’m a hustler,’ said Wednesday. ‘That’s why I need someone to look out for my best interests.’

The song on the jukebox ended, and for a moment the bar fell quiet, every conversation at a lull.

‘Someone once told me that you only get those everybody-shuts-up-at-once moments at twenty past or twenty to the hour,’ said Shadow.

Sweeney pointed to the clock above the bar, held in the massive and indifferent jaws of a stuffed alligator head. The time was 11:20.

‘There,’ said Shadow. ‘Damned if I know why that happens.’

‘I know why,’ said Wednesday.

‘You going to share with the group?’

‘I may tell you, one day, yes. Or I may not. Drink your mead.’

Shadow knocked the rest of the mead back in one long gulp. ‘It might be better over ice,’ he said.

‘Or it might not,’ said Wednesday. ‘It’s terrible stuff.’

‘That it is,’ agreed Mad Sweeney. ‘You’ll excuse me for a moment, gentlemen, but I find myself in deep and urgent need of a lengthy piss.’ He stood up and walked away, an impossibly tall man. He had to be almost seven feet tall, decided Shadow.

A waitress wiped a cloth across the table and took their empty plates. She emptied Sweeney’s ashtray, and asked if they would like to order any more drinks. Wednesday told her to bring the same again for everyone, although this time Shadow’s mead was to be on the rocks.

‘Anyway,’ said Wednesday, ‘that’s what I need of you, if you’re working for me. Which of course, you are.’

‘That’s what you want,’ said Shadow. ‘Would you like to know what I want?’

‘Nothing could make me happier.’

The waitress brought the drink. Shadow sipped his mead on the rocks. The ice did not help – if anything it sharpened the sourness, and made the taste linger in the mouth after the mead was swallowed. However, Shadow consoled himself, it did not taste particularly alcoholic. He was not ready to be drunk. Not yet.

He took a deep breath.

‘Okay,’ said Shadow. ‘My life, which for three years has been a long way from being the greatest life there has ever been, just took a distinct and sudden turn for the worse. Now there are a few things I need to do. I want to go to Laura’s funeral. I want to say goodbye. After that, if you still need me, I want to start at five hundred dollars a week.’ The figure was a stab in the dark, a made-up number. Wednesday’s eyes revealed nothing. ‘If we’re happy working together, in six months’ time you raise it to a thousand a week.’

He paused. It was the longest speech he’d made in years. ‘You say you may need people to be hurt. Well, I’ll hurt people if they’re trying to hurt you. But I don’t hurt people for fun or for profit. I won’t go back to prison. Once was enough.’

‘You won’t have to,’ said Wednesday.

‘No,’ said Shadow. ‘I won’t.’ He finished the last of the mead. He wondered, suddenly, somewhere in the back of his head, whether the mead was responsible for loosening his tongue. But the words were coming out of him like the water spraying from a broken fire hydrant in summer, and he could not have stopped them if he had tried. ‘I don’t like you, Mister Wednesday, or whatever your real name may be. We are not friends. I don’t know how you got off that plane without me seeing you, or how you trailed me here. But I’m impressed. You have class. And I’m at a loose end right now. You should know that when we’re done, I’ll be gone. And if you piss me off, I’ll be gone too. Until then, I’ll work for you.’

Wednesday grinned. His smiles were strange things, Shadow decided. They contained no shred of humor, no happiness, no mirth. Wednesday looked like he had learned to smile from a manual.

‘Very good,’ he said. ‘Then we have a compact. And we are agreed.’

‘What the hell,’ said Shadow. Across the room, Mad Sweeney was feeding quarters into the juke box. Wednesday spat in his hand and extended it. Shadow shrugged. He spat in his own palm. They clasped hands. Wednesday began to squeeze. Shadow squeezed back. After a few seconds his hand began to hurt. Wednesday held the grip for another half-minute, and then he let go.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Good. Very good.’ He smiled, a brief flash, and Shadow wondered if there had been real humor in that smile, actual pleasure. ‘So, one last glass of evil, vile fucking mead to seal our deal, and then we are done.’

‘It’ll be a Southern Comfort and Coke for me,’ said Sweeney, lurching back from the juke box.

The juke box began to play the Velvet Underground’s ‘Who Loves the Sun?’ Shadow thought it a strange song to find on a juke box. It seemed very unlikely. But then, this whole evening had become increasingly unlikely.

Shadow took the quarter he had used for the coin-toss from the table, enjoying the sensation of a freshly milled coin against his fingers, producing it in his right hand between forefinger and thumb. He appeared to take it into his left hand in one smooth movement, while casually finger-palming it. He closed his left hand on the imaginary quarter. Then he took a second quarter in his right hand, between finger and thumb, and, as he pretended to drop that coin into the left hand, he let the palmed quarter fall into his right hand, striking the quarter he held there on the way. The chink confirmed the illusion that both coins were in his left hand, while they were now both held safely in his right.

‘Coin tricks is it?’ asked Sweeney, his chin raising, his scruffy beard bristling. ‘Why, if it’s coin tricks we’re doing, watch this.’

He took a glass from the table, a glass that had once held mead, and he tipped the ice-cubes into the ashtray. Then he reached out and took a large coin, golden and shining, from the air. He dropped it into the glass. He took another gold coin from the air and tossed it into the glass, where it clinked against the first. He took a coin from the candle flame of a candle on the wall, another from his beard, a third from Shadow’s empty left hand, and dropped them, one by one, into the glass. Then he curled his fingers over the glass, and blew hard, and several more golden coins dropped into the glass from his hand. He tipped the glass of sticky coins into his jacket pocket, and then tapped the pocket to show, unmistakably, that it was empty.

‘There,’ he said. ‘That’s a coin trick for you.’

Shadow, who had been watching closely throughout the impromptu performance, put his head on one side. ‘We have to talk about that,’ he said. ‘I need to know how you did it.’

‘I did it,’ said Sweeney, with the air of one confiding a huge secret, ‘with panache and style. That’s how I did it.’ He laughed, silently, rocking on his heels, his gappy teeth bared.

‘Yes,’ said Shadow. ‘That is how you did it. You’ve got to teach me. All the ways of doing the Miser’s Dream that I’ve read about you’d be hiding the coins in the hand that holds the glass, and dropping them in while you produce and vanish the coin in your right hand.’

‘Sounds like a hell of a lot of work to me,’ said Mad Sweeney. ‘It’s easier just to pick them out of the air.’ He picked up his half-finished Southern Comfort and Coke, looked at it, and put it down on the table.

Wednesday stared at both of them as if he had just discovered new and previously unimagined life forms. Then he said, ‘Mead for you, Shadow. I’ll stick with Mister Jack Daniel’s, and for the freeloading Irishman . . .?’

‘A bottled beer, something dark for preference,’ said Sweeney. ‘Freeloader, is it?’ He picked up what was left of his drink, and raised it to Wednesday in a toast. ‘May the storm pass over us, and leave us hale and unharmed,’ he said, and knocked the drink back.

‘A fine toast,’ said Wednesday. ‘But it won’t.’

Another mead was placed in front of Shadow.

‘Do I have to drink this?’ he asked, without enthusiasm.

‘Yes, I’m afraid you do. It seals our deal. Third time’s the charm, eh?’

‘Shit,’ said Shadow. He swallowed the mead in two large gulps. The pickled honey taste filled his mouth.

‘There,’ said Mr Wednesday. ‘You’re my man, now.’

‘So,’ said Sweeney, ‘you want to know the trick of how it’s done?’

‘Yes,’ said Shadow. ‘Were you loading them in your sleeve?’

‘They were never in my sleeve,’ said Sweeney. He chortled to himself, rocking and bouncing as if he were a lanky, bearded, drunken volcano preparing to erupt with delight at his own brilliance. ‘It’s the simplest trick in the world. I’ll fight you for it.’

Shadow shook his head. ‘I’ll pass.’

‘Now there’s a fine thing,’ said Sweeney to the room. ‘Old Wednesday gets himself a bodyguard, and the feller’s too scared to put up his fists, even.’

‘I won’t fight you,’ agreed Shadow.

Sweeney swayed and sweated. He fiddled with the peak of his baseball cap. Then he pulled one of his coins out of the air and placed it on the table. ‘Real gold, if you were wondering,’ said Sweeney. ‘Win or lose – and you’ll lose – it’s yours if you fight me. A big fellow like you – who’d’a thought you’d be a fucken coward?’

‘He’s already said he won’t fight you,’ said Wednesday. ‘Go away, Mad Sweeney. Take your beer and leave us in peace.’

Sweeney took a step closer to Wednesday. ‘Call me a freeloader, will you, you doomed old creature? You cold-blooded, heartless old tree-hanger.’ His face was turning a deep, angry red.

Wednesday put out his hands, palms up, pacific. ‘Foolishness, Sweeney. Watch where you put your words.’

Sweeney glared at him. Then he said, with the gravity of the very drunk, ‘You’ve hired a coward. What would he do if I hurt you, do you think?’

Wednesday turned to Shadow. ‘I’ve had enough of this,’ he said. ‘Deal with it.’

Shadow got to his feet and looked up into Mad Sweeney’s face: how tall was the man? he wondered. ‘You’re bothering us,’ he said. ‘You’re drunk. I think you ought to leave now.’

A slow smile spread over Sweeney’s face. ‘There, now,’ he said. ‘Like a little yapping dog, it’s finally ready to fight. Hey, everybody,’ he called to the room, ‘there’s going to be a lesson learned. Watch this!’ He swung a huge fist at Shadow’s face. Shadow jerked back: Sweeney’s hand caught him beneath the right eye. He saw blotches of light, and felt pain.

And with that, the fight began.

Sweeney fought without style, without science, with nothing but enthusiasm for the fight itself: huge, barreling roundhouse blows that missed as often as they connected.

Shadow fought defensively, carefully, blocking Sweeney’s blows or avoiding them. He became very aware of the audience around them. Tables were pulled out of the way with protesting groans, making a space for the men to spar. Shadow was aware at all times of Wednesday’s eyes upon him, of Wednesday’s humorless grin. It was a test, that was obvious, but what kind of a test?

In prison Shadow had learned there were two kinds of fights: don’t fuck with me fights, where you made it as showy and impressive as you could, and private fights, real fights which were fast and hard and nasty, and always over in seconds.

‘Hey, Sweeney,’ said Shadow, breathless, ‘why are we fighting?’

‘For the joy of it,’ said Sweeney, sober now, or at least, no longer visibly drunk. ‘For the sheer unholy fucken delight of it. Can’t you feel the joy in your own veins, rising like the sap in the springtime?’ His lip was bleeding. So was Shadow’s knuckle.

‘So how’d you do the coin production?’ asked Shadow. He swayed back and twisted, took a blow on his shoulder intended for his face.

‘To tell the truth,’ grunted Sweeney, ‘I told you how I did it when first we spoke. But there’s none so blind – ow! Good one! – as those who will not listen.’

Shadow jabbed at Sweeney, forcing him back into a table; empty glasses and ashtrays crashed to the floor. Shadow could have finished him off then. The man was defenseless, in no position to be able to do anything, sprawled back as he was.

Shadow glanced at Wednesday, who nodded. Shadow looked down at Mad Sweeney. ‘Are we done?’ he asked. Mad Sweeney hesitated, then nodded. Shadow let go of him, and took several steps backward. Sweeney, panting, pushed himself back up to a standing position.

‘Not on yer ass!’ he shouted. ‘It ain’t over till I say it is!’ Then he grinned, and threw himself forward, swinging at Shadow. He stepped onto a fallen ice-cube, and his grin turned to open-mouthed dismay as his feet went out from under him, and he fell backward. The back of his head hit the barroom floor with a definite thud.

Shadow put his knee into Mad Sweeney’s chest. ‘For the second time, are we done fighting?’ he asked.

‘We may as well be, at that,’ said Sweeney, raising his head from the floor, ‘for the joy’s gone out of me now, like the pee from a small boy in a swimming pool on a hot day.’ And he spat the blood from his mouth and closed his eyes and began to snore, in deep and magnificent snores.

Somebody clapped Shadow on the back. Wednesday put a bottle of beer into his hand.

It tasted better than mead.

Shadow woke up stretched out in the back of a sedan car. The morning sun was dazzling, and his head hurt. He sat up awkwardly, rubbing his eyes.

Wednesday was driving. He was humming tunelessly as he drove. He had a paper cup of coffee in the cup holder. They were heading along what looked like an interstate highway, with the cruise control set to an even sixty-five. The passenger seat was empty.

‘How are you feeling, this fine morning?’ asked Wednesday, without turning around.

