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* % %
Fi ghting evil by noonlight
W nni ng | ove by dayli ght
Never running froma real fight

She is the one naned Sail or Moon
* k%

Before the time with Cass, | had only cone close to doing it once since
chi l dhood. This
al |l happened during ny first year at the University of Toronto, characterized
by predictable

drunken stupidity. | was again unpleasantly soused, slunped in a chair in what
| ooked to be a
nice kitchen. It was hard to tell, because there was only a candle for light,

so as to give the room
the legislated party anbience. Specifically, it was a party full of people
didn't know.

Regardl ess, | *did* want to know the girl with the short black hair and
wi ne gl ass. She
was listening to this guy go on about his film project, nodding every so often
and smling in
i nappropriate places. | renenber smling back, half-hoping half-dreading she'd
catch ne. |
wi shed he'd shut up so | could hear her talk.

The kitchen wasn't crowded, which was |ucky considering what eventually
happened.
Just two or three pairs of conversationalists. Soneone pulled up her plaid
sl eeve and presented
her forearmto the candle flane. There was a wench tattooed there, and when
she flexed her
muscle it w ggled.

"Bi |l bo the Danci ng Monkeyw ench," she said to her friend. Her friend
| aughed and
rai sed her glass to Bil bo.

"This must be the party-trick segment of the evening," Film Guy said. He
st epped back
for effect, cracked his knuckles and bent his thunb all the way back

It was funny he'd do that, because | often thought of ny ability as a
ki nd of extrene

versi on of bending ny thunmb back -- ugly, unnatural and ultimately usel ess.
"Ch bra*vo* ," | muttered, but not quietly enough
Bl ack-haired girl |ooked at me. "Well," she said, "what can *you* do?"
| haul ed myself to a standing position. "Me?" | asked her, watching the
candl el i ght on
her face. | noticed her nascara was fucked up, and |iked her nore for it.

Everyone el se was
shadows, silent watchers.
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And | was really going to do it. | really was. | took a breath and
prepared to step out of

nysel f.

Instead, | turned ny head away and puked expl osively onto the form ca
table | had
been sitting at. The candle fell over and went out.

Dazed, | |eaned over the table, looking at the mess |I'd made. |

dry- heaved, went to sit
on the chair again and nmissed. Busted nmy lip wide open on the netal table leg
on ny way down.
"Projectile vomting. That's really .
"That's really *sonething* ."
"Yeah. "
"Do you think he was aimng for the candl e?"
There was a wave of |aughter and ny consci ousness seemed to be borne out
onit. |
was grat ef ul

I had a crush on this waitress at the di ner near ny house. She was
spl ashy generous
with the coffee, so | found nmyself at Sok quite a bit during the winter.
"Haven't seen you in a while," Cass said, passing by with a breakfast
pl at e.
At first | didn't think she was talking to ne. Coffee and conveni ent
| ocation aside, Cass
was the biggest attraction at Sok, and now she wasn't an exhibit any | onger
Now | had to talk
to her, an exciting and nerve-racking thing. Wtty repartee only cones easily
to me when I'm
with friends. It wasn't coming now, naturally, because | was thinking of it as
flirting.
"I like the patios in the sumrer,” | said lanely as she passed. My
coffee, the fourth, was
nmostly finished, and she filled it w thout asking.
"What was stopping you fromtaking a chair and sitting out front, I|ike
Frank?" she said,
her eyebrows arching as she nodded towards an old Italian guy. Despite the
unpl easant
weat her, he sat outside, a winter-steamtendril growi ng out of his head.
"Nuh-uh," | said. "You're a gawker if you do that. Too bl atant."
"That's what those patios are," Cass retorted. "Gawk Central ."
"Nuh-uh," 1 said. | had put some thought into it. "It's a different
dynamic. If there's a
crowmd of people doing anything, then it's OK Like dancing. Al together
there's a nmass
del usi on that swinging your linmbs around like that is all right. But if
soneone' s shakin' their
booty in a bank line-up --"

"Nut bar," she said, grinning with one side of her nouth.

"Exactly. Not that | don't |ove dancing. | *|ooove* dancing. You?"

There was a pause. In that pause, | thought two-and-one-half things.
*Because it'd be a
crime against humanity if you don't, lookin' the way you do* , and *Ch, |
think she thinks I'm
| eadi ng up to asking her out to go dancing* , and *Ch dear, should |I? how very
stressful --*

"It's all right,’
unabl e to deci pher.
She sauntered away in that way | so admired, getting sone old guy his check

she said, giving ne a sideways |look that | was utterly



Admi ssion: up until that day, ny admration of her was based nostly on
her body. She
woul d wear these track pants and T-shirt conbinations that *tried* to contain
t hose heavy
breasts, *tried* to hide her wonderful bum but failed delightfully. | had
al ways consi der ed
*vol uptuous* a polite euphem sm but then | net Cass.
It was nore than that. | won't pretend that it was a whole | ot nore, but
she had a
casual ness that anplified her appeal i mensely. No make-up, an Aunt Jemni ma
handker chi ef
that barely kept her wiry, kinky nop of shoulder-length hair in check. And the
cl ot hes that
| ooked |i ke she night have slept in them The sexiest of
Sunday- nor ni ng-j ust-don't-gi ve-a-
dam | ooks.
But of course it wasn't just a *look* . For the two years | had been
living in the area
she had been working here full tine. Wen she took your order, fixing you with
her dark eyes,
you knew better than to ness with someone who'd been on her feet all day. Her
breasts
drooped slightly, but her slow and silent energy rolled |ike a thundercloud.
"So now you cone back to us, now that their patios are cold."
| thought that was a poetic turn of phrase, but | didn't knowif she
intended it to be. So

I just smled and said, "Well, now | *appreciate* the blast of hot, greasy air
when | cone out of
the cold."

She | aughed, but | felt bad for calling it greasy, even when it was. So
| babbled, "I
totally love it. I"'mthinking of getting a heater that punps out Sok air."
She mmed turning a dial to different settings, "Hot and Geasy .
Snmel | s Li ke Eggs
." She did all this with her hand on one hip, a menu under her arm
| laughed, surprised and happy to see a quick wit. It wasn't the only
t hi ng she woul d
surprise ne with -- but it was the first.

| was doing a lab with Mary later that week.

"Did | tell you about her saying 'Now that their patios are cold ?"
had been goi ng on
about Cass all class.

Mary nodded, sniling. She adjusted the microscope focus with a deft
finger and peered

in. "l think I"ve got it. It's the second-section | egs we're supposed to be
exam ni ng, right?"

"I don't know." | hadn't been concentrating on anything but recounting
ny

"conversation" wth Cass.

Mary squinted at the blackboard. It always bothered ne that she didn't
wear gl asses.
She was such a sensible girl otherwi se. She didn't get involved with jerks,
she lived frugally, it

just didn't make sense. She would | ook fine in glasses -- | could clearly see
her in a pair of no-
nonsense wire frames. But then, being a twenty-two-year-old virgin, | perhaps

wasn't the
definitive authority on what was socially attractive.



Thinking this, | paused for a second, but then used ny extra-powerful
gl asses to read

t he board.
"Isolate second . . . section of subject. Note the . . . differences in
the second set of
legs. Add to . . . cake mx."
Mary snorted, and crossed out *Add*
"What the heck is that?!" | stared in anazenent at the board, ny voice
rising slowy but
surely. "Cake m x? What's *wong* with this professor?" | enjoyed the m nor
attention | got
from some worried-1ooking people nearby. In *this* class, | was the |oudnouth.
"The entonol ogy and cooki ng classes are being held together," Mary
deadpanned,
sketching in her notebook. "Part of the cost-cutting nmeasures, | understand.”
I chuckled. | opened ny notebook and started copying the insect Mary was
dr awi ng.

Mary was the only reason | believed | had a chance of passing this course.
had taken it for
good reasons, but about a nonth past the drop-out date | realized that it
wasn't sonet hi ng
wanted to study. My particular area of interest, specialized as it was, would
be for soneone
with a PhD to take on -- not a dabbler like me. My major was English, and at
one point | was
t hi nking of making it a biol ogy/English double major. | thought again.

It was just my | atest abandoned plan for solving the nystery of ny
ki nship with the
*Musca donestica* . None of the answers at the back of the textbook were the
ones | needed.

"So other than the way she | ooks, and some witty lines, do you know
anyt hi ng about
her ?"

"Nope. "

"I don't know anyone who waitresses full time. Judy does two shifts a
week, and she's
al ways conpl ai ni ng about how rude everyone is."

"I know she's been doing it for the last two years, at least. | wonder
if she complains to
her friends?"

"'There's this guy at work, this regular guy? He's such a creep! Al ways
bot hering me

for refills . . .' Like that, you nean, right?"

"She doesn't sound like that at *all* ," | said, laughing. In ny best
girl-voice, soft and
gushy: "'There's this incredibly interesting guy with these cool glasses? I'm

just waiting for him
to junp ny bones.' More like that."

Mary | aughed, shaking her |ong blonde hair, and made a correction to ny
dr awi ng.

A couple of days later | was doing sone |aundry and trying to finish off
a Bal zac novel .
Exans were com ng up, and one or two of the books |I'd skipped in each course
turned out to
be the ones that the prof suddenly realized were *utterly sem nal* works.
Luckily, 1 had gotten
three-quarters of the way through Bal zac before | was borne away by the
bi ol ogy aval anche
two nonths ago, so | didn't mind the pressure to finish it.



I felt a kinship with Bal zac. You gotta adnmire a guy who dies of a
caf f ei ne overdose.
Shaki ng and babbling into the next world.
| was sitting there thinking that, then thinking about getting ny next
fix, then thinking
about where | would get it, then thinking about Cass, when she passed by the
wi ndow. She was
wal ki ng al ong briskly, eyes on the snow, a crazy |lunpy hat on her head and a
grin on her face.
It was magical, alnost as if my thinking about her had brought her into being.
| wal ked to the door and opened it, thinking that 1'd call out to her
She was al ready

too far for anything but an outright yell to be audible, so | stopped. | could
see her brown hat
bobbi ng ami dst the other sidewal kers. | could see the plume of icy snoke from

her, rising. |
i magi ned it com ng out from between her 1|ips.

"I saw you today, passing the laundry on College," | said, inmmediately
feeling creepy as
| did so. *I saw you* is too too close to *I've been watchi ng you*

"You mean the one near Euclid?" Her face was suddenly grave. "I saw the
wei r dest
thing there once. You want a coffee and a water, right?"

| nodded, waiting for the weirdest thing.

She left, her eyes distant in menory recall

Sok was pretty enpty -- it was a weekday afternoon. The old guy that was
usual |y
fixed outside had slipped his | eash. There was a fam |y who | ooked |ike
tourists to me, a teenage
girl and a toddler and a nom and dad. Wy they were touring in wi nter was

beyond rme.
Cass cane back with ny order, and was about to | eave.
"What's so scary about Mracle Wash?" | asked, snapping a sugar packet.
"It's not scary. It's odd. | went by there one time, late night. It was

dark inside, closed,
but | guess some novenent caught my eye. Then | noticed this guy sitting on a
chair -- "

"A chair *made of human bones* ?!" | suggested, eyes wi de.

Cass smirked and ignored ne. "He was sitting there, reading a nagazi ne
inthe little light
that was coming in fromthe street. And he was barefoot."

"What ?"

"Yeah, he was sitting with his feet curled up beside him so | saw them
clearly. Bare."

"He was the owner, probably. Asian guy, right?"

"Yeah, but don't you think that's weird? Bare feet in a | aundromat?
Those pl aces are
dirty -- they're where people bring their dirt, for Christ's sake."

The | ook on her face appealed to ne, asking ne to confirm her
uneasi ness. | could not
oblige. "But it's also where people go for cleanliness,” | said. "It's an
environnent rife with
par adox." She | aughed and | was a happy boy.

She sat down at the table next to me, and rolled her feet in circles.
"It's amazi ng what
you see at night, wal king around the city. Stuff you never would have seen if
you had just gone
to bed. It's like stolen tine. | wish | could do it nore often.’

Soneone came



in and she | ooked
up, but he wal ked to the counter and said hi to the cook

| was about to say *why don't you* when a parade of rape statistics
marched nerrily
through nmy brain. "It's dangerous," | munbled | anely.

She shook her head. "That's not it."

| waited for why.

"There's . . . another reason."”

| kept nmy face inpassive. She waited a second or two and then stood and
wal ked
around her tables. | was a little disappointed. Maybe if | had arched ny
eyebrow i n playfu

curiosity, I would have gotten an answer. Maybe she wanted to tell ne, but
needed that extra
pronpt .

Then again, it mght have been better to keep it casual. | didn't want

to get involved in
her life too quickly, after all.
VWhi ch, of course, was utter bullshit.

There's nothing worse than seeing a fly bang itself against a wall again
and again. You
just *know* that something's gone horribly wong in its little fly brain, al
ten cells of it. | always
wonder what drove it crazy -- a strangely shaped room bad air, the | onging
for fly conpani ons
in a human-infested house. That last one | could have helped it with, |
suppose. But who's to
say that it was loneliness it suffered fron?

| inmagined that |like a sinple nmachine, the rubber band of its m nd had
shapped, but
somet hi ng kept spi nning regardl ess.

| sat in my huge arnthair and debated throwi ng the bug out the w ndow
(where it would
surely freeze), or out the door (where it would annoy ny roonmates), or out of
this astral plane
(whi ch woul d require vigorous and viol ent physical action).

| did nothing. | have a special rapport with bugs, even the crazy ones.
I went back to
nmy studying. | was readi ng about pheromones. They're easily sonme of ny
favourite things from
the insect world. | was discovering that these snmelly nol ecul ar messengers can
communi cat e
somet hing as conpl ex as "The queen bee is in the hive and all is well" -- when

there was a
knock on the door.
"The queen bee is in the hive and all is well," | called out, and Phi
came in. He had a
little smle on his face and he wal ked over to the w ndow and | ooked out.
"Mnd if |I read in here?" Phil asked after a nonent of watching the
snow, waving a
book called *Ganmes Zen Masters Pl ay*
"Go ahead, see if | care," | said cheerily. "Have a seat on the bed. Not
as confy as this
chair here, no siree, but
"Shaddap," muttered Phil, flipping open his book. He had seen the chair
sitting out in
our nei ghbour's garbage too -- he'd seen it first -- but hadn't taken it
because he thought it
snel led of urine. But the smell nust have been com ng from somet hing el se,



because once in ny
roomit snelled of nothing. Phil clained otherwise, naturally. He had been so
desperate for a
chair ever since, that he had been offering a |lawn chair to guests.

"Mmmm " | said, wiggling ny bum

Phi|l said nothing, his big-eyebrowed Korean face | ooking cal mas he read
hi s book.

"Snells in here," he grunted after a few m nutes.

"Snells of nothing but happy-bumsitting-pleasure,” | burbled. | turned
the page to
reveal a cross-section of a bee, illustrated in unlikely col ours.

Anot her few m nutes passed. "Urine."

"Sorry, no urine."

W were likely to spend the next few hours in this slow notion argunent.
But my flying
friend interceded.

"What the hell is wong with that fly?!'" said Phil, his teeth suddenly
bared in frustration

"Loony, " | said.
"I"'mgonna kill it."
"Don't kill it. It's a visitor."

Phil closed his book and started tracking the fly.

"Isn't there sone zen ganme you can play? To make you clear your nind
i ke the stream
in a forest or sonething?"

"The only zen game |'mlearning is howto shoot |asers fromny eyes to
fry stupid fly-
| oving white boys." Phil got up fromthe bed and held the book |ike a weapon.
| leaped up from
the chair and opened the door

"Flee, fly, flee! The evil Asian's going to crush you!"

The fly, beyond hearing, bounced against the wall three nore tines and
t hen *whack! *
The book permanently united it with ny wall

"Aw, |ook at all that blood, Phil!"

There was a splotch alnobst an inch round on ny white, non-gl ossy-paint
wal | . Phil
| ooked at his book with amazenent. He flicked the fly into nmy little garbage
can. "There's a
trenmendous amount of bl ood. How could a fly have that nuch bl ood?"

"My wall . . . a testament to your barbarism" | was vaguely annoyed,
but not enough to
pretend I wasn't, which is what | did when | was *really* mad .

"I't nmust have been drinking blood. That's why it was crazy . . . a
poster will cover that
up, hey? I'msorry."

"You'd like that, wouldn't you. Another cover-up. No, people will know
about this,
Phil Lee. People will know about you."

He slunk out of the room "Sorry."
I went back to ny book.

| wal ked into Sok, stupidly. | usually go in only if Cass is there but |
was wal king in a
daze, and once | was in, | was in. The cook had al ready nodded hello and as |
consi der ed
| eaving | had a daynare:

*The cook, young but working towards being one of those classic diner
cooks with the
stubbl e and extra fl esh, says, "Hey Cass, your boyfriend cane in."*



*"Who?" she'd say, already annoyed.*

*"Your boyfriend with the gl asses and the books. He comes in, |ooks
around and sees
you're not here, then turns around and | eaves."*

*"Ah, probably forgot he had a class to go to," she'd say with a
cont enpt uous curl to
her lip, and they'd |laugh together.*

So to avoid that alnost-tangi ble possibility, | took a seat at the
counter.

"Can | get sone fries?"

The cook nodded. | had a novel in my bag, but | took out ny agenda book
instead. |
| ooked over the stuff on tombrrow -- | was going to a senmi nar on bug catching
that the library
was putting on for free, and | had also told Ken that 1'd watch a novie with
him | was thinking
I mght be able to convince himto do the bug thing when ny fries arrived.

"Well done, right?"

"Yeah, thanks!" | was al ways caught off guard when peopl e recogni zed ne.
| figured I
was pretty anonynous, bland even. Yet this was the second time in Toronto
anyone at a public

pl ace had recogni zed ne -- maybe | was in Sok nore than | thought. | was a
"regular," |

realized with pleasure -- not a "fixture" |like Frank, but a "regular.” | ate
my fried potatoes with a

new relish, remenbering all ny past plates. | |ooked over at the bags of

fries, covered in icy
frosting, and gauged that | had probably bought two bags' worth in ny conbi ned
visits. | was
wonderi ng how nmuch coffee | had bought when Cass cane in, conplaining about
the sleet.
The cook smiled to hinself and flipped a burger like a coin, as if he
was passing the time
rat her than worki ng.
I went back to ny agenda book, staring at it blankly in md-chew. | had
been prepared
to be bored here for a while, then leave, and mark it up to penance for
wanti ng Cass. But now
she was here, lively and danp and cursing. | honestly felt ny nerves tingling.
| tried to hide ny happiness, only let a bit out on nmy face, but she
grinned widely and
smacked me on the shoulder and | felt ny face burning. Luckily she went
rooting for her apron
behi nd the counter, and ny blush had cooled by the tine she popped her head up
agai n.
"What's your nane, anyway?" she said as she tied a bow behind her back
"Ryan," | said, closing my agenda book. | wished I hadn't. | felt Iike
that action said,
*Let's have a conversation, now that you have disrupted me* . And that the
book itself
(University of Toronto enbl azoned on the cover) singsonged, *Look,l'ma
smarty-pants stu-
dent!*
"Cassandra," she said, offering a hand that was chilled and danmp. |
mentally rewote
Cass as Cassandra in the bl ackboard of mny brain.
"Ahh, your hand is so warm" she said. "So, Ryan, have you lived in this
frozen
wast el and all your life?"



I thought she neant Canada. "Um yes. \Wat about you?"

"Vancouver, until about two years ago." | could tell that she was goi ng
to regale ne
about the beauty of Lotusland, where it never snows and pot grows between
cracks in the
sidewal k. | steeled nyself, waiting for the Cich, Train to pulp ne.

"Only on the nastiest of days do | miss the weather there. Van winters
are hell. It's dark
and wet for four nonths, and it's like this mass experinent in |ight
deprivation. People wilt."

She | ooked around the diner. Except for nme, it was enpty. "' Course,
nmean- ass days
have their plusses."

"Way' d you come to Toronto?" | said. She sat down and spun around on a
count er
stool two away from ne.

"Well, ny band broke up here, md-tour. Plus | wanted to live for a

while in a place
ot her than Vancouver, and Toronto seened as good a place as any."

"What band?"

"Fuck You, M. Man."

| stared at her.

"Never heard of it, eh?"

"Ch! That's the nane! | thought | was being too nosy."

She | aughed. "It's funny we didn't get that reaction nore often, but we
were wel |
known in the hardcore scene.”

"Li ke hardcore punk rock?"

She nodded.

"\What happened on tour?" | asked, thrilled to have her ear for so |ong.
| had the
uncanny sensation of being the shy guy in the novie, who, because of a
di saster or an alien
i nvasi on or some other happy circunstance, is trapped with a beautiful girl in
a diner or an
abandoned ci nema. They pass the tine by telling each other stories, dancing to
ol d j ukebox
tunes, and necki ng.

Then Frank shuffled in and ruined it all. He pulled his Maple Leafs
toque off his pink
head and despite ny nmental conmmand of *counter, counter, counter,* he took a
tabl e. Coot.

The stool squeaked when she stood. My plate glinted greasily under the
lights, as a
good di ner plate should, and I tilted ny head slightly to see if the
refracti on woul d reveal snall
t hi ngs about the future.

The man held up a jar with a | abel reading "Bug Cenetery."” It even had a
little
gravestone on it.

Ken | aughed and whi spered, "This guy is great. He's so *deep* about the
whol e thing."

| nodded and sniled, but | was a bit annoyed. It was definitely catering
to children, and
| had called ahead to nake sure it wasn't going to be a kiddie thing. But Ken
and | were the
only attendees whose feet weren't dangling, and the territory he was goi ng
over was very
famliar to ne.



"They have a tiny kingdom of their own, these little critters, so don't
t hi nk you own
them They m ght bring back an arny of their friends and attack you sonme day!"
The man's face
was pouchy but quite lively, and his little talk was better than average. It
was funny (well, eight-
year-ol d funny) and taught that the insect world was to be marvelled at, not
j ust observed.

Ken was watching the kids in the audi ence, nostly. Mking faces at one
of them | was
gl ad he wasn't bored silly, because it wasn't possible to | eave that small
room wi t hout feeling
like a jerk.

But it was al nost over, and the nman was taking questions. One boy, his
face engulfed in
gl asses, asked if it was OK to play with bugs, does it hurt then? Ken, |ooking
at the kid, said
*aw, what a cutie* to ne.

"I don't know for sure, but I don't think so. I'Il tell you what ny
gr anddaught er does.
When she digs in the garden, she finds these June bugs sl eeping just under the
surface -- they go
there when it's cold, you see, 'cause it's warner there. She picks themup and
puts themin her
pockets," he mined putting sonething in his cardigan pocket, and patting it
very gently, "and
then she goes inside and takes them out and plays with them They're sleepy,
but then they
warm up and frisk around, and when she gets tired of

playing with them she goes and tucks theminto their dirt beds." The
children brayed
with delight at this last inage and the kid with the question | ooked happy.

"Do bugs eat people?" was the next question. It cane froma big kid who
knew better.
The old man's answer was pretty honest, although he nade parasites sound |ike
pets.

A few nore questions and then it was over. At forums |like these | would
usual I y chat
with the speaker, get a feel for how adventurous and open-mi nded he was. Every
so often 1'd

run into a rogue scientist this way, willing to entertain even the nost absurd
of questions, and |I'd
offer my lab assistance. I'd usually find out, through gradual prods and such
that their open-
m ndedness only extended so far -- so | couldn't trust them ultimtely. Not
wi th the questions
had.
But this guy seened small-fry. | had heard that he was involved with

some pretty

groundbr eaki ng stuff concerning insect nyths, and I knew | had heard his nane
before, but it

| ooked li ke he was nore into the children angle. Still, | didn't like to think
of this as a total waste

of time, so | scribbled up a note with ny nunber onit. Hs fans, a tall girl
with a grave face and

the little boy with the gl asses, had books for himto sign. | passed the note
to himover their
heads and left. | glanced back through the wi ndow and saw the little boy

maki ng tiny adultlike
gestures with his hand as his nother beanmed on with pride.



"So you're a real bug scenester,"” Ken said. "I knew you were into them
but you're like
a nover and shaker."

"Alittle bit," | said. W had gone to a restaurant to get out of the
cold and to fill Ken's
belly. He was a vegetarian, so he was eating some noodley stuff. | hadn't been

here before but
could read by the backwards name in the window that it was called Kensington
Bakery.

"I'"ve been interested in the Little Kingdomsince | was a kid. | know
nost of the people
inthe city who are involved with the subject, met them over the years. There
aren't really all that
many. That Crawford guy just noved to the city, so | wanted to check him
out."

Ken was deep into his noodles, so as he nodded they bobbed up and down.
He was
one of the few people who didn't look at ny interest in insects as an extended
chi | dhoodi sm or
an odd fetish. He had a nmind that was free of the dust and grinme that nost
peopl e accunul ate
over twenty years, quick to dream and | augh and slow to judge. He had ol d- nan
hair, white-
blond, with crinkly, w de, youngster-eyes.

"I like buggies. They're nice. | think I'd like sone to eat right now "
he sai d, gnashing at
hi s noodl es.

"Wul d you eat bugs?" | asked, thinking about the vegetarian thing.

"I'f they were baked in a nice cake, | would."

| batted a salt shaker back and forth. | had already gotten ny caffeine
fix, and couldn't
really afford to be buying stuff all the time. Luckily, batting a salt shaker
back and forth was free
in nmost pl aces.

A guy with a tuft of blue hair passed by the w ndow and waved at Ken,
not stopping

but smling. "That crazy Mark . . . he'll catch his death of cold," said Ken.
"Ch . . . you net
Mark . . . didn't you?"

"Don't think so."

"At Maxwell's party. Last . . . oh, maybe you weren't there. He goes

around with my
other friend Valerie."

I remenbered neeting Valerie. It was hard to inagi ne her beside the guy
who had j ust
passed the wi ndow. Then again, Cassandra and | were hardly tw ns separated at
birth, so that
line of thought ended up giving ne a hypo of hope.

"She does a poetry zine, too." He nentioned the nane.

"Never heard of it," | said.

"That's 'cause you're a jerky boy. She's published sone of my pictures
init."”
"Everyone's published your pictures."
"Yep, there's a lot of dopes out there," Ken said with a laugh. "I told
you about the
Random House deal |y, right?"

| shook ny head.

"Ch! Well, they want to publish the *Definitive Baby Sneaky 5000* ," he
sai d, making



| oopy quote marks with his fingers.

"You're kidding! That's incredible, man!" | was amazed, jeal ous and
amazed agai n.
Ken had been publishing a comc for about a mllion years that he gave out for

free, a nmystic
phot ocopy sandw ch containing flashes of political fierceness and genuine
oddity.

"Boy, was | surprised. | don't even have themall. | try to keep one of
each but
sonmetines | give themall away by accident,’
of raw veget abl es.
"Ww, this pepper is so fresh," he nmunbl ed, his eyes w dening.

he said, spearing his side order

| was a bit baffled. "So have you signed . . . contracts and stuff? How
did they find out
about you?" | couldn't imagi ne how they saw Ken's bl ack-and-white draw ngs as
a mar ket abl e
conmodi ty.

"No, it's still being worked out. They'll probably pull out,” he said
wi t hout appar ent
concern. "They're just trying to get deals with artists that are doing simlar

stuff to Pal aver."

"Who?"

"The guy who does all the anvil things. You renmenber, | showed you sone
of his stuff

it's in this crazy colour spattering. | know | showed you."

I was watching the girl behind the counter sell someone some seed cake.
She was
attractive, her Cantonese-accented voice was really |loud, and her nail polish
was sparkly. "If
you say so." | |ooked back at Ken. "Do you see her nail polish?"

He | ooked back and we admired it in tandem |t was silver

He turned again towards ne. "So |'mreading this book by this guy, Genet
-- it's
wi cked. It's got these thieves

We tal ked for a few hours after that, about w cked thieves and ot her
t hi ngs.

When | arrived at the London bus ternminal, | |ooked for the Scary Bus
Lady, who was
the person at the counter who al ways seened to be staring at you. A quick
survey anong
regul ar bus users had revealed that | wasn't the only one to | ook up and find
her dull gaze
| ocked on ny eyeballs. Except, however, when you were buying a ticket -- then
it was nearly
i npossible to catch her eye. As | wal ked through the station she cane out of
the back and it
actually took four seconds (I counted) for her to start staring. | added this
information to ny
mental file marked Bus Lady, Scary.

