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This subtletale of loss, sin, and sacrifice, where everything comes at a cost,
Is Powersa hisbed.

* % %

"It'll doto kissthe book on dill, won't it?'gromed Dick, who was evidently uneasy at

the curse he had brought on himself.

"ABiblewitha bit cut out!" returned Slver derigvey. "Not it.

It don't bind no moren a ballad-book."

"Dontit, though?"' cried Dick, with asort of joy. "W | reckon that'sworth having,
too."

Treasureldand,
by Robert Louis Stevenson

Acrossthe highway was old Humberto, adark spot againg thetan fidd between the
railroad tracks and the freeway fence, pushing a stripped-down shopping catadong
the cracked sdewalk. His shadow il sretched hadfway to the center-divider line in the early
morning sunlight, but he was apparently already very drunk, and he was using the
shopping cart as awalker, bracing hisweight on it|
as he shuffled along. Probably he never dept at al, not that he was ever realy awake
ether.



Humberto had done alot of work in his time, and the people he talked and
gestured to were, at best, long gone and probably existed now only in his
cannibalized memorybut this morning as Torrez watched him the old man clearly
looked across the street straight at Torrez and waved. He was just a silhouette
against the bright eastern daylighthis camouflage pants, white beard and Danid Boone
coonskin cgp weredl oneraggedly backlit outlingout he might have been amiling too.

After amoment's hesitation Torrez waved and nodded. Torrez was not drunk
in the morning, nor unable to walk without leaning on something, nor surrounded by
Imaginary acquaintances, and he meant to sustain those differences between thembut
he supposed that he and Humberto were brothers in the trades, and he should show
some respect to aplayer who smply had not known when to retire.

Torrez pocketed his Camels and his change and turned his back on the old
man, and trudged across the parking lot toward the path that |ed across a weedy
field to home.

He wasretired, at least from the big-stakes dives. Nowadays he just waded a
little ways outhe worked on cars and Bibles and second-hand eyeglasses and clothes
people bought at thrift stores, and half of that work was just convincing the
customers that work had been done. He always had to use holy waterreal holy water,
from gallon jugs hefilled from the silver urn at St. Anne'sbut though it impressed the
customers, all he could seethat it actually did was get stuff wet. Still, it was better to
err on the side of thoroughness.

His garage door was open, and several goats stood up with their hoofs on the
fencerail of the lot next door. Torrez paused to pull up some of the tall, furry,
sagelike weeds that sprang up in every stretch of unattended dirt in the county, and
he held them out and | et the goats chew them up. Sometimes when customers
arrived at times like this, Torrez would whisper to the goats and then pause and nod.

Torrez's Toyota stood at the curb because a white Dodge Dart was parked in
thedriveway. Torrez had dready inddled a'pain button” onthe Dodges dashboard, so that
when the car wouldn't start, the owner could give the car a couple of jasOh yeah?
How do you likethis, en? Onthecther Sdeof thefirewdl the button was connected to a
wire that was screwed to the carburetor housing; nonsense, but the stuff had to look
convincing.

Torrez had dso usad acan of Stigples compressed ar and acouple of magnetsto try to
draw a babbling ghost out of the car's stereo system, and this had not been
nonsenseif he had properly opposed the magnets to the magnets in the speakers, and
got the Bernoulli effect with the compressed air sprayed over the speaker diaphragm,
then at speeds over forty there would no longer be a dron-ing imbecile monologue
faintly going on behind whatever music was playing. Torrez would take the Dodge
out onto the freeway today, assuming the old car would get up to freeway speeds,
and try it out driving north, east, south and west. Two hundred dollarsif the voice
was gone, and a hundred in any case for the pain button.

And he had a couple of Biblesin need of customized repair, and those were
an esgy fifty dollars gpiecg ust brace the page againgt apiece of plywoodinaframe and scorch
out the verses the customers found intolerable, with awood-burning stylus; aplain
old razor wouldn't have the authority that hot iron did.