‘What happened to my car?’ asked Shadow. ‘It was a rental.’

‘Mad Sweeney took it back for you. It was part of the deal the two of you cut last night.’

‘Deal?’

‘After the fight.’

‘Fight?’ He put one hand up and rubbed his cheek, and then he winced. Yes, there had been a fight. He remembered a tall man with a ginger beard, and the cheering and whooping of an appreciative audience. ‘Who won?’

‘You don’t remember, eh?’ Wednesday chuckled.

‘Not so you’d notice,’ said Shadow. Conversations from the night before began to jostle in his head uncomfortably. ‘You got any more of that coffee?’

The big man reached beneath the passenger seat and passed back an unopened bottle of water. ‘Here. You’ll be dehydrated. This will help more than coffee, for the moment. We’ll stop at the next gas station and get you some breakfast. You’ll need to clean yourself up, too. You look like something the goat dragged in.’

‘Cat dragged in,’ said Shadow.

‘Goat,’ said Wednesday. ‘Huge rank stinking goat with big teeth.’

Shadow unscrewed the top of the water and drank. Something clinked heavily in his jacket pocket. He put his hand into the pocket and pulled out a coin the size of a half dollar. It was heavy, and a deep yellow in color. It was also slightly sticky. Shadow palmed it in his right hand, classic palm, then produced it from between his third and fourth fingers. He front-palmed it, holding it between his first and his little finger, so it was invisible from behind, then slipped his two middle fingers under it, pivoting it smoothly into a back-palm. Then he dropped the coin back into his left hand, and he placed it into his pocket.

‘What the hell was I drinking last night?’ asked Shadow. The events of the night were crowding around him now, without shape, without sense, but he knew they were there.

Mr Wednesday spotted an exit sign promising a gas station, and he gunned the engine. ‘You don’t remember?’

‘No.’

‘You were drinking mead,’ said Wednesday. He grinned a huge grin.

Mead.

Yes.

Shadow leaned back in the seat, and sucked down water from the bottle, and let the night before wash over him. Most of it, he remembered. Some of it, he didn’t.

In the gas station Shadow bought a Clean-U-Up Kit, which contained a razor, a packet of shaving cream, a comb, and a disposable toothbrush packed with a tiny tube of toothpaste. Then he walked into the men’s restroom and looked at himself in the mirror.

He had a bruise under one eye – when he prodded it, experimentally, with one finger, he found it hurt deeply, – and a swollen lower lip. His hair was a tangle, and he looked as if he had spent the first half of last night fighting and then the rest of the night fast asleep, fully dressed, in the back seat of a car. Tinny music played in the background: it took him some moments to identify it as the Beatles’ ‘Fool on the Hill’.

Shadow washed his face with the restroom’s liquid soap, then he lathered his face and shaved. He wet his hair and combed it back. He brushed his teeth. Then he washed the last traces of the soap and the toothpaste from his face with lukewarm water. Stared back at his reflection: clean-shaven, but his eyes were still red and puffy. He looked older than he remembered.

He wondered what Laura would say when she saw him, and then he remembered that Laura wouldn’t say anything ever again and he saw his face, in the mirror, tremble, but only for a moment.

He went out.

‘I look like shit,’ said Shadow.

‘Of course you do,’ agreed Wednesday.

Wednesday took an assortment of snack-food up to the cash register, and paid for that and their gas, changing his mind twice about whether he was doing it with plastic or with cash, to the irritation of the gum-chewing young lady behind the till. Shadow watched as Wednesday became increasingly flustered and apologetic. He seemed very old, suddenly. The girl gave him his cash back, and put the purchase on the card, and then gave him the card receipt and took his cash, then returned the cash and took a different card. Wednesday was obviously on the verge of tears, an old man made helpless by the implacable plastic march of the modern world.

Shadow checked out the pay-phone: an out-of-order sign hung on it.

They walked out of the warm gas station, and their breath steamed in the air.

‘You want me to drive?’ asked Shadow.

‘Hell no,’ said Wednesday.

The freeway slipped past them: browning grass meadows on each side of them. The trees were leafless and dead. Two black birds stared at them from a telegraph wire.

‘Hey, Wednesday.’

‘What?’

‘The way I saw it in there, you never paid for the gas.’

‘Oh?’

‘The way I saw it, she wound up paying you for the privilege of having you in her gas station. You think she’s figured it out yet?’

‘She never will.’

‘So what are you? A two-bit con artist?’

Wednesday nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I suppose I am. Among other things.’

He swung out into the left lane to pass a truck. The sky was a bleak and uniform gray.

‘It’s going to snow,’ said Shadow.

‘Yes.’

‘Sweeney. Did he actually show me how he did that trick with the gold coins?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘I can’t remember.’

‘It’ll come back. It was a long night.’

Several small snowflakes brushed the windshield, melting in seconds.

‘Your wife’s body is on display at Wendell’s Funeral Parlor at present,’ said Wednesday. ‘Then after lunch they will take her from there to the graveyard for the interment.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I called ahead while you were in the john. You know where Wendell’s Funeral Parlor is?’

Shadow nodded. The snowflakes whirled and dizzied in front of them.

‘This is our exit,’ said Shadow. The car stole off the interstate, and past the cluster of motels to the north of Eagle Point.

Three years had passed. Yes. The Super-8 motel had gone, torn down: in its place was a Wendy’s. There were more stoplights, unfamiliar storefronts. They drove downtown. Shadow asked Wednesday to slow as they drove past the Muscle Farm. CLOSED INDEFINITELY, said the hand-lettered sign on the door, DUE TO BEREAVEMENT.

Left on Main Street. Past a new tattoo parlor and the Armed Forces Recruitment Center, then the Burger King, and, familiar and unchanged, Olsen’s Drug Store, then the yellow-brick facade of Wendell’s Funeral Parlor. A neon sign in the front window said ‘House of Rest.’ Blank tombstones stood unchristened and uncarved in the window beneath the sign.

Wednesday pulled up in the parking lot.

‘Do you want me to come in?’ he asked.

‘Not particularly.’

‘Good.’ The grin flashed, without humor. ‘There’s business I can be getting on with while you say your goodbyes. I’ll get rooms for us at the Motel America. Meet me there when you’re done.’

Shadow got out of the car, and watched it pull away. Then he walked in. The dimly lit corridor smelled of flowers and of furniture polish, with just the slightest tang of formaldehyde and rot beneath the surface. At the far end was the Chapel of Rest.

Shadow realized that he was palming the gold coin, moving it compulsively from a back palm to a front palm to a Downs palm, over and over. The weight was reassuring in his hand.

His wife’s name was on a sheet of paper beside the door at the far end of the corridor. He walked into the Chapel of Rest. Shadow knew most of the people in the room: Laura’s family, her workmates at the travel agency, several of her friends.

They all recognized him. He could see it in their faces. There were no smiles, though, no hellos.

At the end of the room was a small dais, and, on it, a cream-colored casket with several displays of flowers arranged about it: scarlets and yellows and whites and deep, bloody purples. He took a step forward. He could see Laura’s body from where he was standing. He did not want to walk forward; he did not dare to walk away.

A man in a dark suit – Shadow guessed he worked at the funeral home – said, ‘Sir? Would you like to sign the condolence and remembrance book?’ and pointed him to a leather-bound book, open on a small lectern.

He wrote SHADOW and the date in his precise handwriting, then, slowly, he wrote (PUPPY) beside it, putting off walking toward the end of the room, where the people were, and the casket, and the thing in the cream casket that was no longer Laura.

A small woman walked in from the corridor, and hesitated. She was in her early thirties. Her hair was dark red, and her skirt and blouse and jacket were all a funereal and elegant black. She wore dark lipstick. Widow’s weeds, thought Shadow, recognizing her: Audrey Burton, Robbie’s wife.

Audrey was holding a sprig of violets, wrapped at the base with silver foil. It was the kind of thing a child would make in June, thought Shadow. But violets were out of season.

Audrey looked directly at Shadow, and there was no recognition in her eyes. Then she walked across the room, to Laura’s casket. Shadow followed her.

Laura lay with her eyes closed, and her arms folded across her chest. She wore a conservative blue suit he did not recognize. Her long brown hair was out of her eyes. It was his Laura and it was not: her repose, he realized, was what was unnatural. Laura was always such a restless sleeper.

Audrey placed her sprig of summer violets on Laura’s chest. Then she pursed her blackberry-colored lips, worked her mouth for a moment and spat, hard, onto Laura’s dead face.

The spit caught Laura on the cheek, and began to drip down toward her ear.

Audrey was already walking toward the door. Shadow hurried after her.

‘Audrey?’ he said. This time she recognized him. He wondered if she were taking tranquilizers. Her voice was distant and detached.

‘Shadow? Did you escape? Or did they let you out?’

‘Let me out yesterday. I’m a free man,’ said Shadow. ‘What the hell was that all about?’

She stopped in the dark corridor. ‘The violets? They were always her favorite flower. When we were girls we used to pick them together.’

‘Not the violets.’

‘Oh, that,’ she said. She wiped a speck of something invisible from the corner of her mouth. ‘Well, I would have thought that was obvious.’

‘Not to me, Audrey.’

‘They didn’t tell you?’ Her voice was calm, emotionless. ‘Your wife died with my husband’s cock in her mouth, Shadow.’

She turned away, walked out into the parking lot, and Shadow watched her leave.

He went back in to the funeral home. Someone had already wiped away the spit.

None of the people at the viewing were able to meet Shadow’s eye. Those who came over and talked to him did so as little as they could, mumbled awkward commiserations and fled.

After lunch – Shadow ate at the Burger King – was the burial. Laura’s cream-colored coffin was interred in the small non-denominational cemetery on the edge of town: unfenced, a hilly woodland meadow filled with black granite and white marble headstones.

He rode to the cemetery in the Wendells’ hearse, with Laura’s mother. Mrs McCabe seemed to feel that Laura’s death was Shadow’s fault. ‘If you’d been here,’ she said, ‘this would never have happened. I don’t know why she married you. I told her. Time and again, I told her. But they don’t listen to their mothers, do they?’ She stopped, looked more closely at Shadow’s face. ‘Have you been fighting?’

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Barbarian,’ she said, then she set her mouth, raised her head so her chins quivered, and stared straight ahead of her.

To Shadow’s surprise Audrey Burton was also at the funeral, standing toward the back. The short service ended, the casket was lowered into the cold ground. The people went away.

Shadow did not leave. He stood there with his hands in his pockets, shivering, staring at the hole in the ground.

Above him the sky was iron-gray, featureless and flat as a mirror. It continued to snow, erratically, in ghost-like tumbling flakes.

There was something he wanted to say to Laura, and he was prepared to wait until he knew what it was. The world slowly began to lose light and color. Shadow’s feet were going numb, while his hands and face hurt from the cold. He burrowed his hands into his pockets for warmth, and his fingers closed about the gold coin.

He walked over to the grave.

‘This is for you,’ he said.

Several shovels of earth had been emptied onto the casket, but the hole was far from full. He threw the gold coin into the grave with Laura, then he pushed more earth into the hole, to hide the coin from acquisitive gravediggers. He brushed the earth from his hands, and said, ‘Goodnight Laura.’ Then he said ‘I’m sorry.’ He turned his face toward the lights of the town, and began to walk back into Eagle Point.

His motel was a good two miles away, but after spending three years in prison he was relishing the idea that he could simply walk and walk, forever if need be. He could keep walking north, and wind up in Alaska, or head south, to Mexico and beyond. He could walk to Patagonia, or to Tierra del Fuego. The Land of Fire. He tried to remember how it had got its name: he remembered reading as a boy of naked men, crouched by fires to keep warm . . .

A car drew up beside him. The window hummed down.

‘You want a lift, Shadow?’ asked Audrey Burton.

‘No,’ he said. And not from you.’

He continued to walk. Audrey drove beside him at three miles an hour. Snowflakes danced in the beams of her headlights.

‘I thought she was my best friend,’ said Audrey. ‘We’d talk every day. When Robbie and I had a fight, she’d be the first one to know – we’d go down to Chi-Chi’s for margaritas and to talk about what scumpots men can be. And all the time she was fucking him behind my back.’

‘Please go away, Audrey.’

‘I just want you to know I had good reason for what I did.’

He said nothing.

‘Hey!’ she shouted. ‘Hey! I’m talking to you!”

Shadow turned. ‘Do you want me to tell you that you were right when you spit in Laura’s face? Do you want me to say it didn’t hurt? Or that what you told me made me hate her more than I miss her? It’s not going to happen, Audrey.’