Dad was standi ng beside the car in the parking lot, facing away. He
stuck up above the
cars like a pin marking a location on a map. Usually, he had the newspaper
spread out on the
roof -- but today he was just | ooking out onto the road.

"What's up, Sid?" | said loudly, making himjerk. "The paperboy
bl ackl i st you agai n?"

He nmunbl ed sonmething | didn't hear and got into the car

| opened the door and saw today's *London Free Tinmes* on the seat.
picked it up



and got in, thinking as | did that it was odd he had brought it but hadn't
read it. | reached
around and buckl ed in, glancing over at Dad when | did so.

He was hol ding the steering wheel tightly and staring straight ahead.
H s eyes were
squi nched up, like the Iight was too bright or he was bracing for a punch. He
said, "Your nom
has breast cancer."

| 1 ooked down at the paper in ny lap. On it, there was a nan besi de an
oversi zed

cheque giving the canera a thunmbs-up. | heard the click of the belt buckle and
the car starting.
"Are they . . . sure?" | asked.

Dad nodded. "Pretty sure." He put his hand on the parking brake and then
took it
away. "Are you ready?" he asked me, his hand just lying there. "I nean
we can . "

"No, I'"'mready," | said.

H s hand nmoved back, and | watched it go about its work for a while
until it came to
rest on the steering wheel. | didn't want to | ook out the wi ndow at the wash
of novenent, for
obscure reasons, and | ooked down at the man on the newspaper instead. He was a
lottery
wi nner, the caption said, and | could see why Dad woul dn't want to read about
somet hing |ike
that at a time like this.

Dad made a sound like he was clearing his throat, but it m ght have been
hal f a cough. |
wai ted, but he didn't say anything. | asked, "How | ong have you known?"

"She found out this norning. Your nomcalled you, but you weren't in."

| was glad | hadn't known before. The bus ride would have been hell
I nstead of

| ooking forward to a nice neal and maybe a bath, | woul d have been picturing
nmy nother's
funeral .
W rolled up to the house. | |ooked at it, bright and nornal, and
coul dn't think of
anything. | got out before he parked in the garage and stood there tw sting
t he paper into a thick
roll. He energed fromthe garage and we went in together

Lisa sat there, flipping through a fashi on nmagazi ne, her black hair | ank
and listless. "Hi,"
she said, fairly normally. | could see she had been crying, though
*] should have tried harder. | should have* nade *her stop snoking.*
"You shoul d be hel ping your nother," Dad said, starting to get a little
mad.
"She said she was fine."
| realized that Momwas cooking. | was horrified. | went into the
ki tchen. She was
pul ling a roast out of the oven

"Hell o, Rye, supper'll be on in five mnutes. You're just in tine."
She | ooked normal, which was nmore than | could say about Dad or Lisa.
"Mom you
shoul dn't be exerting yourself. | mean, Dad said . . ." My voice hitched and

knew that it would
crack if | pushed it on
Mom | ooked at me with a sad smle, as if | was the one suffering, and
hel d ny hand. |
t hought again about all the tines we tried together to get her to stop snoking



and started to cry.

"Ch," she said, hugging ne. "Don't."

Li sa burst out crying and hugged the two of us. Dad stood nearby, a
stubby gl ass in one
hand.

When Mom spoke again, her voice was thick. "I feel fine. You don't think
| want to eat
your father's cooking, do you?"

Li sa laughed at this, alittle hysterical. "Like . . . remenber the
charcoal burgers?" W
all laughed a little at that infamus nmoment in Slint famly history, and even

Dad's grimface
cracked a little.
Mom gave us one | ast squeeze and said, "Let me finish dinner. Can you
get those
veggi es sliced, Lisa?"
Li sa feigned reluctance, her face puffy with tears, then opened up the
kni fe drawer.
Dad and | noved out into the living room | wanted to ask hi mabout the
tunour but |
knew Mom woul d hear, and | should really ask her. It was hers, after all.
"How d your midterns go?" said Dad, sitting on one side of the couch
| took the other side. "Not bad. Haven't got the results back yet, but
the only one I'm
worried about is bio."

"The bug course . . . yep, one of the things you learn is," Dad paused
to turn towards
me and make sure | was listening. | already knew what he was gonna say. "
that sone

subj ects are very interesting, but you don't want to actually study them" |
had expressed this

sentiment a few nonths ago, worded slightly differently, and now it was being
| aid before nme as

a new found pearl of wisdom | sinply smled and nodded, because if | said
anyt hi ng, he'd say:
*No! Huh, maybe you're right -- you knew what you were tal king about! Got your
noggi n from
yer dad* . | rem nded nyself howrare it was to have a father that actually
*|i st ened*

"And wor k?" | returned.

"Not bad, pretty good . . ." School -- check, work -- check. It was a
ritual that could
have been hollow, but it had the creany filling of genuine caring. "They said

there shouldn't be a
problem getting sone time off to be with your nom"

It was amazi ng how her sickness could even change the school / wor k
conversation, the
nost routine of routines. | realized that every di scussion we'd have from now
on woul d contain
this know edge just bel ow the surface.

*How | ong?* | thought. *How | ong would it take?* *How | ong did she
have?*

My thoughts must have been on ny face, because Dad put a hand on ny
shoul der. |
caught a whiff of whisky as he | eaned towards me, and his squeeze was a bit
too hard. He
si ghed, then stood up and went into the kitchen

I was alone in the room | ooking around at the things that Mom had
chosen years ago. It
occurred to ne that coffee table was appallingly '70s, and | realized that I



had never consi dered
the furniture on any |evel except *our hone's furniture* . My sister cane in
and caught ne
staring at the coffee table. Instead of bugging nme about it, she just sat
down.
"So the Scary Bus Lady wasn't |ooking at me," | said suddenly, grateful
for the
unbi dden topic but not really able to sunmon a | ot of enthusiasmfor it.
"Were you buying a ticket?"
"No, this was today. She just came out of the back, though. It took her
four entire
seconds to | ock on."
"I think she just stares at everyone who comes in."

"Yeah." | shifted unconfortably. My back was still sore fromthe ride
up. | wondered if
| had tine for a bath before dinner, but then Mom came out. Mom who despite
having a
cancer grow ng inside her and probably wanting a cigarette very badly was
still making di nner
for her lousy son, a selfish brute whose primary concern was his own mi nor
back pai n.

" Suppertimnme. "

My nom s cancer changed ny tel evision viewing patterns profoundly. | was
in the habit

of flicking on the tube and surfing while eating dinner: a little bit of the
news, a little bit of a
fashion show, a little bit of the *Sinpsons* rerun and then | was usually
done. | figured it was
better to sanple snmall bits of crap rather than to eat a whole nmeal from one
pile.

The first day | was back from London | hunkered down in front of the
tube with ny
macaroni and cheese and flicked it on. | was going back and forth, trying to
find sonet hing
interesting and artsy on the brainer channels, and passed the operation
channel twi ce.

On the first pass | caught the words *di agnosed with breast cancer.* MW
hear t beat
speeded up as | flicked past ten channels on autonmatic before stopping on a
nmusi ¢ vi deo.

*]1 wonder why soneone dying of a terninal disease agrees to be ogled by

gawker s?
How much do they get? Are operations that expensive in the States?*
| ate ny macaroni. | thought about all the good food nmy nmom nade for ne,
and how |
was wasting all her efforts by eating this |azy processed crap. | flicked away

fromthe video
where a nman with a bubble guitar was sol oing, sped past the operation channe
and | anded on a
cartoon. But the bright sugarworld couldn't erase the glinpse | got of scal pe
cutting into breast.

As | watched *Sailor Mon* for the first tine, this is what | was
t hi nking: *How will ny
not her, who can't bear being seen in public w thout her nake-up, deal with a
m ssi ng breast?

Why shoul d she have to endure something that she'll find so disgraceful ? Were
is the justice in
t hat ?*

| remenbered Mom hol ding nme up and turning on the water in a hospita



bat hroom |

was crying fromthe need to pee, a thirteen-year-old man-child with his
tonsils newy renpved

and swayi ng fromthe anaesthetic. Mom snoothed down ny hair and called ne Ryan
O Brian

like she did when | was a kid and it nade me feel |ess ashamed because it's K
i f your nmom

sees your thing when you're a kid, it's K if you cry, and Mom feeds you

sher bet when you're

a kid.

"I am Sail or Moon, chanpion of justice and fighter of evil -- and that
neans you,
Negaverse slime! Prepare to be punished!"

| liked this tough-talking little manga girl. | put my clicker down.

W stopped by Sok after class. Cassandra was working in another section

Mary got

mnt tea -- she foll owed sonme routine, a seven-herbal -brew cycle. | didn't
know how she kept

track.

"Don't you worry that you're using sonme val uable part of your brain for
t hat ? That

you' re using synaptic energy for sonething that is essentially useless?" | was
j eal ous, of course.

"It's not useless," she said, her eyebrows crinping. "It keeps ny pal ate
fresh.

Everything loses its magic, even Chamonile." She breathed the word like it was

a | over's nane.

"But Chamonile is three teas away . . . there's still Raspberry, Licorice, and
Peppermnt . "

"No, | understand that . . . but you could keep it on sone scrap of
paper instead of
filling up brain cells."

"I remenber things wthout trying. Like your phone nunber, 535-6222.
I'"ve called you
at home -- what? Once or tw ce?" She shrugged

This disturbed me. | was conpletely reliant on my phone book and want ed
ot her
people to be similarly dependent.

"It doesn't take any energy," she said.

"Ah," | said, pointing at her with nmy spoon, "no *detectabl e* energy.
Your brain,
however, nust have finite resources, don't you think?"

"I *think* she is wildly attractive,"” Mary said quietly, nodding at

Cassandra. "l must tip
my hat, sir. | expected sone binbo."
"Real ly?" | said, flattered *and* hurt.

"You' d be surprised at how many of ny nmale friends tout sone beer
commer ci al babe
as Aphrodite rising." She scrutinized Cassandra, who was across the
restaurant. "Think she's a
dyke?"

"No," | said too quickly, a chill hand fondling ny stomach.
"She kinda dresses like one, all sloppylike. Well, you'll find out. And
report back to

me. Right?"

| nodded, numbly. WAs she interested for me? O for herself? WAs she
hi nting at
somet hing? Should | ask, or what? It didn't nmatter to nme, either way. | had

never known any



honbsexual s in London, so | didn't know what they dressed like or really
anyt hi ng about them
except for novie stereotypes.

"91887542," she said, and took a sip of her tea.

*Was that sonme kind of code?* My nouth opened and cl osed.

"Your student number. Remenber that time you were inquiring about
dr oppi ng bi o, and
t hey asked for your nunber?" She tapped her head and smled. "Now you don't
think |
menori zed that on purpose, did you?"

"How much did you study for the bio mdtern?" | said, thinking of the
all-nighters I'd
pul | ed over the years.

"I learned long ago never to disclose that information," she said
airily, "lest | be
| ynched. "

Frank cane in and unwound the huge scarf that held his golf hat in
pl ace. He apparently
had a new hat for each day. An old couple waved to himand he smled weakly as
he shuffled to
his counter seat.

"How s an oldster like that wal k around on a day |ike today?" Mary
asked. "Hi s bones
must be thin little icicles.”

"Frank nakes it out nobst days. This is where he gets his Ovaltine. Been
drinking it for
t he past sixty years."

"There's no pal ate variation *there* ,

Mary sai d di sapprovingly.

"Nope. "

"I have to tell you something, Ryan," Mary said, all of a sudden

| raised my eyebrows. *Is this where she tells me that she's --*
"I"'mgoing to snoke a cigarette.”

| took a sip of coffee. |I couldn't believe it. "My nomi s got breast

cancer."

She got up. "Now | really need a snoke."

| sat there while she went to the counter and bought a box of |owtar
death. | watched
as she sat down and opened it up. | waited till she inhaled, then began. "I
went back to London
| ast nonth. She had just had her physical, and they found a tunmour on her
breast that . . . wasn't
beni gn." For sone reason | couldn't bring nyself to say *malignant*

Mary carefully blew the snmoke away from ne, watching me with round
sympat hy eyes.

"Anyways, she's in a good nobod. She nmade an amazing trifle for dessert.”
*What t he
hell did that matter?*
* * "How s your sister handling it?"

"Fluctuating between hysteria and ignoring it."

"Sounds like the normal routine," she said, managing to inject synpathy
into the cold
fact. "You feel guilty, right?"

| nodded.

"My brother was the guilty one in our famly. He had tried to help Dad
to quit every
Father's Day." Mary's dad had died | ast Christnmas, and she had borne it with
har d- headed
sadness. | didn't know her as well then, but | renenbered being in awe of her
hurmour and
strengt h.



"I keep saying to nyself, 'One nore time mght have done it. One nore

time.""
"Stop it!" Mary gave nme an angui shed, annoyed | ook and waved her

cigarette. "You
know how stupid that is. You can't control the actions of others. You were
there for her, but
she made her choices. Now let it go, you self-obsessed fuck." She stabbed out
her cigarette.

She was right, of course. It had very little to do with Mom or even the
i dea that she
was dying -- | hadn't even begun to deal with that. It was about M, about ny
frustration at not
being able to control ny | oved ones.

"Plus -- it's not even necessarily fromsnmoking. It's not lung cancer."
Mary | ooked
sonbrely at the shape of her cigarette. "I appreciated your support when
tried to quit, but it
can't come fromoutside. |'ve been buying a pack a week for the last nonth."
"Which is better than a pack a day," | said to hide ny shock
"Yeah, but it looks like it'll work back to that. A few nore a day .
you know. "
The guy who was waiting on us swng by on refill duty. | poured a packet

of sugar into
nmy coffee, then put it on the pile of enpties.

"Holy, talk about addictions,"” Mary said, counting them "They're |ike
scal ps, or anima

skins . . . sugar skins." She lit up another snoke.

"Yeah, |I"'mup to about four cups a day. Six sonmetines. But |'mstarting
to worry about
ny bl adder."

"U cers?"

"You can get ulcers in your bladder?" | said, horrified.

She shrugged.
"It's just that | drink water with coffee, to counteract the dehydration
effects. But | take
a dozen pisses in a day. Sonmetines twice in an hour. I'mjust worried |'l
wear out ny
equi pnent, you know. "
"l have to --"
"Me first," | said, |eaping up and heading for the washroom
I returned to our table and relieved Mary. The diner was getting a
little busy as
di nnerti me approached. Mary's fries arrived, and | debated whether it would be
steal i ng when |
knew t hey would be freely offered to ne. The debate lasted until | finished
salting them
"Your friend left,’

Mary said as she sat down. She took a fry. "W nked

at ne and
wal ked out the door."
"Sure she wasn't winking at the place where | was |ast seen?" | said

flippantly, but felt
di sappoi nted. My plan had been to ask her out today, and find out if she was
i nterested once

and for all, damm it. | was going to follow Mary out, lag a little behind,
then casually pop the
question. | figured having Mary there was a plus -- she would see that | had

friends, at least. |
al nost always canme in there alone, and | was worried that | seened like a
| oser.
"I was gonna ask her out," | said, pronouncing *ask* |ike *axe* to show



how casual |
was.

"Too bad you didn't let me go first,"
right by the
table on the way to the door. Then | wouldn't have had that little accident on
nmy way to the
Little Grls' Room Watch your step on the stairs next tine you use the
facilities" -- she |ooked
at her watch -- "which should be like, five mnutes fromnow, eh?"

"Do bl adders-the-size-of-walnuts run in the famly?" | pondered.

"What the hell is that on your finger?" Mary asked, ignoring ne.

"It's a Sailor Moon ring. | got it for a buck." As if the cheapness of
it excused anyt hing.

Mary | ooked di sgust ed.

"Look, have you ever even seen the show?" | appeal ed, hiding ny hand
under the table.
"It's about Grl Power. She's a bit whiny, sure, but who wants another grim
her o?"

"W should go." Mary | ooked at her watch.

"They al nost al ways beat the nonsters w thout any hel p from Tuxedo Mask,
t he boy --
they're *scary* nonsters, too. They have to overcome their fears and anxieties

she said vindictively. "She wal ked

Mary got up and put on her jacket. "The sexy little kilts are key in
st oppi ng the

monsters, | suppose.”
"Al'l school girls look like that in Japan!"
She smled and said sweetly, "I prefer girl heroes based on the

Amazoni an nodel --
worren who woul d cut off a breast so they could draw a bow faster.'

"Ahh!" 1 said. Nothing else came to mnd. W paid and left. Mary pointed
at the
streetcar coning to a halt. | nodded and she ran off.

"Bring ne the head of Sailor Mon!" she called out, and di sappeared into
the streetcar.

| was wal king to the grocery store when | saw her comi ng towards ne, her
eyes floaty.

"Hey Cassandra," | said, alittle too |oudly.

She | ooked around and settled on ny face. "Hello." Her smle was slow to
come, but
steady, and | stopped. She stopped too, and we half turned to face each other

"On your way to work?" | inquired, unable to pull anything meaningful
from the brain-
hi ve.

She nodded, still smiling. She smpoothed sone of her curly hair behind an
ear.

"Huh," | said. Pause. "You working this weekend?"

"Nope. | get every third weekend of f."

"You feel |ike going dancing?" | wanted to dance a little, as a sanple,
but ny body was
| ocked.

"Un. . . OK" Her eyes watched mne with a disconcerting cal nmess.

| broke our eye contact, |ooking for the off-camera cue cards that would
feed ne ny
next line. "Friday?" | eventually inprovised.

She started to wal k away. "OK. Meet ne at work. | get off at nine."

| nodded, realized she couldn't see ne, and called out "Sure." She had
turned her head
in the pause between noddi ng and speaking, and then turned it back



Sonething in that noverment, beyond the way it sprayed her curls, was
beauti ful .
O herwise | mght have interpreted her few words and abrupt departure as
i ndi fference. A song
| had heard earlier that day rose in nmental volume, its wonderful cheesy
stupidity.

| bought ny vegetables with vigour that day.

* *

* What the hell was | thinking?* | thought as | held the spaceship door
open for
Cassandra. | entered behind her,

with as nuch enthusiasmas | would have if there had been an anal probe
wai ting for
ne.

The creative minds behind the Mthership club hadn't gone *that* far to
recreate the
ET experience, however. | caught a glinpse of whipping |ights beyond the
silvery-walled foyer
we were in. | checked ny coat and Cassandra did the sane, and | got to see for
the first tine
what she wore outside of work. Fromthe top: hair corralled in a scrunch
scant make-up, a T-
shirt that said "Fuckf*ce" and sweat pants of undesignated brandage. And her
everyday fl at

sneakers, which pleased me. | considered high heels a small step away from
Chi nese f oot
bondage.

"Shall we?" Cassandra said, nodding at the door. My brain, right then
beating itself for
not asking her to a novie instead, was suddenly anaesthetized by her cool, and
| followed her
into the club.
Peopl e had heard the call of the alien, apparently. The place was
oct agon- shaped, with
a huge saucer as the roof. In the centre of it was the di stended control booth
fromwhich the DJ
presided. Along the sides were the bar and large, pill-shaped capsul es.
"I suddenly remenber that the guy who reconmended this place is a huge
*X-Fil es*
fan," | yelled to Cassandra over the bass. She | aughed, and we noved deeper
Movi ng through a dance floor thick with people requires a certain
fi nesse. A dance-
wal k is required, since a normal-wal k breaks the collective behaviour, and
this is rude. It helps if
a girl |eads, because she can blaze a trail wi thout sparking aggression
When she reached a certain density of dancers, we gently asserted our
space and
started to get funky. It was a fuzzy techno beat, and it had a few grooves to
choose from |
pi cked the one in the mddle and junped in.
| |1 ooked around. She had led us to a good spot -- |ike being surrounded
by trees in a
forest, it was nice to be surrounded by dancers. \Wen you couldn't see the
bored sideliners,
taki ng petulant pulls at their beers, you could al nost believe the whol e pl ace
-- nay, the whole
world -- was kickin' up its heels.
| admit to a love of dancing. It is one of the few communal activities |
i ndulge in. Despite
the grim |l ooks of many of my fellow dancers, | usually smle, and was sniling



when | | ooked
over at Cassandra.

Luckily she was a smler too.

| had thought she would be. | renenbered the snile she wore when she
wal ked al one. |
tried not to stare at her, and not stare anywhere else in particular. Even if
| was staring at a spot
that she couldn't see, she might think I was checki ng sonmeone else out. It was
a conplicated
busi ness.

The guy next to nme felt he needed a little nmore roomthan he was
getting, his stubbly
head bopping angrily. Since | had space to one side, | let himhave it, though
it irked ne to do
so. Alittle while later, my hostility danced away, Cassandra pointed to one
of the pill booths. |
nodded, and we dance-wal ked of f.

In one, two guys were tentatively kissing as two girls watched and
giggled. In the next,
four guys were yelling at each other, but stopped to stare at Cassandra's
chest. At another, we
slipped in as two people slipped out.

It was warm and silvery inside the booth and snelled of netal

"Why do people wear those alien shirts to this place?" she asked,
noddi ng to the half

dozen or so within sight. "lIt's like wearing a Dracula shirt to a goth bar.
It's just overstating the
obvi ous. "

"I agree. But | don't really know why it's annoying."

"By being so obvious about it, they nmake the whole thing seemlike a fan
club. Then
everybody here, by association, is a fanboy-or-girl." She paused. "And of
course, all of themin
their Kindergarten Ts."

"I's that what they're called? | never knew. " | had, of course, noticed
t he phenonenon.
It was as if every gal's favourite T-shirt had shrunk in the wash, but they
wor e t hem anyway.

"Uh huh. | have a friend who |oves it, though. 'l have breasts! | have
breasts! And the
world finally knows it!" I, on the other hand, always wanted themto be
det achabl e. "

| smled politely and didn't nove ny eyes fromher face. "Did you know
that the
Amazon women cut off a breast so that they could draw their bows nore easily?"
| said,
t hi nking that noving from her specific breasts to breasts-through-the-ages
woul d make me | ess
anxi ous.

She winced. "That's a little too nutil atey. Maybe not detach, then --
deflate.”

| had an image of nyself blow ng into her nipple and saw "bl owup dolls"
| oonmi ng on
t he conversational horizon. Not the ideal get-to-know you di scussion

"So why did you stop touring with Fuck You, M. Man?" | said.

"Because breast-feeding on tour is a bitch."

| considered possible neanings for this. Childish band menbers needi ng
const ant
support, perhaps?

"I wasn't prepared to truck around the southern states in the sunmer



with a baby."
My mind scrambled for a nonplussed response, and cane up enpty.
"And | had had it with nost of the band, anyway. Linda -- the singer --
had treated ne
as a gender traitor ever since | decided to have the kid. Erin was cool
t hough. The drummer. |
made her the godnother. Maude ignored the whole thing and got drunk a lot."
"So you just decided to stay here? Did you even know anyone in Toronto?"
Some guy
lifted the sound-danpening curtain as | said it and | had to repeat nyself.
"Nope. Wiich was how !l liked it. Not that | was ashaned of having Jess,"
she said,
| ooking at me sharply. "It was -- well, | was having problens."
She wasn't | ooking at me now. She was | ooking out at the crowd, or
rather at the
shapes through the plasti-w ndow. Then her brow furrowed, and her jaw set, and
she told ne.
"I thought | was going crazy, and | was planning to check into a nental
institution."”
"Real | y?"
"Yeah. But | settled down once they got a new bass player and left for
Montreal . |

crashed in this punk house for a few days and then found the Sok job. | |ucked
out with areally
cool landlord, too. |I gotta get a drink, ny throat's getting sore. Want a beer

or a cola or
sormet hi ng?"

"A beer, a beer would be nice."

"I't'"ll give you tinme to process all that," she said, slipping out of the
silver pill.

*Yikes* , a part of ny brain said, *I've got a crush on a crazy punk
rock girl with a
kid. Ww, * another part said,* the stories she nust have!*

The place had gotten even busier in the meantine, and ny enpty opposite
seat got ne
plenty of nasty |ooks frompill-seekers. | w shed Cassandra had left a bag or
a coat to prove
that I wasn't a total hog. While waiting, | thought about what she had told
me, and renenbered
something 1'd heard that rang true: a person who takes you into her confidence
expects an equa
confidence in return. Not as an exchange, really, nore like a smle pronpting
a snmle.

| had only one secret, and it was a whopper

In fact, | rationalized, it was nuch nore extrene than what Cassandra
had told ne. |
had no real justification for telling her. | felt relief and di sappointment in

equal anounts, and ny
heart slowed to its regul ar speed.
"Here ya go. Hope this is OK " She had a tunbler of clear bubbly stuff,
and put the
bottle in ny hand.

"Sure is," | said as | handed her sone noney. She reseated herself and
pl ayed with the
| enon on her cup rim | took a cold slug of beer. "I hope that's not tonic

wat er .
"Nope. G nger ale."
"As long as it's not tonic water."
Alittle silence, offering her the chance to choose sone other |ine of
chat. She sat there,



a small smile on her lips, bouncing her head to the nuted spaceship throb
"So why'd you think you were nuts?" | said.
"It's a real step for me, you know," she said, somewhat to herself,
be able to
di scuss that period. To *integrate * it intomy life's history." | wanted to
sm | e encouragi ngly but
| was afraid to. Then she seened to renenber ny question. "Way did | think
was nuts

to

well. | remenber the nonment of conception, the nonent that |led to nme having
Jess. | was
i mpregnat ed by sonet hing i nhuman. Sonet hing not from Earth."

| did not excuse nyself and run for the hills, | amproud to say.

"I know how it sounds. Believe ne, I *know . It sounds |like a joke.

Knocked up by
an alien. Getting it on with the mssing link. *Really* C ose Encounters." Her
eyes showed a

sign of weariness. "I didn't see the humour of it back then. | was barely
keeping it together
when we got to Toronto -- | was visibly preggers and peopl e kept aski ng who

the father was.
Fuck, people were fucking obsessed with it! Al these radical femnists asking
t he sane question
that had been asked for *centuries* . Wio cares who the father was?"

| nodded. | could see her point.

"And every time | would trot out a lie about sone guy after a show, sone
stranger, and
people were a bit disturbed by this. But fuck it, | did sleep around quite a
ot on tour, it hel ped
keep the edge off the boredom And it could have been one of them but the
thing was, it
wasn't. It was this lum nous *creature* , this -- anyway, every tinme someone
asked nme about
the father | cane closer to cracking."

The pauses between swal |l ows of ny beer were getting shorter and
shorter.

"And it seermed |like every city had a friend or two who felt they had a
right to know all
about it. So Toronto was the last straw. | knew that Linda had a Toronto
friend of hers in mnd
to replace ne, so | just played the show on autopilot, said goodbye to Erin
and scranmed. "

She st opped, shook the ice cubes in her glass and snmiled at ne.
"Probably a bit nore
t han you expected, eh?"

| shook ny head. "I just feel |like such a kid."

"How ol d are you?"

"Twenty-two."

"So aml."
"Real ly."
"Yep."

"So after that, it was OK?"

"Nope, that's when the trouble started."

I waited.

"I had been keepi ng numb on novement and people, as well as the usua
drugs, while
on tour. When | stayed at Jason's, he was usually at work, so ny paranoid
fantasi es had full
control as soon as norning sickness had finished with me. Jason's roonmate was
this total
prick, too. He wasn't really a friend of Jason's, just a guy who had answered



an ad."

Unli ke everyone else in the city | didn't have any bad roommate stories,
so | waited for
her to get back to the main story.

"I was sure that the father was going to come back for his kid. O it
was going to kill me
on the way out, that it was going to be a green lizard type of thing. You seen
V?" She crunched
an ice cube up and swal | owed. "But nope. Nothing happened. And then |I had to
take care of
Jess, which was the best distraction that | could ask for."

"Any . . . alien characteristics?" | probed.

Cassandra | ooked at ne hard, searching ny face for an indication of
nockery. | actually
froze as she did this, feeling like a single nove could trip her enption
det ect or.

"She's an odd kid, but then again, | raised her."

| nodded. "Did it -- he -- look like that?" | tapped the table, which
had a pattern of
white alien heads on it. Afriend of mine -- the *X-Files* friend, in fact --
mai ntai ned that the
simlarity in the alien head description proved that they existed. | couldn't

have cared | ess, but
that was then.

She shrugged. "A little. Like a really crude stick-person drawi ng | ooks
hurman. " She
smled, and | relaxed a little. "The eyes were | ess buggy."

Her choice of words reninded me of ny conversational obligation. She had
told nme

somet hi ng significant about herself -- it mght not have been *verifiable* |,
but still gave nme a
privileged viewinto her life. | had to return the favour

| drained the final dribble fromthe bottle and set it aside. | told her

what | had never
told another living soul. Sonething | had only uttered al oud | ocked up in the
bat hroom and even
then with the worry that the forbidden words would rend the air.