And then of course drench the defaced book in holy water to validate the



edited text. Mathew 19:5-6 and Mark 10:7-12 were bits hewas often asked to burn out, since
they condemned re-marriage after divorce, but he also got alot of requests tolose
Maithew 25:41 through 46, with Jesuss promise of Hell to singy people. And he offered a
special deal to eradicate all thirty or so mentions of adultery. Some of these
customized Bibles ended up after afew years with hardly any weight besides the
binding.

He pushed open the front door of the househe never locked itand made his
way to the kitchen to get a beer out of the cold spot in the sink. The light was
blinking on the telephone answering machine, and when he had popped the can of
Budweiser he pushed the play button.

"GiveMr. Torrez thismessage," said arecorded voice. "Write down the number | give
you! It isimportant, make sure he getsit!" The voice recited a number then, and
Torrez wrote it down. His answering machine had come with a pre-recorded message
onitinawoman'svoiceNo oneisavailableto take your call right nowand many callers
assumed the voice was that of awoman he was living with. Apparently she sounded
unreliable, for they often insisted several times that she convey their messages to
him.

He punched in the number, and afew moments later a man at the other end of
thelinewas saying to him, "Mr. Torrez? We nesd your help, likeyou hdped out the Fotas four
years ago. Our daughter was stolen, and now we've got aransom noteshewasin a
coffee pot with roses tied around it"

"| don't do that work anymore," Torrez interrupted, "I'm sorry. Mr. Seaweed
in Coronastill doeshe's youngerl could give you his number."

"| caled him aready aweek ago, but then | heard you were back in business.
Y ou're better than Seawesd”

Poor old Humberto had kept on doing degp dives. Torrez had done them longer than he
should have, and nowadays couldn't understand alot of the books he had loved
when he'd been younger.

"I'm not back in that business," he said. "I'm very sorry." He hung up the
phone.

He had not even done the ransom negotiations when it had been his own
daughter that had been gdlen, three years agoand hiswife had left him over it, not underdanding
that shewould probably have hed to be changing her mentaly retarded husband's diapers
forever afterward if he had doneit.

Torrez's daughter Amelia had died at the age of eight, of afever. Her grave
was in the dirt lot behind the Catholic cemetery, and on most Sundays Torrez and
his wife had visited the grave and made sure there were lots of little stuffed animals
and silver foil pinwheels arranged on the dirt, and for a marker they had setintothe
ground ablack plagtic box with adear top, with her desth-catificatedisplayed in it to show
that she had died in ahospital. And her soul had surely gone to Heaven, but they had
caught her ghost to keep it from wandering in the noisy cold half-world, and Torrez
had bound it into one of Amelias cloth dolls. Every Sunday night they had put
candy and cigarettes and a shot-glass of rum in front of the dollhardly appropriate
farefor alittle girl, but ghosts were somehow dl thesameage. Tarrez hed dwayslit the
cigarettes and subbed them out before laying them in front of the doll, and bitten the
candies. ghosts needed somebody to have started such things for them.



And then one day the house had been broken into, and the little shrine and the
doll were gone, replaced with aransom note: If you want your daughter's ghost back,
Mr. Torrez, give mesome of your blood. And there had been aphone number.

Usually these ransom notes asked the recipient to get a specific tattoo that
corresponded to atattoo on the kidnapper's bodyand afterward whichever family
member complied would have lost alot of memories, and be unable to fed afection,
and never again dream at night. The kidngpper would havetaken thosethings. But akidnapper
would dways stttleingtead for the blood of aperson whaose soul wasbrokenintheway that
Torrezswas, and S0 the robbed familieswould often come to Torrez and offer him alot
of money to step in and give up some of his blood, and save them the fearful
obligation of the vampiric tattoo.

Sometimes the kidnapper was the divorced father or mother of the ghost
courts never considered custody of adead childor a suitor who had been rejected
long before, and in these cases there would be no ransom demand; but then it had
sometimes been possible for Torrez to trace the thief and steal the ghost back, in
whatever pot or box or liquor bottle it had been confined in.

But in most cases he had had to go through with the deal, meet the kidnapper
somewhere and give up a cupful or so of blood to retrieve the stolen ghost; and each
time, along with the blood, he had lost a piece of his soul.