She drove beside him for another minute, not saying anything. Then she said, ‘So, how was prison, Shadow?’

‘It was fine,’ said Shadow. ‘You would have felt right at home.’

She put her foot down on the gas then, making the engine roar, and drove on and away.

With the headlights gone, the world was dark. Twilight faded into night. Shadow kept expecting the act of walking to warm him, to spread warmth through his icy hands and feet. It didn’t happen.

Back in prison, Low Key Lyesmith had once referred to the little prison cemetery out behind the infirmary as the Bone Orchard, and the image had taken root in Shadow’s mind. That night he had dreamed of an orchard under the moonlight, of skeletal white trees, their branches ending in bony hands, their roots going deep down into the graves. There was fruit that grew upon the trees in the bone orchard, in his dream, and there was something very disturbing about the fruit in the dream, but on waking he could no longer remember what strange fruit grew on the trees, or why he found it so repellent.

Cars passed him. Shadow wished that there was a sidewalk. He tripped on something that he could not see in the dark and sprawled into the ditch on the side of the road, his right hand sinking into several inches of cold mud. He climbed to his feet and wiped his hands on the leg of his pants. He stood there, awkwardly. He had only enough time to observe that there was someone beside him before something wet was forced over his nose and mouth, and he tasted harsh, chemical fumes.

This time the ditch seemed warm and comforting.

Shadow’s temples felt as if they had been reattached to the rest of his skull with roofing nails, and his vision was blurred.

His hands were bound behind his back with what felt like some kind of straps. He was in a car, sitting on leather upholstery. For a moment he wondered if there was something wrong with his depth perception and then he understood that, no, the other seat really was that far away.

There were people sitting beside him, but he could not turn to look at them.

The fat young man at the other end of the stretch limo took a can of diet Coke from the cocktail bar and popped it open. He wore a long black coat, made of some silky material, and he appeared barely out of his teens: a spattering of acne glistened on one cheek. He smiled when he saw that Shadow was awake.

‘Hello, Shadow,’ he said. ‘Don’t fuck with me.’

‘Okay,’ said Shadow. ‘I won’t. Can you drop me off at the Motel America, up by the interstate?’

‘Hit him,’ said the young man to the person on Shadow’s left. A punch was delivered to Shadow’s solar plexus, knocking the breath from him, doubling him over. He straightened up, slowly.

‘I said don’t fuck with me. That was fucking with me. Keep your answers short and to the point or I’ll fucking kill you. Or maybe I won’t kill you. Maybe I’ll have the children break every bone in your fucking body. There are two hundred and six of them. So don’t fuck with me.’

‘Got it,’ said Shadow.

The ceiling lights in the limo changed color from violet to blue then to green and to yellow.

‘You’re working for Wednesday,’ said the young man.

‘Yes,’ said Shadow.

‘What the fuck is he after? I mean, what’s he doing here? He must have a plan. What’s the game plan?’

‘I started working for Mister Wednesday this morning,’ said Shadow. ‘I’m an errand boy. Maybe a driver, if he ever lets me drive. We’ve barely exchanged a dozen words.’

‘You’re saying you don’t know?’

‘I’m saying I don’t know.’

The boy stared at him. He swigged some Coke from the can, belched, stared some more. ‘Would you tell me if you did know?’

‘Probably not,’ admitted Shadow. ‘As you say, I’m working for Mister Wednesday.’

The boy opened his jacket and took out a silver cigarette case from an inside pocket. He opened it, and offered a cigarette to Shadow. ‘Smoke?’

Shadow thought about asking for his hands to be untied, but decided against it. ‘No thank you,’ he said.

The cigarette appeared to have been hand-rolled, and when the boy lit it, with a matte black Zippo lighter, the odor that filled the limo was not tobacco. It was not pot either, decided Shadow. It smelled a little like burning electrical parts.

The boy inhaled deeply, then held his breath. He let the smoke trickle out from his mouth, pulled it back into his nostrils. Shadow suspected that he had practiced that in front of a mirror for a while before doing it in public.

‘If you’ve lied to me,’ said the boy, as if from a long way away, ‘I’ll fucking kill you. You know that.’

‘So you said.’

The boy took another long drag on his cigarette. The lights inside the limo transmuted from orange, to red, and back to purple. ‘You say you’re staying at the Motel America?’ He tapped on the driver’s window, behind him. The glass window lowered. ‘Hey. Motel America, up by the interstate. We need to drop off our guest.’

The driver nodded, and the glass rose up again.

The glinting fiber-optic lights inside the limo continued to change, cycling through their set of dim colors. It seemed to Shadow that the boy’s eyes were glinting too, the green of an antique computer monitor.

‘You tell Wednesday this, man. You tell him he’s history. He’s forgotten. He’s old. And he better accept it. Tell him that we are the future and we don’t give a fuck about him or anyone like him. His time is over. Yes? You fucking tell him that, man. He has been consigned to the dumpster of history while people like me ride our limos down the superhighway of tomorrow.’

‘I’ll tell him,’ said Shadow. He was beginning to feel light-headed. He hoped that he was not going to be sick.

‘Tell him that we have fucking reprogrammed reality. Tell him that language is a virus and that religion is an operating system and that prayers are just so much fucking spam. Tell him that or I’ll fucking kill you,’ said the young man mildly, from the smoke.

‘Got it,’ said Shadow. ‘You can let me out here. I can walk the rest of the way.’

The young man nodded. ‘Good talking to you,’ he said. The smoke had mellowed him. ‘You should know that if we do fucking kill you then we’ll just delete you. You got that? One click and you’re overwritten with random ones and zeros. Undelete is not an option.’ He tapped on the window behind him. ‘He’s getting off here,’ he said. Then he turned back to Shadow, pointed to his cigarette. ‘Synthetic toad-skins,’ he said. ‘You know they can synthesize bufotenin now?’

The car stopped. The person to Shadow’s right got out and held the door open for Shadow. Shadow climbed out awkwardly, his hands tied behind his back. He realized that he had not yet got a clear look at either of the people who had been in the back seat with him. He did not know if they were men or women, old or young.

Shadow’s bonds were cut. The nylon strips fell to the tarmac. Shadow turned around. The inside of the car was now one writhing cloud of smoke in which two lights glinted, copper-colored, like the beautiful eyes of a toad. ‘It’s all about the dominant fucking paradigm, Shadow. Nothing else is important. And hey, sorry to hear about your old lady.’

The door closed, and the stretch limo drove off, quietly. Shadow was a couple of hundred yards away from his motel, and he walked there, breathing the cold air, past red and yellow and blue lights advertising every kind of fast food a man could imagine, as long as it was a hamburger; and he reached the Motel America without incident.


Chapter Three

[image: image]

‘Every hour wounds. The last one kills.’

– Old saying

There was a thin young woman behind the counter at the Motel America. She told Shadow he had already been checked in by his friend, and gave him his rectangular plastic room key. She had pale blonde hair and a rodent-like quality to her face that was most apparent when she looked suspicious, and eased when she smiled. Most of the time she looked at Shadow, she looked suspicious. She refused to tell him Wednesday’s room number, and insisted on telephoning Wednesday on the house phone to let him know his guest was here.

Wednesday came out of a room down the hall, and beckoned to Shadow.

‘How was the funeral?’ he asked.

‘It’s over,’ said Shadow.

‘That shitty, huh? You want to talk about it?’

‘No,’ said Shadow.

‘Good.’ Wednesday grinned. ‘Too much talking these days. Talk talk talk. This country would get along much better if people learned how to suffer in silence. You hungry?’

‘A little.’

‘There’s no food here. But you can order a pizza and they’ll put it on the room.’

Wednesday led the way back to his room, which was across the hall from Shadow’s. There were maps all over the room, unfolded, spread out on the bed, taped to the walls. Wednesday had drawn all over the maps in bright marking pens, fluorescent greens and painful pinks and vivid oranges.

‘I got hijacked by a fat kid in a limo,’ said Shadow. ‘He says to tell you that you have been consigned to the dung heap of history while people like him ride in their limos down the superhighways of life. Something like that.’

‘Little snot,’ said Wednesday.

‘You know him?’

Wednesday shrugged. ‘I know who he is.’ He sat down, heavily, on the room’s only chair. ‘They don’t have a clue,’ he said. ‘They don’t have a fucking clue. How much longer do you need to stay in town?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe another week. I guess I need to wrap up Laura’s affairs. Take care of the apartment, get rid of her clothes, all that. It’ll drive her mother nuts, but the woman deserves it.’

Wednesday nodded his huge head. ‘Well, the sooner you’re done, the sooner we can move out of Eagle Point. Goodnight.’

Shadow walked across the hall. His room was a duplicate of Wednesday’s room, down to the print of a bloody sunset on the wall above the bed. He ordered a cheese and meatball pizza, then he ran a bath, pouring all the motel’s little plastic bottles of shampoo into the water, making it foam.

He was too big to lie down in the bathtub, but he sat in it and luxuriated as best he could. Shadow had promised himself a bath when he got out of prison, and Shadow kept his promises.

The pizza arrived shortly after he got out of the bath, and Shadow ate it, washing it down with a can of root beer.

He turned on the television, and watched an episode of Jerry Springer he remembered from before he went to prison. The theme of the show was ‘I want to be a prostitute’ and several would-be whores, most of them female, were brought out, shouted at and hectored by the audience; then a gold-draped pimp came out and offered them employment in his stable, and an ex-hooker ran out and pleaded with them all to get real jobs. Shadow turned it off before Jerry got to his thought for the day.

Shadow lay in bed, thinking, This is my first bed as a free man, and the thought gave him less pleasure than he had imagined that it would. He left the drapes open, watched the lights of the cars and of the fast food joints through the window glass, comforted to know there was another world out there, one he could walk to any time he wanted.

Shadow could have been in his bed at home, he thought, in the apartment that he had shared with Laura – in the bed that he had shared with Laura. But the thought of being there without her, surrounded by her things, her scent, her life, was simply too painful . . .

Don’t go there, thought Shadow. He decided to think about something else. He thought about coin tricks. Shadow knew that he did not have the personality to be a magician: he could not weave the stories that were so necessary for belief, nor did he wish to do card tricks, or produce paper flowers. But he liked to manipulate coins; he enjoyed the craft of it. He started to list the coin vanishes he had mastered, which reminded him of the coin he had tossed into Laura’s grave, and then, in his head, Audrey was telling him that Laura had died with Robbie’s cock in her mouth, and once again he felt a small hurt in his chest. In his heart.

Every hour wounds. The last one kills. Where had he heard that? He could no longer remember. He could feel, somewhere deep inside him, anger and pain building, a knot of tension at the base of his skull, a tightness at the temples. He breathed in through his nose, out through his mouth, forcing himself to let the tension go.

He thought of Wednesday’s comment and smiled, despite himself: Shadow had heard too many people telling each other not to repress their feelings, to let their emotions out, let the pain go. Shadow thought there was a lot to be said for bottling up emotions. If you did it long enough and deep enough, he suspected, pretty soon you wouldn’t feel anything at all.

Sleep took him then, without Shadow noticing.

He was walking . . .

He was walking through a room bigger than a city, and everywhere he looked there were statues and carvings and rough-hewn images. He was standing beside a statue of a woman-like thing: her naked breasts hung, flat and pendulous on her chest, around her waist was a chain of severed hands, both of her own hands held sharp knives, and, instead of a head, rising from her neck there were twin serpents, their bodies arched, facing each other, ready to attack. There was something profoundly disturbing about the statue, a deep and violent wrongness. Shadow backed away from it.

He began to walk through the hall. The carved eyes of those statues that had eyes seemed to follow his every step.

In his dream, he realized that each statue had a name burning on the floor in front of it. The man with the white hair, with a necklace of teeth about his neck, holding a drum, was Leucotios; the broad-hipped woman, with monsters dropping from the vast gash between her legs was Hubur; the ram-headed man holding the golden ball was Hershef.

A precise voice, fussy and exact, was speaking to him, in his dream, but he could see no one.

‘These are gods who have been forgotten, and now might as well be dead. They can be found only in dry histories. They are gone, all gone, but their names and their images remain with us.’

Shadow turned a corner, and knew himself to be in another room, even vaster than the first. It went on further than the eye could see. Close to him was the skull of a mammoth, polished and brown, and a hairy ochre cloak, being worn by a small woman with a deformed left hand. Next to that were three women, each carved from the same granite boulder, joined at the waist: their faces had an unfinished, hasty look to them, although their breasts and genitalia had been carved with elaborate care; and there was a flightless bird which Shadow did not recognize, twice his height, with a beak made for rending, like a vulture’s, but with human arms: and on, and on.