How to say it? Transforn? Transnogrify? They all sounded |ike words from
a science
fiction story.

"I can turn into a fly."

"Ready? You don't have to go if you're not into it."

Jack was standing at my door, his eyebrows high

| closed the book | was reading and pulled nyself off ny bed. "But I
*anf into it,
Jack-0." | started putting on ny shoes.

"What's with this?" he said, pointing to ny shrine. On the wall, above
t he bl oody smear
left by the insect's passing, was a sign that read *Phil Lee: Bugkilla*
Below it was taped a
pi ece of a photo that caught Phil in a rare noment of hilarity. | had cut it
froma picture of our
housewar mi ng party.

"M. Zen was reading in here," | said, "when he took it upon hinself to
send one of the
wingSd folk to the next plane." | pulled on ny jacket.

"Asingle fly made this splatter?"

"Yep." | stood at the door, notioning himout.

He went. "W have to go to Wwo's Enma's first, all right?"



"Where?" | said, |ocking the door

"The punk store. Where the reading' s being held." W headed downstairs,
pausi ng at
Phil's room In the hushed tones of the bonb defuser, Jack said, "Phil, don't
| ook now but
there's a *fly* on your wall."

Wt hout |ooking up fromhis book Phil's hand shot out and smacked the
wal | and the
i mginary fly. Jack gave hima thunbs-up and we | eft the house.

"I"'mglad to finally see the vicious side of Phil," Jack said.

| skipped down the steps with small hops. | always |iked how the frosted
wood
squeaked, and waited, with a perverse anticipation, for the day it'd crack
under ny wei ght.
Jack checked the nail box, |ooking through sone white, bill-1like envel opes and
putting them
back. "No one | oves us."

W started wal king through the bright sun and slush. "I have to get new
shoes,” | told
Jack. "Shit. They're soaked already," | said cheerfully. | was in an

i mpenetrably good nood,
and it was because of the brisk air and the night before with Cassandra and
mar chi ng along wth
Jack- o.

Jack took a small and crunchy apple out of his pocket and handed it to
ne, renoving
anot her for hinself.

"Qooo. Thankee."

W turned onto College St. and decided to walk it rather than hop the
streetcar. W
passed by this mddl e-aged Italian guy, who stood on the sidewal k and
contenpl ated a sign
mar ki ng the end of the bike route.

When we were out of earshot, Jack said, "Did you see that guy? | want to
be that guy.
Just standing around in nmy |ounge suit, thinking about stuff. Taking a whole
nmorni ng to wal k
around the block." Jack shot a | ook back

"I"ve seen that guy before, too," | said. "Wien | was waiting for a
streetcar, | saw him
trying to use his toe to pop a juice cap up in the air. He was at it for about
ten mnutes. |
assuned he was going to get on with the rest of us, but he just stood there,
juice cap in hand,
other hand in his pocket. It was a Wednesday afternoon, and all | could think
was "Wy isn't
this guy at his job? What do you figure he does?"

Jack shrugged. "It isn't rare that sonmeone is off work, really. Wat's
weird is that he
can get into that mindstate at all. Standing there, alone but in public,

totally self-absorbed while
everyone el se is rushing around him even people that don't need to. People
like ne rushing to
soci alize, or return a book to the library."

Jack was on Unenpl oynent |nsurance, and was using it as a kind of
Alternative Arts
Grant to further the state of Canadi an poetry.

"How i s your writing going?"

"I got a few good hours in this morning. | think I may have a decent
handful by the



sunmer . "

"Huh!" 1 said. | didn't understand Jack's dedication, but | admired it
as | admired
peopl e who made things fromscratch, be it swords or cakes.

"I wanna wite poens that pop juice caps up in the air, poens that
confuse people like
me and you," Jack said. "Here it is.
with a wooden sign
t hat asked bl ankly, "Wo's Enma.
worren in | ong
flowi ng gowns, which looked a little like an ink blot test. There were a few
snokers sitting
outside at a picnic table. One of these, wearing an overcoat that nade him
| ook I'i ke a Russian
revol utionary, greeted Jack

Jack waved back and we went in. The place was postage-stanp-sized, with
shel ves
everywhere. There were a coupl e of student-Iooking kids flipping through the
Cbhs, and
someone sitting on a stool reading a book. | tried to get a look at the title
but he sort of angled it
away when he saw nme staring

Jack pointed out a guy with a blue tuft of hair who was worki ng behind
the counter. It
was Ken's friend, the guy we saw after the bug talk. "That's Mrk, but he
| ooks pretty busy
now . ." he said, |oud enough for Mark to hear. He nodded briefly, his tuft
bobbi ng, and went
back to witing a receipt.

He pointed towards a small storefront

The sign al so had two sil houettes of dancing

"So the thing is that this store has no bosses or paid enployees -- it's
totally vol unt eer
run and organi zed," Jack informed ne. | nodded and started flipping through
t he seven-inches,
amazed at how rmuch punk rock still came out on the small vinyl fornmat.

"I was at the last neeting, and all the decisions get made by consensus.
Everyone has to
agree." Jack was stressing the point and | glanced at himto fake that | was
listening. | went
back to the stacks and found what | was |ooking for: a Fuck You, M. Man
record.

The cover was a cartoon drawi ng of a highly pierced punk girl sw gging
froma Ml ot ov
cocktail and levelling a shotgun at a cop. The back had the song titles and
the credits listed
(Bass = Cass).

"Hey Jack, got 'emright here," Mark said, his customer wal ki ng towards
the door. He
pul l ed out a stack of |ine-green posters and showed one to Jack

"This |l ooks really good," Jack said, a small smile spreading on his
face. | | ooked over
hi s shoul der and shook my head.

"This won't do." | |ooked Mark in the eye. "I'm Jack's agent. You'l
have to increase
the size of ny client's name approxi mately 300 per cent. W're al so pushing
for a name change
-- something like "Jack's Night.'" | nodded and | ooked at Mark, who was al so
noddi ng.

"How about: 'You Don't Know Jack,'" he suggested.

| smled. "Riiiight. That's the stuff."

"Al'l right, why don't you wait downstairs in our Negotiation Room 1"l



send ny
Negoti ati on Experts down with their Negotiation Inplements and we'll see if we
can't snooth
out the small bumps in this agreenent.”

"Sounds *great* ," | said, nmy face plastered with a shit-eating grin.

"Jesus," Jack said, wheezing. "Too nmuch sarcasmin the air. Not enough
real oxygen."

Mark smil ed and handed hima chunk of flyers. "Think you can handle this
many?" Jack
nodded, and Mark pulled a bucket from behind the counter and a can of
condensed ni |l k, which
he opened and poured into the bucket.

As it enptied, Jack asked, "Did you do this at work?"

"Yep." He pointed to a tagline at the bottomof the flyer that read
*Unintentionally
Sponsored by Pinko's Copies.*

The nusic, pop punk wi th boyish vocal s, becane conprehensible:

I amjust a hunble man

who you could do nuch better than

still | ask respectfully

will you waste your life with ne?

| imagi ned saying that to Cassandra, and ny heart adrenaline-punped.

Jack picked up the mlk bucket and turned to nme. "Hold on a sec, let ne
get this first," |
said, laying out some cash for the record.

"An ol die but a goodie," said Mark, calculating the price. "You know
that the bass
pl ayer lives around here, now?"

"Yeah, Cassandra," | said.

"She cones out to our nmonthly meetings now and then, just to | eave us
star-struck, "
Mark said. "You guys are very welcone too, even if you're not stars. Qur next
one is February
second, the potluck starts at six."

W nodded and | grabbed the stack of flyers, Jack a staplegun and
st apl es.

"CGodspeed, " Mark said as we pushed through the door.

"o a huge cop cane up to ne and said, 'l *saw you down at the
St ock Exchange,
and |'m keepi ng an *eye* on you,
passed the picnic
table. A short black girl and a guy with hippie hair |istened, amused.

W stopped at a pole and staplegunned a flyer to it, the third and
fourth corner needing
multiple staples before it took. "Mark's a nice guy," said Jack. "He's going
out with val."

"Yeah, | think |I saw himonce before. Wth Ken. | would have introduced
nysel f, but
he didn't seemthat interested.”

Jack shook his head and smiled quietly.

"And Val does a poetry zine?" | said.

"Yeah," he said, carefully brushing some mlk on a cenent pole.
positioned it and
snoot hed it down. We stood back and | ooked at it. A corner drooped and Jack
sl apped sone
nore mlk on it until it stuck

"The Val you like?" |I prodded, pretty sure of the answer.

"Yeah," he said, brushing the next pole with | ess energy.

W passed a market stall with all kinds of nuts in partitioned boxes.
"I'"'d live right here if

the guy in the overcoat was saying as we



| was a bird," | said, nodding at an open-air display that resenbled a snmooth
mul ti col oured
pat chwork. "Free food." A sign depicted a big-bottoned fenal e peanut sassing
an admring
pi stachio with a Janmai can accent.

"How did it go with you and that waitress?" Jack said.

Four quick snaps and the flyer was up, covering up a show flyer for |ast
weekend.
"Real |y good. W went to that alien club, the Mthership, the one that used to
be Fat Gty on
Queen Weést ?"

Jack sm |l ed and shook his head no. "You forget how uncool | am" He
m | ked the side
of a *Toronto Sun* box and | flyered it.

"Anyway, | was really worried | had done the wong thing, bringing her
there. But then
we danced and it was fun . . . she was a great dancer, she smled and noved

Jack nodded and gl owed pl easure. "Ah.
"Then we sat down and talked in this little booth thing, it was like a
pod from sone
seventies British sci-fi show -- | kept expecting it to blip into a tine
corridor or shoot out into
the stratosphere. And she told me a secret and | told her one and, *wow, * it
was great." | had
been waiting all norning to tell someone, to nake it nore real by speaking it.
"You' ve got a secret?" said Jack. W were out of the market and on a
nai n
t horoughfare; a streetcar clanged as if to celebrate that fact.
"Yeah. It's a pretty good one, actually. But as you know, it's part of
the courting ritua
to take one another into each other's confidence."
"And you find it *hel ps* the courting process to reveal your inpotence?"
Jack said,
pausing to milk up a section of a bank's wall
| laughed, too hard. "Wat? *That's * not ny secret,” | said. After a
beat: "*Everyone*
knows about that!" A bank enpl oyee passed by as | was placing the poster, and
didn't even
| ook us over. "lIs this |egal ?"
Jack shrugged. "They all get torn down over a day or two. Overzeal ous
city
enpl oyees. "
"A *day* or two?" | said, discouraged. "I thought it was nore like a
week or two."
"Don't think about it. At least we didn't have to pay for the copies. A
pile like this,
col oured, would cost $20 at a cheap place. Luckily Mark works for the Man."
W switched inplenents, and | hooked the bucket on nmy wist. | took a
good | ook at
the flyer. There was a nicely reproduced picture of a girl with glasses saying
something irate to a
cromd -- a previous reading, | presuned:
FUCK LOVE
February 14
Conme out for the harshest of bitter |ove poetry, featuring Valerie,
Jack, Ken and YQU
Bring in your hate-filled screeds and join us in kicking cupid into a bl oody,
unr ecogni zabl e

pul p.



@Who's Emma, an anti-love comunity space.
| had to smile, thinking that this Valentine's Day m ght, for the first
time ever, cone

somet hing close to its hype. For ne, anyway. | brushed the next pole, using
way too much mlk
in my excitement. "Flyer nme," | said.

"Sure," Jack said, and paused. "But first, tell me what your secret is."

"Nope. "

"Then I'mafraid | won't be able to help you out with your flyer
problem No secret-
telling, no flyer-pasting."

"They're your damn flyers," | said mldly.

| sat down at the counter and watched her snall-talk with a coll ege,
f oot bal I yl i ke guy.
She gave hi m change and he gave her a dazzling snile
She wal ked back to the counter and noticed me in a doubl e-take fashion
asmle
growi ng. "Hey ya, Flyboy," she said with a happy rather than a teasing snile
"Hey, Alien Grl," | said, even if it didn't nmake sense. She was like an
alien in ny world,
an advanced species with lore and science to bestow
"Be back in a flash," she said, tossing her apron under the counter and
wal king to the
back. It was so strange to be here to nmeet Cassandra instead of just to
pat hetically admire her.
| 1 ooked around the place. It was pretty busy, but the other waitress
seemed to have it
under control. She wal ked fromone table to the other as if they were
lifeboats, tending to their
needs in a brusque but conprehensive way.
When | | ooked back | noticed the stare of the cook, who dropped the
basket of icy
fries into the oil with an om nous *tssshh* . | gave hima tight-lipped smle
and a nod and tapped
nmy hands on the counter to fake a jaunty unconcern

| wondered what was behind those eyes. | wondered if he had feelings for
Cassandra. |
experi enced a nmoment of enpathic vertigo as | inagined nyself as the Boyfriend

-- that sinister,
al pha mal e archetype | had pitted nyself against in a dozen futile battles.
The cook stepped
away fromthe grill and w ped his hands but said not hing.

Cassandra wal ked out in her plainclothes and waved to the cook, who said
goodbye in
a neutral way. W passed through a cluster of people who were reading the nenu
besi de the
door and headed for the gallery.

"So she said that there's gonna be food there,’
we wal ked.
The street was crowded, and it night have been just another |ate rush hour in
Toronto but for
the Iighting. The sunset and precipitate caused an orange cast that was
j oyously apocal yptic.
Times like this | felt that watching the world end might be fun

| noticed a line-green flyer for the reading, and realized we were in
the area that Jack
and | had postered. | was about to mention it but she spoke first, and then
forgot about it
entirely.

Cassandra nenti oned as



"I love this crazy light. | get off nost nights at six, so | can tel
when the seasons are
changi ng by the amount of l[ight | have on the way hone,’
like it when the
sun's setting now, because it feels right to have it mark the end of ny
wor ki ng day. Wen

Cassandra said. "I

there's too nmuch light, it makes ne feel like |I should do sonething -- when
it's pitch black it
makes me feel like |I've been working ny life away."

"It looks like this every night at this time?" | said, shocked. Were
had | been?

"Well, not this weird. But check out this corner," she said, stopping
nme. "The sun's
dropped behind the buildings, but you can still see it in the reflection of
that building." She
pointed, and | winced. After the burn in nmy eyes faded, | |ooked around.
Everyone was wal ki ng
around in this unearthly light like they didn't even notice it. | wondered if

it was like this in
Al aska, with the twenty-four-hour days.
"Reminds nme of the Northwest Territories," said Cassandra.
"I was just thinking about that!" | said. "Have you been there?"
"Yeah, we noved there from Wnni peg when | was six. Don't renenber too

much
about it. W were only there two years before we noved to Vancouver."

| had nade one nove, from London to Toronto. | decided not to nention
that, and

asked her about the Territories.
"We lived in acity, so it was pretty nmuch the same. The weat her was
different, and
there were nore Native people . . . there it is,
There was a sign that
read "The Sparrow Col |l ective presents *Nests*
except for a
tiny nest with an egg inside. As | watched, it jerked, and jerked again.
pointed it out to
Cassandr a.
W went into the gallery. "First priority: find the food," Cassandra
sai d wi t hout noving
her lips. "Southwest corner, forty feet from present position."
"Move, nove, nove."
The room was uncrowded, and it | ooked |like we were going to nake it.
"Cassandra," cane from behind us -- the whistle of an inconing shell.
"Go on without ne," Cassandra nmuttered. "I'll try to neet you there.
Wien it's safe.”
She turned around, and | continued my tense saunter towards the food. But |
figured I was K
-- | didn't know anyone in the art world. So | stopped to | ook at one of the
pi eces, a feather
nest with a branbly, woody robin as its occupant. It was a cocky nove, and
relished it,
stroking ny chin as | surveyed it froma few different angles. | could clearly
see pastries, *puff*
pastries on the table, and different varieties of natural juices.
| turned to make the |ast few steps.
"Ryan!" At first | thought it was ny inmagination, and | kept noving. But
a hand was
qui ckly approachi ng, and there was no escape. "Ryan, how you doi ng?" the
bearded, crazy-
eyed man asked ne as his beefy hand punped nine

pointing to a storefront.

The wi ndow di spl ay was enpty



"Just fine!" | said, wondering if enthusing over ny fineness would
convi nce this stranger
| had a clue as to who he was. Qut of focus, and out of reach, was the table,
a veritable
groani ng board of unattainable delights.

"I had heard you had nmade the nove, and | kept expecting to run into

you. "

| adjusted ny gl asses, once again w shing they had a m ni conputer built
in. *SUBJECT
| DENTI FI ED: Brian Wong* , would run across ny field of vision in glow ng
green, perhaps
suppl enented with a variety of other data (marital status, job, weapon of
choice, favourite
cocktail) that I could weave into conversation

"It's a pretty big city," | rmunbl ed.

"You know, | don't think I've seen you since nmy |ast show. The one on
bonb shelters,
you renenber that?"

Suddenly, miraculously, | did -- this was a friend of mne from London
a hi gh-school
buddy. Steve. And his bonb shelter show *was* quite menorable.

"How could | forget! The poundi ng explosions, the fury of the art
teacher . . . the
sausage rolls shaped like A-bonbs . . ." | said, looking lingeringly over at
the table.

"Yeah, those were angry days," Steve said. "And Katie outdid herself
with the food this

time -- wait till you try the scotch eggs."” | had a one-second wi ndow to junp
on that offer, and
mssed it. "But 1'd like to get your feedback. | still remenber your critique

of the | ast show, and
it really helped ne."
He led me away fromthe table and towards his piece. My dismay was
| essened by the
conpliment. "You seemto be focused on habitats, in one formor another," |
started, warm ng
to the subject.
| saw Cassandra arrive at the table, having managed to avoi d engagenent
wi t h anyone.
She shot ne a snmile, and | was happy one of us nade it, at |east.

| had the television on nute. Sailor Mercury blasted bubbles at the
pl ant thing
soundl essly but effectively.

| was on the phone to ny sister. "So she's really cool. She used to be
in a punk band,
and she's waitressing now," | said, leaving the alien baby part out. Lisa's a
little excitable.

"So when do we get to neet her?" she said, in a goofy voice.

| forked sone lettuce into ny nouth. "Right after hell freezes over," |
said calmy. "But
maybe not that soon." | took a second to appreciate the hundreds of kil onetres
t hat separat ed
me fromny famly.

"Well, it's a good thing you nmet soneone," she said. "W were begi nni ng
t o wonder
about those Toronto womnen."

I hadn't had any rel ationship news to relate since | had noved out here.
A coffee date
or two, but nothing to call home about. My sister usually took up the slack by



t al ki ng about the
guys in her life, who traditionally started off as paragons of humanity and
qui ckly devol ved to
sl eaze. No one neasured up to Dad.

An ugly thought anmbled through my mind:* If Momdied, would Dad start
dati ng?* It
suddenly started a slideshow of Dad at the beach with a binbo, Dad dancing in
a shiny hipster
shirt, Dad running through the snow and | aughing wi th some ot her woman.

"I's Dad drinking?" | said in an effort to derail the horrible train of
t hought that woul d
end with Dad doing the nasty.

It nust have sounded sudden, because Lisa paused before she answered.
"Well, he

was, at the beginning. But he's slowed down now Still a lot, nore than
bef ore, but not super-
serious."
"Huh." 1 didn't want to ask how Mom was, and nothing el se was inportant,
so there

was a pause. Sailor Mon was eating sone cake in exaggerated cartoon fashion
and her talking
cat, Luna, | ooked on di sapprovingly.

"Huh," Lisa said back. "Well, I'Il tell themyou called."
There was a knock on the door. "Come," | said, in my best Picard voice.
"Yeah, get

themto give me a call when they have a chance.” Phil came in, and sat down in
front of the TV.
"OK, give Cassandra a kiss for ne.
"Yeah, whatever," | said, a grin crawing over ny face, enjoying and
nortified by ny
sister's |aneness. "Later."
"Byye."
| hung up and Phil | ooked back at me with his dark eyes. "Turn it up
turn it up." |
unnmuted it. Phil |ooked back. "Did you know that one of the biggest audi ences
for this showin
Japan are mal es aged ei ghteen to twenty-four?"
"Real | y?" | said through a mouthful of raw cauliflower. That was
di sappointing -- | had
relished the idea that | was evadi ng ny denographic destiny. The ads for toys
bet ween
cartoons were anusingly ineffective, although | nmust adnmit | had bought nore
than one Nerf
product in the last two nonths.
"They cut out all the ass shots for the North Anerican audi ence, of
course, and the gay
subtexts. That's why the shows are short enough for the 'Sailor Says
do-goodie bit at the end,
whi ch al so satisfies the educational content |aws."
"Why do you think I have to eat, watch TV and tal k on the phone at the
sane tine?" |
suddenly nused. "Why do | require three different sinultaneous stinmuli?"
"Your vacuous western culture has necessitated the endl ess chatter of
t he nonkey mi nd.
Al white folk are thrall to it," Phil said conversationally. He w ped a bit
of dust off the screen
"As you are in thrall to Sailor Mon, it seens."
"But as you see, | amfocused on this single stimulus, getting as cl ose
as | can without
suffering radiati on burns.

And it was true. His big head was entirely



bl ocki ng t he screen.
"While carrying on a conversation with ne."
"True," he conceded. "As well as wearing a cock ring."

"Can you never, never, *never* say that again," | said, carrot in hand.
Phil shrugged and smled. "Ckily-dokily."
I chewed on nmy carrot and asked, "lIs it the one you bought at that

vendi ng machi ne?
Prom sing *Pure Animal Pl easure?"*

"Nope. | lost that in Melissa's car.” Phil and Melissa went out.
"Packagi ng and all."

*"What ?" *

"Then she gave the car to her dad . . . he cleaned it out before it was
sold."

Melissa's dad didn't approve of Phil. It was hard to inagi ne what he
woul d do when
faced with this nefarious toy. I would have nmade a joke -- it was a topic with
veritabl e joke
| andmi nes -- but ny enpathic response to the drana and the horror left ne
utterly speechl ess.

*Sai | or Moon* was done. Phil started flipping through channels. "I don't

know for sure.
I may have lost it in ny roomat my moms place, but that's al nbst as bad."

It couldn't be as bad as the scene that was formng in nmy mnd -- a fat,
tired, nostly
facel ess old Italian man dustbusting the upholstery on his hands and knees and
com ng across
the poorly printed but utterly explicit pink packaging. Picking it up in his
sausage fingers,
squinting at it, flinging it out of the car with a squeak. Trying to continue
cl eani ng the car, but
wi th haunted eyes, |ooking up and beseeching his god once in a while. For ne,
this scene was
real .

"Who knew t he chaos you were unleashing with the turn of a vendi ng
machi ne knob?"

said. "It was as if it was attached to sone huge nachinery of fate."
Phil snorted.
"Way did you --" *buy it anyway* died on ny lips as | remenbered why.

"Some *idiot* kept saying | should buy it. That since it was nade in
Korea it was ny
nati onal duty. 'People in the marital aids industry have to eat,' the idiot
said."

"Shouldn't listen to those idiots," | munbl ed.
Phil | ooked back at me with silent eyes. He | ooked back at the TV.
" Not hi ng

happened, anyway. It was a few weeks ago."
| didn't know whether to be relieved or disappointed.

| was passing by Mracle Wash one day and |l ooked in to see if it was
dirtier than it was
cl ean. Soneone with Cassandra's hair was doing her laundry. | chastized nyself
for turning
everyone into Cass, but then she turned around and waved.

"Hey, cutes," she said, opening the dryer door. "lI'msorry | had to
| eave the gallery so
suddenly. "
| sat down on the bench. "Well, you had already eaten your fill, so why

not ?" |
attenpted an unhappy | ook that probably failed to conceal ny pleasure at (a)
bei ng cal | ed



*cutes* and (b) the beauty of the chance encounter. Mracle Wash, i ndeed.
"Tell me you got one of the huge pastries." She flopped the |aundry on
the counter and

used her hand to show nme just how big they were. "Wth the raspberry filling?"
Her eyes were
rapture.

"I got one cracker," | said. "One *dry * cracker. No juice or beer was
left by the tine |
got there."

She sat down beside ne, waving a fly away from her clothes. "I never
kill themafter

what you told ne. When are you going to prove it to nme, anyway?"
| shrugged nonchal antly, but nmy heart speeded up. "Wenever you like."

"I mean, |'d prove what | told you, but | can't. But you can actually do
it infront of ne,
ri ght?"

"More or less," | said. "What are you doi ng toni ght?"

She was caught off guard. "Tonight? Well, actually, ne and Jess -- ny
kid -- hang out

on Sunday nights. Watch TV." She scratched her head. "Unless you'd . . . like
to nmeet her."
"Well, if | wouldn't be intruding . . ." | said

"Nope. W just watch a couple of hours of *Sailor Mon* episodes. She
likes to
watch themw th nme. Do you know t he show?"

| showed her ny Sailor Scout ring, wordlessly. She sml|ed and shook her
head, and
went back to fol ding her |aundry.

In ny mind, | continued the conversation
*"What do you watch kids' shows for?" she might say, sonetinme.*
* "It's not any nore stupid than any other TV. | like the idea of girls

wat ching this and

i magi ning they're various characters. Getting inspired. Rem nds ne of watching
* G Force*

when | was a kid."*

* * Weak. | tried sonething else.
*"Sailor Moon is such a whiny little brat," Cassandra could say.*
* "She is, but don't you think that's better than having a stoic heroine

whose only
difference froma clich,d, stereotypical male hero is her gender?"*
* * Jesus, that sounded stilted and pedantic.

*lsn't it interesting howtheir little outfits so perfectly display
tits and ass?"*
* "But there's ribbons and stuff to conceal the contours, except during
the transformation
scenes!"* |'d say desperately to |Imagi nary Cassandra, who had taken on the
tone and virul ence
of Mary. *She wouldn't let her kid watch it if she hated it that much,* | told
nysel f, trying not to
| et nmy nervousness show on ny face.

Cassandra held up a tiny T-shirt. It had a faded print of the bl onde
school girl in
guestion, hands on hips. "She loves this thing."

She went on to untangl e sone unnentionables, so | had to focus. "Yeah
it looks like
it's been through a few battles."

"Yeah. Her cousin gave it to her. As well as all the tapes of the show
Man, kids go off
things fast," she said, shaking her head. She started packing her laundry into
a well-worn



backpack. "And it's so intense -- one second they're watching it three tines a
day and the next
they could care less.”

"It was on three tinmes a day?" | said. "Jesus, |'d never get anything
done. ™

Cassandra | aughed. "At its height. Now only oddbods and depri ved
children wi t hout
cable will watch it."

"Ch, *I'nr the oddbod, eh?"

"Yeah," she said hitching up her backpack and giving the dryer one | ast
[ ook. "I1'mjust
bei ng a good not her. "

W |eft. Her cheeks gl owed as she breathed. Suddenly, she burst out
with: "I can't wait
to see you turn into a fly!" Cassandra ski pped ahead a little and | ooked back
eyes abl aze. |
experienced a cold dropping in ny stomach, simlar to a roller-coaster

feeling. | watched the

ground as | wal ked over her snowprints.
"It's not all that dramatic," | said.
"It'"ll be dramatic for ne," she said.

W passed a caf,, and Cassandra pressed her face up against the gl ass
and waved
energetically. | couldn't see anything inside, what with the glare, but | had
an annoying urge to
see if it was a man or a worman she was wavi ng at.

It started to snow, the heavy white flakes that coated early February.
"Do we want
munchi es?" Cassandra asked, pointing to a dollar store. | thought she neant
for ny show, but
then | realized she nmeant for the video.

W paused for a nmonment outside Dollar $aver$, the excess of the store
spilled
hi ggl edy- pi ggl edy onto the sidewalk as if there had been a retail aval anche
earlier that day.
Cassandra went in and | foll owed.

A Chi nese woman wi th heavy nake-up was alerted to our presence by a
tinny
el ectroni c chime. Cassandra went searching for snacks, and | hung around the
counter, where
the store manager didn't have to worry about me slipping a package of snelly
markers into ny
jacket. 1 noticed a few boxes of Sailor Mon nerchandi se all but crowded off
the shelf by the
kurrent kid kraze.

| wanted to buy a ring for Cassandra. But | couldn't. It was too
dramatic, too synbolic,

too sappy. | really wanted to, but | was utterly paralyzed. Then | thought --
Jess.

Cassandra tossed a Salt + Vinegar chip bag on the counter

"Does Jess wear barrettes?" | asked.