The phone began ringing again as Torrez tipped up the can for the last sip of
beer; heignored it.

Ten years ago it had been an abstract considerationwhen he had thought about
it a dl, he had supposad that he could losealat of hissoul without missingit, and he'd told
himself that his soul was bound for Hell anyway, since he had ddiberatdy brokenit
when hewaseghteen, and so digperang it had just ssemed like hiding money from the IRS.
But by the time he was thirty-five his hair had gone white and he had lost most of the
sight in hisleft eye because of ruptured blood-vessels behind the retina, and he
could no longer understand the plots of longnovdshetriedtoread. Apparently some sort
of physcd and mentd integrity was lost too, along with the blood and the bits of his
hypothetical soul.

But what the kidngpperswanted from Torrez's blood was nat vicariousinteg-rityit was
nearly the opposite. Torrez thought of it as spiritual botox.

The men and women who stole ghosts for ransom were generally mediums,
fortune-tellers, psychicsalways clairvoyant. And even more than the escape that could
be got from extorted dreams and memoariesand the ability to fed a-fection, they needed to be
able to selectively blunt the psychic noise of humans living and deed.

Torrezimagined it assahundred radios going a once dl thetime, and half the announcers
moronically drunkcrying, giggling, trying to start fights.

He would never know. He had broken al the antennae in his own soul when he
wasdghteen, by killing aman who atadked himinaparking lot with aknife one midnight.
Torrez had wrestled the knife away from the drunken assailant and had knocked the
man unconscious by slamming his head into the bumper of a carbut then Torrez had
picked up the man's knife and, just because he could, had driven it into the
unconscious man's chest. The District Attorney had eventudly cdledit Hf-defense a
judtifigble homicide, and no chargeswere brought against Torrez, but his soul was broken.

The answering machinedicked on, but only thedid tonefollowed the recorded



message. Torrez dropped the Budweliser can into the trash basket and walked into
the living room, which over the years had become his workshop.

Murder seemed to be the crime that broke souls most effectively, and Torrez
had done hisfirst ghost-ransom job for free that same year, in 1983, just to seeif his
soul was now a source of the temporary disconnection-from-humanity that the
psychics valued so highly. And he had tested out fine.

He had been doing Bible repair for twenty years, but his reputation in that
cottage industry had been made only a couple of years ago, by accident. Three
Jehovah's Witnesses had come to his door one summer day, wearing suits and ties
and he had sepped outsde to debate stripture with them. "Let me sseyour Bible™ hehad sad,
"and I'll show you right intherewhy yourewrong," and when they handed him the book he
had flipped to the first chapter of John's gospel and started reading. This was after
his vision had begun to go bad, though, and he'd had to read it with a magnifying
glass, and it had been a sunny dayand he had inadvertently set their Bible on fire.
They had |eft hurriedly, and appar-ently told everyone in the neighborhood that
Torrez could burn a Bible just by touching it.

* % %

He was bracing a tattered old Bible in the frame on the marble-topped table,
ready to scorch out St. Paul's adverse remarks about homosexuality for a cus-tomer,
when he heard three knocks at his front door, the first one loud and the nexttwojust
glancing scuffs, and he redlized he hed not dosed the door and the knocks had pushed it
open. He made sure his woodburning stylus was lying in the ashtray, then hurried to
the entry hall.

Framed in the bright doorway was a short stocky man with a moustache,
holding a shoe-box and shifting from one foot to the other.

"Mr. Torrez," the man said. He smiled, and a moment later looked asif he'd
never smile again. He waved the shoe-box toward Torrez and said, "A man has dden
my daughter.”

Perhaps the shoe-box was the shrine he had kept his daughter's ghost in, in
somejelly jar or perfume bottle. Probably there were ribbons and candy hearts
around the empty space where the daughter's ghost-container had lain. Still a
shoe-box was a pretty nondescript shrine; but maybe it was just for traveling, like a
cat-carrier box.