The voice spoke once more, as if it were addressing a class, saying, ‘These are the gods who have passed out of memory. Even their names are lost. The people who worshiped them are as forgotten as their gods. Their totems are long since broken and cast down. Their last priests died without passing on their secrets.

‘Gods die. And when they truly die they are unmourned and unremembered. Ideas are more difficult to kill than people, but they can be killed, in the end.’

There was a whispering noise that began then to run through the hall, a low susurrus that caused Shadow, in his dream, to experience a chilling and inexplicable fear. An all-engulfing panic took him, there in the halls of the Gods whose very existence had been forgotten – octopus-faced gods and gods who were only mummified hands or falling rocks or forest fires . . .

Shadow woke with his heart jackhammering in his chest, his forehead clammy, entirely awake. The red numerals on the bedside clock told him the time was 1:03 a.m. The light of the Motel America sign outside shone through his bedroom window. Disoriented, Shadow got up and walked into the tiny motel bathroom. He pissed without turning on the lights, and returned to the bedroom. The dream was still fresh and vivid in his mind’s eye, but he could not explain to himself why it had scared him so.

The light that came into the room from outside was not bright, but Shadow’s eyes had become used to the dark. There was a woman sitting on the side of his bed.

He knew her. He would have known her in a crowd of a thousand, or of a hundred thousand. She sat straight on the side of his bed. She was still wearing the navy-blue suit they had buried her in.

Her voice was a whisper, but a familiar one. ‘I guess,’ said Laura, ‘you’re going to ask what I’m doing here.’

Shadow said nothing.

He sat down on the room’s only chair, and, finally, asked, ‘Babe? Is that you?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m cold, puppy.’

‘You’re dead, babe.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes. I am.’ She patted the bed next to her. ‘Come and sit by me,’ she said.

‘No,’ said Shadow. ‘I think I’ll stay right here for now. We have some unresolved issues to address.’

‘Like me being dead?’

‘Possibly, but I was thinking more of how you died. You and Robbie.’

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘That.’

Shadow could smell – or perhaps, he thought, he simply imagined that he smelled – an odor of rot, of flowers and preservatives. His wife – his ex-wife . . . no, he corrected himself, his late wife . . . sat on the bed and stared at him, unblinking.

‘Puppy,’ she said. ‘Could you – do you think you could possibly get me – a cigarette?’

‘I thought you gave them up.’

‘I did,’ she said. ‘But I’m no longer concerned about the health risks. And I think it would calm my nerves. There’s a machine in the lobby.’

Shadow pulled on his jeans and a tee shirt and went, barefoot, into the lobby. The night clerk was a middle-aged man, reading a book by John Grisham. Shadow bought a pack of Virginia Slims from the machine. He asked the night clerk for a book of matches.

The man stared at him, asked for his room number. Shadow told him. The man nodded. ‘You’re in a non-smoking room,’ he said. ‘You make sure you open the window, now.’ He passed Shadow a book of matches and a plastic ashtray with the Motel America logo on it.

‘Got it,’ said Shadow.

He went back into his bedroom. He did not turn the light on. His wife was still on the bed. She had stretched out now, on top of his rumpled covers. Shadow opened the window and then passed her the cigarettes and the matches. Her fingers were cold. She lit a match and he saw that her nails, usually pristine, were battered and chewed, and there was mud under them.

Laura lit the cigarette, inhaled, blew out the match. She took another puff. ‘I can’t taste it,’ she said. ‘I don’t think this is doing anything.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘Me too,’ said Laura.

When she inhaled the cigarette tip glowed, and he was able to see her face.

‘So,’ she said. ‘They let you out.’

‘Yes.’

‘How was prison?’

‘Could have been worse.’

‘Yes.’ The tip of the cigarette glowed orange. ‘I’m still grateful. I should never have got you mixed up in it.’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I agreed to do it. I could have said no.’ He wondered why he wasn’t scared of her: why a dream of a museum could leave him terrified, while he seemed to be coping with a walking corpse without fear.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You could have. You big galoot.’ Smoke wreathed her face. She was very beautiful in the dim light. ‘You want to know about me and Robbie?’

‘Yes.’ It was Laura, he realized. Living or dead, he couldn’t fear her.

She stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray. ‘You were in prison,’ she said. ‘And I needed someone to talk to. I needed a shoulder to cry on. You weren’t there. I was upset.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Shadow realized something was different about her voice, and he tried to figure out what it was.

‘I know. So we’d meet for coffee. Talk about what we’d do when you got out of prison. How good it would be to see you again. He really liked you, you know. He was looking forward to giving you back your old job.’

‘Yes.’

‘And then Audrey went to visit her sister for a week. This was, oh, a year, thirteen months after you’d gone away.’ Her voice lacked expression; each word was flat and dull, like pebbles dropped, one by one, into a deep well. ‘Robbie came over. We got drunk together. We did it on the floor of the bedroom. It was good. It was really good.’

‘I didn’t need to hear that.’

‘No? I’m sorry. It’s harder to pick and choose when you’re dead. It’s like a photograph, you know. It doesn’t matter as much.’

‘It matters to me.’

Laura lit another cigarette. Her movements were fluid and competent, not stiff. Shadow wondered, for a moment, if she was dead at all. Perhaps this was some kind of elaborate trick. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I see that. Well, we carried on our affair – although we didn’t call it that, we did not call it anything – for most of the last two years.’

‘Were you going to leave me for him?’

‘Why would I do that? You’re my big bear. You’re my puppy. You did what you did for me. I waited three years for you to come back to me. I love you.’

He stopped himself from saying I love you, too. He wasn’t going to say that. Not any more. ‘So what happened the other night?’

‘The night I was killed?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, Robbie and I went out to talk about your welcome-back surprise party. It would have been so good. And I told him that we were done. Finished. That now that you were back that was the way it had to be.’

‘Mm. Thank you, babe.’

‘You’re welcome, darling.’ The ghost of a smile crossed her face. ‘We got maudlin. It was sweet. We got stupid. I got very drunk. He didn’t. He had to drive. We were driving home and I announced that I was going to give him a good-bye blowjob, one last time with feeling, and I unzipped his pants, and I did.’

‘Big mistake.’

‘Tell me about it. I knocked the gearshift with my shoulder, and then Robbie was trying to push me out of the way to put the car back in gear, and we were swerving, and there was a loud crunch and I remember the world started to roll and to spin, and I thought “I’m going to die.” It was very dispassionate. I remember that. I wasn’t scared. And then I don’t remember anything more.’

There was a smell like burning plastic. It was the cigarette, Shadow realized: it had burned down to the filter. Laura did not seem to have noticed.

‘What are you doing here, Laura?’

‘Can’t a wife come and see her husband?’

‘You’re dead. I went to your funeral this afternoon.’

‘Yes.’ She stopped talking, stared into nothing. Shadow stood up and walked over to her. He took the smoldering cigarette butt from her fingers and threw it out of the window.

‘Well?’

Her eyes sought his. ‘I don’t know much more than I did when I was alive. Most of the stuff I know now that I didn’t know then I can’t put into words.’

‘Normally people who die stay in their graves,’ said Shadow.

‘Do they? Do they really, puppy? I used to think they did too. Now I’m not so sure. Perhaps.’ She climbed off the bed and walked over to the window. Her face, in the light of the motel sign, was as beautiful as it had ever been. The face of the woman he had gone to prison for.

His heart hurt in his chest as if someone had taken it in a fist and squeezed. ‘Laura . . .?’

She did not look at him. ‘You’ve gotten yourself mixed up in some bad things, Shadow. You’re going to screw it up, if someone isn’t there to watch out for you. I’m watching out for you. And thank you for my present.’

‘What present?’

She reached into the pocket of her blouse, and pulled out the gold coin he had thrown into the grave earlier that day. There was still black dirt on it. ‘I may have it put on a chain. It was very sweet of you.’

‘You’re welcome.’

She turned then and looked at him with eyes that seemed both to see and not to see him. ‘I think there are several aspects of our marriage we’re going to have to work on.’

‘Babes,’ he told her. ‘You’re dead.’

‘That’s one of those aspects, obviously.’ She paused. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’m going now. It will be better if I go.’ And, naturally and easily, she turned and put her hands on Shadow’s shoulders, and went up on tiptoes to kiss him goodbye, as she had always kissed him goodbye.

Awkwardly he bent to kiss her on the cheek, but she moved her mouth as he did so and pushed her lips against his. Her breath smelled, faintly, of mothballs.

Laura’s tongue flickered into Shadow’s mouth. It was cold, and dry, and it tasted of cigarettes and of bile. If Shadow had had any doubts as to whether his wife was dead or not, they ended then.

He pulled back.

‘I love you,’ she said, simply. ‘I’ll be looking out for you.’ She walked over to the motel room door. There was a strange taste in his mouth. ‘Get some sleep, puppy,’ she told him. ‘And stay out of trouble.’

She opened the door to the hall. The fluorescent light in the hallway was not kind: beneath it, Laura looked dead, but then, it did that to everyone.

‘You could have asked me to stay the night,’ she said, in her cold-stone voice.

‘I don’t think I could,’ said Shadow.

‘You will, hon,’ she said. ‘Before all this is over. You will.’ She turned away from him, and walked down the corridor.

Shadow looked out of the doorway. The night clerk kept on reading his John Grisham novel, and barely looked up as she walked past him. There was thick graveyard mud clinging to her shoes. And then she was gone.

Shadow breathed out, a slow sigh. His heart was pounding arrhythmically in his chest. He walked across the hall, and knocked on Wednesday’s door. As he knocked he got the weirdest notion, that he was being buffeted by black wings, as if an enormous crow was flying through him, out into the hall and the world beyond.

Wednesday opened the door. He had a white motel towel wrapped around his waist, but was otherwise naked. ‘What the hell do you want?’ he asked.

‘Something you should know,’ said Shadow. ‘Maybe it was a dream – but it wasn’t – or maybe I inhaled some of the fat kid’s synthetic toadskin smoke, or probably I’m just going mad . . .’

‘Yeah, yeah. Spit it out,’ said Wednesday. ‘I’m kind of in the middle of something here.’

Shadow glanced into the room. He could see that there was someone in the bed, watching him. A sheet pulled up over small breasts. Pale blonde hair, something rattish about the face. The girl from the motel desk. He lowered his voice. ‘I just saw my wife,’ he said. ‘She was in my room.’

‘A ghost, you mean? You saw a ghost?’

‘No. Not a ghost. She was solid. It was her. She’s dead all right, but it wasn’t any kind of a ghost. I touched her. She kissed me.’

‘I see.’ Wednesday darted a look at the woman in the bed. ‘Be right back, m’dear,’ he said.

They crossed the hall to Shadow’s room. Wednesday turned on the lamps. He looked at the cigarette butt in the ashtray. He scratched his chest. His nipples were dark, old-man nipples, and his chest hair was grizzled. There was a white scar down one side of his torso. He sniffed the air. Then he shrugged.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘So your dead wife showed up. You scared?’

‘A little.’

‘Very wise. The dead always give me the screaming mimis. Anything else?’

‘I’m ready to leave Eagle Point. Laura’s mother can sort out the apartment, all that. She hates me anyway. I’m ready to go when you are.’

Wednesday smiled. ‘Good news, my boy. We’ll leave in the morning. Now, you should get some sleep. I have some scotch in my room, if you need help sleeping. Yes?’

‘No. I’ll be fine.’

‘Then do not disturb me further. I have a long night ahead of me.’

‘No sleep?’ asked Shadow, smiling.

‘I don’t sleep. It’s overrated. A bad habit I do my best to avoid – in company, wherever possible, and the young lady may go off the boil if I don’t get back to her.’

‘Good night,’ said Shadow.

‘Exactly,’ said Wednesday, and he closed the door as he went out.

Shadow sat down on the bed. The smell of cigarettes and preservatives lingered in the air. He wished that he were mourning Laura: it seemed more appropriate than being troubled by her or, he admitted it to himself now that she had gone, just a little scared by her. It was time to mourn. He turned the lights out, and lay on the bed, and thought of Laura as she was before he went to prison. He remembered their marriage when they were young and happy and stupid and unable to keep their hands off each other.

It had been a very long time since Shadow had cried, so long he thought he had forgotten how. He had not even cried when his mother died. But he began to cry then, in painful, lurching sobs. He missed Laura and the days that were forever gone.

For the first time since he was a small boy, Shadow cried himself to sleep.