"Nope," she said, "but she likes shiny stickers." |I put a package of

them on the counter.
"I want a ring like yours,'

said Cassandra, a half-ashaned snile on her
face.

"You should get one," | said. "They've got all of the Scouts right
here.”

"Do they have Sailor Mars?" she said. Sailor Mars was the tough one who
argued with
Sailor Moon a lot, but they were friends when it canme to the crunch. | |ocated



it and put it with

t he ot her purchases, which | paid for. | picked it up and she wi ggl ed her
finger into it.
"Very nice," the old Chinese wonan said, as Cassandra displayed it for

her with a
gl anorous flourish. So I got to buy her a ring, and we had worked together to
make it a

tol erably undramatic and still significant nmonment. Cassandra pulled her
mttens over her hands --
she had these great red mittens that made her hands | ook |like sleds -- and we

went out si de.

W took all these side streets and short cuts through tiny parks and
| arge parking |lots,
and | was watching her face as she talked so | really had no idea where she

lived. | always took

advant age of when Cassandra spoke to really look at her -- it's not staring
then. O course |

was listening to her as well. She was tal king about the differences in the

nei ghbour hood where
she lived in Vancouver and the one she lived in now

W had to wal k down a back road to get to the place, and | asked, "Does
it get scary
here at ni ght?"

"Not for me," Cassandra said, smling nysteriously. She unlocked the
gate and let me
into the small yard, locking it behind her. There was a set of stairs, and at
the top, Cassandra
st opped.

"This is a really nice place to sit in the sumrer," she said. | |ooked
over the junble of
roofs, a willowtree in the distance, the beginning sunset. "Too fuckin' cold
t oday, though.™"

W noved inside and wal ked by a woman bent over a pot in the kitchen
"H, dive,"
Cassandra said, and got a raised hand fromthe |ady, who didn't turn away from
her wor k.

"W share that bathroom" she said as we walked by it to the stairs.
There was a little
girl standing still and quiet, who watched us.

"H Jessy," said Cassandra in an unfamliar soft voice. "Go on up," she
said, lightly

patting the child' s bottomto push her on her way. The kid's small |egs nade
every step a

stretch, and | wal ked up slowy. | could see fromthe back of her head that
Cassandra was

sm ling.

At the top of the stairs introductions were made. "Jess, this is Ryan
He's a friend of
m ne." Jess had nost of her hand in her nouth, so a handshake was out -- |
gave her a friendly
wave. She returned it, watching ne with big grey eyes a little too arresting
to call cute

Cassandra put the chips down on the counter and took off her jacket.
"Well, what do
we want to do next?" she said, |ooking at ne.

"thail or oon," said Jess, tal king around the hand.

We both | ooked at her. She took her hand out of her nouth with a
*sssllp* . "Sailor
Moon, " she repeated, her eyes entreating us.

| dreaded having to wait any longer. "I can do it first, and then we can



put on the
video," | said. She smiled and nodded quickly.

"OK, Jess -- can Jess watch?" she said, alnpbst as an afterthought. |
nodded. It didn't
matter what kids saw as long as they weren't traumatized. They coul dn't
convi nce anyone of
something like this.

"OK, Jess, ny friend is going to try to turn into a fly."

"Fly?" she asked, wobbling her hand through the air.

"That's right," | said.

They both sat down on the couch. | stood before them feeling like a
magi ci an, a fraud.
Downpl ayi ng the showranship, | said, "I'mgonna change into a fly, buzz around

inacircle, and

change back. But ny clothes are gonna fall off, and so if you don't see ne
right amay it's

probably because |I'm covered in ny clothes, so just shake themgently so | can
get out."

| | ooked out of the room There was another room down the hall, and the
door was
ajar. "l can't transform back here, because I'll be buck naked."

"What a show " Cassandra said, wi ggling her eyebrows.

"And no one wants that," | rushed on, pleased by her enthusiasm "After

I fly around,
["lI'l buzz into that roomand wait for you to dunp ny clothes in there and
cl ose the door."

"I think we should be able to watch the *whol e* thing, so as to nake
sure you're not
faking it sonehow "

| couldn't think of a clever and flirty answer so | just turned into a
fly.

| willed myself up through ny head, and | saw the huge structure of ny
enpty cl ot hes
crunble and flop silently. Cassandra had one hand on the couch as if she was
ready to stand,
but didn"t. In the dozens of reflections of nmy multi-eyes, her face was
bl oom ng wonder as she
scanned the room

"Holy shit," she said.

Jess sat there, watching ne, her eyes tracking ne as | buzzed in sl ow,
| azy, glorious
circles. God, it was good to fly again! | hovered, dove and stretched ny
mnute linbs. My
proboscis smelled some good stuff in the garbage can, but | refrained. Not in
front of an
audi ence.

Cassandra had found ne and said, "That's incredible, Ryan. That's

She got up and gathered up nmy clothes, and ny ring fell. She | aughed and
picked it up
then deposited the pile in the other room

| landed sideways on the huge expanse of white, the proverbial fly on

the wall, waiting
for her to return. Now that | had stopped flying, Jess was |ooking at the TV
| ongi ngly.

Cassandra returned, careful to | eave the door w de open, and went to sit down.
| flew through the hall and snapped back, landing on ny feet. My hair

felt alittle thick,

but my skin wasn't slimy -- | had been worried about the residue, even though

I was in fly form

for less than a minute. | pulled on ny pants and undies in one conveni ent



nove, then ny ring,
then nmy shirt, and then | headed back to the stage.
They cl apped when | entered the room | bowed as | wiggled into ny
shoes. "Let's see
Sailor Moon top that," | said, sitting down.

*Sonmeone knows. Anot her person knows. A human besi des nysel f knows.
Cassandr a
knows | can turn into a fly.* | was trying to concentrate on the professor
but the thought
returned with machinelike regularity.

My brain had been repeatedly telling me this ever since it happened. At
first jubilantly,
then just as a news update, this newreality assailed nmy psyche -- and
feared for its stability. It
was as if nmy brain was rebuilding itself.

The prof was witing some crap on the board. | scribbled it down, not
reading it, |eaving
conprehension till after. She knew, she knew‘, she knew. *

*Why was it such a big deal ?* | thought. *Because now you coul d do
this!* ny brain
said, showing ne a clip: canmera pulls back, | suddenly stand up. dip-M yells
"Look at ne,
I"'mreally a flyl"™ And | turn into a fly, sending the class into screaning
chaos. dip ends.

| started to shudder. There were a mllion variants of this clip, al
bad. | wondered about
nmy choi ce of declaration: *Look at nme, I'mreally a fly!'* What did it nean?

More specifically,
what did telling one trusted person have to do with telling the whol e worl d?
| hadn't really predicted how dramatic the aftereffects would be. After

show ng

Cassandra, | sat through two entire episodes of *Sailor Mon* that | had
al ready seen, just so

nmy adrenaline would wear off. | had inmagined different things, different

feelings to acconpany
taking this step, but this speed anxiety was not one of them It conpletely
over shadowed ny
excitement for Cassandra, and when she had asked for my nunber as | got ready
to | eave, ny
m nd bl anked.

| stood there, feeling like a noron, but also a little scared. Up unti
then, | had pretended
like the whole thing wasn't affecting me, cheering on the Sailor Scouts and
eating chips with ny
regul ar gusto.

"I just want to talk to you about a couple of things, why this is so
exciting for ne,"
Cassandra had said, flushing a little, indicating Jess as her reason for not
di scussi ng t hem now.

| was conpletely dunb, unable to even speak

"Well . . . maybe I'll just see you at Sok sonetinme," she said. Her hurt
| ook was |ike a
kick to the ol d braincase.

"Five three five six two two two," | said, |ooking around for a pen
"You don't have to --"
"No, please, 1'd love you to call ne, I'mjust a total space case

She had taken the nunmber down.

t oday.



A few days after my unveiling, 1'd calned down a bit. |I had kept away
from my nor mal
dose of coffee and that had hel ped.

"You have . . . two new messages," the recorded voice said.

"H Ryan," said Ken. "N ce message, you've got a point about those
cl owmns. They nust
be stopped. I'mjust calling to chat, so . . . call me back."

| deleted the nessage and waited for the next one.

"H Ryan. This is Cassandra. Gve ne a call. 599-3507."

| listened to that nessage two nore tines. There might have been a faint
nervousness
about it, but nothing nore. | debated over whether to keep it or erase it and
decided to erase it.
There was no point in using up space in Bell Laboratory's message bank when it
was probably
overtaxed anyway.

Soneti mes, when using the invisible answering machine service, | would
have this
irrational image of a huge reel-to-reel anachronismwth flashing lights
starting and stopping. It
was anong thousands of unmarked nmachines just like it in sone subterranean
vault, and if | was
there in person | ooking for the one ny nessages were recorded on, it would be
as futile as
trying to find a particular grain of sand on the shores of the Dead Sea.

| recorded Cassandra's nunber in my phone book (under C, since | didn't

know her
last name) with no real excitement. | felt bland about it, this cherished
event. | was unable to

di sassoci ate her fromthe trenmendous stress of having ny secret no |onger a
secret.

| also hadn't listened to the record of hers | had bought at Wio's Enmg,
and | had
been determ ned to before |I talked to her again. | didn't have a player -- it
was at hone
(London, that is), and | hadn't been in a frane of nmnd to renenber it |ast
tinme | was there.

Already, | was recalling the whole terrible visit as a
novi e- of -t he-week. None of it
seened real, none of it except for ny sister's lank hair and my father's
whi sky breat h.

| grabbed the record and a bl ank tape fromthe top of ny dresser and
went downstairs.
Jack's door was closed, and | knocked. He opened it ridicul ously quickly.

" " | said.

"I was just on ny way to the washroom" said Jack, explaining his
pre-enptive strike

"Ch. Can | use your record player?"

"Yeah -- oh, you're playing that? Wit till | get back." He left and |
placed it on the
anci ent machi ne, upon which an ear trunpet woul d have been appropriate.

Jack's room had changed little since | had last seen it. H s bookshel ves
were his
wal | paper. Jack coll ected books, a habit as expensive as any addiction. | kept
*ny* books at
the public library and drank away the occasi onal pang of jeal ousy.

| sat on his futon, a bed he compul sively folded up into a couch. | had
never seen it
fol ded out, actually. | |ooked through the tome of poetry he had set to one

side, putting it down



before he got back. | didn't want to start himup on sonme British aesthete.
"Why do you fold this sucker up all the tinme?" | asked.
"Because | don't have anywhere for visitors to sit. And | feel weird
havi ng them sit on
nmy bed,"” he said, his face winkling. "Feels like I"mcom ng on to them Next
thing I'll be
snuggling up and draggi ng the bl anket over us."
| blinked. "Huh. Can | tape this?" | said, waving the blank 1'd brought.
"Nope, " Jack said.
I went over to verify, and indeed there was no record button. It | ooked

strange, like a
four-fingered hand. "Fuck."
"Sorry."
"Don't 'sorry' ne. |'ll expect you to get up to speed pretty damm quick

Jack. Your
consunption levels are significantly I ower this quarter, anyway. You don't
want a Poor Buyer
rating on your citizenship card, do you?"

He didn't answer, having snatched the seven-inch fromny hand and
renoved the lyric
sheet .

| leaned over and gave himthe hairy eyeball. "*Do* you?"

"I guess | don't," he said. "But let's see what Fuck You, M. Man has to
say about it."

W played the record. It was sarcastic, short and punk rock. It was
better than nost
hardcore | had heard, and the Ilyrics were pretty good too. There was a song
about birth
control, a song about gardens, one about the Mothers of the Disappeared in
Latin America. The
| ast one was sung and witten by Cassandra, "Fuckdoll Conment Sheet":

Was | a distracting enough distraction?

Did | provide conplete satisfaction?

Did | convincingly conceal revulsion and/or rage?

Wite further suggestions on the back of the page

| sat there for a second trying to reconcile this voice with the careful
one that had been
on ny answering nachi ne.

"That's the worman you went out with?" asked Jack

| nodded.

"Lucky bastard." His eyes started to traverse his |legacy of titles, as
t hey eventual ly
al ways di d whenever | ventured into his *sanctum sanctorunt . "Have you read
*The Fenal e
Eunuch* ? It's a classic fem nist work."

"The only renotely femnist thing I've read is Paglia. For that po-no
course. "

Jack grimaced. "Bl eh. Apologist for mal e dunbness. This one's nmuch
better. Cermaine
Greer." He pulled out the book and handed it to nme. The dated, seventies | ook
of the book
appealed to ne, and | had always been a little ashamed of ny sketchy know edge
of women's

i ssues, so | accepted. |I felt alittle silly, though -- what, was | studying
for a test?

"Thanks. "

He nodded.

"This will enable me to stalk and trap ny female prey nore efficiently.”

W | aughed the Evil Men | augh, sl apped each other on the back, and would
have lit up



cigars had we had them

I removed the record and headed back to my room | passed Phil on his
way out,
wearing a loosely knit toque. He took the book frommy hand and | ooked at it,
handed it back
wi t hout conment, and wal ked out.

Back in ny room | shut the door behind me and | ocked it too, by habit.
Then unl ocked
it -- people didn't barge in around here, so why be so anal ? | guessed it was
left over from
living with ny famly, when Lisa was liable to treat an unl ocked door as an
invitation to come in,
sprawl on mny bed, and waste tine that | was planning to waste alone. It was
annoyi ng then, but
| supposed intine I'd come to miss it. | know | already nissed every
irritating trait of my nmom
t he cancer having changed theminto quirky virtues. The way she'd constantly
brush ny hair,
producing a conb fromthin air, just the menory of that nade ny nostrils flare
and eyes burn.

I lay on my bed, trying to fornulate what | could say about Cassandra's
song. "Wtty"?
"Angry"? True, but calling soneone's work "angry" seened di smi ssive.
"Vitriolic" and "raw'
seened better. | picked up the phone and dialled her digits.

| checked the tine. She should be home if she cane straight honme from --
"Hel | 0?"

"H Cassandra. It's Ryan."

"Ch hi! How are you?"

| decided to answer this stock question honestly. "Pretty crazy. 1've
really been sorta --
unbal anced by the whol e thing. Showi ng you and all."

"Real ly."

"Yeah. | never expected that. My brain didn't seemto mnd ny telling
you, but
*showi ng* you was another matter. But it's getting better now. | go w thout

t hi nki ng about it for
hours on end."
"You seenmed so calmafter it happened.™

"Yeah, I"'ma pretty good pretender. But it echoed around ny brain for a
coupl e of
days. Did it affect you at all?"

"Yeah," she said. "In a good way. My experience with Jess's father

i s sonething I
know to be true. Unless | question ny eyes and nmenory, which | have no reason
to. But | have
no proof. And everything else in the world, in nmy life, is so conpletely
normal . But now --"

"I'"mproof. |I'myour proof."

"Yes. But nore has happened since that. Like now that that problemis
solved -- well,

not that it's solved, but I no | onger am questioning ny sanity -- |'ve
renmenber ed sonet hi ng
el se. ™

| thought of a joke, but kept ny nouth shut. Thank god.

"When | was six, my uncle tried to rape ne."

"Ch, fuck."

"I said *tried* ." There was silence, and | heard her take a breath.
"The famly story has
al ways been that Uncle Chuck had gambling debts and so made hinsel f



per manent|y scar ce.
But sonet hi ng weirder happened.”

"What ?"

"I don't know what. Not involving aliens, don't worry. | think I did it.
I think | nade
hi m di sappear. "

"Di sappear? Like |leave the city?"

"No, like leaving everything. Like into thin air."

| managed to stutter a single-syllable word: "How?"

"How do you turn into a fly?" | could hear her challenging smle

“Uhhh . . ."

"Exactly. But anyways, what are you doi ng on Saturday?"

| glanced up at the calendar. "Valentine's Day? Nothing. Ch, there's
this thing at Wio's
Ema . "

"That's what | was going to ask you to."

"Great! Yeah, I'd like that." A synapse fired. "Are you going to read
somet hi ng? |
heard your song on the *Fried, not Baked* seven-inch."

"Ch?" Her voice was surprised, but surpleased or surpissed | could not
gauge on a
singl e word.

| hurtled on. "I got it at Emma's. It was vitriolic and" -- *raw* seened
too much of a
rock critic word -- "nasty. | liked it."

She | aughed. "Actually, Val and Mark wanted ne to read ' Fuckdoll,' but

it doesn't feel

ri ght, sonehow. '
"Huh," | neutrall ed.
"Yeah," she said, adding not hing.
"Why's that?" | prodded, finally.

"Well . . . it's just not entirely honest. It's a good song, | like it,
but it doesn't give a . .
conplete picture, | guess. It presents one perspective really . . . strongly,

but I think it's too
sinmple. 'Cause | was feeling nore than that, it was a |l ot nore conpl ex, and
that song is only
one of the voices in nmy head. But it was the | east conprom sing voice."
"Conpromsing . . . to who?"
"To the idea of being a strong woman, | guess. But since then, |'ve
revi sed what | think
a strong worman is. All the conflicting ideas and desires, paradoxical even,
have to be a part of
t he equation.”
"So it's not really a nellow ng-w th-age thing
"What have you got there?" Cass asked.
| didn't know what | had. "Got where?"
"It's a fork. Be careful," Cass said
| couldn't decide if the conversation had taken a turn for the surrea
or if | had mi ssed
something. A fork in the theoretical argunent?
"Can you say fork, Jessy?"
"Fork," | said. "I can. Fork fork, fork fork fork.'
"Sorry," Cass said. "No. No nellowing. My fem nist ideals are nore
firmy integrated
with ny day-to-day life now than then. |'ve just got away fromthe wartine
mentality, the girls
versus boys stuff.”
Her vocabul ary and intelligence were giving ne a buzz. | curled up on ny
bed. |



managed to say, "You just said the F-word. |'m supposed to be alarnmed by that.
It says so in
t he Boys' Manual ."

She | aughed. "You're fucked anyway. |'msure it forbids revealing your
superpowers to
femnists.”

"Ch, shit. I'min the soup now "

"'In the soup.' Great phrase.”

"Yeah," | said glumy, "but all the great phrases in the world won't

help ne in front of
the Boys' Hi gh Tribunal, as |I'marraigned for ny indiscretions.”
"Not even 'The fem nazi used alien mind-control tricks' ? 'Cause | did,

you know. "

"Well, maybe that."

By the time Jess's bedtine rolled around and she had to go, | was
feeling like this was
t he best conversation | had ever had. | put the phone in its cradle, content
to never have it ring
agai n.

On V-Day, Phil was sitting out on the stoop, watching the cars.
renoved his toque
and dropped it in his lap, then sat beside him

"Stop it," he said with an absurdly exaggerated petul ance.

"Waitin' fer Melissa?"

He nodded.

"Have a nice night planned?" | said, sarcasm ng the words past
saturation point.

He nodded. "Yep."

Jack came out. "Ch, waiting for your chariot, *boy* friend?"

"Yep. Wiere you guys headed?"

"Not that it concerns the Iikes of you," | said, "M. WIlIl Adjusted, M.
Unavai | abl e,
M. Sexually Satisfied --"

"M. Boyfriend," spat Jack.

"-- but we're headed to the FUCK LOVE Bitter Hearts Reading at Wo's

Emra. "

Phil nodded. "*That* thing. The Punk Singles N ght, you nmean?"

| laughed, but Jack gl owered.

"What are you bitter about, anyway?" Phil said to ne. "I thought you had
sonet hi ng
with the Sok waitress."

"She asked nme to this thing," | said, beamng foolishly. "I'mjust

bitter by habit. | don't
want to break Jack's nood. He's gotta get psyched up. Gtherwise |I'd nmention
that this is the
first time |'ve ever had a date on Valentine's Day."

They | ooked at me. Jack said, "I think it's better that way, sonetines,
not to know
what you're nmissing --"

"Bull *shit* . Every novie, every story, every goddammed *commerci al * has

some
element affirmng the inportance of capital-L-l1ove. My ignorance doesn't save
me," | said, "any

nore than it saves the Cuban from dreani ng about capitalist riches.”

"That's the spirit, Ryan," said Jack, slapping ne on the shoul der

"What a convol uted anal ogy," said Phil

"Well, you'll have a lot of time to untangle it," | said, going down the
stairs. "As you sit
here alone all night. Melissa's not coning."



Jack wal ked after ne.

Wien we hit the sidewal k | turned around and | ooked at Phil's hunched
form He
waved. | shook nmy head, and Jack pushed ne ahead.

"Don't waste your tine with him" he said. "So did you get her a
val enti ne?"

"I"'mnot telling you."

"That's the same as saying yes."

"If I say yes you'll want to see it, and if you criticize it, it'll make
me incredi bly nervous.
|'"mvery susceptible to criticism™

"You're al so susceptible to wussyism it seens.'
rare bantering
noods, perhaps to distract hinself.

"OK, M. Ironman, show ne the poens you're going to read."

"Point nade," he said, suddenly frozen

A pause. | tried to think of something soothing to say, but all that
cane into ny mnd
was *So is Val gonna be there?* and that would just key himup tighter

"Ch!" | renmenbered the cock ring story, and debated telling it. Wuld it
be too
gossipy? | hated gossip. But | figured that it didn't really reflect badly on
anyone.

Jack was | ooking at ne. "Ch what?"

"So we were at this cheesy bar, right, Phil and 1? And there's this
vendi ng machi ne . "
and | told the story in its unedited glory -- conplete with the father's
angui shed bel |l owi ng at the
sky.

Jack was in one of his

By the time it was finished, we had arrived.

The snokers were clustered around the picnic table, |ooking cold but
nore cheerfu
than before, as if they sensed the end of winter. Ken was anong them

"Hey dudes," Ken said to us, doing a robotic dance nmove and | aughi ng at
our
imobility. He had a steanming mug in one hand and a wi spy cig in the other

"H, M. Pants. How are your pants selling?" | inquired.

"Totally badly," Ken said. "I keep wearing them out. How you doi ng,
Jacky? Haven't
seen your ugly mug around for a while."

Jack pulled his hat down to his eyebrows and gave Ken a dockworker's
gl are. Ken
said *Bl aaah!* and recoil ed.

"Let's goinlet's goin," | said, doing the cold dance. W entered the
store and there
wer e peopl e of varied acquai ntanceship -- net-onces, seen-arounds and
utter-strangers. No
Cassandras, though. | sniled and nodded to the net-onces, specifically Val and
Mar k, and

si de-gl anced at Jack to see himtake off his pulled-down hat and greet Va
with an al nost smle.
Val notioned us downstairs, so we obediently squeezed by the nunber of people
chatting and
flipping through records and headed down the stairs.

The baserment was tiny, but carpeted and warm A nunber of peopl e | ooked
at us as
we descended, none of them Cassandra. | checked ny watch.

| found some space and hunkered down. Jack sat, very close to the
nei ghbouri ng
peopl e. "You' ve got some roomover there," hissed Jack



"'S for Cassandra," | whispered too, though I didn't know why. The
peopl e had all
decided to face one wall, the one that had a FUCK LOVE banner

"*Sure* it is."

"Fuck off. Shouldn't you be rehearsing or somnething?"

Jack pulled a sheaf out of his jacket. He unfolded it and pointed one
typed line out to
me: *for Val.*

"Uh oh," | said.

"Yep," he said gravely. "Uh oh is right."

No wonder he was all nerves. "Couldn't you . . . do it less publicly? Do
somet hing | ess

i nsane? Like get a tattoo or something?" | was starting to get contact

hysteri a.

He shook his head.

"Why?" | said.

"I"'mnot going to read the dedication. But there's details in it that
will tip her off, and
probably Mark too."

That lessened it a bit. "But you're not going to stare at her or
anyt hi ng, are you?"

The | ook he gave ne was scor nf ul

| al nost repeated ny appeal, but ny initial shock had | essened and had
been repl aced
by a clinical interest.

"She asked for bitter love poetry," Jack said. "I get home one day and
Phil told ne
she's called. | was so happy. So | call her and it's about this -- she wants
nme to read sone
bitter love poetry. And | realized, she has *no -- fuckin' -- idea* "

Jack shook the | ook of
amazenment off his face. "So | decided to do it."

A foot tapped ny hip. "Make room Flyboy." It was Cassandra -- she nust
have nade
her way across to us while | was boggling about Jack's kam kaze poeti cs.
bunped Jack over,
and the people next to himgave up sone inches.

Cassandra wedged into the space. "Wre you saving a space for someone
wi t hout
hi ps?" she asked.

"It was just a token space | was saving, not neant for human use,”
said. "It was
representational .”

She sniled as she unwound her scarf. Her red cheeks made her | ook
exceedi ngly
heal thy, and her lips were tough and desirable. *You | ook so beautiful* , |
didn't say.

"I like your hat," | said. It was a jaunty little red beret. "It sets
of f your cheeks," |
added, with a little nore panache.

"Yeah, that was the plan. | took the weather into account when | threw
together this
ensenbl e,” she said, with maybe a trace of pleased enbarrassnent. She renoved
the rest of her
t hi ngs, the hat | ast.

They were fiddling with stuff at the front, m crophones and the Iike.
*Now or never* , |
t hought, and pulled out the small envel ope and gave it to her, not | ooking.
Wien she was
occupi ed with opening and | ooking at it, | dared a gl ance: she was grinning.



It was one of those elenmentary school Valentine's Day cards, with a boy

and a girl
hol di ng hands on it. |I didn't wite anything on it. | was scared. "Had one
left over from G ade
four," | said gruffly.

I felt a hand on nmy chest and | | ooked down. She was pressing a snall
heart to ny

chest. She hit ne with it again and | took it. It was a collage of alien
i mges, fromthe Martian-

style to ones from*Dr. Who* to the "nodern" image. | flipped it over and
there were all sorts
of fly images, illustrations fromtextbooks and photos and cartoons.
"This is . . ." *so nuch better than mne* , | thought, "
amazi ng. "
"Put it away," she said out the side of her nouth. "Remenber where we
are."
"Right," | said, and tucked it into a pocket. "Ch! This is ny roommate
Jack," | said,
and introduced them "Jack's about to do sonething stupid but brave,"” | said.
Val took the stage. Jack's nostrils visibly flared.
*Damed holiday* , | thought, telling the divine-throated cherubim

st owaways in ny
head to keep it down.

The kettle squeal ed and Cassandra got up and lifted it with one hand,
flipped a cassette
tape with the other. She pulled down some nugs and teabagged them then filled
them She
didn't ask ne what | wanted.

"I'"ve only got raspberry, hope that's all right."

Her kitchen, which she had suggested instead of a caf,, was warm and
painted with
earthy brown-reds. As | |ooked around, the nusic started -- a lazy guitar and
a lazier singer that
| didn't recognize

"Pavement ," she said, nodding to the tape player. "I didn't think nuch
of this until
maybe the fifth listen, then it just nade ne snile and snile. The lyrics are
fairly unfathomable."

"Lyrics are pretty big for me. If it's got good lyrics, it al npst
doesn't matter what it

sounds like. But I'mnot a nusician." | said it with a flourish that added,
*|i ke you are*
"Neither amIl. | just play nusic."
"Yeah, but you can appreciate chord changies and stuff."
" Changi es?"
| laughed. "Yeah, everything's with a 'y' after | hang out with Ken.
Wasn't he
awesonme?" He had read out, panel-by-panel, sone of his |ove-thened conics.
"He was great -- he has this incredible physical craziness. He's such a
nat ur a
performer." Cassandra's eyes sparkled over the rimof her nug. "Ch! And did

you see the
ol der couple | was tal king to?"
| nodded. A robust man and a woman with a | acy hat.
"Well, 1'd seen themat stuff before, and | noticed Ken left his bag
with them So |
asked them how t hey knew Ken. And they said, 'We nmade him"'"
"Hi s parents?"
"Yeah! \What an amazing thing to say. 'W made him' | think | saw t hem



at anot her
readi ng that Val put on. Hers was good, eh? You could really tell she'd read
before. "

"Yeah. | wonder if it was about Mark? O some other guy?" | had problens
i magi ni ng
Mark inspiring tender enotions, sonehow.

Cassandra shrugged her shoul ders, a snile playing about her 1lips.

"What?" | finally asked.

"Just that you assune it would be a guy," she said, |ooking anused.

"Huh," 1 said, not know ng whether to apol ogi ze or what. | wondered if
there was a
chapter on it in *The Femal e Eunuch* , which sat unopened beside ny bed.

"It's true," | said. "I'mpretty stupid when it cones to those things.
don't have any
openly gay friends. One of ny friends | suspect is a |l eshian, but she's only
made t hese broad
hints . "

"A *suspect ed* dyke, eh?" she said, smling, seem ngly enjoying watching
me squirm
"It wouldn't be that blonde you were with at Sok, would it?"