"I just called," the man said, "and got your woman. | hoped she was wrong,
and you were here”

"] don't do that work anymore," sad Torrez patiently, “ransoming ghods Y ou want to
cal Seawvesdin Corona”

"I don't want you to ransom a ghost," the man said, holding the box toward
Torrez."| dready had old Humberto do that, yesterday. Thisisfor you.”

"If Humberto ransomed your daughter,” Torrez sad carefully, nodding toward the box
but not taking it, "then why are you here?"'

"My daughter is not aghost. My daughter is twelve years old, and this man
took her when she waswalking homefrom schooal. | can pay you fifteen hundred dollars to get
her backthisis extra, a gift for you, from me, with the help of Humberto."



Torrez had stepped back. "Y our daughter was kidnapped? Alive? Good
God, man, cal thepaliceright now! The FBI! Y ou don't cometo mewith”

"The police would not take the ransom note seriously,” the man said, shaking
hisheed. "They would think he wants money redly, they would not think of histerms being
sincerely meant, as he wrote them!" He took a deep breath and let it out. "Here" he
sad, extending thebox again.

Torrez took the boxit was lightand cautioudly lifted the lid.

Inside, in anest of rosemary sprigs and Catholic holy cards, lay alittle cloth
doll that Torrez recognized.

"Amdia" hesad softly.

He lifted it out of the box, and he could feel the quiver of his own daughter's
long-lost ghost init.

"Humberto bought this back for you?' Torrez asked. Three years after her
kidnapping, he thought. No wonder Humberto waved to me this morning! | hope he
didn't have to spend much of his soul on her; he's got no more than a mouse's worth
| eft.

"For you," theman sad. "Sheisagift. Save my daughter.”

Torrez didn't want to invite the man into the house. "What did the ransom
note for your daughter say?"

"It sad, Juan-Manud Ortegatha'smel have Elizabeth, and | will kill her and take al her
blood unless you induce Terry Torrez to come to me and him give me the ransom
blood instead."

"Cdl thepalice™ Torrez sad. "That'sabluff, about taking her blood. Why would he
want alittle girl's blood? When did this happen? Every minute"

Juan-Manuel Ortega opened his mouth very wide, asif to pronounce some big
gyllable, then closed it. "My Elizabeth," he said, "shekilled her sister last year. My
rifle was in the closetshe didn't know, she's a child, she didn't know it wasloaded'

Torrez could feel that his eyebrows were raised. Y es she did, he thought; she
killed her 9gter ddiberatdy, and broke her own soul doing it, and the kidnapper knows it even if
you truly don't.

Y our daughter'samurderer. Sheslikeme.

Still, her bloodher broken, blunting soulwouldn't be accessible to the
kidnapper, the way Torrez's would be, unless...

"Has your daughter" He had spoken too harshly, and tried again. "Has she
ever used magic?' Or is her soul still virginal, he thought.

Ortegabared histeeth and shrugged. "Maybel Shesaid she caught her Sger’'sghost in
my electric shaver. |1 think she did. | don't use it anymore, but think | hear it in the
nights."

Then her blood will do for the kidnapper what mine would, Torrez thought.
Not quiteaswdl, sncemy soul issurdy more opagueolder and more sained by the use of
magicbut herswill do if he can't get mine.

"Hereismy phone number," said Ortega, now shoving abusnesscard a Torrez and
talking too rapidly to interrupt, “and the kidnapper has your number. He wantsonly
you. | amleaving it inyour hands. Save my daughter, please”

Then he turned around and ran down the walkway to a van parked behind
Torrezs Toyota Torrez arted after him, but the sun-glarein hisbad left eye mede him



uncertain of hisfooting, and he stopped when he heard the van shift into gear and
start away. The man's wife must have been waiting behind the whesl.

| should cdl the palicemysdlf, Torrez thought ashelogt Sght of thevan inthe brightness,
But hesright, the palice would take the kidngpping serioudy, but not the ransom. The
kidnapper doesn't want moneyhe wants my blood, me.

A living girl! he thought. | don't save living people, | save ghosts. And | don't
even do that anymore.,

Seslikeme

He shuffled back into the house, and set the cloth doll on the kitchen counter,
sitting up against the toaster. Almost without thinking about it, he took the pack of
Camels out of hisshirt pocket and lit one with his Bic lighter, then stubbed it out on
the stove-top and laid it on the tile beside the dall.