 

Coming to America

813 AD

They navigated the green sea by the stars and by the shore, and when the shore was only a memory and the night sky was overcast and dark they navigated by faith, and they called on the all-father to bring them safely to land once more.

A bad journey they had of it, their fingers numb and with a shiver in their bones that not even wine could burn off. They would wake in the morning to see that the rime had frosted their beards, and, until the sun warmed them, they looked like old men, white-bearded before their time.

Teeth were loosening and eyes were deep-sunken in their sockets when they made landfall on the green land to the West. The men said, ‘We are far, far from our homes and our hearths, far from the seas we know and the lands we love. Here on the edge of the world we will be forgotten by our gods.’

Their leader clambered to the top of a great rock, and he mocked them for their lack of faith. ‘The all-father made the world,’ he shouted. ‘He built it with his hands from the shattered bones and the flesh of Ymir, his grandfather. He placed Ymir’s brains in the sky as clouds, and his salt blood became the seas we crossed. If he made the world, do you not realize that he created this land as well? And if we die here as men, shall we not be received into his hall?’

And the men cheered and laughed. They set to, with a will, to build a hall out of split trees and mud, inside a small stockade of sharpened logs, although as far as they knew they were the only men in the new land.

On the day that the hall was finished there was a storm: the sky at midday became as dark as night, and the sky was rent with forks of white flame, and the thunder-crashes were so loud that the men were almost deafened by them, and the ship’s cat they had brought with them for good fortune hid beneath their beached longboat. The storm was hard enough and vicious enough that the men laughed and clapped each other on the back, and they said ‘The thunderer is here with us, in this distant land,’ and they gave thanks, and rejoiced, and they drank until they were reeling.

In the smoky darkness of their hall, that night, the bard sang them the old songs. He sang of Odin, the all-father, who was sacrificed to himself as bravely and as nobly as others were sacrificed to him. He sang of the nine days that the all-father hung from the world-tree, his side pierced and dripping from the spear-point (at this point his song became, for a moment, a scream), and he sang them all the things the all-father had learned in his agony: nine names, and nine runes, and twice-nine charms. When he told them of the spear piercing Odin’s side, the bard shrieked in pain, as the all-father himself had called out in his agony, and all the men shivered, imagining his pain.

They found the scraeling the following day, which was the all-father’s own day. He was a small man, his long hair black as a crow’s wing, his skin the color of rich red clay. He spoke in words none of them could understand, not even their bard, who had been on a ship that had sailed through the pillars of Hercules, and who could speak the trader’s pidgin men spoke all across the Mediterranean. The stranger was dressed in feathers and in furs, and there were small bones braided into his long hair.

They led him into their encampment, and they gave him roasted meat to eat, and strong drink to quench his thirst. They laughed riotously at the man as he stumbled and sang, at the way his head rolled and lolled, and this on less than a drinking-horn of mead. They gave him more drink, and soon enough he lay beneath the table with his head curled under his arm.

Then they picked him up, a man at each shoulder, a man at each leg, carried him at shoulder height, the four men making him an eight-legged horse, and they carried him at the head of a procession to an ash tree on the hill overlooking the bay, where they put a rope around his neck and hung him high in the wind, their tribute to the all-father, the gallows lord. The scraeling’s body swung in the wind, his face blackening, his tongue protruding, his eyes popping, his penis hard enough to hang a leather helmet on, while the men cheered and shouted and laughed, proud to be sending their sacrifice to the Heavens.

And, the next day, when two huge ravens landed upon the scraeling’s corpse, one on each shoulder, and commenced to peck at its cheeks and eyes, the men knew their sacrifice had been accepted.

It was a long winter, and they were hungry, but they were cheered by the thought that, when spring came, they would send the boat back to the northlands, and it would bring settlers, and bring women. As the weather became colder, and the days became shorter, some of the men took to searching for the scraeling village, hoping to find food, and women. They found nothing, save for the places where fires had been, where small encampments had been abandoned.

One mid-winter’s day, when the sun was as distant and cold as a dull silver coin, they saw that the remains of the scraeling’s body had been removed from the ash-tree. That afternoon it began to snow, in huge, slow flakes.

The men from the northlands closed the gates of their encampment, retreated behind their wooden wall.

The scraeling war party fell upon them that night: five hundred men to thirty. They climbed the wall, and, over the following seven days they killed each of the thirty men, in thirty different ways. And the sailors were forgotten, by history and their people.

The wall they tore down, and the village they burned. The longboat, upside down and pulled high on the shingle, they also burned, hoping that the pale strangers had but one boat, and that by burning it they were ensuring that no other Northmen would come to their shores.

It was more than a hundred years before Leif the Fortunate, son of Erik the Red, rediscovered that land, which he would call Vineland. His gods were already waiting for him when he arrived: Tyr, one-handed, and gray Odin gallows-god, and Thor of the thunders.

They were there.

They were waiting.


Chapter Four
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Let the Midnight Special

Shine its light on me

Let the Midnight Special

Shine its ever-lovin’ light on me

– The Midnight Special, traditional

Shadow and Wednesday ate breakfast at a Country Kitchen across the street from their motel. It was eight in the morning, and the world was misty and chill.

‘You still ready to leave Eagle Point?’ asked Wednesday, at the breakfast bar. ‘I have some calls to make, if you are. Friday today. Friday’s a free day. A woman’s day. Saturday tomorrow. Much to do on Saturday.’

‘I’m ready,’ said Shadow. ‘Nothing keeping me here.’

Wednesday heaped his plate high with several kinds of breakfast meats. Shadow took some melon, a bagel, and a packet of cream cheese. They went and sat down in a booth.

‘That was some dream you had last night,’ said Wednesday.

‘Yes,’ said Shadow. ‘It was.’ Laura’s muddy footprints had been visible on the motel carpet when he got up that morning, leading from his bedroom to the lobby and out the door.

‘So,’ said Wednesday. ‘Why’d they call you Shadow?’

Shadow shrugged. ‘It’s a name,’ he said. Outside the plate glass the world in the mist had become a pencil drawing executed in a dozen different grays with, here and there, a smudge of electric red or pure white. ‘How’d you lose your eye?’

Wednesday shoveled half a dozen pieces of bacon into his mouth, chewed, wiped the fat from his lips with the back of his hand. ‘Didn’t lose it,’ he said. ‘I still know exactly where it is.’

‘So what’s the plan?’

Wednesday looked thoughtful. He ate several vivid pink slices of ham, picked a fragment of meat from his beard, dropped it onto his plate. ‘Plan is as follows. On Saturday night, which, as I have already remarked, is tomorrow, we shall be meeting with a number of persons preeminent in their respective fields – do not let their demeanor intimidate you. We shall meet at one of the most important places in the entire country. Afterward we shall wine and dine them. There will be, at a guess, thirty or forty of them. Perhaps more. I need to enlist them in my current enterprise.’

‘And where is the most important place in the country?’

‘One of them, m’boy. I said one of them. Opinions are justifiably divided. I have sent word to my colleagues. We’ll stop off in Chicago on the way, as I need to pick up some money. Entertaining, in the manner we shall need to entertain, will take more ready cash than I happen to have available. Then on to Madison.’

‘I see.’

‘No, you don’t. But all will become clear in time.’

Wednesday paid and they left, walked back across the road to the motel parking lot. Wednesday tossed Shadow the car keys. He drove down to the freeway and out of town.

‘You going to miss it?’ asked Wednesday. He was sorting through a folder filled with maps.

‘The town? No. Too many Laura memories. I didn’t really ever have a life here. I was never in one place too long as a kid, and I didn’t get here until I was in my twenties. So this town is Laura’s.’

‘Let’s hope she stays here,’ said Wednesday.

‘It was a dream,’ said Shadow. ‘Remember.’

‘That’s good,’ said Wednesday. ‘Healthy attitude to have. Did you fuck her last night?’

Shadow took a breath. Then, ‘That is none of your damn business. And no.’

‘Did you want to?’

Shadow said nothing at all. He drove north, toward Chicago. Wednesday chuckled, and began to pore over his maps, unfolding and refolding them, making occasional notes on a yellow legal pad with a large silver ballpoint pen.

Eventually he was finished. He put his pen away, put the folder on the back seat. ‘The best thing about the states we’re heading for,’ said Wednesday, ‘Minnesota, Wisconsin, all around there, is it has the kind of women I liked when I was younger. Pale-skinned and blue-eyed, hair so fair it’s almost white, wine-colored lips, and round, full breasts with the veins running through them like a good cheese.’

‘Only when you were younger?’ asked Shadow. ‘Looked like you were doing pretty good last night.’

‘Yes.’ Wednesday smiled. ‘Would you like to know the secret of my success?’

‘You pay them?’

‘Nothing so crude. No, the secret is charm. Pure and simple.’

‘Charm, huh? Well, like they say, you either got it or you ain’t.’

‘Charms can be learnt,’ said Wednesday.

‘So where are we going?’ asked Shadow.

‘There’s an old friend of mine we need to talk to. He’s one of the people who’ll be coming to the get-together. Old man, now. He’s expecting us for dinner.’

They drove north and west, toward Chicago.

‘Whatever’s happening with Laura,’ said Shadow, breaking the silence. ‘Is it your fault? Did you make it happen?’

‘No,’ said Wednesday.

‘Like the kid in the car asked me: would you tell me if it was?’

‘I’m as puzzled as you are.’

Shadow tuned the radio to an oldies station, and listened to songs that were current before he was born. Bob Dylan sang about a hard rain that was going to fall, and Shadow wondered if that rain had fallen yet, or if it was something that was still going to happen. The road ahead of them was empty and the ice crystals on the asphalt glittered like diamonds in the morning sun.

He sang along, under his breath.

Chicago happened slowly, like a migraine. First they were driving through countryside, then, imperceptibly, the occasional town became a low suburban sprawl, and the sprawl became the city.

They parked outside a squat black brownstone. The sidewalk was clear of snow. They walked to the lobby. Wednesday pressed the top button on the gouged metal intercom box. Nothing happened. He pressed it again. Then, experimentally, he began to press the other buttons, for other tenants, with no response.

‘It’s dead,’ said a gaunt old woman, coming down the steps. ‘Doesn’t work. We call the super, ask him when he going to fix, when he going to mend the heating, he does not care, goes to Arizona for the winter for his chest.’ Her accent was thick, Eastern European, Shadow guessed.

Wednesday bowed low. ‘Zorya, my dear, may I say how unutterably beautiful you look? A radiant creature. You have not aged.’

The old woman glared at him. ‘He don’t want to see you. I don’t want to see you neither. You bad news.’

‘That’s because I don’t come if it isn’t important.’

The woman sniffed. She carried an empty string shopping bag, and wore an old red coat, buttoned up to her chin, and, perched on her gray hair, a green velvet hat that was, in appearance, a little bit flowerpot, a little bit bread-loaf. She looked at Shadow suspiciously.

‘Who is the big man?’ she asked Wednesday. ‘Another one of your murderers?’

‘You do me a deep disservice, good lady. This gentleman is called Shadow. He is working for me, yes, but on your behalf. Shadow, may I introduce you to the lovely Miss Zorya Vechernyaya.’

‘Good to meet you,’ said Shadow.

Bird-like, the old woman peered up at him. ‘Shadow,’ she said. ‘A good name. When the shadows are long, that is my time. And you are the long shadow.’ She looked him up and down, then she smiled. ‘You may kiss my hand,’ she said, and extended a cold hand to him.

Shadow bent down and kissed her thin hand. She had a large amber ring on her middle finger.

‘Good boy,’ she said. ‘I am going to buy groceries. You see, I am the only one of us who brings in any money. The other two cannot make money fortune-telling. This is because they only tell the truth, and the truth is not what people want to hear. It is a bad thing, and it troubles people, so they do not come back. But I can lie to them, tell them what they want to hear. I tell the pretty fortunes. So I bring home the bread. Do you think you will be here for supper?’

‘I would hope so,’ said Wednesday.

‘Then you had better give me some money to buy more food,’ she said. ‘I am proud, but I am not stupid. The others are prouder than I am, and he is the proudest of all. So give me money and do not tell them that you give me money.’

Wednesday opened his wallet, and reached in. He took out a twenty. Zorya Vechernyaya plucked it from his fingers, and waited. He took out another twenty and gave it to her.

‘Is good,’ she said. ‘We will feed you like princes. Like we would feed our own father. Now, go up the stairs to the top. Zorya Utrennyaya is awake, but our other sister is still asleep, so do not be making too much noise, when you get to the top.’

Shadow and Wednesday climbed the dark stairs. The landing two stories up was half filled with black plastic garbage bags and it smelled of rotting vegetables.