"Yeah!" | blurted, stunned at her perceptiveness and then at ny
i ndi scretion.

"She gave ne a few | ooks. She seenmed a little queer. But it doesn't mean
she's a
| esbi an. She could be bi. Bi like ne.'
and | didn't know
if it was to gauge ny reaction or to show she wasn't timd about it.

"Bi Like Me," | repeated. "Sounds like it has potential to be a book
*and* a mmj or
nmotion picture.”

She chuckl ed, and | ooked into her enpty mug. She got up and refilled it
fromthe kettle
and offered sone water to nme. | declined.

| felt a need to talk about my orientation, but whether it was to match
confi dences or
differentiate nyself | wasn't sure. "It's never been an issue for ne. | can't
even tell a good-
| ooki ng guy froman ugly one."

Cassandra just |ooked at ne.

"I knowit's weird for a woman, because wonen can always tell which

She watched ne calmy as she said this,

wonen are
good-1 ooking, but | just can't tell. Does this sound |Iike denial to you?"
Cassandra shook her head. "It's kind of like a colour-blind person

trying to convince a
cop that the red and the green light | ook the sane.™
| nodded. "That's a really good way to put it."
"While |, on the other hand, explain that they both | ook green to ne."
Sonet hi ng occurred to me, and put a twisted snmle on ny mug. | al nost
didn't say it,
but then | did. "But with the alien encounter, wouldn't your orientation be
"trit 2"
She smled broadly and slunped to be able to give ne a kick in the
shins. "Have you
had sex as a fly?"

"Fuck no!" | said. "Bl eaah! No way!"
"Why not ?"
"'Cause | try to spend as little time as possible as a bug. | don't even

eat, because
garbage and rotting neat is what | ooks good to ne as a fly. A fresh apple
tastes like plastic."



"So you haven't experimented at all? Like to find out if you eat a | ot
as a fly if you're ful
when you switch back to human, stuff |ike that?"

| shook ny head, hoping that she wouldn't ask ne to. | inmagined her
horrified | ook as
re-humaned in front of her, naked but for disgusting globs of fly goop

"*]'ve* been experimenting," she said.

| raised ny eyebrows.

She picked up a spoon on the table and tossed it nmy way. "Hold that
under the table." |

did. "See, like it is, | can't nake it disappear.' Cause | can't see it."
| nodded, hoping ny face was calm *God, | hope she can do it. | don't
want this

wonderful girl to be delusional. Al though it would account for her interest in
me* , a nasty part
of me poked.

"Now hold it just alittle above the table, so | can just see a bit." |
did, and held onto the
rest with a fist. "OK " she said, looking at it with half-1idded eyes.
" Ready?"

| nodded, and the silver spoon disappeared. | held up ny fist to | ook at
it, and she gave
a small laugh. "Weird, huh?" | opened ny hand to see if there was any residue,
and there
wasn't. | al nost | ooked at the floor but then thought that was silly.

"Check this out . . ." She reached over and grabbed ny arm and pushed ny
sl eeve up.
Her hands were snmooth and warm "Now this is a trick that | wish | knew when |
was a self-
consci ous teenager. It would have saved nme a ot of pain."

| 1 ooked down at my bushy arm and suddenly a circle the size of a dine
appeared in the

hair. | touched it -- it was smooth and sensitive, but | could feel tiny
st ubbl e.
"It didn't go beyond the surface,” | said. "You can feel that it didn't
take it down to the
root," | said, and Cassandra touched it. | kept ny armas still as ny

rabbit-heart would allow
and with all my mental power willed her to keep her skin on mne

She traced the perineter of the circle, slowmy. "And around the edge the
hair is only half
gone, so the circle comes out right.'
hal f - drugged | ook

She seened anused. "What, is your forearm an erogenous zone?"

She | ooked up quickly and caught ny

*Wher ever you touch ne is an erogenous zone* . "l don't know " | said,
qui ckly pulling
down my sl eeve and | ooking down at the table. | wished | had jacked off | ast

ni ght. My head
felt like it was packed, ear to ear, with stupid horny sperm all attacking ny
tiny brain as if
m staking it for an ovum

Cassandra picked up our mugs and carried themto the sink. | waited for
the *Well, |
shoul d be getting to sleep* dism ssal

"Let's go to the living room" was what she said, and | felt excitenent
and anxiety at the
sane tine.

Her living roomwas well naned -- it was exceptionally livable. Her
couch was the
epitome of confy, a huge soft overstuffed patchwork beast. | nade a beeline



for it, tucking
nmyself into a corner. She sat in the mddle, turning herself towards ne.

"OK, so the two of us have these incredible abilities, right?" She held
her hands pal ns-
upward as she said this.

"Ri ght."

"W have to face facts. We're superheroes.”

| shrugged. "O freaks."

"No, if we had, like, a third eye that let us see into the future, we'd
be freaks. As it is,
we're conpletely normal when we want to be." Her face was very convincing.

| had always felt nore freak than hero, but it was hard to explain. It
was just an
enoti onal thing.

"So why don't the two of us go out there and fight evil?" She said it
with a smrk but her
sincerity was plain. Oher than the "two of us" part -- which | liked -- the
suggestion i nduced
the nental equivalent of watching a wall of a hundred TV sets, all tuned to
di fferent channels.
Too much, too nmuch. Too nmuch to process.

Anot her part of ne acknow edged that she was right. But | had nany
i ssues of nmy own
to deal with -- nmy nom being the biggest one. "It's just . . . with ny nom and
everything . . ." |
had told her about that on our way here. And it sort of felt |ike an excuse,
mentioning it so soon

Cass nodded. "But there's nothing you can do about that."

O course not, | thought. | was alnbst angry she had pointed it out, but
that was stupid
too."l've been conscious of ny fly-thing" (I wasn't gonna call it *superpower*

) "for ny whole
life. It's been enough for me to keep it a secret and try to research possible
causes of it. | just
want to keep out of trouble and the tabl oids, Cassandra."
She | aughed. "MAN CAN TURN | NTO FLY: Wants quiet life, tells reporters.”
"They'd have a field day with you, too, Alien Consort."
She was silent for a monent. "Why do you wear that?" She pointed to ny
Sai | or Moon
ring.
"It's to show ny resistance to nmarket trends, by ironically enjoying
pr ogr anm ng
entirely outside ny predicted denographic,” | fluidly lied.
She rolled her eyes. "Bullshit."
"I'"'ma pedophil e?"
She shook her head.
The extrene answers consi dered beforehand, the pure and the greasy one,
wer e not
true. Now | thought of sonething mddling, yet sonehow even nore enbarrassing.
"Because |
identify with Sail or Mon?!"
"Exactly. A bunmbling little girl with all the wong priorities becones a
hero. Admit that
t hat appeals to you."
"Never," | said glunmy
Cassandra tw st-pinched ny arm
"Ov ow ow OKI Alittle." She let go and | rubbed nmy arm
"So are we a dynam ¢ duo?" She |ooked at me with a bright-eyed grin and
| realized
that | did, indeed, want to be involved with this person, whatever she did.



| shrugged ny shoul ders and grinned back. "Al'l right."

She sat back, relaxing her huckster pose. "So," she said, folding her
arms and then
unfol ding them "How do we seal this pact?"

| | ooked at her serious eyes.

I moved ny head forward, infinitesimally. *Wuld renoving nmy gl asses be
presunpt uous?* was the thing I thought just before she kissed nme. | managed to
cone to life
hal fway t hrough, and it was over, her dragging away with a slight tugging on
nmy lip.

"There," she said, and | noved forward and ki ssed her before her nouth
coul d cl ose
over the word, Indiana Jones rolling under the stone door at the |ast second.
| took off ny
gl asses then, lifted my hand to touch her chin and kissed her snmile, sliding
nmy hand back past
her jawbone to the back of her neck, stopping there and stroking that secret

pl ace.

She bent over and kissed ny neck. Jesus. | jerked involuntarily -- |'m
ticklish. She
pul l ed away, and ny lips wouldn't formthe words, *No, god |I |like that, keep

doing that* , but
| could | ook at her and kiss her there, under the ear, pull at her earlobe
with my lips. "I can't
believe you like nme back," | said to her in a groggy, quiet voice.

It was then that | felt that this had been ny whole life, an unspoken
quest to find
someone who *liked me back* . | hugged her and hugged her and that was it and
that was
enough.

But the way she rubbed her |leg up between ny |legs was pretty nice too.

The next day was a bit of a wite-off. | was cl eaning the bat hroom si nce
it was ny turn
and because | was too happy to do school work. Pulling hair fromthe drain, on
t he ot her hand,
was perfectly OK for my nood.

Phi|l opened the door.

"Lucky | wasn't cleaning the floor," | said. "Don't you usually knock on
cl osed
bat hr oom door s?"

Phil put the lid down on the toilet and sat on it. "Jack told ne you
were finally cleaning
t he bat hroom "

"He said that? 'Finally' ?" Jack was really good with cleaning up and
felt like | was a
dodger in conparison. He *was* honme all the time, mnd you.

"Well, no, but he should have."

I was pulling out a tremendous rope of hair, soapy and multicol oured.
It's quite a
chall enge to get as nuch of it out as possible, and | prided nyself on ny
patient but firmpulling

t echni que.
"I always think that if you pull it all out, you'll find a shrunken head
at the bottom" Phi
sai d.
"Ahh," | said, lifting a good half-footer out of the tub. I put it in
t he garbage rather than
the toilet. | used to flush it, but then |I inagined that it would cause huge

problems for the city



wor ks guys -- | had an inmage of four sturdy, grossed-out lads pulling a
gigantic hair rope out of
a sewer drain, trying not to slip in the greasy water dripping fromit.

"So . . ." Phil said. "How did your thing go?"

"Well," | powdered the pink bathtub with O d Dutch as | pondered how to
tell this
story, this archetypal story that had been told so many tines.

"W . . . kissed and stuff." | started to scrub

"Real y?" Phil said

"Yep. My first kiss. We're not all experienced |lovers |like you, you
know. "

Phil chuckled. "So did you do it right?" he asked.

"She's supposed to | augh uncontrollably and then kick me out imediately
afterward,
ri ght?"

"According to the Lee School of Good Lovin', she is."

"Then it was a textbook case, perfessor.”

| turned on the hot water to rinse the tub. | said, "Look, |I've just
spent the last twelve
hours in a romantic delirium You can't expect nme to say anything sensible.
Less than usual
even. Al | knowis that we agreed to fight evil together, and then kissed to
seal the deal ."

"I knew you hadn't . . . you know, that stuff . . . Thank god . . . but
didn't you play Spin
the Bottle? Was it really your first kiss?"

"Yeah. The end of an era." | sat on the edge of the tub and stared out
into space. "Wl l,
| told you about my acne-and-chub-pl agued teenage life. | wasn't unpopul ar
really . . . just

undesi rabl e. And unaggressive. And picky."
"How was it? Everything you expected?" Phil asked.

"More or less." | thought about it. "It wasn't the act itself, it was
just amazing to ne that
it was actually happening. | had begun to doubt that it would. It was |ike
this reaffirmation of
faith," | said, throwing up ny arns to the heavens.

Phil | aughed. "Well, how was the readi ng?"
"Did you know that Jack read his | ove poetry about a person in the
audi ence?" | hadn't
tal ked to Jack. "Actually,"” | said, struggling off nmy knees, "let's get it
fromthe horse's nmouth." |
tossed my little scrubber into the tub and wal ked out. Phil foll owed.
"I thought it went fine, though. But let's see how Jack perceived the
event," | said over
nmy shoul der, and the way we were wal king down the narrow hall felt like the
bits in *Dave
Letterman* when he nmakes the camera foll ow himdown the halls of NBC studios.
Enj oyi ng the drama, | paused before opening the door, ny hand on the
knob. "Wat if
we open the door and he's just swi nging there? Gone and hanged hi nsel f ?"
Phil sai d not hing.
"You have to clean up. People usually shit their pants, don't they? I'm
not that close to
Jack. "
"I get his roomthen," Phil said.
"OK." | opened the door. Jack was sitting at his desk, back straight,
t appi ng hi s penci
on hi s open not ebook
"Damm, " Phil nuttered.



"So Jack," | said, walking into the roomand biting the bullet. "What
happened after
left?" | asked, alnobst sitting on the bed-not-fol ded-up-in-a-couch but then
remenbering. So |
stood there and wi ped nmy danp hand on ny pant | eg.

"She said how much she liked themand | said they were about her and she
said 'oh'
and | ran away.'

He denonstrated the last, two | eg-fingers dashing off across

t he desk.
mia O,.1I ?II
"Yeah, she seenmed shocked and | ooked away."
"Well, you won't have to al ways be wondering, at least," said Phil.
Jack nodded, his face placid. "I was surprised she was so flustered,

t hough. | expected
her to deal with it cool -headedly, tell ne she was flattered but not
interested. But she didn't say
that."

"Well, you ran away. Wich was probably a smart thing." | turned to
Phil. "Boyfriend' s
a big punk rocker, with blue hair and boul ders for fists."

"CGravel for brains,"” added Jack.

"Now, now," | said

"Doesn't wite. How can he appreciate her? Wiy would she go out with
soneone |ike
that ?" he said, anguish peeking through

"Maybe she likes having her own territory," Phil said. That was a good

point. | was gl ad
Phil was here, saying reasonabl e things, because ny brain was orbiting Venus.
W stood there. | watched himtap his pencil on the book cover,

wondering if it was
possible to remind him*hey, it works sonetinmes, yesterday | was al
lip-locked with this
i ncredi bl e person* without it sounding like | was rubbing it in.

"Ryan's got sonme good news," Phil said tentatively.

"I"ll read the damm newspaper if | want the news. Get out. Shut the
door." He turned
back to his desk. "Let nme get back to my oh-so-inportant witing.'
all delivered with
good hunour, so we left him

Phil was ahead of ne and he entered the washroom and shut nme out. |
stood there, not

Thi s was

really thinking it was worth going to my room | heard a fart and | pounded on
the door. "Pig!" |
bel | owed. Phil tee-heed. He flushed and left, wiggling his eyebrows. | went in

and kneel ed down
to resunme scrubbing the tub

Mary was trying on suit jacket after suit jacket. The one she had on was

a thickly
woven pl ai d.
"Wl |l ?" she said. | shook ny head and | ooked back at the overcoats.
"Only if you can take the used car sal eswonan jokes," | said. | took
down an over coat
and draped it down ny front. Too short. | wanted it to go well past ny knees.

Mary had gotten into the | eather jackets. "Waddya thi nk?" she said,
poppi ng the coll ar
up.

"Very butch,” | said, watching her reaction in a wall mrror. She smled
and tried the



zi pper.
| |1 ooked over at the counter woman, an attractive menber of the gothic

subcul tcha, as
were nost menbers of the hip-used-clothing-retail-biz. She had two lip rings,
one in each
corner, and didn't seemto notice us.
| pulled an overcoat off a hanger and tried it on. It was heavy, but
t hat was good since
woul dn't be wearing anything underneath. "Do | look Iike a Wrld War One
flying ace?"
"I's that what you're going as?" Mary asked. | had told her | needed a
costume for a
party. "Yeah, pretty nuch. You'll need whadda-ya-call-ens, though," she
i narticul ated, making

gestures towards her face. | stared at her. "Goggles. The cute little
goggl e-things," she finally
sai d.
"Yeah!" | said. | hadn't thought about that, but they would be cool, and
hi de ny face
too. | | ooked around, and asked the counter worman. She shook her head no,

staring at nme. |
wonder ed what the intensity was for

| went over to the mirror and took another | ook at nyself in the
overcoat. It was

dramatic, and fairly cheap. | w ggled nmy shoul ders around.
"It figures you're a closet soldier-boy," said Mary.
| decided against a closet joke. "lIt's a theme party. Heroes."

"And god knows there's nothing nore heroic than being duped by
pr opaganda and
butchering civilians," sniped Mary.

| thought | | ooked pretty damn suave. | noticed it had a mapl e | eaf
patch on the sl eeve,
and that sold me. | went to the counter and watched as the woman used a huge
pair of scissors
to sever the tiny string and price tag. | gave her a pocketful of cash and
avoi ded her gaze when
she returned the change. Did | know her or something?

Mary and | left. "Wiy was that woman staring at me?" | said as we turned
onto the
wat er-i ce sidewal k.

"She stared at ne, too. It might be a weird eye thing. It rem nded nme of
a condition mny
friend's friend had. He was always like this, up in your face." Mary got up in
nmy face, popping
her eyeballs. "He was this odd guy, so it was nore disturbing than a pretty

goth girl."

"Tell you the truth, | thought she was hitting on ne," | said. "But, ne
being the married
man | am. . ." | threw up ny hand. "What could |I do?"

"Married,"” Mary sluffed. "You may have been a one-date fling, just a
convenient fella to
ki ss. Ever think of that?"

"She called ne the other day," | said, skipping around a bit as we
wal ked down the
street, "Cassandra Cassandra Cassandra called called called." That was when we
had tal ked
about getting costunmes. W had nade plans to neet on Friday night. She had
been very
nmyst eri ous about her own costune.

"Ugh!" Mary gasped, pointing to the headline displayed in the *Toronto



Sun* box:
NATI VE PEACE W LL COST ANOTHER 40B. "The bi as those bastards have is so

bl oody
obvi ous. "
| slowed ny skipping.
Mary shook her head. "It's just such a |loaded way to put it -- oh, this
pl ace m ght have
goggl es. "

W were in front of an arny surplus place. There were khaki clothes in
the storefront
wi ndow, with a row of enpty boots lined up beneath. It was as if the soldiers
had been
di sappeared. As | | ooked at the plateglass, the reflection of a cigarette
bil | board caught ny eye.

| turned and glared at it. Mary | ooked at what | was | ooking at, then
| ooked
away. " Yeah," she said.

"Maybe this place' |l have rocket |aunchers,” | grow ed.

W wal ked in. There was a guy behind the counter with your typica
noust ache and
bi ceps, but the guy who greeted us was a hip club kid w th baggy nanebrand
cl ot hes.

He gave us a | ackadaisical smle. | wondered why he was working here
rather than a
Cl ub Monaco. | wondered why the di splacenment bothered ne.

"Do you have those flying-goggle things?" said Mary, who probably
despaired of ny
ever speaking.

He nodded and sauntered off. W went past displays of patchy backpacks,
cant eens
and paperwei ght grenades. Eventually we cane to a shelf with a bunch of the
goggl es. | picked
a pair up. They were oily and heavy.

"Al'l of these have seen action," said the kid distractedly, crossing his
arnms and | ooki ng
in some other direction.

"It's for a costune,” Mary said, probably wanting to nake it clear that
we weren't gun
freaks.

He shrugged and played with change in his pocket.

| pulled it on. It was a good fit, and | could see all right. "How s it
| ook? Is there a

mrror here?" | |ooked around and Mary smi |l ed.

| was led to a mirror. It was kind of geeky l|ooking. As | was trying out
ny field of
vision, | noticed a shelf of gasmasks. O f came the goggl es.

Now *this* was nore like it.
"Very heroic," Mary said.
The gasmask covered ny whole face. It was heavier, but it would al so

di sgui se ny
voice. | pulled the price tag around so | could see it through the lenses. It
wasn't cheap, but |
could handle it. | removed them and the club kid | ooked at ne funny.
"Hey, you were at the Mdthership a while back," he said.
| nodded, then asked, "Wy are you working here?" | wondered if ny
t enuous

connection was enough to make that question seem normal .

He shrugged, indicating the counter man with a point of the chin. "MW
friend's uncle. I'm
filling in for him™"



"Ah "

"So that girl you were with," he said. "Is she your woman, or what ?"
| suppose | had started the snowball of confidences. | didn't know what
to say, and |
felt Mary's gaze even though | couldn't see her. | stuck with the facts.
"Well, we were Kissing
t he ot her day."
He smiled, and he had crooked teeth. | couldn't tell if it was a jeal ous

smle or a smrk
at nmy naivety in contrast to his depraved, club-kid sexcapades. He didn't
el aborate, just offered
to ring up the gasnask.

"Li ke he's doing us a favour,

Mary nuttered. He heard and gl anced
back,
expressionless, |looking at Mary for the first tine.

| didn't wear the gasmask home, but | kept the overcoat on

There was no one home when | got there -- | was di sappoi nted, because
wanted to
flaunt my costume. But then | figured it was probably smart to keep it from
Phil and Jack. It
wasn't that | didn't trust them but their knowing just statistically
hei ght ened the probability of
di scovery. Then | began to worry about Mary knowi ng what the costune | ooked
i ke, but
decided | trusted her -- she knew the val ue of keeping a secret.

| hung up the overcoat and the gasmask in ny closet, since | didn't have
any speci al
gl ass vacuum seal ed superdi spl aycase to put themin. They | ooked kind of silly
t here, al ongside
nmy canpi ng equi pnent, and | decided to keep ny eye out for a discarded
war drobe in the
trash. | couldn't remenber if I'd ever seen one, but people throw out
everyt hing, eventually.

I checked my nessages.

"H Ryan, this is Joe Crawford calling. It was serendipitous you came by
the children's
talk | gave because you had been recommended by a col |l eague of nmine and | was
about to
| ook you up. | wanted to find out if you' d be interested in helping out with
my work. What |I'm
involved with is the catal oguing of insect stories, fromnythic references to
anecdotes to urban

| egends, and |'m | ooking for an assistant to help with . . . well, a variety
of things. Get back to
me if you're interested.” | took down the nunber, wondering if it paid.

The next one was ny nom She sounded tired, but since it was before ten
| called her
back. | listened to the rings, wondering why | was hoping to get the answering
machi ne, when
she answer ed.

I took nmy gasmask out of the bag, pulled it on, and pushed the buzzer.
was a little
early -- | msjudged how long it would take to wal k to Cassandra's pl ace.
There was sone condensation on ny |enses. | rubbed themclean with a bit
of over coat
sl eeve just as | heard the door rattling and snappi ng.
The old lady fromthe first floor | ooked at ne strangely so |I renoved



t he gasnask.
"Cassandra's expecting ne?" | said, |less than assertively.
She let me in and past, muttering sonething that sounded Sl avic or
Hungari an as she
| ocked the door. | left the gasmask off so as to negotiate the stairs easier
I got to the landing and heard themin the kitchen, the sound of a
sewi ng nachi ne

running. | pulled the gasmask down into place, and when | | ooked again, | saw
Jess regarding

me gravely. | started to take it off again, but she went into the kitchen, so
| put ny hands into

nmy pockets.

There was a qui et exchange between the two, then Cass came out. "Wl
hel -1 o there!"
Cassandra said, sonme fabric in her hand. The | ook on her face was amazed and
anused.
NE

"Well, you called nme Flyboy," | said. "And it's sonething | can be
and | don't need
to wear a | ot underneath.”

"But you're wearing clothes now, right?" she said with a sly snile

| nodded mutely. | had considered showing up "in full costune" as it
were, but | thought
it would be a bit creepy.

"I think the | ady downstairs woul d have seen ny bare ankles and called
t he cops."

"She woul da taken care of you herself,’
into the kitchen.
"Have a seat. |'mnearly ready. Just doing sone final alterations.”

| sat down on the overstuffed couch and felt the fabric, renenbering
with a pleasant jolt
that we had nmade out here. | |ooked around trying to cenent this nenory. A
smal |l TV, a huge
painting of an elongated man talking to (or eating) a squirrel, and sone
squat, rounded figures
on a shel f.

Jess came and sat down beside ne. She | ooked up at me, a nornal kid
thing to do
except there was a slight tilt to her head that gave her gaze an anal ytica
cast. She held out her
closed fist, and when | lifted a hand she dropped a spool of black thread into
it.

Cassandra sai d, headi ng back

Cassandra appeared in the doorway, her eyes distracted and searching.
She saw t he
thread in my still-open hand and snatched it back with a scowl, left the room
| |1 ooked at Jess, her head still cocked. "You trying to get ne in
troubl e?" | asked her.
She giggled and bit her |lip and seenmed distinctly unalien. I wondered
why | even
guesti oned Cassandra's story when, after all, we were nmeeting tonight to
[ aunch our equally
i nsane superpowered adventures. It woul d make sense that our talents were not
the only
i mpossible things on earth -- it *didn't* nake sense that there were no other
i mpossi bl e things,
in fact. Wwuld | only accept things | was *forced* to, by the evidence of ny
eyes and
experiences? Couldn't | just abandon ny rationalismand float through life?
The sewi ng machi ne hadn't thundered for a while, so | expected
Cassandra's entrance



at any nonent. Jess had slipped off the couch and was playing with the carpet,
so | stretched
out ny arns, feeling the fabric of the couch. | suddenly had a vivid fantasy
of fucking Cassandra
right on that couch, and felt a little dizzy as the blood rushed away from ny
head.

"A new face in the fight against evil -- Msplace!"

Cassandra faced me, hands on hips, looking like a total fucking
super hero. She had this
stretchy one piece, red and bl ack, that went from her ankles to her neck. She
even had a strip
of it to cover her eyes.

"Incredible,” | said. The pre-teen crushes | had on Rogue and ot her
com ¢ book
characters came back to me in full force. No wonder | had been willing to go
along with this
idea. "And | like the nane, too -- Mss Place."

"That's Ms. Place," she said, waggling her finger. "lIt's no one's

busi ness whet her | have

a superhubby or not." She | ooked at Jess. "How do you like my outfit, kid?"
"Sail or Moon," she responded.
"You got the idea. OK, it's time for you to go visit Ms. Gachie."
Jess nodded and ran to her room She came out with a bl anket and headed

downst ai rs.

"Bye-bye," she said to ne, and | waved

| alnmost had an urge to say *she doesn't have to go* -- | think out of a
sense of polite
house manners, but as | |ooked at Cassandra | realized that | wasn't feeling
polite tonight.

"Al so," Cassandra continued, "l have this." She turned around (nuch to
nmy delight) and
showed me a small 1 oop that had been sewn in at the back, about hip level. In

the | oop was a
bl ack dildo. She pulled it out and turned towards nmne.

"When | want to di sappear sonething, | point this at it. So people wll
think it's the
wand doing it. The nagic wand acts as a decoy in case | get caught.”

"The magi ¢ wand al so | ooks like a magic dildo," | said.

Cassandra | ooked down at it. "Ch ny god, you're right. It's not," she
said, handing it to
me. "It's wood. | painted and sanded it. | wonder why | . . . It's funny the
way the unconsci ous,
works isn't it?" she said brightly, without a trace of enbarrassnent. Her
expressi on was nore
intrigued, as if by a scientific find. "But it does |ook exactly like a dildo.
Not |ike mine, but Iike
ot her ones |'ve seen.”

Up until now, all of ny know edge had been derived from books. M

experience in the

field, as it were, was nonexistent. But despite this -- maybe because of it --
| can be as cool as

t he best of them when tal king about sex. | kept going. "It would have a

poi nted synmbolic effect.

The dildo, | feel, is a perfect synmbol for personal sexual liberation for

women. Not that it's
gonna snmash patriarchy .
" . . . but it nmay sodom ze it,
in her eye.
"Ahhh!" | said reflexively. I was way out of my conversational |eague.
"I don't really think so . . . | mean, | agree with you, about it being

finished Cassandra with an evil glint



a synbol of power,
but | don't think it's appropriate. If | was able to nake peopl e spontaneously
have an orgasm -
" she paused, then clarified, "I mean, if that was my superpower, then yeah
t he wand | ooki ng
like a dildo would be appropriate.”
"You could get one that really | ooked like a magi c wand,"” | suggested.
t hought the
decoy idea was a good one.
"I was considering going with the whole witch thing, like all in black
since it's
appropriate to a person who nakes things disappear.'
at nme. "But
I"'mreally nore a bang-and-crash superhero than a sneaky witch."
| hadn't thought about whether my costume really suited nmy personality

She undul ated her fingers

-- | had only
been concerned with whether it was functional and cool | ooking.
Cassandra | ooked herself up and down in the full-length nmirror on her

bedr oom door.
"Do you think it's too sexy, though? | nean, it's no worse than a bathing
suit."”

"You'll have difficulty avoiding that particular problem™ | nurnmnured.
"Perhaps if you
were wearing well-padded sackcloth -- no, you'd still have problens."