Thetip of the cigarette glowed again, and the telephone rang. He just kept
staring at the doll and the smoldering cigarette and let the phone ring.

The answering machine clicked in, and he heard the woman's recorded voice
sy, "Nooneisavaladeto takeyour cadl, hehad meon hisTV, Daddy, 0| could change
channdsfor him. Two, four, deven,' and I'd change them.”

Torrez became aware that he had sat down on the linoleum floor. Her ghost
had never found a way to speak when he and his ex-wife had had possession of it.
"I'm sorry, Amelia," he said hoarsely. "It would have killed me to buy you back.
They don't want money, they"

"Wha?' said thevoiceof thecdler. "IsMr. Torrez there?'

"Rumhegaveme a leed," sad Amdidsvoice "It wouldnt havekilled you, not redlly.”

Torrez got to hisfedt, feding much older then hisactud forty years Heopened the high
cupboard and saw her bottle of 151-proof rum still standing up there beside the
stacked china dishes he never used. He hoisted the bottle down and wiped dugt off it.

"I'm going to tell him how rude you are," said the voice on the phone, "this
Isn't very funny." Thelinedicked.

"No," Torrez said as he poured acouple of ounces of rum into acoffee cup. "It
wouldn't have killed me. But it would have made amindless ... it would have madean
idiot of me | wouldn't have been adleto ... work, tak, think." Evennow | can hardly make
sense of the comics in the newspaper, he thought.

"Hehad meonhisTV, Daddy," said Amdiasvoice from theansvering machine. "'l was
hischannd-change.”

Torrez set the coffee cup near the doll, and felt it vibrate faintly just as he let
go of the handle. The sharp alcohol smell became stronger, asif some of the rum
had been vaporized.

"And he gave me candy."

"I'msorry,” sad Torrez dosently, "'l don't have any candy.”

"SQugar Babiesare better than Reesgs Fleces” Torrez had dwaysgiven her Reesg's
Pieces, but before now she had not been able to tell him what she preferred.

"How canyou tak?'

"“The peopletha nobody pad for, hewould put dl of us, dl our jarsand boxesand dolls
on the TV and make us change what the TV people said. We made them say bed

prayers”
Thephonerang again, and Amdiasvoice out of theansvering machine spesker sad,



"Sheeh," and brokeright in. "Whéat, what?'

"I've got amessagefor Terry Torrez," said awoman'svoice, "meke sure he getsit, write
thisnumber down!" Thewomean recited anumber, which Torrez auto-maticaly memorized. "My
husband isinan darm dock, but hesfading; | don't hardly dream about him even with the
clock under the pillow anymore, and the mint petties itslikeayear hetakesto evenget
hafway through one Heneaedsabooster shot, tell Terry Torrez that, and I'll pay a
thousand dollarsfor it."

I'll want more than a thousand, Torrez thought, and she'll pay more, too.
Booster shot! The only way to boost a fading ghostand they all faded sooner or
laterwas to add to the container a second ghost, the ghost of a newly de-ceased
infant, which would have vitality but no personaity to interfere with the origina
ghost.

Torrez had done that a few times, andthough these were only ghosts, not
souls, not actual peoplelit had always felt like putting feeder mice into an aguarium
with an old, blind snake.

"Thetll buy alot of Sugar Babies," remarked Amdidsghost.

"What? Just make sure he gets the message!"

The phone clicked off, and Ameliasaid, "I remember the number."

"Sodol."

Midwives sold newborn ghosts. The thought of looking one of them up
nauseated him.

"Mom'sdeed,” sad Amdia

Torrez opened his mouth, then just exhaled. He took a sip of Amelia's rum ad
sd,"Seis?

"Sure. We all know, when someoneis. | guess they figured you wouldn't blesd
for her, if you wouldn't bleed for me. Sugar Babies are better than Reesgs Plieces.”

"Right, yousad."