‘Are they gypsies?’ asked Shadow.

‘Zorya and her family? Not at all. They’re not Rom. They’re Russian. Slavs, I believe.’

‘But she does fortune-telling.’

‘Lots of people do fortune-telling. I dabble in it myself.’ Wednesday was panting as they went up the final flight of stairs. ‘I’m out of condition.’

The landing at the top of the stairs ended in a single door painted red, with a peephole in it.

Wednesday knocked at the door. There was no response. He knocked again, louder this time.

‘Okay! Okay! I heard you! I heard you!’ The sound of locks being undone, of bolts being pulled, the rattle of a chain. The red door opened a crack.

‘Who is it?’ A man’s voice, old and cigarette-roughened.

‘An old friend, Czernobog. With an associate.’

The door opened as far as the security chain would allow. Shadow could see a gray face, in the shadows, peering out at them. ‘What do you want, Grimnir?’

‘Initially, simply the pleasure of your company. And I have information to share. What’s that phrase . . . oh yes. You may learn something to your advantage.’

The door opened all the way. The man in the dusty bathrobe was short, with iron-gray hair, and craggy features. He wore gray pinstripe pants, shiny from age, and slippers. He held an unfiltered cigarette with square-tipped fingers, sucking the tip while keeping it cupped in his fist – like a convict, thought Shadow, or a soldier. He extended his left hand to Wednesday. ‘Welcome then, Grimnir.’

‘They call me Wednesday these days,’ he said, shaking the old man’s hand.

A narrow smile; a flash of yellow teeth. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Very funny. And this is?’

‘This is my associate. Shadow, meet Mister Czernobog.’

‘Well met,’ said Czernobog. He shook Shadow’s left hand with his own. His hands were rough and calloused, and the tips of his fingers were as yellow as if they had been dipped in iodine.

‘How do you do, Mister Czernobog.’

‘I do old. My guts ache, and my back hurts, and I cough my chest apart every morning.’

‘Why you are standing at the door?’ asked a woman’s voice. Shadow looked over Czernobog’s shoulder, at the old woman standing behind him. She was smaller and frailer than her sister, but her hair was long and still golden. ‘I am Zorya Utrennyaya,’ she said. ‘You must not stand there in the hall. You must come in, go through to the sitting room, through there, I will bring you coffee, go, go in, through there.’

Through the doorway into an apartment that smelled like over-boiled cabbage and cat-box and unfiltered foreign cigarettes, and they were ushered through a tiny hallway past several closed doors to the sitting room at the far end of the corridor, and were seated on a huge old horsehair sofa, disturbing an elderly gray cat in the process, who stretched, stood up, and walked, stiffly, to a distant part of the sofa, where he lay down, warily stared at each of them in turn, then closed one eye and went back to sleep. Czernobog sat in an armchair across from them.

Zorya Utrennyaya found an empty ashtray and placed it beside Czernobog. ‘How you want your coffee?’ she asked her guests. ‘Here we take it black as night, sweet as sin.’

‘That’ll be fine, ma’am,’ said Shadow. He looked out of the window, at the buildings across the street.

Zorya Utrennyaya went out. Czernobog stared at her as she left. ‘That’s a good woman,’ he said. ‘Not like her sisters. One of them is a harpy, the other, all she does is sleep.’ He put his slippered feet up on a long, low coffee table, a chess board inset in the middle, cigarette burns and mug rings on its surface.

‘Is she your wife?’ asked Shadow.

‘She’s nobody’s wife.’ The old man sat in silence for a moment, looking down at his rough hands. ‘No. We are all relatives. We come over here together, long time ago.’

From the pocket of his bathrobe, Czernobog produced a pack of unfiltered cigarettes. Shadow did not recognize the brand. Wednesday pulled out a narrow gold lighter from the pocket of his pale suit, and lit the old man’s cigarette. ‘First we come to New York,’ said Czernobog. ‘All our countrymen go to New York. Then, we come out here, to Chicago. Everything got very bad. In the old country, they had nearly forgotten me. Here, I am a bad memory no one wants to remember. You know what I did when I got to Chicago?’

‘No,’ said Shadow.

‘I get a job in the meat business. On the kill floor. When the steer comes up the ramp, I was a knocker. You know why we are called knockers? Is because we take the sledgehammer and we knock the cow down with it. Bam! It takes strength in the arms. Yes? Then the shackler chains the beef up, hauls it up, then they cut the throat. They drain the blood first before they cut the head off. We were the strongest, the knockers.’ He pushed up the sleeve of his bathrobe, flexed his upper arm to display the muscles still visible under the old skin. ‘Is not just strong though. There was an art to it. To the blow. Otherwise the cow is just stunned, or angry. Then, in the fifties, they give us the bolt gun. You put it to the forehead, bam! bam! Now you think, anybody can kill. Not so.’ He mimed putting a metal bolt through a cow’s head. ‘It still takes skill.’ He smiled at the memory, displaying an iron-colored tooth.

‘Don’t tell them cow-killing stories.’ Zorya Utrennyaya carried in their coffee on a red wooden tray. Small brightly-enameled cups filled with a brown liquid so dark it was almost black. She gave them each a cup, then sat beside Czernobog.

‘Zorya Vechernyaya is doing shopping,’ she said. ‘She will be soon back.’

‘We met her downstairs,’ said Shadow. ‘She says she tells fortunes.’

‘Yes,’ said her sister. ‘In the twilight, that is the time for lies. I do not tell good lies, so I am a poor fortune-teller. And our sister, Zorya Polunochnaya, she can tell no lies at all.’

The coffee was even sweeter and stronger than Shadow had expected.

Shadow excused himself to use the bathroom – a cramped, closet-like room near the front door, hung with several brown-spotted framed photographs. It was early afternoon, but already the daylight was beginning to fade. He heard voices raised from down the hall. He washed his hands in icy-cold water with a sickly-smelling sliver of pink soap.

Czernobog was standing in the hall as Shadow came out.

‘You bring trouble!’ he was shouting. ‘Nothing but trouble! I will not listen! You will get out of my house!’

Wednesday was still sitting on the sofa, sipping his coffee, stroking the gray cat. Zorya Utrennyaya stood on the thin carpet, one hand nervously twining in and out of her long yellow hair.

‘Is there a problem?’ asked Shadow.

‘He is the problem!’ shouted Czernobog. ‘He is! You tell him that there is nothing will make me help him! I want him to go! I want him out of here! Both of you go!’

‘Please,’ said Zorya Utrennyaya, ‘please be quiet, you wake up Zorya Polunochnaya.’

‘You are like him, you want me to join his madness!’ shouted Czernobog. He looked as if he was on the verge of tears. A pillar of ash tumbled from his cigarette onto the threadbare hall carpet.

Wednesday stood up, walked over to Czernobog. He rested his hand on Czernobog’s shoulder. ‘Listen,’ he said, peaceably. ‘Firstly, it’s not madness. It’s the only way. Secondly, everyone will be there. You would not want to be left out, would you?’

‘You know who I am,’ said Czernobog. ‘You know what these hands have done. You want my brother, not me. And he’s gone.’

A door in the hallway opened, and a sleepy female voice said, ‘Is something wrong?’

‘Nothing is wrong, my sister,’ said Zorya Utrennyaya, ‘Go back to sleep.’ Then she turned to Czernobog. ‘See? See what you do with all your shouting? You go back in there and sit down. Sit!’ Czernobog looked as if he were about to protest; and then the fight went out of him. He looked frail, suddenly: frail, and lonely.

The three men went back into the shabby sitting room. There was a brown nicotine ring around that room that ended about a foot from the ceiling, like the tide-line in an old bathtub.

‘It doesn’t have to be for you,’ said Wednesday to Czernobog, unfazed. ‘If it is for your brother, it’s for you as well. That’s one place you dualistic types have it over the rest of us, eh?’

Czernobog said nothing.

‘Talking of Bielebog, have you heard anything from him?’

Czernobog shook his head. Then he spoke, staring down at the threadbare carpet. ‘None of us have heard of him. I am almost forgotten, but still, they remember me a little, here and in the old country.’ He looked up at Shadow. ‘Do you have a brother?’

‘No,’ said Shadow. ‘Not that I know of.’

‘I have a brother. They say, you put us together, we are like one person, you know? When we are young, his hair, it is very blond, very light, and people say, he is the good one. And my hair it is very dark, darker than yours even, and people say I am the rogue, you know? I am the bad one. And now time passes, and my hair is gray. His hair, too, I think, is gray. And you look at us, you would not know who was light, who was dark.’

‘Were you close?’ asked Shadow.

‘Close?’ asked Czernobog. ‘No. We were not close. How could we be? We cared about such different things.’

There was a clatter from the end of the hall, and Zorya Vechernyaya came in. ‘Supper in one hour,’ she said. Then she went out.

Czernobog sighed. ‘She thinks she is a good cook,’ he said. ‘She was brought up, there were servants to cook. Now, there are no servants. There is nothing.’

‘Not nothing,’ said Wednesday. ‘Never nothing.’

‘You,’ said Czernobog. ‘I shall not listen to you.’ He turned to Shadow. ‘Do you play checkers?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ said Shadow.

‘Good. You shall play checkers with me,’ he said, taking a wooden box of pieces from the mantlepiece, and shaking them out onto the table. ‘I shall play black.’

Wednesday touched Shadow’s arm. ‘You don’t have to do this, you know,’ he said.

‘Not a problem. I want to,’ said Shadow. Wednesday shrugged, and picked up an old copy of the Reader’s Digest from a small pile of yellowing magazines on the window sill.

Czernobog’s brown fingers finished arranging the pieces on the squares, and the game began.

In the days that were to come, Shadow often found himself remembering that game. Some nights he dreamed of it. His flat, round pieces were the color of old, dirty wood, nominally white. Czernobog’s were a dull, faded black. Shadow was the first to move. In his dreams, there was no conversation as they played, just the loud click as the pieces were put down, or the hiss of wood against wood as they were slid from square to adjoining square.

For the first half dozen moves each of the men slipped pieces out onto the board, into the center, leaving the back rows untouched. There were pauses between the moves, long, chess-like pauses, while each man watched, and thought.

Shadow had played checkers in prison: it passed the time. He had played chess, too, but he was not temperamentally suited to chess. He did not like planning ahead. He preferred picking the perfect move for the moment. You could win in checkers like that, sometimes.

There was a click, as Czernobog picked up a black piece and jumped it over one of Shadow’s white pieces, placing it on the square on the other side. The old man picked up Shadow’s white piece and put it on the table at the side of the board.

‘First blood. You have lost,’ said Czernobog. ‘The game is done.’

‘No,’ said Shadow. ‘Game’s got a long way to go yet.’

‘Then would you care for a wager? A little side bet, to make it more interesting?’

‘No,’ said Wednesday, without looking up from a Humor in Uniform column. ‘He wouldn’t.’

‘I am not playing with you, old man. I play with him. So, you want to bet on the game, Mister Shadow?’

‘What were you two arguing about, before?’ asked Shadow.

Czernobog raised a craggy eyebrow. ‘Your master wants me to come with him. To help him with his nonsense. I would rather die.’

‘You want to make a bet. Okay. If I win, you come with us.’

The old man pursed his lips. ‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘But only if you take my forfeit, when you lose.’

‘And that is?’

There was no change in Czernobog’s expression. ‘If I win, I get to knock your brains out. With the sledgehammer. First you go down on your knees. Then I hit you a blow with it, so you don’t get up again.’ Shadow looked at the man’s old face, trying to read him. He was not joking, Shadow was certain of that: there was a hunger there for something, for pain, or death or retribution.

Wednesday closed the Reader’s Digest. ‘This is getting ridiculous,’ he said. ‘I was wrong to come here. Shadow, we’re leaving.’ The gray cat, disturbed, got to its feet and leapt onto the table beside the checkers game. It stared at the pieces, then leapt down onto the floor and, tail held high, it stalked from the room.

‘No,’ said Shadow. He was not scared of dying. After all, it was not as if he had anything left to live for. ‘It’s fine. I accept. If you win the game, you get the chance to knock my brains out with one blow of your sledgehammer,’ and he moved his next white piece to the adjoining square on the edge of the board.

Nothing more was said, but Wednesday did not pick up his Reader’s Digest again. He watched the game with his glass eye and his true eye, with an expression that betrayed nothing.

Czernobog took another of Shadow’s pieces. Shadow took two of Czernobog’s. From the corridor came the smell of unfamiliar foods cooking. While not all of the smells were appetizing, Shadow realized suddenly how hungry he was.