She grinned. "Well, at least | don't have a Barbie figure. The world

weeps when
anot her of those i mages are xeroxed. When | was young | used to think it was
so unfair that

had breasts to be teased for but not be pretty enough for the boys to fall in
love with."
"That's just crazy," | said, failing to cone up with anything flattering

that didn't sound
pat r oni zi ng.
"Peopl e *are* fucking crazy," she said. "That's just the way it is.
Hal f way t hrough mny
hi gh-school years | figured out that ny shape was close enough to industry
standards to afford
me a certain type of clout. | figure ny tits won me ny place on the student
council. Al | had to
do was ignore infuriating coments every so often, and be cheerful regardless
of how ! felt. If |
got angry, it was disnissed as PM5 anyway. "
| nodded, feeling a twinge of guilt recalling the tinmes | had accused ny
sister of the sane
t hi ng.
"After that | sort of reacted against that fakey-fake lifestyle, and
took great pains to
canoufl age ny shape. But now when | do that | feel like |I'm some upper-class
type sl umm ng
because it nmakes her feel less like a rich bitch. But the bank roll's stil
t here, you know?
Anytime she wants, she's got an escape hatch. She'd be better off putting that
guilt or energy or
what ever into convincing her rich friends to donate noney or whatever
usi ng that power
i nstead of denying it's there."
"Do you . . . think that applies to your disappearing power as well?"
"Yeah . . . yeah, | think that applies to that as well." She stopped
adj usting her costune
and turned her thoughtful eyes on ne. "I feel like I'mgoing through a life



change. | feel nore
inclined to *do* things . . . rather than *not do* things."

She wal ked towards nme and slid her hand around to cradle the back of ny
neck, then
slid her tongue into nmy mouth. After the kiss she | ooked at ne and said, "I
just wanted to do
that. It didn't have nmuch to do with what | was tal king about."

"Haven't you al ways done things?" | said, ny hands enjoying the snmooth
mat eri al
covering her shoul ders.

"Back when | quit the band | was sick of yelling all the time, and
del i berately took
nmysel f out of that kind of scene. It also had to do with taking care of Jess,
but it was nore than

that. | was starting to see nyself as a clich,, and that really wore me down."
"Fromwhat | heard, you weren't clich,. | don't think |I've ever heard

anything like that

song. It nust have . . . affected a |lot of wonen."

She went and sat down on the couch. "Yeah. In retrospect | don't think
we were, or |
was, stereotypical . . . and we did a lot to inspire the wonen who cane to our
shows and
listened to our stuff. But it's about how *you* feel, and | felt really
constrai ned by the imge of
the band. So | started reacting against that, in a bunch of ways. Sonetinmes |
even feel like not
getting an abortion was a part of that."

"Real | y?"

"I don't know. | can't really second-guess mnyself.
want a beer?
I've got beer and juice. No coffee, though."

She paused. "Do you

"It's all right. I'mtanked up anyway. A beer would be nice, though."
She got up and thunbed at the wall unit on the way out. | thought she
nmeant the TV and
had a strange flash of unhappiness -- watching TV woul d be so boring conpared
to talking with
her. But fromthe kitchen she called, "Put on sone nusic, will you?"

| 1 ooked through the nusic and found a CD with a person hol ding a snow
shovel on the
cover and put it on. Punk rock with hard-edged femal e vocals issued forth from
t he speakers. |

was relieved -- | realized | couldn't bear a schmaltzy romantic soundtrack to
everyt hing we
sai d.

"You know how you were saying that you felt constrained by the i mage of
t he band?" |
called out to the kitchen. "Once upon a tine | couldn't read in caf,s or
di ners because it was so
horrible to me that people might think | was one of those pretentious
asshol es. "

She came out and passed nme a bottle, listening. "But then you found out
about free
refills . "

"Yeah . . . | said, fuck it, 1'mgoing to do it anyway and live the
l[ife. And here | am
t oday. "

She stroked the hair above ny ear and | |eaned into her hand. | was

amazed at how
natural it felt, this new | anguage of touching. "So at some point the
revul si on of being somnet hing



you hated becane | ess than the attraction of doing something you wanted to do.
That's exactly
what |'mtal king about."

| was tenpted to say, *yeah, we're so exactly alike* and enter into an
i mpassi oned
snooch, but sonething held ne back. "But *you* went and stirred the hearts and
m nds of a
generation of punks, while *I* went to get a coffee.’
depressed nysel f.
| took a long swig of beer.

Cassandra seenmed a little annoyed. "Look. Different people use their
energies in
different ways. | never faced up to the fact that | had a superpower until now
-- | suppressed
my menory of it. You lived with the fact of your difference for your whole
l[ife. That's a kind of
strength.”

Her reference to strength made me think of ny nom-- would having the
wrong ki nd of
strength kill her? She had the kind of strength that would |l et her forgive her
ungrateful brats for
anyt hi ng, but kicking a habit she hated was somet hing she couldn't do.
Cassandra sat facing ne,
her red-clad | egs fol ded under her, her brow knit. Wiy did | have to be so
grimright now?

Then somet hing occurred to me that made nme suddenly and conpletely
happy.
"Cassandra," | said. "Can our first mssion be to kill cigarette bill boards?"

| gave her a second to absorb ny suddenly jaunty nobod and fini shed off
ny beer. |
| eaned back to set the enpty on the crate she used as a table. It was
stenci |l | ed BANANAS. |
renenmber this so clearly because the nonent | |eaned back -- *Did you find
that crate in an
al | ey somewher e?* popped into my mnd -- Cassandra lifted ny T-shirt and
started to kiss ny

That plainly put, | even

belly and chest. | fell back on ny hand, the ticklish sensation robbing ne of
enough strength to
get upright. *Did it smell |ike bananas when you brought it home?* Eventually

I was able to
grab her shoul ders and pull nyself up and onto her body, kissing her face with
a hal f-dozen hit-
and-run-styl e pecks.
My mind, bizarrely, kept comng up with these dull, conversationa
remarks. | couldn't
keep the next one from spewi ng out. "Did you know that the ancient Hawaii ans
had a taboo
agai nst wonen touchi ng bananas?" | babbl ed. She couldn't have had any idea
where the
subj ect of bananas cane from it having evolved entirely in the closed bubble
of nmy mnd
"*Real * 1y,
viol ating
anci ent Hawaiian tradition. My jeans button popped open as she shifted her
grip. "What was
t he penal ty?"
It *was* death, but now wasn't the tinme to be a stickler for historica
accuracy. "l
bel i eve they were forbidden to take part in the village chores,” | said,
bani shed to the

she said, janm ng her hand down the front of ny pants and

and



beach huts until the next full npon."

And so inspired, | let nmy hands be as bold as hers, pressing up against
her breasts, up
and down. | pulled the springy material of her costume away fromher tits,

slid it back and forth
agai nst her pebbl e nippl es.

"And what was the penalty for *ravishing* a banana?" She squeezed ny
cock and mny
cl everness di sappeared, the squeeze causing it to spray out of the back of ny
head in a fine

m st .
"Uuuhhh," 1 said. | was deep within the sugary-sweet sex fog, and
aimed to make her
equal ly stupid, to strip her of her wit. | traced the seam of her costune down
to where it

bi sected her crotch, and cupped it, rubbed it. Cassandra kneel ed up from her
position on the
couch, pulling slightly at nmy penis to do so. It was painful, but better than
being I et go. She
ground agai nst ny hand, and | worked my fingers, the base of nmy palm the side
of nmy hand
into her pubic hair.

| had never done it before, never touched a pussy, but score one for
i nstinct. She gave
me a fast distracted smile, pushing hard enough for me to feel ridges through
the material. She

gasped and said *uh fuck* and then yanked down ny pants. | had worn a pair of
relatively new

white underwear, but still worried for a nonent about piss stains before she
sai d, "Lie back

bananahead. |'m about to outrage Hawaiians."

I couldn't tell for sure that | was in her nouth, there was just a
war nt h. Then she
i ncreased the suction power, and there was a sensation that felt as fucking
great as it sounded.

(I don't know why | got off on the sound -- nore proof, naybe, that the
ubi qui t ous- depr aved
act was happening.) She | ooked up, probably to confirmthat | |ooked as stupid

as | sounded,
grinned and went back down.

| sat up so | could see her. | caught glinpses of her face, alternately
anused and
focused, as her waves of hair allowed. | felt the Y of her crotch just bel ow
ny knee, and

pressed up a bit.

"Uhng," she said md-suck, and | *felt* the word that meant she was
aroused and god
it was good. | worked nmy left leg slyly and firmy into her crosshatch

Her strokes becane irregular and interspersed with little laughs. The
i dea of turning her
on made me incredibly turned on. | realized that | was really close, and said,
"uh, I'm. . . uh.
" and she nodded. She stroked ny balls, as if encouraging ny spermto come on
out, and then

t hey did.

Vow.

| saw white, then red, and gradually ny body unspasned, mnuscle by mnuscle
ina
pl easant roll call. "Ch, ny, god, Cassandra, thank, you, that, was, oh, ny,

god. "



She spat ny come onto ny pubic hair. "OK now clean up," she said
conversationally,
wi ping her lips with the back of her hand. "Then get your ass back here."
| lay there for a few nore seconds staring at her, a smle invul nerable
on nmy lips. She
snm |l ed and planted a cl osed-nouth kiss on them
Then many thoughts occurred in Iightning succession: Does she think an
open- nout hed
one woul d gross me out? What does spitting it out nean? It was the obvious
thing to do, but it
was still disconcerting when all | had as a | earning nodel was the world of
por nogr aphy, where
peopl e seened to use it as a mlk substitute. Was it a sign of assertion?
Di sgust? Practicality?
Fast as these thoughts canme, Cassandra | ooked inpatient, and | started
to get up,
putting a hand under ny sperny friends and half hitched up ny pants.
"Actually . " she said and | ooked at the jism and it was gone. |
felt where it had been,
and there wasn't even any residue.

"That was a little close for confort," | said. She unzi pped her costune,
pulled it off
qui ckly and kicked it to one side. | stood there, staring, and she said,

"What, did you expect a
striptease? Let's get down to business.”

She sat back in the couch, naked all over. She was inperfect, she was
perfect.

| started to pull down nmy pants, slowy and still staring at her. | gave
her a saucy | ook
and spun around, wagging ny ass and gyrating to every other beat of the punk
rock playing in
t he background. Pants off, one sock, two socks.

She picked up her bottle of beer and | et her eyes wander over ne. \Wen
they (finally)
got to ny face, she blurted out, "You're blushing! You re blushing like a
bandit!" | stopped ny
"dance" and, |legs dramatically placed, renmoved ny |ast piece of clothing.
Slowmy, | pulled ny
T-shirt over ny belly, chest and head, gave it the traditional whip around and
loosed it in
Cassandra's direction. It mssed her but she hooted out |oud anyway and nmade
as if she had a
dollar to put in nmy Gstring.

"For my finale," | said, and turned into a fly.

She | ooked around, and by the time she realized what was happening, |
was on her tit
and running for the nipple. She squealed and reflexively swatted, but in that
i ncredi bl e sl ow
noti on way people have when I'ma fly. So I took off, and | anded directly on
the |l eft nipple,
then as she jerked, took off and headed to the right, then back again, and
forth again, until she
wi sed up and covered her breasts w th her hands.

| dove down to her nostly exposed vagi na and just buzzed around there
for a few
seconds before her legs started to crash closed. My take-off was a bit sticky
so | was just able
to drop between themand fly clear, last-m nute X-Wng-outta-the Death-Star
style.

Then | changed back and rushed to her side. "Wat's wong? It wasn't



that *fly* in
here, was it? Making you all -- itchy?" | started scratching her breasts and
ki ssi ng her neck

She smled and | eaned back, and | slipped two fingers into her pussy.

It was a new thing for nme, but it was pretty obvious what to do. It was
incredibly slick

and warm and smooth in there, and | just kept pushing against that small hard
clit in different
ways, until | found a couple that Cassandra seened to really like. And she was

qui t e obvi ous
about what she liked -- the sharp intake of breath coupled with hair-pulling
nmeant to *keep
doing that* , a direction | (or any horse) could learn to foll ow

| leaned into ny work, using ny free hand to squeeze and frisk her
breasts, wondering
about them The nipples were obviously sensitive, but was the rest of the
breast sensitive itself
or was it just because it was so close to the nipple? | idly Iicked her brown
nipple and it sent a
shock through Cassandra. So, keeping my fingers punping away like little oi
rigs, I set nyself
to sucking first one nipple, then the other

She hugged ny face to her breasts with considerable force. | sucked
away, gratified
and amused by her sudden desperation. Wen she let me up to switch to the
ot her breast, |
craftily stole down south and gave ny cranmping fingers a rest.

| was expecting an incredible odour to assail ne, but |ike nost things
about sex, it had
been overenphasi zed. | remenber grinding my rough tongue relentlessly over
what rem nded
me of bedsheet folds, the trenbly pressure of her |egs straining against ny
jaw nuscl es, the
feeling of pride I had when she cane.

W lay there for a long tinme, while our wet spots dried.

I got hone at ten the next norning -- Cassandra had to work. W had
breakfast with
Jess, who didn't seemto be alarmed by the presence of another person at the
tabl e. She was
nore concerned with the absence of Cheeri os.

| wal ked into ny house, ny gasmask in a bag, and sat down to unl ace ny
shoes. Phil
wal ked down the stairs and started putting on his shoes, tutting and hissing
at me for using the
shoe-chair.

"You're just getting in *now ?" he said.

| placed my shoes against the wall with a certain snugness.

"Eeeeewwwwwwy, " he nmpaned. "Excuse ne," he said, renoving a pencil from
hi s
pocket and spoke into the eraser. "He's found another of his kind to mate
with. The situation is
now cl assified Red. Repeat, Code Red."

| wal ked away, a grin on ny face.

"Cone and tell ne," said Phil

| took the stairs two at a time. He didn't beg any nore. \Wich was a
good t hi ng,
because | wanted to tell him | got to my roomand cl osed the door, |ocked it
by reflex.



| had realized on ny wal k home that there was no way to tal k about | ast
ni ght wi t hout
feeling like a bragging jerk. Mire than wanting to becone a certain type of

person, | had
worked all ny life to avoid becom ng sonmeone | hated -- the bragging jerk, for
i nstance.

Al the same, | was glad he had seen me cone in. Actually, it was
perfect. | didn't have
to conprom se ny nice guy persona and the word still got out. | lay on ny bed
and

congratul ated nysel f, hugging nmy pillow and i magi ning it was Cassandra. But
unl i ke many such

pat hetic scenes in the past, the person whom | inagined huggi ng actual ly
wanted to and did hug
me inreal life. There was a swell of joy at that thought and it swirled up

from my spine-base

| wondered what would be different in ny Iife now, now that things had
gone this way
wi th Cassandra. | wondered what it would be Iike to hang out with soneone al
the tine. |
wondered what it would be like to have sonmeone to |lie beside at night who
woul d hear ny

whi spers, ny farts and ny sleeptal king. | wondered if she'd want ne to nove
in. | wondered if
I would love Jess. | wondered if | |oved Cassandra.

The superhero thing was an afterthought. It was just something exciting
we could do
together. | had a pleasant fantasy of us fucking on top of some pebbl e-roof ed
bui I ding. | thought
about how nice it was to have someone to go dancing with.

I checked ny phone nessages. The first one was froma cop

"This message is for Ryan Slint. M. Slint, | know what you're up to."

My hands cl enched the pillow How had we gotten caught when we hadn't
even done
anything yet? | imagi ned Cassandra's face, stricken with anxiety.

The voice continued, and | realized it was the bug guy. "You' re waiting
for me to offer

you a wage before you call ne back. Well, so many peopl e have spoken so highly
of your skills
and dedication that |'mprepared to offer you $15 an hour. | woul d have |iked

to offer it to you

at the beginning, but the foundation grant was just recently approved. Please
contact ne as soon

as your busy schedule allows.'
comment, but it

There was a touch of droll hunmour in that | ast

was truer than he knew -- between school and building a secret identity (and,
now, all the
supersex), | hadn't had time to get back to him

Agirlfriend and a fifteen-dollar-an-hour job -- all in one week! |

checked the second
nmessage, presuming it would tell me | had won a vacation in Ansterdam
"H Ryan, it's your mom Call me back."

| hung up, | noticed, w th unusual speed. Wien | also noticed how | had
to relax ny
knitted brow, | knew there was something really wong. A call fromny nom

despite the fact
that it brings back an unhappy reality, shouldn't *annoy* me. \Wat was | angry
at?

| thought about it for a while, came up blank. | dragged ny ass over to
nmy desk to get



sone work done.

"It's possible that this treatment will get it all out,”
| had trouble telling
if there was hope in his voice or not. He never took his eyes off the traffic,
i n any circumnstances.

W were headed back to the bus station. There was just enough twilight
to see that the
trees that lined the streets of London were starting to sprout. Tinme passing,
with nmy nother's
illness, seenmed dreadful

As we crossed through the centre of town, a small cigarette billboard
caught ny eye

Dad was sayi ng.

and dragged a hiss out of ne. "I hate those things. They're everywhere in
Toronto. Cigarette
bill boards,” | clarified, realizing that it wouldn't have crossed Dad's field
of vision.

"Well, you can't have freedom of speech only for things you like," Dad
said. "It's
censorship. I'd say | agree with the Suprene Court decision."

When the decision was made to allow cigarette conmpanies to adverti se,
after a several -

year ban -- or rather that the ban was an unfair violation of the
corporation's Canadi an Charter
rights -- | hadn't taken much notice. The conpanies had cl ai med that they

woul d only be doing
certain types of ads and for many nonths there were none. Then, wthin weeks
of finding out
about Mom the huge bill boards appeared.

W arrived at the station. Dad automatically got out with me, and we
wal ked t owar ds

the squat grey building. "Well, |I've heard there are sonme people who are
exercising their
freedomas well," | said carefully. "There's this billboard that says 'The

Target is Satisfaction'
and they've changed ' Satisfaction' to 'Children.""

Dad | aughed and | felt proud, 'cause it was mny idea. "C ever. But
vandalismis
vandal i sm "

| tried to steer himaway fromthat. "But don't you feel that they're in
i ncredi bly bad
taste, Dad? Rem ndi ng everyone who's known soneone who's died fromit, always
in people's
face about how satisfying and cool it is."

| finished ny sentence and turned to the counter. The old guy insisted
on seeing ny
student ID before he'd give ne the rate. It was annoyi ng, because | was using
it as a bookmark
in one of ny texts. |I'd never been asked before -- if my appearance screaned
anything, it was
STUDENT, to the extent where sonetinmes | worried people wouldn't take ne
seriously.

"I don't believe that people are controlled by advertising, Ryan," Dad
said. "l don't
think your nomwas . . . tricked into snmoking." He had finally broached the
rel evant subject, but
| could see fromhis face that it drained him

| didn't want to drain him | realized. | didn't want to argue with him
to win. How
would it help to show himthat the world he worked for and believed in



contributed to his wife's
sickness, even if | could? | didn't say anything.
"It was nice that you were able to spend a couple of days with us," he

sai d.

"I would have liked to stay |onger, but school "

He nodded.

W waited in line together. | could snell the snobke froman old guy a
f ew peopl e ahead
of us inline. |I |looked at the ground, the concrete soaked with oil, and

t hought that there are few
nore powerful grime magnets than a bus depot.

Just to refute that, our shiny bus pulled up and Dad gave ne a tight
smle. "Al right,
Sid," he said with a handshake. (Calling each other "Sid" was one of our nore
absurdist famly
traditions.) "Stay out of trouble,"” he added with an extra punp.

| wondered, startled, if he had figured out that the billboard story was
about our plans. |
was barely able to nunble ny response, "Take care, Sid," before | got on the
bus.

| squeezed through the aisle and into a wi ndow seat. | | ooked out and,
of course, he
was there, and would be until the bus pulled away.

It used to annoy nme that he wouldn't just drop me at the station, and
this final watch
was the icing on the cake. Did he think | was going to clinb out of the
sunroof or sonething,
and catch a bus to Africa? Al through ny teenaged life, | refused to
acknow edge the fina
wat ch and he would just stand there, sonetines the only one on the platform
Pret endi ng he
couldn't see in the dark wi ndows, |ike he was only watching the bus.

As the bus pulled away this tine | waved, suddenly, just to see. Shock
regi stered on his

face and he lifted a slow armin response, and that was all | saw before the
bus rounded the
corner.

She pushed nme agai nst the kitchen counter and kissed nme |oud, playing
with ny ears.

"There's *peopl e* out there," | whispered, lifting her hand in m ne and
kissing it,
sucki ng at her knuckl es.

Ken and Jess were laughing in the living room

She watched ny eyes, and | sucked her fingers. There was a whisper from
Ken, a
pause, and Jess appeared in the doorway.

"Water," she said.

| instinctively, guiltily, pulled away from Cassandra, but her hand
cl osed on mne. She
said, "Don't. It's OK."

Jess repeated. "We need water. Ken said."

"A cupful or so," he called.

"A cupful,"” Jess repeated

Cassandra stood and watched her child silently. Mystified by the scene,
| started to
| ook around for a cup.

"Pl eese," Jess said, and Cassandra went into action, filling a
tunbl erful of water and
handing it to her. Jess ran off. Cassandra | ooked di sappoi nted.



"What ? She didn't say 'thank-you'?" | said.

She nodded.

"I"msurprised you care about stuff like that," | said.

She shrugged. "I think it's good to be appreciative of things people
give you. | was
al ways glad ny nomtaught ne that." | nodded. "It's not all crap, the norma

parenting stuff, but
you have to sort it through for yourself. My first inclination was to do the
opposite.”
"Beat her nercilessly, feed her crack, dress her in blue --
"Exactly." She threw open the cupboards. "See? No cute kiddie stuff,
ei ther. That was
tough. There was this one set with Peter Rabbit that al nbst broke ne. It
| ooked |i ke the one
had. "

"Way didn't you get it?"

"Half a week's pay for that fucking thing. And it's not really for the
kid, the kids don't
care about stuff like that. It's for the parents, so they can tal k about how
cute it is and so they
feel like good parents. It's a fucking con."

I noticed how she used the plural of *parent*

"My parents used to send all this expensive crap, child-sized phones and
stuff like that. |
got themto just send nmoney. | told themthat every fifty bucks sponsors a day
of me staying
hone. So | get a few days a nmonth that | get to stay home and play wth Jess,
which is nore
i mportant than having cute little N ke shoes or whatever."

It sounded great. My parents were not into giving noney, however -- they
liked to see
me opening the gift and ny eyes lighting up and that crap. "And your parents
are into that?"

She nodded. "Yeah, they even put 'Cassandra/Jess Bondi ng Sponsorship' on
the little
line for description on the cheque."

| laughed at that.

"My parents are really open-m nded. Ex-hippies. Alittle hard to live
wi th, though.
They' ve al ways got sone drama going on.'
i magi ni ng what
ki nd of shenani gans two reefer-snokin' oldsters could get into. "Not stable,
but supportive.

She rolled her eyes and | smil ed,

Mostly."
"Mne are straight as straight can be," | said. "I wouldn't mind a
little drama .
al t hough what we've got nowis pretty dramatic, | guess."
Cassandra's eyes dimed a little. "Yeah . . . howis your nom anyway?"
"It's weird. | nean . . . she's really kept her spirits up. But I find
nysel f so mad about
the whole thing." | |ooked over at her. She seened to be half listening to

Jess and Ken, but |
kept on. "Alittle bit mad at my mom for being so unchanged and brave and
fatalistic. At nyself
for . . . | don't know, not suffering enough? The npst inmportant person in ny
life is going to die
and I can only find the tine to visit on weekends?"

"It can go on for years, Ryan. Years where she's constantly stressed out
for putting
everyone's |life on pause.”



"It's not, like, rational, | know, | just get all angry thinking about
it. If I was really
depressed, that woul d make sense.™

"Well, this thing about killing the billboards."

"Yeah, but even that." | lifted nmy hand and dropped it. "It's not
*pure.* | hate the
conpanies for . . . squeezing profit out of msery, but my moms choice to

snoke comes into it,
too. And we don't even know for sure that snoking's the cause."

"There's always a good reason for inaction," Cass said. "A ways sone
per spective that
shows that it's nore conplex than you thought at first. But --"

"Hel p!" canme fromthe living room and ny thoughts broke and ran for the
past ures.

"That's the call to action, Flyboy," said Ms. Place, and we burst out
into the living
room Ken was innocently painting the canvas and Jess seened fine -- fine,
that is, except for a
bl ue streak on her chin.

"Did soneone call for help here?" Cassandra said.

"Nope," said Ken, whistling out of tune.

"Yes," said Jess. "Me." She pointed to her chin. "He painted ne!"

Ken made a face. "Meeeee?"

Jess broke out in frighteningly loud |aughter, her little body
convul sing. Ken had really
wor ked her up.

"So how s it going?" | asked, taking a | ook at the canvas. The bl ue and
whi t e depiction
of a snmoking teenager in rifle crosshairs was al most fini shed.

"Have you been bothering M. Ken, denon seed?" she asked her child,
snearing the
paint into a pentacle design

"Aw, that's a cute pet nane," | said.

"She kept telling ne to paint her, so | did," said Ken

"Not like that!" said Jess.

| looked at my watch. | didn't want to keep Ken for too long -- | had
cal | ed himon
short notice and now it was al nost mdnight. W decided to take himinto our
confi dence --

about doing the billboard, but not about the rest -- and he was into the idea,
as | thought he
woul d be.

"I didn't knowif you could draw real people," | said.

Ken snorted. "This is the easy stuff. Especially with a source,” he
sai d, nodding to the

magazi ne scrap Cassandra had found. "Well, it's pretty nmuch done."
Cassandra stepped around and | ooked at it. "Ww, that'll be perfect.
Eh?" She | ooked
at me. | nodded. The depiction was striking and the blue paint gave it sone
style.
"Any ot her stuff?" he said. "Maybe 1'Il just finish off little denon

seedy here." Ken
nmoved towards Jess in a nonster-style, and she held up the paint brush she was
clutching as if
to ward himoff. Ken fell to the ground, covering his eyes.
*Did Jess do sonething to hinP* was ny instant and pani cked thought.
| ooked at
Cassandra (frozen shock) and to Jess (who yawned hugely) and back at Ken (back
on his feet
and snmling at ne).



"Whoa, that's one powerful entity you've spawned, Cassandra," Ken said,

rubbi ng his
eyes.
Jess yawned again, and sat down.
"One pooped entity," she said. "I'mgonna put her to bed."
She picked Jess up. | made a nmental note to ask her if she was thinking

what | was
t hi nki ng when Ken col | apsed.

The man hinmsel f was oblivious, putting on his shoes. "So does she have a
pet nanme for
you yet?" he whispered. "Funny nonkey?"

| shook ny head, folded ny arns, smrked.

He had a hand on the doorknob. "So let me know how it turns out." | gave
hi m a
t hunbs- up.

After he left | had tine to get nyself sone orange juice, stretch out on
the couch and
think with a shock about how confortable | felt at Cassandra's place before
Cassandra herself
r eappear ed.

She went to | ook at the canvas again. "I was thinking that | could get
some red paint
and redo the crosshair parts like that. We could use it for the word part,

too. | was going to ask
himfor his help with that, too, but |I figured we could do it ourselves."
"Smarrrt thinkin', lady," | said, winking. "He'd probably do it but I

don't want to waste
his time with sonething we can do ourselves."

She was curled up on nmy body, and it was unconfortable but there was
al so sonet hi ng
really nice about it. "Do you think it'll be OK? Maybe we should go with the
pai nt idea . " she
mul | ed, | ooking over at the canvas.

| had originally pictured doing it that way, but then Cass had found
t hese pictures of
bill board refacenments in a magazine called *Adbusters* . Sone "culture
jamrers" in Sydney,

Australia, had subverted a car ad with canvas overlays. "No," | said, trying
to sound nore sure

than | felt, "I'lIl be the one up there and | don't want to be fiddling with
stencils and cans and

stuff."

"That was a weird nonent with Jess and Ken, eh?" she said, evidently
done with the
pl anni ng for the evening.

"You mean with himclutching at his eyes? Yeah."

"Sometines | wonder about her having . "

| nodded. "Well, with her heritage. Not that nmy parents can do anything
cool "
"She really enjoys drawi ng pictures."
"Yeah." | had seen the kid' s work on display at the Fridge Gallery,
under magnets. "But
they're crappy."”

She whacked ne in the chest with a full-out fist. "Fuck you! She's not
bad for three."

| laughed. "I know one-year-olds who could snoke her ass.”

She reached up and tried to grab ny nose, but | wouldn't let her. She
tried jumping up
and down on ne but | started npaning ecstatically. Al nost spilled ny juice,
t hough.