"Can | haveher rings? They'd fit on my heed like crowns”

"I don't know what became of her," hesaid. It'strue, heredlized, | dont. | don't even
know what therewas of her.

He looked at the doll and wondered why anyone kept such things.

His own Bible, on the mantel in the living room workshop, was relatively
intact, though of course it was warped from having been soaked in holy water. He
had burned out half a dozen verses from the Old Testament that had to do with
witchcraft and wizards,; and he had thought about excising "thou shalt not kill" from
Exodus, but decided that if the commandment was gone, his career might be too.

After he had refusad to ransom Amdids ghogt, hehed cut out Ezekid 44:25" And they
shall come at no dead person to defile themselves: but for father, or for mother, or
for son, or for daughter, for brother, or for sister that hath had no husband, they may
defilethemsdves™

He had refused to defile himselfdefile himself any further, at leastfor his own
dead daughter. And so she had wound up helping to voice "bad prayers' outof aTV
= somewhere

The phone rang again, and this time he snatched up the receiver before the
answvering machine could comeon. Y es?'

"Mr. Torrez," sadaman'svoice. "'l haveabesker of dlence here, hestweveyears old



and she's not in any jar or bottle."

"Her father hasbeen here” Torrez sad.

"I'd rather have the beaker that's you. For all her virtues, her soul's a bit thin
still, and noises would get through."”

Torrez remembered stories he'd heard about clairvoyants driven to insanity by
the constant din of thoughts.

"My daddy doesnt play that anymore™ said Amdlia ""He has me back now."

Torrez remembered Humberto's wave this morning. Torrez had waved back.

Torrez looked into the living room, at the current Bible in the burning rack,
and at the books he still kept on a shelf over the cold fireplacepaperbacks,
hardcovers with gold-stamped titles, books in battered dust-jackets. He had
foundwhat?a connection with other peopl€e'slives, in them, which since the age of
eighteen he had not been able to have in any other way. But these days their pages
might aswell al be blank. When he occasionally pulled one down and opened it,
squinting through his magnifying glass to be able to see the print clearly, he could
understand individual words but the sentences didn't cohereanymore.

eslikeme

| wonder if | could havefound my way beck, if I'dtried. | could tell her father to ask her
totry.

"Bring the girl to where we meet," Torrez said. He leaned against the kitchen
counter. In spite of hisresolve, he was dizzy. "I'll have her parents with meto dive
her avay."

I'm deed dready, he thought. Her father cameto me, but the book sayshemay do that
for adaughter. And for me, the dead person, thisis the only way left to have avital
connection with other people'slives, even if they are strangers.

"And youll comeaway withme" said the man'svoice

"No," said Amdlia, "hewon't. He bringsme rum and candy."

Theliving gil who hed been Amdiawould have been a least somewhat con-cerned
about the kidnapped girl. We each owe God our mind, Torrez thought, and he that
givesit up today is paid off for tomorrow.

"Yes" sad Torrez. Helifted the coffee cup; hishand was sheky, but he carefully poured
the rum over the cloth head of the doll; the rum soaked into its fabric and puddled
on the counter.

"How much is the ransom?' he asked.

"Only areasonable amount," the voice assured him blandly.

Torrez wasrdieved, hewas sure aressonable amount wasdl thet wasleft, and the
kidnepper waslikdy totakeit dl anyway. Heflicked hislighter over thedall, and then the dol|
was in ateardrop-shaped blue glare on the counter. Torrez stepped back, ready to
wipe awet towel over the cabinetsif they should start to smolder. The doll turned
black and began to come apart.

Amelias voice didn't speak from the answering machine, though he thought he
might have heard along sighof release, he hoped.

"l want something,” Torrez said. A condiition.”

"What?'

"Do you haveaBible? Nat arepared one, awhole one?!

"l cangetone”



"Yes get one And bring it for me"

"Okay. Sowehaveaded?'

The rum had burned out and the doll was a black pile, still glowing red here
and there. Hefilled the cup with water from thetgp and poured it over the ashes, and then there
was no more red glow.

Torrez 9ghed, seeming to empty hislungs. Y es Where do we meet?'