The two men moved their pieces, black and white, turn and turnabout. A flurry of pieces taken, a blossoming of two-piece-high kings: no longer forced to move only forward on the board, a sideways slip at a time, the kings could move forward or back, which made them doubly dangerous. They had reached the furthest row, and could go where they wanted. Czernobog had three kings, Shadow had two.

Czernobog moved one of his kings around the board, eliminating Shadow’s remaining pieces, while using the other two kings to keep Shadow’s pieces pinned down.

And then Czernobog made a fourth king, and returned down the board to Shadow’s two kings, and, unsmiling, took them both. And that was that.

‘So,’ said Czernobog. ‘I get to knock out your brains. And you will go on your knees willingly. Is good.’ He reached out an old hand, and patted Shadow’s arm with it.

‘We’ve still got time before dinner’s ready,’ said Shadow. ‘You want another game? Same terms?’

Czernobog lit another cigarette, from a kitchen box of matches. ‘How can it be same terms? You want I should kill you twice?’

‘Right now, you have one blow, that’s all. You told me yourself that it’s not just strength, it’s skill too. This way, if you win this game, you get two blows to my head.’

Czernobog glowered. ‘One blow, is all it takes, one blow. That is the art.’ He patted his upper right arm, where the muscles were, with his left, scattering gray ash from the cigarette in his left hand.

‘It’s been a long time. If you’ve lost your skill you might simply bruise me. How long has it been since you swung a killing hammer in the stockyards? Thirty years? Forty?’

Czernobog said nothing. His closed mouth was a gray slash across his face. He tapped his fingers on the wooden table, drumming out a rhythm with them. Then he pushed the twenty-four checkers pieces back to their home squares on the board.

‘Play,’ he said. ‘Again, you are light. I am dark.’

Shadow pushed his first piece out. Czernobog pushed one of his own pieces forward. And it occurred to Shadow that Czernobog was going to try to play the same game again, the one that he had just won, that this would be his limitation.

This time Shadow played recklessly. He snatched tiny opportunities, moved without thinking, without a pause to consider. And this time, as he played, Shadow smiled; and whenever Czernobog moved a piece, Shadow smiled wider.

Soon, Czernobog was slamming his pieces down as he moved them, banging them down on the wooden table so hard that the remaining pieces shivered on their black squares.

‘There,’ said Czernobog, taking one of Shadow’s men with a crash, slamming the black piece down. ‘There. What do you say to that?’

Shadow said nothing: he simply smiled, and jumped the piece that Czernobog had put down, and another, and another, and a fourth, clearing the center of the board of black pieces. He took a white piece from the pile beside the board and kinged his man.

After that, it was just a mopping-up exercise: another handful of moves, and the game was done.

Shadow said, ‘Best of three?’

Czernobog simply stared at him, his gray eyes like points of steel. And then he laughed, clapped his hands on Shadow’s shoulders. ‘I like you!’ he exclaimed. ‘You have balls.’

Then Zorya Utrennyaya put her head around the door to tell them that dinner was ready, and they should clear their game away, and put the tablecloth down on the table.

‘We have no dining room,’ she said, ‘I am sorry. We eat in here.’

Serving dishes were placed on the table. Each of the diners was given a small painted tray on which was some tarnished cutlery, to place on his or her lap.

Zorya Vechernyaya took five wooden bowls and placed an unpeeled boiled potato in each, then ladled in a healthy serving of a ferociously crimson borscht. She plopped a spoonful of white sour cream in, and handed the bowls to each of them.

‘I thought there were six of us,’ said Shadow.

‘Zorya Polunochnaya is still asleep,’ said Zorya Vechernyaya. ‘We keep her food in the refrigerator. When she wakes, she will eat.’

The borscht was vinegary, and tasted like pickled beets. The boiled potato was mealy.

The next course was a leathery pot-roast, accompanied by greens of some description – although they had been boiled so long and so thoroughly that they were no longer, by any stretch of the imagination, greens, and were in fact well on their way to becoming browns.

Then there were cabbage leaves stuffed with ground meat and rice, cabbage leaves of such a toughness that they were almost impossible to cut without spattering ground meat and rice all over the carpet. Shadow pushed his around his plate.

‘We played checkers,’ said Czernobog, hacking himself another lump of pot roast. ‘The young man and me. He won a game, I won a game. Because he won a game, I have agreed to go with him and Wednesday, and help them in their madness. And because I won a game, when this is all done, I get to kill the young man, with a blow of a hammer.’

The two Zoryas nodded gravely. ‘Such a pity,’ said Zorya Vechernyaya. ‘In my fortune for you, I should have said you would have a long life and a happy one, with many children.’

‘That is why you are a good fortune teller,’ said Zorya Utrennyaya. She looked sleepy, as if it were an effort for her to be up so late. ‘You tell the best lies.’

It was a long meal, and at the end of it, Shadow was still hungry. Prison food had been pretty bad, and prison food was better than this.

‘Good food,’ said Wednesday, who had cleaned his plate with every evidence of enjoyment. ‘I thank you ladies. And now, I am afraid that it is incumbent upon us to ask you to recommend to us a fine hotel in the neighborhood.’

Zorya Vechernyaya looked offended at this. ‘Why should you go to a hotel?’ she said. ‘We are not your friends?’

‘I couldn’t put you to any trouble . . .’ said Wednesday.

‘Is no trouble,’ said Zorya Utrennyaya, one hand playing with her incongruously golden hair, and she yawned.

‘You can sleep in Bielebog’s room,’ said Zorya Vechernyaya, pointing to Wednesday. ‘Is empty. And for you, young man, I make up a bed on sofa. You will be more comfortable than in feather bed. I swear.’

‘That would be really kind of you,’ said Wednesday. ‘We accept.’

‘And you pay me only no more than what you pay for hotel,’ said Zorya Vechernyaya, with a triumphant toss of her head. ‘A hundred dollars.’

‘Thirty,’ said Wednesday.

‘Fifty.’

‘Thirty-five.’

‘Forty-five.’

‘Forty.’

‘Is good. Forty-five dollar.’ Zorya Vechernyaya reached across the table and shook Wednesday’s hand. Then she began to clean the pots off the table. Zorya Utrennyaya yawned so hugely Shadow worried that she might dislocate her jaw, and announced that she was going to bed before she fell asleep with her head in the pie, and she said goodnight to them all.

Shadow helped Zorya Vechernyaya to take the plates and dishes into the little kitchen. To his surprise there was an elderly dishwashing machine beneath the sink, and he filled it. Zorya Vechernyaya looked over his shoulder, tutted, and removed the wooden borscht-bowls. ‘Those, in the sink,’ she told him.

‘Sorry.’

‘Is not to worry. Now, back in there, we have pie,’ she said, and she took the pie from the oven.

The pie – it was an apple pie – had been bought in a store and oven-warmed, and was very, very good indeed. The four of them ate it with ice-cream, and then Zorya Vechernyaya made everyone go out of the sitting room, and made up a very fine-looking bed on the sofa for Shadow.

Wednesday spoke to Shadow as they stood in the corridor.

‘What you did in there, with the checkers game,’ he said.

‘Yes?’

‘That was good. Very, very stupid of you. But good. Sleep safe.’

Shadow brushed his teeth and washed his face in the cold water of the little bathroom, and then walked back down the hall to the sitting room, turned out the light, and was asleep before his head touched the pillow.

There were explosions in Shadow’s dream: he was driving a truck through a mine-field, and bombs were going off on each side of him. The windshield shattered and he felt warm blood running down his face.

Someone was shooting at him.

A bullet punctured his lung, a bullet shattered his spine, another hit his shoulder. He felt each bullet strike. He collapsed across the steering wheel.

The last explosion ended in darkness.

I must be dreaming, thought Shadow, alone in the darkness. I think I just died. He remembered hearing and believing, as a child, that if you died in your dreams, you would die in real life. He did not feel dead. He opened his eyes, experimentally.

There was a woman in the little sitting room, standing against the window, with her back to him. His heart missed a half-beat, and he said, ‘Laura?’

She turned, framed by the moonlight. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I did not mean to wake you.’ She had a soft, eastern-European accent. ‘I will go.’

‘No, it’s okay,’ said Shadow. ‘You didn’t wake me. I had a dream.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You were crying out, and moaning. Part of me wanted to wake you, but I thought, no, I should leave him.’

Her hair was pale and colorless in the moon’s thin light. She wore a thin white cotton nightgown, with a high, lace neck, and a hem that swept the ground. Shadow sat up, entirely awake. ‘You are Zorya Polu . . .,’ he hesitated. ‘The sister who was asleep.’

‘I am Zorya Polunochnaya, yes. And you are called Shadow, yes? That was what Zorya Vechernyaya told me, when I woke.’

‘Yes. What were you looking at, out there?’

She looked at him, then she beckoned him to join her by the window. She turned her back while he pulled on his jeans. He walked over to her. It seemed a long walk, for such a small room.

He could not tell her age. Her skin was unlined, her eyes were dark, her lashes were long, her hair was to her waist, and white. The moonlight drained colors into ghosts of themselves. She was taller than either of her sisters.

She pointed up into the night sky. ‘I was looking at that,’ she said, pointing to the Big Dipper. ‘See?’

‘Ursa Major,’ he said. ‘The Great Bear.’

‘That is one way of looking at it,’ she said. ‘But it is not the way from where I come from. I am going to sit on the roof. Would you like to come with me?’

‘I guess,’ said Shadow.

‘Is good,’ she said.

She lifted the window and clambered, barefoot, out onto the fire escape. A freezing wind blew through the window. Something was bothering Shadow, but he did not know what it was; he hesitated, then pulled on his sweater, shoes, and socks and followed her out onto the rusting fire escape. She was waiting for him. His breath steamed in the chilly air. He watched her bare feet pad up the icy metal steps, and followed her up to the roof.

The wind gusted cold, flattening her nightgown against her body, and Shadow became uncomfortably aware that Zorya Polunochnaya was wearing nothing at all underneath.

‘You don’t mind the cold?’ he said, as they reached the top of the fire escape, and the wind whipped his words away.

‘Sorry?’

She bent her face close to his. Her breath was sweet.

‘I said, doesn’t the cold bother you?’

In reply, she held up a finger: wait. She stepped, lightly, over the side of the building and onto the flat roof. Shadow stepped over a little more clumsily, and followed her across the roof, to the shadow of the water-tower. There was a wooden bench waiting for them there, and she sat down on it, and he sat down beside her.

The water-tower acted as a windbreak, for which Shadow was grateful. The lights of the city smudged the sky with yellow, swallowing half the stars he had been able to see from the open country. Still, he could see the Big Dipper and the North Star, and he found the three stars of Orion’s belt, which allowed him to see Orion, which he always saw as a man running to kick a football –

‘No,’ she said. ‘The cold does not bother me. This time is my time: I could no more feel uncomfortable in the night than a fish could feel uncomfortable in the deep water.’

‘You must like the night,’ said Shadow, wishing that he had said something wiser, more profound.

‘My sisters are of their times. Zorya Utrennyaya is of the dawn. In the old country she would wake to open the gates, and let our father drive his – um, I forget the word, like a car but with horses?’

‘Chariot?’

‘His chariot. Our father would ride it out. And Zorya Vechernyaya, she would open the gates for him at dusk, when he returned to us.’

‘And you?’

She paused. Her lips were full, but very pale. ‘I never saw our father. I was asleep.’

‘Is it a medical condition?’

She did not answer. The shrug, if she shrugged, was imperceptible. ‘So. You wanted to know what I was looking at.’

‘The Big Dipper.’

She raised an arm to point to it, and the wind flattened her nightgown against her body. Her nipples, every goose-bump on the areolae, were visible momentarily, dark against the white cotton. Shadow shivered.

‘Odin’s Wain, they call it. And the Great Bear. Where we come from, we believe that is a, a thing, a, not a god, but like a god, a bad thing, chained up in those stars. If it escapes, it will eat the whole of everything. And there are three sisters who must watch the sky, all the day, all the night. If he escapes, the thing in the stars, the world is over. Pf!, like that.’

‘And people believe that?’

‘They did. A long time ago.’

‘And you were looking to see if you could see the monster in the stars?’

‘Something like that. Yes.’

He smiled. If it were not for the cold, he decided, he would have thought he was dreaming. Everything felt so much like a dream.

‘Can I ask how old you are? Your sisters seem so much older.’

She nodded her head. ‘I am the youngest. Zorya Utrennyaya was born in the morning, and Zorya Vechernyaya was born in the evening, and I was born at midnight. I am the midnight sister: Zorya Polunochnaya. Are you married?’