"Actually," she said, md-junp. "*Actually* , there was one tinme when |
was | ooking all
over for ny hair scrunch thing and Jess cones up and hands me this draw ng.
I"min this huge
hurry so | smile, you know, and go to put it up on the fridge so | won't scar
her for life. Wen |
put it up there | notice it's a toilet, which was strange, but even stranger
is that Jessie doesn't
want me to put it on the fridge. I go on | ooking for the scrunch and
eventual ly have to | eave. A
week later | find it, *guess where?* "She jabbed me in the chest. "CGuess!"

"In the toilet?" | said.

"No, behind it." She | ooked at ne, annoyed. "I would have noticed it
sooner if it was in
the --" she broke off, leaving ne for the | ost cause |I am

"Huh. St. Anthony, |ook out!"
"Don't spout your religious propaganda at ne!"

"He's the guy you pray to when you've lost sonething," | said in a
si ngsong know-it-al
Voi ce.

"They have a saint for that? How petty."

"That's just what a heathen like you would say."

*Jab. *

Sitting at ny desk | wote on the line provided for *Subject* : FLY
TRANSFORVATI ON NOTES. | opened the school book up and put the date in the
corner.

*1've done this before* , | realized with a disorienting wash of d,j ...
vu. G ade two,
sci ence experinent.* Ww, | had conpletely forgotten.*

| was so enthusiastic about the project -- the teacher's explanation of

the scientific
nmet hod that prom sed to unravel even the nost puzzling of conundruns, from
gravity to ball point
pens. If it could explain why a piece of nmetal noved things as if by nagic,
expl ai ni ng nmy strange
condition would be child's play . . . or so ny child s mnd reasoned.
The next week we had to tal k about our ideas for a project. M.
Bl anchard, who
al ways scared me a little even though | always did my homework, went
row by-row. Soneone
wanted to change paper into nmoney. Ms. Blanchard told himthat that was
i mpossi ble, and no
one could do the inpossible, could they, class? *Nooooo* , said the class, and
| felt butterflies
cocooning in ny tunmy.
Soneone el se wanted to see how | ong they coul d survive underwater.
t hought t hat
sounded great, and | ooked down at my book -- "How To Turn Into A Fly" -- and
had a happy
nmonent thi nki ng about how useful this know edge woul d be, al nost as
life-enriching as know ng
how to read.
Then Ms. Bl anchard's high-strung voice cut through the air and sl ashed

open the
cocoon in ny stomach, releasing the butterflies. "Wat would happen if Kelly
drow -- got hurt

whi | e doing that?" Several kids shouted out, *drowned* , *dead* , *killed* ,
and al t hough this
didn't answer her question she went on. "Right, class -- so no experinments on



yoursel f, or other
people . . . or pets."

| looked sadly at ny proposal and scribbled it out, with two different
col ours of pens so
no one would know. Wth seconds to spare, spurred on by the baw ing out she
gave one
unproductive kid, | came up with a less exciting alternative.

| spent the next few weekends sullenly threading Styrofoamballs to
denonstrate the
guestion "How Big Is Qur Solar Systen?'" My nom asked nme what was w ong, but |
coul dn't
tell her -- she had showed nme that flies were dirty, that the fly swatter
(filthy as it was) was an
i nstrument of justice. My only hope had been to figure out why | was this way
and t hen show
her it wasn't nmy fault that | was also a dirty insect.

My next serious fly menory was wat ching the Hul k. The poor dumb guy was
constantly

hunted by the legitimate authorities, which was terrifying for me -- the
*arnmy* was after him not

just sone freak-killing nob. | realized that if anyone found out about ne |
woul d be

experimented on, have nmy wings pulled off, tenpted with delicious sewage to
test my endurance

Luckily, | had an edge over Bruce Banner -- | had no equivalent to
"hul king out," and didn't
spont aneousl y transform except when | thought "1'd like to be a fly." So the

rest of ny life, unti
nmeeti ng Cassandra, had been governed by caution

There had been plenty of tenptations in ny early life -- ny teenage
hor nones had
wanted very badly to see the girl's change roomthrough multi-eyes. Then | had
di scovered (in
chronol ogi cal order) pornography, nmasturbation and a way to keep said inpul ses
i n check.

There were many reasons why | didn't do the change often

1. Being naked after the change nade for |ogistical problens.

2. |If the changes were of any duration, parts of ny body becane coated
by a green,
jellylike goo that nmade ne nervous and just grossed me out.

3. My main notivation for turning into a fly was nostly to watch girls
undress, and | felt
that this was immral. | was quite religious during ny teenage years, when
wasn't stealing
por nogr aphy and getting drunk.

4. There was al ways the chance that | could be swatted or attacked by a
cat or
something. | was quite sure death meant death, and |I didn't relish the idea of
nmy not her havi ng
to deal with a crushed and naked son, despite it having some mnel odramatic
appeal in ny
depr essi ve nonents.

These reasons were good ones -- some founded in rational thought, sone
nor e
enotional, but good reasons overall. But over the last few years they had | ost
their power. |
don't know why -- they just had. So | had nostly been staying in ny old,
untransformative self
out of habit nmore than anything else, until Cassandra canme al ong.

| sat before ny new bookl et, snobothing out the fold, and started to |et



out the curiosity
about nyself fromthe Pandora's box where it had al ways been. | started with
Cassandra's
guesti on:

If | ate/defecated/ mated while in fly form would it carry over to ny
hurman forn?
(Looking at it, I changed "human form' to "natural state.")

What is the green goo? (I changed "goo" to "substance" and added

caused
by
prol onged transformations?") Is it biological or chemical in forn?

On ny desk sat a specinmen jar, opened, with two rotting rinds fromfruit
that | had
eaten the previous week. The appl e and banana were stinking, by human
standards, but |
ignored ny revulsion as | prepared to transform | checked the door one | ast
time, placed ny
gl asses on ny desk, and *bugged out*

The npst bl atant change is ny visual scope. It zoonms back and instead of
t he porthol e
of human vision, |'ve suddenly got *fly-o0-vision* , with hundreds of inmages
gi ving ne a sharper
and nore conprehensive view of ny surroundings. My wings vibrate, giving off
this | owlevel
buzz, and I can nove in all directions with a thought. My novenents fee
spastic, and for the
first little while it seens like I'minside this tiny ship, controlling it
with nental conmands.

After buzzing around for a while, |looping and feeling the air roar and
rush agai nst ne, |
becorme nore connected with nmy fly body. I'"'mready to | and on sonet hi ng.

The tremendous speed at which the fly noves nakes this nore chall engi ng
than it

sounds -- the surface of ny desk approaches far too fast for confort, and for
along time |
couldn't land because | couldn't will nyself into hitting sonething that fast

any nore than | could
stop nyself from blinki ng when soneone fakes a punch. It feels like falling
froma building, or
rather how | imagine that would feel. So | have to beconme very conscious of
t he sped-up world
of the fly, and imagine that |I'minhabiting a fast-forwarding novie. Wen | do
hit the ground, ny
hair-thin | egs absorb the shock Iike springs. The nass of the fly nakes the
shock al nost not hi ng,
anyway. It kinda feels |like junping on a tranpoline.

Wal ki ng on sonmething integrates me conpletely with ny fly body. Fromthe
nonment
transform ny brain knows I'ma fly -- but there's a delay before | *feel*
fly-ish. Fly-walking is
di fferent enough (sticky, nultilegged) to nmake it conpletely click home that |
ain't human no

nor e.
Anyway: wal ki ng on ny desk, | becane consci ous of a del ectabl e odour. |
poi nted ny
proboscis north and wal ked towards the apple core and banana peel
Hal fway there, | nearly wal ked into the lens of ny glasses, but realized

intim tocircle
around, gawking at the intricacy of the hinge, the fine detailing that |I was
never able to see
because -- duh -- | couldn't be wearing them and | ooking at them at the sane



tine.
The core | ooked like a glorious Grecian pillar, the irregularities
snoot hed out by the m st

that covered it, like a swath of gauze. It even formed a little pool around
the base, and |

stopped there, poking out with my proboscis. | |ooked up and realized, *Now if
I was a nornal

fly I would have flown rather than walked* . | lifted off and | anded on the

side of the core,
happy there were no other flies around to see ny manni sh behavi our

| had barely | anded on the brown, spongy, divine-snelling surface when
started to
vomt bile onit. | originally thought it was drool, because it didn't have
t he gut wrenching that
human vonmiting did, but when it started to hiss and bubble | realized what it
was. | saw with
di staste that some of it slid dowmn the core to dirty the desk, where Man-Ryan
often ate. The
bile had turned a small portion of the core into a puddi ng softness, so
(mentally) took a big
breath and poked my nose into the ness.

It was like drinking a mlkshake through a straw, but a dizzyingly
del i ci ous m | kshake
laced with opium *More, nore* was all | could think, and when | finished the
part | had
di ssol ved, ny body ejected nore bile, but this time |I could barely wait for it
to do its work. |

tried to focus enough to note the sensations -- it was sweet, so very sweet,
and filling, but not
flavoured any particul ar way, apple-y or otherwi se.
| lifted off fromthe core and | anded drunkenly on the peel. | went to a
soft part and
spewed. This time | couldn't finish it all, but I had enough to discern that
it had no particul ar
flavour either, and was a little less sweet. It still tapped i mediately into

nmy pl easure/ euphoria
centres, however.
| was totally bloated and had trouble taking off. When | got to the
m ddl e of the rooml
willed nyself back to human form and ny vision snapped back to single-view.
No nore

bl oating. No feeling of having eaten -- in fact | was a little peckish.
stunbl ed to ny bat hroom

nmy feet feeling unnaturally unsticky, and took a look in the mirror. | had
green goo all over ny

face. | | ooked down to see ny body coated with the stuff. | scraped sonme off

of my cheek and
put it on the side of the sink, for later transferral to the sanple jar.
*Looks like fuckin' larval eggs* , | thought as | stepped into the
shower stall. *Lucky I
didn't decide to experinent with mating* . This conjured up an image of tiny
i nsect eggs al ong
the Iining of ny stomach that nmade me ill.
The sane feeling of disorientation | got after becoming a fly happened
when | reverted
to human form This nunbness, this physical -nental inconpleteness, accounts
for why it wasn't
until that nmonent that | realized that the green goo coated ny lips, ny
tongue, the inside of ny
mout h, as far back as feeling went in my throat -- the Vaseline-consistency



resi due goi ng,
per haps, all the way down into ny stomach.

After the first painful, gut-wenching vomting into the stall, | was
abl e to make ny way
over to the toilet bow and continue ejecting bile for an undeterm ned anount
of time. | swear |
could have snelled apple, but it was just as easily a deliriuminduced odour
My scientific
objectivity was only good for so much.

Hot wat er washed off the green substance with no trouble, as usual. |
went to the
kitchen, ate sone dry bread (to get rid of the bile/goo taste) and then hit ny
bed. Just before
switched off, | realized that Ms. Blanchard had damm good reason to forbid
sel f -
experiment ation

"Fuck it's cold," Cassandra said. "You nust be fucking freezing."
W had parked a few bl ocks away and | had i medi ately begun shivering
when | had

left the car. | had expected to -- | was naked but for nmy boots and ny
overcoat -- and the
excitemrent of the nonent distracted me. | shrugged.

"Al'l right, tough guy," she said, and | ooked up at the billboard. At
least it was the sanme
one. Cass had had a last-mnute panic attack that they would change the
canpai gn and nake
our preparation usel ess.

| |1 ooked at Cassandra and caught her snmiling at ne. "You | ook funny
wi t hout your
gl asses, " she said.

| had left themat home since they inevitably got sneared and dropped
when | bugged
out. "Better?" | asked.

"Different," she said. "Like I"'mcommtting crines with soneone | don't
even know. "

I wondered if she was serious. | would consider wearing contacts if it
woul d nmake ne
nore attractive. | know that nakes me sound fl akey, but | would. Sonme people

have told ne
they like me in glasses, though, so it's hard to get a definitive reading.
Thi nki ng about the contacts-glasses debate got ne thinking about
somet hi ng ot her than
nmy goo-anxiety. My experinmentation, instead of relaxing ne, had nade ne nore
fearful of
buggi ng out than ever. And instead of talking it through with Cass, | had
decided to play M.
Ready- For-Anything. It was not a role | was particularly suited for.
W were at the base of the billboard, which was ained at the oncom ng
hi ghway traffic.
W hoped it would turn a few heads in norning rush hour at |east, because we
had heard t hat
the nore visible alterations were covered up pronto by the sign conpany, to
prevent negative
attention directed at their clients and copycat crines.
Cassandra took a | ook around. She was going to handl e | ookout, and so
hadn' t
dressed in costune. The area around us was dead, however, a vacant lot -- we
had to slip
through a crack in the fence, but it was pretty easy to get to. "OK " she



said. "Be as quick as
you can." She renoved her backpack and hefted it.

She hurled it in a fantastic arc. It hit the billboard a third of the
way up and fell to the
| edge. W had a tense second waiting to see if it would fall farther, but it
didn'"t. "Gve us a
kiss," she said, and | did, and (before the kiss-energy wore off) turned into
afly.

It was hard goi ng, because it was windy, but | got up to the |ledge. A
strong gust of
wi nd al nost bashed ne against the billboard -- so | switched back.

I was standing on the ledge, in the glare of the lights, pale and stark
naked. | stepped

gingerly over to the bag and pulled the canvases out. | could hear |aughter
from bel ow, and
*heh- hehed* nyself, but | just wanted to get the job done.

W had prepared the back of the sheet with doubl e-sided carpet tape
around t he edges
and had found a long, collapsible netal pointer. | extended that and checked
to see that it
reached above where we needed it to go. It did.

The first one was a breeze. The target synbol on the original was on the
| ower middle
part of the billboard, so | was able to place and snpboth out the picture of a
ki d snoki ng by
hand, only using the pole for the top corners.

The second one, the word "Children,"” which was to subvert the slogan
"The Target Is
Satisfaction,"” needed to be placed a ot higher. | shakily lifted it with the
pol e and sl apped it
over the word. Dam! It was a little off. And Christ, ny balls were freezing
-- unsurprisingly -- |
mean, my little buddies weren't used to the light of day, never nind sub-zero
t emrper at ur es.

But the corner was secure, and by sliding the pole along the word | got
the rest of it,

traci ng where | thought the tape was. | took the pole away and squinted at it
-- wthout ny

gl asses it |ooked fine, but I wasn't sure. | heard a nuted round of catcalls

and appl ause from

bel ow and decided that the job was done. | dismantled the pole, put it in the

bag, and | eapt off
the ledge as if diving into a pool

| kept nmy eyes shut, chicken that | am but had a real good stretch in
freefall.

| wasn't sure about distance so | bugged out early. | watched the bag
land a few feet
from Cassandra and | buzzed down in a quick series of spirals.

Zap! | threw ny human body on Cassandra, who crunbled with quiet
screams. "I knew
you were gonna do that, you bastard!"

Ecstatic in my goo-less human skin, | frantically rubbed ny naked body
over her wool
and cloth, rmuttering "So warm. . . oh so warm Feel ny balls. Just feel them
They're ice, | tel
you. "

She struggled up and grabbed nmy overcoat, throwing it at me. "I'm not

falling for that
one, buddy. Let's scram"”
| jamred my arns into ny overcoat and pulled nmy boots on over raw cold



feet. She
wore the backpack. W wal ked away, sauntering as casually as can be expected,
and when we

got to the fence |I |ooked back at the billboard. It wasn't as good as the ones
in the magazi nes -
- we had fucked up the size a little -- but it was legible, and it was done.

i magi ned ny tiny
white body skittering to and fro on that faraway | edge, ny pale white bum
di spl ayed for the 4
a.m highway drivers, and | |ooked with awe at the dark outlined girl striding
ahead of ne.
*Before | met her, the closest thing to a cause | had was evadi ng ny
denogr aphi ¢
destiny. Now |'ma streaking culture jamin' revolutionary.*

W had breakfast at about four in the afternoon. | was cooking eggs.
"I used to be vegan," Cassandra was telling Phil. "But when | was
pregnant, | got
nervous. |'ve always been iron deficient. So | started eating m |k and eggs."
"Qt herwi se you woul d have died," | said, just then getting sone cheese

fromthe fridge.

It nade ne nervous to have themtal king about vegetariani sm (she was and
wasn' t, and we

hadn't tal ked about it) and when | got nervous | got flippant.

"No, | doubt it would have nmade a difference, really. It was just the
idea that if I
m scarried or gave Jess a birth defect, 1'd always regret it."

| watched to see how Phil would react to this unidle chit-chat. He sat,
as usual, quiet
and expressionl ess. Then he said, "Alot of the Korean diet is vegetarian, but
western influence
has made steak and such very popular. The heart attack rate, naturally, has
risen dramatically."

"Yes!" | gloated, and then wondered how Cassandra would take this style
of abuse-
repartee. | didn't | ook away fromthe pan because I was worried about burning

the onelette,
and prove nyself a wal ki ng, talking, Stereotypical Mn

"Just anot her case of cultural genocide by the white nman," said Phil, a
little | ouder.

"Well, you've got sone bl ood on your hands yourself, if that sign in
Ryan's roomis
true," | heard Cassandra reply. | had flipped the onelette like three tines,

but | flipped it once
nore just to be safe. It was ready, and | hadn't burnt it!

"It was just a dam fly," said Phil, pretend-frustrati on and anger on
his face. | realized
that | had never seen Phil genuinely frustrated or angry. Facially, anyway.
Wth casual panache,
| slid a plate under Cassandra's nose and she smiled at ne.

I went back for ny own and Phil followed ne. He | ooked in the enpty
frying pan and

gave nme a sad | ook. | popped the toast up and brought it over to Cassandra.
"'Scuse my fingees," | said and sat down.
"This is perfect," she said after a bite, and | gave an aw shucks shrug.
"Any left for a poor hungry boy?" said Phil, |oom ng over us, hand on
bel | y.
"No roomat this table for fly-haters,” | said.

Cassandra broke a tiny flake off of her crust and put it on the table.
"Here. Now don't
you wi sh you were a fly, Phil? If you were a fly that would be a trenendous



neal .
| laughed but had to fight back a small wave of nausea as | renenbered
nmy fly-feeding.
| felt alittle ashamed of that whol e episode, really, for some odd reason --
i ke a bad drunken
night. I hadn't told Cassandra about it, and the secrecy made it worse.
Phil went over to the fridge and got an apple.
"So how do you know this guy?" Cassandra asked ne, nodding to Phil.
The first real friend | made in Toronto. But | have trouble with
sentinmentality before
breakfast, so when | said it | put *friend* in scare-quotes. She asked where
we net.

"Don't tell her," | said. "No one can know about --"
"Same mental hospital," Phil said. "OF course, | was the doctor."
"*1* was the doctor,"” | insisted. "Unless doctors wear straitjackets,

M. Longsl eeves. "

"I'"d ask where you net him" Phil said to Cassandra, "but we already
know *far* too
much about you."

"Bastard," | said, sure that | was red as a beet.
"Cassandra blah blah is so, so blah blah . . ." Phil rattled on
Cassandra smiled and | ooked into her onelette. "Shut up or I'll have to

smooch himin
front of you."

"You know |'ve never seen Phil and Melissa kiss?" | distracted.

Phil shrugged and filled a cheek with apple, obviously so he woul dn't
have to speak

"There's no proof of intimacy," | said. "For all we know they could be
cousins -- and
not even kissing cousins.”

Phil | aughed. "Yeah, fromthe Italian side of ny famly."

Cassandra finished her onmelette and | ooked at nmy plate. | noved the |ast
bite of toast
and she slipped the plate fromunder it. "W in a hurry?"

"Alittle bit. | told Ms. Grachie we'd be back to pick up Jess in the
afternoon." She
clattered the plates together and noved over to the sink in a way that
recalled the first tines
had seen her, a fluid but cal mwaitress.

| looked at Phil and he | ooked as if he saw it too. | was inclined to
say sonet hi ng about
it, but it felt wong . . . but thenit felt wong that it felt wong. If

there was really nothing wong
with waitressing, why wouldn't | tease her about it?

"We should get back in time for the six o' clock news at my place." She
scrubbed the

pl ates and put them away. | stood up and got ready to go.
"Seeya," Phil said as we swept out.
"Make sure you put that in the garbage," | said, pointing to the apple

core. "Don't want
to attract --"
"Yeah, yeah."

W weren't in the papers -- neither the suburban *Star* nor the redneck
tabl oi d *Sun*
-- and we weren't on the news. The billboard refacing had gone totally
unnoti ced by the public
at large. Cassandra was mad. When | cane into Sok a few days | ater, she had
been to see the
bi I | boar d.



"They took it down -- it's like it was never there." She was really

crushed. |'d never
seen her so down.
"Well, | mean, it's been two days."

Her hope, when it wasn't covered the day after, had been that it just
hadn't been
di scovered. | hadn't expected much, so | wasn't nearly as di sappoi nted.

She called me a day later. "So can you neet ne tonorrow at noon?"

My first instinct was to say, *yes, anywhere, anytinme* , but | went the
| ess pathetic

route. "Unhhhh . . . it's Friday, right? | don't have a class until 2:30."
"Good. My friend Pat has agreed to give us a primer in nedia outreach.
Do you know

where the school paper is?"
| didn't know what she was tal king about, but she sounded revved up, and
this was a

good thing. "I'"Il find it."

The next day | found nyself at the information desk in a school | had
attended for three
years, feeling froshy. "I"'ma-lookin' for the *Varsity* ." | used the silly

pronunci ati on to mask
how stupid I felt.

The wonman at the desk showed me a map in the student council-produced
agenda
book, and pointed at the right building. She |l et me have the book, too.
"There's sonme good
coupons in there," she said, and | nodded.

It was in a totally different sector of canpus, a |large renovated house
that rem nded ne
of my grandma's place. | approached by the side door -- the front was | ocked
-- and just
wal ked in. It felt funny, just wal king into soneone's house.

There were two people in the room one working on a conmputer and the
ot her pinning
sheets of the paper to the wall. The headline read "Another Val entine's Day
Massacre,” and the
photo was of one of the poetry readers at the FUCK LOVE perfornance

"Hey, | was there," | said to the person who had pinned it up

He, a short black guy with glasses rather like mne, nodded. "Qur arts
editor wote it.

So don't blane ne. | just lay it out. | don't even read it." He seened to
swi tch gears. "You new
her e?"
"Yeah. |'m supposed to neet Pat --" | |ooked at nmy watch -- "ten mnutes
ago. "

"We're in here," cane froman adjacent room It wasn't Cassandra's
Voi ce.

The guy | was talking to went back to his work, turning away so | was
unable to give
hi m a goodbye nod. It bothered me, not being able to achieve polite closure. |
told nmyself I'd
wi sh himwell on the way out.

In the next roomwere a bunch of desks and cubbyhol es, and behi nd one of
the screens
were Cassandra and, | presuned, Pat. | had assunmed that Pat would be a guy,
but Pat was not.
| felt a monent of shane at ny predictable sexism

"Sneaking in the side way, eh?" Pat said, eyeing nme and tapping a
pencil on her fingers.

"The front's blocked." | nodded to the door that |ed out onto the



street, which was
nostly covered by boxes.

"The front's over there,"’
where | cane.
"Haven't you ever been here?"

| admitted *no* and Pat burst into action. She got up and wal ked into
the front room
whi ch was bustling with people. "*This* is the Front End." The phone started
ringing. "Al these
good people are *Varsity* staffers.’

Cassandra said, pointing the opposite way from

Many of them waved at Cassandra and ne.

"They're
doi ng various inportant things but |I'm*sure* one of themw Il eventually
answer the phone." It

rang once nore before a harried Asian girl answered it. "W have staff
meetings in this room
too." She pointed back the way we cane and we obeyed.
As we were |leaving, the Asian girl called, "Pat, for you on line one."
Pat waved around the room It was |ess chaotic, and | ooked Iike serious
work coul d get
done in the cubicles although there was none getting done today. "This is
Central Control. Al
the editors have desks here, but nobst of themaren't here today since we went
to press |ast
night. That's the Producti on Room Lenmme take this call."
Cassandra wal ked into the other room and was i medi ately chatted up by
the guys in
there. | stood at the doorway, not wanting to crowd them and |listened to both
conversati ons.
Pat: Well what would be the point? Wiy would | have said that?
Cassandra: We woul d have to wax them up and paste each page toget her
Quy: Yeah, it used to happen like that. Before ny tine. Wat paper did
you work on?
Pat: (Laughing) Bullshit. Such bullshit. Wered ya learn to lie |ike
that, man? It's a gift.
Cassandra: *Martlet* . The University of Victoria newspaper
Pat: OK. And let ne know about Saturday.
She hung up. Her face was delicate and expressive, but she usually
assuned a placidity
that made her inscrutable. The ability to invoke calm or at |east the
appearance of it, nust have
been val uable for her in the newsroomsetting. | was thinking about this when
| realized that she
was waiting for Cassandra, and had nothing to say to me. Cass returned, and
was relieved that
| didn't have to make conversation
Soneone cane in and asked Pat about the next staff mneeting, and she
rattled the date
and time off as she sorted through two piles of papers. Then she gave one pile
to each of us.
"Just some stuff |'ve come across about media activism Let me give you
a bit of
background, " she started, launching into her talk wi thout a formal beginning.
"lI've been in the
student press for four years in total. | was attracted to it as a val uable way
to extend ny
activism and nowit's extended to the point where it's the nost significant
expressi on of ny
activism | don't really give too nmuch credence to the idea of journalistic
ethics -- it seens to ne
to be founded on a false prenise, that of objectivity, and geared towards



reinforcing the libera
status quo. So mny personal ethics are nore inportant to me than mnaintaining
journalistic
di stance, which is why I'mtalking to you."
She | ooked around. "Do you guys want a coffee? | want a coffee.” W
shook our
heads. | | ooked around for a chair as Pat strode off in search of da bean
j uice. Cassandra
al ready had a seat, and gave nme a raised eyebrow | ook as she flipped through
the small pile of
materi als we had been given
Pat cane back, calling "Wth a sponge, maybe," over her shoul der. She
sl i pped back
into her chair and set her huge nug of coffee on the desk. "Now. If | was a
nor mal straight
newshound with an eye towards getting a cushy *Toronto Star* job, then
woul dn't be telling
you the ways to get nedia coverage. But give ne an exanple of what you're
trying to get
coverage for." She | ooked at Cassandra when she said this, so | stayed quiet.
"Well, two hypothetical people go out and alter a cigarette billboard."
Pat took a sip of coffee. "Do they document it?"
"You nmean, w th photographs? No."
"Do they contact any news sources? Show that it was politically
noti vated rather than
sensel ess vandal i sn®?"
"No. They just assunme that this very public act will naturally attract
news attention."”
"Not too many things automatically attract attention," Pat said.
"Especially if they don't
have the key ingredient: conflict. Wich brings ne to nmy key lesson in
perpetrating nmedi a
activism-- always provide an angle that involves conflict. The media can't do
much without it,
but when it's there they can hardly resist it."
"Conflict?" |I asked. | envisioned a huge city-w de battle involving ne,
Cassandr a,
Godzilla and the Riddler. Pat |ooked at me as if trying to read nme, and her
attracti ve eyebrows
wer e phenonenal |y expressive. They said *you can speak?* to ne.
She turned back to Cassandra. "Say you've taken interest in the Shel
boycott. Ken
Saro-Wwa was nurdered while he was educating his people about the negative
effects of
Shell's oil fields in their country. It may not have been an assassi nation
ordered by Shell, but
they certainly benefited fromthe silencing of this activist -- you decide
it's inmportant that the
public be nmade aware of this connection. How would you go about it?"
| opened nmy eyes wider and Pat |aughed. | didn't know why. Cassandra
gave her a
| ook. "Dunno, Pat. Wy don't you tell us."
"Well, you could put out a press release about this international issue,
addressing it to al
the dailies."
| opened up nmy backpack and fetched a pen and paper. | scribbled "1
Press rel ease to
nedi a outlets.”
"On what kind of |etterhead?" Cassandra asked, focused.
"What ever |etterhead you want it received on," said Pat. "Sonetines



that's the
organi zation you're paid by. Sonetimes it's 'Students for a New Wrld.'
Sonetinmes it's
'Stopping the Deadly Shell Ganes.'"
| liked the |l ast one, and grinned. Pat was tossing this info nostly off
the top of her head,
and | couldn't help noticing what a fetching head it was.
"The press rel ease was coupled with a well-organi zed poster canpaign, a
flyposter that
had Ken's face and tragic story. There was a call for people to boycott on
their own, or join the
rallies for the cause."
This was new to nme. "There was a rally? Wiat was the turnout 1ike?"
"Well, it was pretty weak, but a rally is a standard of left-w ng
organizing -- I'mpretty
used to them" she said, her face a little tired. "But generally, the old
guard handl es that part of
it, and the younger people get the interesting things going."
"Li ke?" said Cassandra, sounding a bit inpatient. At the time, |
wonder ed why.
"Well, in the Saro-Wwa action, we had a great way to present the bl ood
on the hands
of the Shell corporation." Her voice dropped. "A couple of people nade up
t hese red paint
balls fromlight bul bs and went to a bunch of gas stations at night. They hit
the signs so that the
yel l ow signs were just dripping with red paint.'
her hands cane to
life.