‘My wife is dead. She died last week in a car accident. It was her funeral yesterday.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘She came to see me last night.’ It was not hard to say, in the darkness and the moonlight; it was not as unthinkable as it was by daylight.

‘Did you ask her what she wanted?’

‘No. Not really.’

‘Perhaps you should. It is the wisest thing to ask the dead. Sometimes they will tell you. Zorya Vechernyaya tells me that you played checkers with Czernobog.’

‘Yes. He won the right to knock in my skull with a sledge.’

‘In the old days, they would take people up to the top of the mountains. To the high places. They would smash the back of their skulls with a rock. For Czernobog.’

Shadow glanced about. No, they were alone on the roof.

Zorya Polunochnaya laughed. ‘Silly, he is not here. And you won a game also. He may not strike his blow until this is all over. He said he would not. And you will know. Like the cows he killed. They always know, first. Otherwise, what is the point?’

‘I feel,’ Shadow told her, ‘like I’m in a world with its own sense of logic. Its own rules. Like when you’re in a dream, and you know there are rules you mustn’t break, but you don’t know what they are or what they mean. I have no idea what we’re talking about, or what happened today, or pretty much anything since I got out of jail. I’m just going along with it, you know?’

‘I know,’ she said. She held his hand, with a hand that was icy cold. ‘You were given protection once, but you lost it already. You gave it away. You had the sun in your hand. And that is life itself. All I can give you is much weaker protection. The daughter, not the father. But all helps. Yes?’ Her white hair blew about her face in the chilly wind, and Shadow knew that it was time to go back inside.

‘Do I have to fight you? Or play checkers?’ he asked.

‘You do not even have to kiss me,’ she told him. ‘Just take the moon.’

‘How?’

‘Take the moon.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Watch,’ said Zorya Polunochnaya. She raised her left hand and held it in front of the moon, so that her forefinger and thumb seemed to be grasping it. Then, in one smooth movement, she plucked at it. For a moment, it looked like she had taken the moon from the sky, but then Shadow saw that the moon shone still, and Zorya Polunochnaya opened her hand to display a silver Liberty-head dollar resting between finger and thumb.

‘That was beautifully done,’ said Shadow. ‘I didn’t see you palm it. And I don’t know how you did that last bit.’

‘I did not palm it,’ she said. ‘I took it. And now I give it you, to keep safe. Here. Don’t give this one away.’

She placed it in his right hand and closed his fingers around it. The coin was cold in his hand. Zorya Polunochnaya leaned forward, and closed his eyes with her fingers, and kissed him, lightly, once upon each eyelid.

Shadow awoke on the sofa, fully dressed. A narrow shaft of sunlight streamed in through the window, making the dust-motes dance.

He got out of bed, and walked over to the window. The room seemed much smaller in the daylight.

The thing that had been troubling him since last night came into focus as he looked out and down and across the street. There was no fire escape outside this window: no balcony, no rusting metal steps.

Still, held tight in the palm of his hand, bright and shiny as the day it had been minted, was a 1922 Liberty-head silver dollar.

‘Oh. You’re up,’ said Wednesday, putting his head around the door. ‘That’s good. You want coffee? We’re going to rob a bank.’



 

Coming to America

1721

The important thing to understand about American history, wrote Mr Ibis, in his leather-bound journal, is that it is fictional, a charcoal-sketched simplicity for the children, or the easily bored. For the most part it is uninspected, unimagined, unthought, a representation of the thing, and not the thing itself. It is a fine fiction, he continued, pausing to dip his pen in the inkwell, and to collect his thoughts, that America was founded by pilgrims, seeking the freedom to believe as they wished, that they came to the Americas, spread and bred and filled the empty land.

In truth, the American colonies were as much a dumping ground as an escape, a forgetting place. In the days where you could be hanged in London from Tyburn’s triple-crowned tree for the theft of twelve pennies, the Americas became a symbol of clemency, of a second chance. But the conditions of transportation were such that, for some, it was easier to take the leap from the leafless and dance on nothing until the dancing was done. Transportation it was called: for five years, for ten years, for life. That was the sentence.

You were sold to a captain, and would ride in his ship, crowded tight as a slaver’s, to the colonies or to the West Indies; off the boat the captain would sell you on as an indentured servant to one who would take the cost of your skin out in your labor until the years of your indenture were done. But at least you were not waiting to hang in an English prison (for in those days prisons were places where you stayed until you were freed, transported, or hanged: you were not sentenced there for a term), and you were free to make the best of your new world. You were also free to bribe a sea-captain to return you to England before the terms of your transportation were over and done. People did. And if the authorities caught you returning from transportation – if an old enemy, or an old friend with a score to settle, saw you and peached on you, – then you were hanged without a blink.

I am reminded, he continued, after a short pause, during which he refilled the inkwell on his desk from the bottle of umber ink from the closet, dipped his pen once more, of the life of Essie Tregowan, who came from a chilly little cliff-top village in Cornwall, in the Southwest of England, where her family had lived from time out of mind. Her father was a fisherman, and it was rumored that he was one of the wreckers – those who would hang their lamps high on the dangerous coast when the storm winds were high, luring ships onto the rocks, for the goods on shipboard. Essie’s mother was in service as a cook at the squire’s house, and, at the age of twelve, Essie began to work there, in the scullery. She was a thin little thing, with wide brown eyes and dark brown hair; and she was not a hard worker but was forever slipping off and away to listen to stories and tales, if there was anyone who would tell them: tales of the piskies and the spriggans, of the black dogs of the moors and the seal-women of the Channel. And, though the squire laughed at such things, the kitchen-folk always put out a china saucer of the creamiest milk at night, put it outside the kitchen door, for the piskies.

Several years passed, and Essie was no longer a thin little thing: now she curved and billowed like the swell of the green sea, and her brown eyes laughed, and her chestnut hair tossed and curled. Essie’s eyes lighted on Bartholomew, the squire’s eighteen-year old son, home from Rugby, and she went at night to the standing stone on the edge of the woodland, and she put some bread that Bartholomew had been eating but had left unfinished on the stone, wrapped in a cut strand of her own hair. And on the very next day Bartholomew came and talked to her, and looked on her approvingly with his own eyes, the dangerous blue of a sky when a storm is coming, while she was cleaning out the grate in his bedroom.

He had such dangerous eyes, said Essie Tregowan.

Soon enough Bartholomew went up to Oxford, and, when Essie’s condition became apparent, she was dismissed. But the babe was stillborn, and, as a favor to Essie’s mother, who was a very fine cook, the squire’s wife prevailed upon her husband to return the former maiden to her former position in the scullery.

But Essie’s love for Bartholomew had turned to hatred for his family, and, within the year she took for her new beau a man from a neighboring village, with a bad reputation, who went by the name of Josiah Horner. And one night, when the family slept, Essie arose in the night and unbolted the side door, to let her lover in. He rifled the house while the family slept on.

Suspicion immediately fell upon someone in the house, for it was apparent that someone must have opened the door (which the squire’s wife distinctly remembered having bolted herself) and someone must have known where the squire kept his silver plate, and the drawer in which he kept his coins and his promissory notes. Still, Essie, by resolutely denying everything, was convicted of nothing until Master Josiah Horner was caught, in a chandler’s in Exeter, passing one of the squire’s notes. The squire identified it as his, and Horner and Essie went to trial.

Horner was convicted at the local assizes, and was, as the slang of the time so cruelly and so casually had it, turned off, but the judge took pity on Essie, because of her age or her chestnut hair, and he sentenced her to seven years’ transportation. She was to be transported on a ship called the Neptune, under the command of one Captain Clarke. So Essie went to the Carolinas; and on the way she conceived an alliance with the selfsame captain, and prevailed upon him to return her to England with him, as his wife, and to take her to his mother’s house in London, where no man knew her. The journey back, when the human cargo had been exchanged for cotton and tobacco, was a peaceful time, and a happy one, for the captain and his new bride, who were as two lovebirds or courting butterflies, unable to cease from touching each other or giving each other little gifts and endearments.

When they reached London, Captain Clarke lodged Essie with his mother, who treated her in all ways as her son’s new wife. Eight weeks later, the Neptune set sail again, and the pretty young bride with the chestnut hair waved her husband goodbye from dockside. Then she returned to her mother-in-law’s house, where, the old woman being absent, Essie helped herself to a length of silk, several gold coins, and a silver pot in which the old woman kept her buttons, and pocketing these things Essie vanished into the stews of London.

Over the following two years Essie became an accomplished shoplifter, her wide skirts capable of concealing a multitude of sins, consisting chiefly of stolen bolts of silk and lace, and she lived life to the full. Essie gave thanks for her escapes from her vicissitudes to all the creatures that she had been told of as a child, to the piskies (whose influence, she was certain, extended as far as London), and she would put a wooden bowl of milk on a window-ledge each night, although her friends laughed at her; but she had the last laugh, as her friends got the pox or the clap and Essie remained in the peak of health.

She was a year shy of her twentieth birthday when fate dealt her an ill-blow: she sat in the Crossed Forks Inn off Fleet Street, in Bell Yard, when she saw a young man enter and seat himself near the fire-place, fresh down from the University. ‘Oho! A pigeon ripe for the plucking,’ thinks Essie to herself, and she sits next to him, and tells him what a fine young man he is, and with one hand she begins to stroke his knee, while her other hand, more carefully, goes in search of his pocket-watch. And then he looked her full in the face, and her heart leapt and sank as eyes the dangerous blue of the summer sky before a storm gazed back into hers, and Master Bartholomew said her name.

She was taken to Newgate and charged with returning from transportation. Found guilty, Essie shocked no one by pleading her belly, although the town matrons, who assessed such claims (which were usually spurious) were surprised when they were forced to agree that Essie was indeed with child; although who the father was, Essie declined to say.

Her sentence of death was once more commuted to transportation, this time for life.

She rode out this time on The Sea-Maiden. There were two hundred transportees on that ship, packed into the hold like so many fat hogs on their way to market. Fluxes and fevers ran rampant; there was scarcely room to sit, let alone to lie down; a woman died in childbirth in the back of the hold, and, the people being pushed in too tightly to pass her body forward, she and the infant were forced out of a small porthole in the back, directly into the choppy gray sea. Essie was eight months gone, and it was a wonder she kept the baby, but keep it she did.

In her life ever after she would have nightmares of her time in that hold, and she would wake up screaming with the taste and stench of the place in her throat.

The Sea-Maiden landed at Norfolk in Virginia, and Essie’s indenture was bought by a ‘small planter’, a tobacco farmer named John Richardson, for his wife had died of the childbirth fever a week after giving birth to his daughter, and he had need of a wet-nurse and a maid of all work upon his smallholding.

So Essie’s baby boy, whom she called Anthony, after, she said, her late husband his father (knowing there was none there to contradict her, and perhaps she had known an Anthony once), sucked at Essie’s breast alongside of Phyllida Richardson, and her employer’s child always got first suck, so she grew into a healthy child, tall and strong, while Essie’s son grew weak and rickety on what was left.

And along with the milk, the children as they grew drank Essie’s tales: of the knockers and the blue-caps who live down the mines; of the Bucca, the tricksiest spirit of the land, much more dangerous than the red-headed, snub-nosed piskies, for whom the first fish of the catch was always left upon the shingle, and for whom a fresh-baked loaf of bread was left in the field, at reaping time, to ensure a fine harvest; she told them of the apple-tree men – old apple trees who talked when they had a mind, and who needed to be placated with the first cider of the crop, which was poured onto their roots as the year turned, if they were to give you a fine crop for the next year. She told them, in her mellifluous Cornish drawl, which trees they should be wary of, in the old rhyme:

Elm, he do brood

And Oak, he do hate,

But the willow-man goes walking,

If you stays out late.

She told them all these things, and they believed, because she believed.

The farm prospered, and Essie Tregowan placed a china saucer of milk outside the back door, each night, for the piskies.
OEBPS/Images/author.jpg





OEBPS/Images/tit.jpg
NELL
GAIMAN

The
American Gods
Quartet





OEBPS/Images/Book1_pub.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
THE SUNDAY TIMES NO. 1 BESTSELLING AUTHOR

5
Q3

=

American Gods
Quartet

AMERICAN GODS
ANANST BOYS
THE MONARCH OF THE GLEN
BLACK DOG






OEBPS/Images/Book1_common.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Book1_intro.jpg
INCEN





OEBPS/Images/Book1_title.jpg
NELL
GAIMAN

AMERICAN
GODS