Pat's face was beam ng and

"So the press release, in addition to hyping the rally, made nention of
how t here was a
renegade group doing these actions, and while they were unconnected they were
still supported.
The bl oody signs nade for a great visual, too. W also provided nunbers for
interviews, via
phone of course. But a |lot of groups do that -- have a legitimate, 'front
organi zation and a
direct-action, guerrilla wing to carry out the |ess-than-legal activities.”

| was inpressed. This was a clever setup, and ny nmind worked to see how
we coul d
make it work for

Qovi ously, this was what Cassandra was thinking. | |ooked over at her
and she had a
smal |l snmile

"I'"ve got sonething planned for a wonen's issues event, Pat," Cassandra
said carefully,
"and you've got the best activist experience for the job. Wuld you be able to
hel p us?"

"I can't take on anything else," Pat said i mediately, |ooking at ne. "I
can't afford the
time. But | will be able to be a consultant to whatever projects you've
pl anned, and | have a
pretty big network."

"I'n your network," said Cassandra. "Are there any nedi a-savvy wonmen who
woul d
help ne with an unorthodox project with a fem nist angle? Wwo'd be able to
handl e press
rel eases, video, conputer communications?"

This was the first I'd heard of any of this. | tried to look filled in
and wat ched Cassandra



get to business. Her face was intense and her lips were tight, in contrast
with Pat, whose casua
manner seenmed a little too casual

"You know the little maxi m about being judged by the conpany you keep .

." Pat said,

| ooki ng everywhere but at ne.

| stopped taking notes.

Cassandra stood. Cassandra wal ked out.

At first | thought she was going into another room for sonething, but
then | saw her
actual ly | eave the buil ding.

Pat gave nme a shrug. "Nothing personal."

| started to ask her what she neant but she lifted the phone. | shoved
nmy stuff into ny
bag and left.

"I can't believe that bitch," Cassandra said when | joined her outside.
"Can you believe
her ?"

| had never hear her refer to anyone as *bitch* . "That was weird."

"I"'msorry | put you through that," Cassandra said.

| shrugged, a little unsure as to what | had been put through

"Let's get sone pizza."

"You think you can just throw pizza at the problen?" | said, adjusting
our route so that
it ained towards Cora Pizza. "And what about these secret plans? | thought we
were a team
Ms. Place. Or maybe you figure me nore for the |oyal sidekick .

"I was just planning on the go," she said, a little guiltily, perhaps.
"Brainstormng. |'ve
had this idea for the Take Back the Night rally, and she would have been a
good person to help
co-ordinate it. But she's not really trustworthy."’
know any hi gh-
powered PR dykes?"

"Um no. Do they have to be dykes?" | asked, the slur sounding odd off
ny tongue.

"I guess not. But she's got to be a she. I'd feel weird if it was a guy
handl i ng the press
for a wonen's event."

She | ooked at nme. "Do *you*

"I know one friend who'd be interested,” | said, thinking of Mary, "but
| don't know
how hip she is to press rel eases and such. She's in ny bio class . . . oh, you
know her --
Mary. "

She thought a second and then nodded. "Right. Haven't met her yet."

| smled, satisfied. W both had a nental sketchbook full of partially
conpl et ed
drawi ngs of each other's friends.

There was a bunch of people outside the parlour, nowi ng down on quarters
of pizza.
Most of themwere U of T students -- | could tell fromthe school jackets and
age brackets.
The tree branches bounced gently with the arrival and departure of tiny birds,
their ball-bearing
eyes on the bits of crust bel ow

Cassandra ordered a veggie slice and | followed suit. W got our crusted
items and
went to sit outside. Wthout fanfare, Cassandra said: "So Pat and | fucked for
a while, back
when | was working for the paper. Before she was editor-in-chief, she was the



women' s i ssues
co-ordi nator, and we worked on this article together for the annual queer
issue. It was an article

about different brands of vibrators." She chewed and swal |l owed. | waited,
entr anced.
She | ooked at me quickly. "Well, Pat convinced ne that her journalistic

integrity would
be violated if we didn't do rigorous testing."

"No choice, really," | said, leering around a bite of pizza.

"Yeah, so | don't know how you feel about that." She watched ne, waiting
for an

answer .
| didn't feel jealous about it, for whatever reason. "It doesn't arouse

feelings of

jealousy, if that's what you nean. It arouses . . . well, it just arouses. But

it woul d have been
better if I had known about it in advance. 'Cause now the way she was acting
towards ne
makes sense."”

Cassandra nodded. "There's nore to it, nore than just our relationship.
She's not
exactly mal e-inclusive when it comes to fenminism She's actually pretty
separatist.”

The whol e scene becane a lot clearer. "On one level," | said, "it nakes
perfect sense. If
she's gay, what use does she have for nen? Actually, it's kinda weird that gay
men and wonen

get along at all, because they have nothing to unite them"

"Except a conmon political cause," Cassandra pointed out.

"That's true." | thought about sonething else that bothered ne. "You
know, if Pat was
a guy, and he had been involved with you, and then he dissed ne like that, 1'd
really be pissed
off. But | just don't find Pat . . . threatening."

Cass | ooked as if she had eaten sonething sour. "Well, you're pretty

fucki ng stupid,
then. She'd fuck you up without half trying," said Cassandra w thout malice,
and | believed her,

but | didn't feel any nore fear. "I guess you're a little honophobic, and a
little sexist."
"Yeah," | said, surprised and di smayed.

"Better that you know it and admit it," Cassandra said, then frowned,
cat chi ng herself.

"But | *would* say that. | really want you to be special, Ryan, not just sone
average jerk."
| nodded. | felt a little safer and a little |ess fraudul ent.

"They were some of the first people who welconed me to the city,"
Cassandra said.

"The queer community, | mean. |'ve always had ny problens with the separati st
thing. But it
was pretty open fromthe beginning. | was pregnant, after all, so everyone

knew | was bi."
| thought about the alien elenment. "They didn't know you were
i nterspecially pregnant, |
assune. "
She | ooked at me funny. "Is that a word?" | shrugged. "Nope, | didn't
tell them about
that. | may have gotten nore social points for being with an alien rather than
a boy, however."
She mulled it over.



"Was it a boy alien?" | enquired.

She nodded. "Yes." She was down to the crust. "I was really drunk at the
tine, so the
first thing | remenber thinking was *what a darling little skinhead boy.* The
purple light let ne
know t hat somet hing weird was happening, but it was kind of soothing. There
was this
overwhel ming snmell of lilacs, which was an i nprovenent fromthe foot snell
that usually stank
up the van. He clinbed on, and put it in, and started to nove pretty nuch the
way humans
nove, but snoother."

She finished her pizza. | wasn't halfway done, but | couldn't pay
attention to ny food.
" Snoot her," | said.

"Yeah. After a few minutes, | came, he cane, and then | fell asleep."

"So you cane. Wth the alien." It didn't sound |like what | had i magi ned.
"Didn't his
spectral, bug-eyed face put you off at all?"

"I couldn't even see his face. They're really small, Ryan," she said,
not i oni ng chest -
hi gh.
"Except where it counts, apparently,” | said dryly.
"I't was this uncanny feeling of floating on a purple sea," she said.
"Huh," | said around the jealousy in nmy nmouth, thinking how the

gr een- headed nonster
was i npossible to predict.

| wal ked up the stairs to our porch. Jack was sitting there, reading a
book with a shiny
rocket ship on the cover

"Hello, friend," he said, with a small snile

It was just warm enough to be outside confortably. |I sat down beside
him on the
wooden chair; the cushioned chair | ooked better but | knew from experience
that it would be
slightly danmp until |ate May.

"What's that about?" | asked. | kinda knew fromthe cover, but | asked
anyway.

"It's a Ray Bradbury collection,’
m ne. They're
short stories about the sad and difficult tines Earthmen had when they tried
to settle on Mars."

"You've read it before?"

Jack nodded, |ooking at the book as if he expected it to attest to this.
"Yep. This tine |
started seeing all sorts of odd political undertones that | never noticed
before. 'The
sentinmentality about Earth bespeaks the xenophobia so prevalent in the
md-fifties'--" he
started, in his Irritating Prof voice, then stopped. "But | got swept up in
t he nel ancholy of it, the
red dust and the ancient dead."

Jack | ooked in a bad way. | didn't know whether to try to joke with him
or to just let
hi m continue along this weary path until he could see his sun cresting the
ri dge. The porch suited
the latter approach, and silence prevail ed.

He didn't go back to his book, though, just fluttered the pages. "I
suppose it was -- |

he responded. "An old favourite of



know it was -- the only thing | could do about Val. The poetry reading, |
nmean, " he said,
realizing that | wasn't with himin the | ast hal f-dozen synaptic |inks that
had occurred in his mnd.
But | didn't really have to be, and | nodded to |l et himknow that | had been
followng in nmy own
m nd.

"I guess | had to let her know It was eating at my gut. It's like a
what-i f uni verse that

poi sons this one. You know, |ike those comic books -- "What If . . . The Hul k
Coul d Thi nk?

"What If . . . The Fantastic Four Had Different Powers? What If . . . Val Had
Feel i ngs For

Jack?"

He smacked the side of the book into his palm "Do you want a beer?"
| nodded.
He got up and grabbed a pair of enpty bottles fromthe other side of the
chair. | was
automatically al arnmed, and when he went in | stood briefly to count the
remai ni ng store of
enpties. Five. | sat down, feeling nosy. It was a little worrisome, though --
I'd never known
Jack to drink al one.
*Wel |, he wasn't al one now* , another voice in ny head said brusquely.
And when he cane back with the beer bottles he was grinning. *Conpany
cheers the
soul , and a drinking partner doubly so* , | thought.
"I don't regret doing it," Jack said, twisting the cap off with a *psst*
"l do wonder if
the *way* | did it was the best advised."

| shrugged. "It was a dramatic choice," | said. "I think it was a gutsy
nove. |If she was
interested, | think that she woul d have been swept off her feet."

"But she's not interested,"” Jack said, glumy. "And there's the rub. So
t he perfornmance
was really just an opportunity for ne to get up in front of friends and nake a
frickin' fool of
nmysel f."

He sounded upbeat, but he wasn't. This was ny cue. "I didn't see any
fool up there," |
said, with a mxture of disinterested criticism just-the-facts and qui et
assurance. "l saw a guy
readi ng sone dam good poetry."

| let that hang in the air for a few seconds.

Jack snorted and took a slug of beer. "Yeah?" he said, and took another

"Uh huh," | said.

"Well, you're not to be entirely trusted,"” he said. "What with a
goodl ooki n* gal by your
side. You were probably less attentive than your average bitter audi ence
nmenber . "

| smirked. It felt like we were out of the forest and daylight was just
over the next hill. |
rel axed and took a swig of beer, remaining silent. |, of course, had a mllion
things to say about
Cassandra, but it was customary for the Single Guy to have to twist it out of
t he Lucky Bast ard.
| was patient.

"Do you | ove her?"

Jack was speaking in a casual way, but | knew that this was not
somet hi ng he woul d



ask casually. | had expected, scripted, practised for *What's she like* -- the
usual first volley.
But Jack wasn't in a tennis-playing nood.
And the thing was, | didn't really know W had been so busy having fun
that | hadn't
considered if our hearts were as one and all that. | had been concerned with
ot her things: how
to be around her as nuch as possible w thout boring her, for instance,
concerned nme nore than
whet her our passion was infinite.
"Un. . ." | said. | had always been sonewhat dism ssive of ny crushes,
nmy infatuation
with girls that had al ways been a one-way thing. *It's not love if it's not
nmutual ,* | had
cautioned nyself. But now |l was in a situation where she mght actually fee
t he sane tugging.
My mind i medi ately began playing out the potential scene, where | ask her if
she | oves ne.
She started calmy explaining that | was just a -- and | yelled "Cut!" to
freeze the scene and
realized | was quite terrified of what Cassandra felt (or didn't feel) for ne.
"I amvery happy that she puts up with ny hanging around,” | said. "I
realize that sounds
pretty lame, but | don't really know "
Jack shifted in his chair, propped his shoes up on the railing. "Well --
here's sone

hypot heti cal situations. Alitmus test *pour amour* ," he said, lifting one
finger. "She has to go
away -- like to war or something unavoi dabl e. Response?"

"Sinking feeling."

"Not bad, considering this is only hypothetical. Second: She starts
avoi di ng you, for
reasons you never understand."

| had a nonmentary feeling that these were culled from Jack's bunpy
romantic history.
But | concentrated, and inmagi ned, and created a scene that was pretty
angui sh-fill ed.

" Angui shy. "

"She starts going out with soneone else."

| had been wondering about this one. | knew jeal ousy would conme into it.
| felt
abstracted fromthe situation. | had been prepared to go with Jack's cue for
mal e or femal e, but
he had nixed that option with the anbi guous "sonmeone el se" -- not "anot her

guy." So | inmagi ned

Cassandra going out with Pat, keeping it to chaste inages so as not to get
turned on and all

m xed up -- themat the soda fountain, themlooking into each other's eyes
with a Christmas tree

in the background, riding a bicycle built for two. Nothing. No response.

Then | imagined her in the same situation with an alien -- snuggling up
at the soda
fountain, riding a specially adjusted bicycle built for two -- it was nore
entertai ning than anything

el se.

| tried to conjure up a guy, a faceless guy, hand in hand with
Cassandra. But she
woul dn't hang around some facel ess hunk, so it fell apart.

| moved to a guy | hated -- a guy frommy high school, who had bullied
and terrorized



me. It was possible to imagine -- he was a charm ng, handsome guy. | got an
evil, sick feeling.
But was this caused by hate of the bully or |ove for Cassandra?

| made a frustrated sound. And quickly, so he wouldn't assune that that
was ny total
answer, | elaborated: "I've no damm idea. It's so convoluted that | can't even
foll ow ny own
train of thought."

"Huh," said Jack fromthe darkness. He | eaned over and pl aced the enpty
bottle on the
ground with a *tink*

| finished mne, and went in to get nore.

The class had conme to a merciful end. |I had felt the weight of the
poi ntl essness of school
quite keenly lately -- | was sitting in my seat, |anguishing, waiting for the

professor to finish his
seem ngly interninable | ecture.
The huge hall was half full, and | wished | was with the absent half. |
had actually
ski pped the last four or five bio | ectures, because what was the point? There
was sone ki nd of
interest-draining field in these halls, sone subsonic humthat prevented the
absor ption of
know edge.
| looked over guiltily at Mary, taking her conplete notes in her
oh- so-readabl e
handwiting. She was the deciding reason why | was so sl ack, since she was
willing to let ne
copy her notes. | would |later read her notes, hear her voice in ny head and
think, *this is pretty
interesting stuff* |, although in class it seened as interesting as the phone
book.
But now, of course, cane the price.
Mary was packi ng her books into her |eather bookbag. | closed up ny
bl ank, token
not ebook and slipped it into my backpack
"So, uh," | said, as if this mnor piece of grovelling was new in ny
nout h. She didn't
| ook at nme but her face becane expectant. "So, can | get a copy of those
notes?" | was
unspeci fic, avoiding "today's notes,'
cl asses' notes.
Unless | was up front with that, she would bal k, demandi ng nore beggi ng.
"It's not so bad when | think, 'Ch, he nmissed the class due to deathly
illness,'" Mary
said, "but when I'msitting right beside you as you stare out into space,
dream ng about what's-
her-face." She threw a hand up into the air.
It was dramatic, and | figured it was nostly bluster. | gave her a
nmour nful [ ook. "I
know, but you're doing it anyway. Wy should both of us suffer?" She rolled
her eyes and |
went in for the kill. "And your notes are so --
She cut me off with a raised hand. The | ook on her face was exactly the
| ook when her
tea was too strong, like with cheap herbal m xes. Considering | was trying to
sweet en her up
wi t h honey-| aden words, her expression was perfectly appropriate.
"Al'l right. I just feel like your fucking secretary," she said, and

because | actually wanted the |last few



saw there was sone
real ness beyond the drama, and felt l|ike a bastard-fuck
"Look, let me do sonething for you. I'lIl wite an essay for you," | said
reckl essly,
i Mmedi ately regretting it.

She shook her head. "No. "Il think of sonething, though, Slint. You
*wi sh* you can get
away with a little essay. |'m gonna make you pay tru da nose."

| liked the threat in her voice. It made ne feel less guilty for sone
reason. | got down to

business: "OK, let's hit the library and we can get the copies done before we
nmeet up with
Cassandra." W noved out of the lecture hall, noving quickly because we had
dilly-dallied | ong
enough for the place to clear out. Because | was used to noving out of the
hal I sl uggi shly, brains
and bodi es thick nolasses, noving at a regular rate in the space made nme fee
super - speedy. In
the dizzy fast-forward clip, | had all the hope in the world that we could do
t he copyi ng before
nmeeting with Cassandra.

Mary checked her watch. "You've got it all planned out, you weasel."

I nodded with a smle, careful to stop it fromcurving into a smrk. "I
woul d have j ust
met you at the library, but | thought I would seemless |ike a mooch if | cane
to the lecture.”

Mary shook her head. "Nope. Mdoch. Brain noboch. Brain | eech."

"I know it didn't work. But | try, you know. "

W nerged into the steady stream of students outside the |ecture hal
and somet hi ng
occurred to ne.

"Ch! Un Cassandra's going to ask you for help with sonmething. | don't
know what it
is, but it's probably really exciting," | said, neaning it. "I'mjust warning
you in case you feel
really used and abused.™

"As long as it isn't you asking me for stuff," she said. "Wat is it?"

"I have next-to-no idea. Sonmething to do with Take Back the Ni ght. And
super heroes. "
| skipped a little when | said this, and | ooked back to see her |ooking at ne
with a smle. | was
gl ad, because | was feeling goofy and | wanted our decision to tell Mary to be
the right one.

"Real |y exciting, eh?" she said, as we passed out of the building and
crossed the street.
Uof Tisn't one of those encl osed canpuses, so we had to avoid a coupl e of
taxi s which
seemed determ ned to soak and/or kill us.

"More exciting than crossing the street, even," | said as we arrived on
t he ot her side.
The hot dog vendor a few feet away tenpted ne with savoury wafting and | ow | ow
prices, but |
resisted -- we'd probably get sonething to eat with Cassandra. Now, it was the
library or bust.
| checked the tine and tried not to do the math too exactly, because it was
al nost a quarter
after and | was deternmined to get it done.

It was a conflict | often had -- the know edge (rational) that I
couldn't fit two things in a
thin timeslot, defeated by the desire (enptional) to do so anyway. It ended in



di saster or
delirious joyful success, an artificially created do-or-die situation. Doing a

mllion things before
had to catch a bus or plane was a favourite. It was silly but fun
W arrived at the library at the optimumtinme. | don't really know what
itis--it's a
phenonenon |'ve noticed but never cared to study -- but there's atinme (a

magi cal time)
bet ween the hourly cl asses when the photocopiers are free and the lines for
checkout are fast-
as-hell. One day | would make a graph, the curve being the sane for nost hours
but spi ki ng at
the lunch hours.

| had the card ready, and slipped it in, praying that | hadn't been
optimstic in
remenbering the available credit -- $3.20 cane up and | snmiled, smled big,
and | ooked over at
Mary and hoped that my robo-efficiency had infected her.

It had. Once in, Mary was all the way in. She had the binder open and
flipped through
t he pages, and didn't even scow as she handed themover. | started the work,
automatically
dividing theminto In and Qut piles, leaving the lid open as it copied. The
green gl ow made ne

feel like a mad scientist.
"That stuff gives you . . . radiation poisoning," Mary said. "The lid is
lined with

protective |lead."

| realized that the pause was due to not wanting to say *cancer* , and
admi red her
ability to conversationally swerve with the reflexes of a race car driver.
"All for the cause,
Mary," | said, flipping and pressing. | glanced at the copies -- they were
comng out fine, with
t he bl ack borders caused by the open-lid technique. It wasted sonme toner, but
hell, for ten cents
a copy | figured that toner was rightfully nine

Time check: still within the real mof vague possibility. The card
readout said $1.20. Just
a fewnmore . . . | gave Mary the thunbs-up signal and wondered giddily if

super heroes got to
feel this rush on a macro |evel. Wuld ny nervous systembe able to take the
strain?

"Done and done," | said, handing a perfect pile back to Mary, who was
di stracted by a
gaggle of girls. "Heads up, soldier, this is a precision manoeuvre." | said
this as | made the
copi es di sappear into ny backpack and headed for the exit. | slowed, realizing
ny
obnoxi ousness just in time, and said thanks.
" . . . And | was like, '"What the *fuck* ,'" one of the girls said.
"' What the *fuck* do
you think you're *doin'?* !'" The other two burst into |aughter

| held the door open for Mary and she passed, dropping my forgotten copy
card into
my shirt pocket. "Lucky you said thanks, precision-boy."

"Heh," | said eloquently. One day Mary won't be able to make an ass of
nme, and the
ot her signs of the apocal ypse will follow forthwith.

W sped across to the pub where we were supposed to neet Cassandra,



speed-

wal ki ng nost of the way -- giggling as we passed each ot her

"That's running!"

"No 'tisn't!" In ny best Monty Python dead-parrot accent.

W got there in perfect time, just as Cassandra and Jess were entering.
W grabbed a
table in the nmostly enpty pub

"H Jess! Renenber nme?" | said.

She was sucking on her hand, and nodded. She | ooked very young in the
bar, | think
because she was so timd. In the house she marched around like a little adult.
Cassandra gave her hand a gentle tug, and Jessica voluntarily slurped it
out just as the
wai tress cane up.
"Well, you've already got sonething to eat,'
Jess, "but what
about the rest of ya?"

the waitress quipped to

W all chuckled and Jess smiled to see us laugh. | was nonentarily
| ocked in by her
huge grey eyes, thinking again about her daddy, when Cassandra said, "I had to

take her to the
dentist today. This is ny daughter Jessica," she said to Mary. "And you're

Mary, right?"
"Sorry -- Mary Cassandra Cassandra Mary," | speed-introed, enbarrassed.
| was still gazing at the menu unconprehendi ngly when the waitress cane
to ne.
"Uh, 1'll have what she's having," | said idiotically. Mary snorted, but

very quietly, since
she didn't know Cassandra well enough to | et her veneer of polite charm drop
to reveal the
caustic charm under neat h.
"I thought you hated fish," said Cassandra, |looking at ne with mld

curiosity.

Instead of letting the concrete life preserver go, | clung to it all the
nore. "Today is the
day," bl oop, bloop, "Today is the day | give fish another chance." | could

already taste the vile
menory and smniled to hide ny nausea.
The waitress went off and | focused on the conversation. "Vell,"
Cassandra said, as if
sensing nmy rejoining the conversation, "how interested are you in fem nist

politics?"
Mary gave a small snile. "Not tremendously interested. But | find nyself
drawn to

certain elements in that conmunity."
*Coy coy coy* , | thought to nyself.

Cassandra didn't even pause. "Are you queer?"
| held nmy breath. | had no idea how Mary would respond to this, | was
even a little

scared as | watched her frozen slack face. "I don't knowif --" | started
softly.

Jessi ca pointed suddenly out the wi ndow. "Mom Birds." Cassandra | ooked
at the spot

on the patio where the nmany-col oured pigeons had | anded, and nodded and sm | ed
to Jess.
Then she | ooked at me and Mary. "I know it's an obnoxi ous question, but we're
going to be
putting ourselves on the line with bigger secrets than who you find cute."

| realized that she was right. | was about to tell Mary about ny fly-
thing and | was still



bal ki ng at prying.

"I"'mbi," Cassandra said, "and | want to stage a stunt that will
confuse, baffle and scare
the big men of this city."

Mary | ooked her in the eye then. "Yeah, I'm. . . queer." Then she
gl anced at nme. "Big
secret, huh?" she said with an attenpt at a grin. It was woeful, a little.

"That's it, Mary, you're out of the will," | said, and it fell flat but
it was better than
not hi ng.

"Good," said Cassandra, |ooking at Mary. "I like it when people have a
per sonal

reason to fuck shit up. It's the abstract theorists that | don't trust."

"I didn't know when |I woke up this norning today would be the day," said
Mary. "The
com ng-out day . . ." She looked a little shell shocked

"Ah, quit yer navel-gazing," said Cassandra gruffly. "If Flyboy here
figured it out, you
nmust have been hinting pretty broadly.”" | winced a little, but Mry just
smi | ed.

"Fl yboy? What kind of pet name is that?"

"I't's not a *pet nanme* ," | said. "It's my superhero nane. On account of
ny being able
to turn into a fly."

The food arrived and everyone tucked in. Jessica seened unaffected by
her
f oodl essness, al though she asked Cass for her toothbrush. | put ny hands
around ny fi shburger
and hoped Mary woul d question nme so | could delay eating this
horribl e-snelling thing, but she

had taken ny coment as a joke. | |ooked at Cassandra.

"Well, that's a little hard to prove right here, but he *can* turn into
a fly. I'"ve seen him
do it. | also have a superpower," said Cassandra.

| admired her. She was playing it as straight as can be, and it sounded
so terrifically
absurd that | realized that Mary had not even begun to begin to take us
seriously. "The ability to
tell superhuman lies?" Mary said, not |ooking up fromher plate.

Cassandra | ooked at ne. Jess, white-and-blue toothbrush sticking out of
her nout h,
| ooked too.

"Well, nake somnething disappear,” | suggested. "Cassandra can make stuff
di sappear, "
| explained, feeling silly.

"And where does it go?" Mary said in a patronizing voice.

"We don't know," we both said at the sanme tine, and | realized with
horror that this
just hei ghtened the | ooniness of the whole conversation. Mary burst out
| aughi ng.

| suddenly had a great, two-birds-w th-one-stone idea. "Mike ny burger
di sappear, " |
sai d. Cassandra | ooked at me, astonished. "W have to prove it to her," |
appeal ed, trying to
sound practical but the desperation kind of creeping into nmy voice.

"Are you stoned?" she said. "You'll still have to pay for it."

| opened up the burger. "Well then, just the fish. She can be very exact
and j ust make
parts of things disappear,” | nmentioned to Mary.

"No way. I'Il have themwap it up and eat it tomorrow if you don't want



it, you lunatic.

Waste food like that --" She shook her head. She picked up a salt shaker
"Now, they'll never
mss *this* ," she said.

"Ch come on!" | said. "A salt shaker? That nmakes it seemlike a cheap
parlour trick.
Do you have a pack of cards or a rabbit?" | said sarcastically.

"OK," Cassandra said to Mary, "you decide."

Mary | ooked around. "I hate the bartender here --"

"No people," we chimed, and | put ny hand over ny face.

"You two are the fuckin' Bobbsey Twins," Mary said, then put her hand
over her
nouth at the swear word and | ooked at Jess.

Cassandra waved. "Forget it. Choose something."

"How about that . . . dang poster over there by the bar,"'
noddi ng at sone Bud
beer - babe poster.

"Alittle visible, but a well-chosen target."'
"Now you see it

and now you don't."

It, of course, disappeared, and reveal ed a patch of blank wall

underneath. It was a bit

she said,

Cassandra gl anced around.

stark, and the bartender slowy wal ked over to the wall. He touched it, and
| ooked at
Cassandra a bit anxiously, but she was just calmy eating. | followed suit and

before | realized it
| had given fish another try.
"Ch," | said around a mouthful. | had automatically taken a big bite,
‘cause | was so
hungry, so | was barely able to I et ny disgusted nmpans escape.
"Does he whine this nuch when he goes down on you?" said Mary.
"'eyl" | said, scandalized.
"No," Cassandra said smirking. "Lucky for him™"
I finally swallowed, ready to defend nyself, but they had finished. |
| ooked at Mary.
"Vl ?"
She | ooked at nme. "I don't know how you guys did that."
"I didn't doit. She didit."
Cassandra waved her hand slightly. "It doesn't really matter *how* | did
it. Wien we
do this thing, this action or whatever, we're going to do it as superheroes,
costunmes and all --
anyway, this is the plan."
She told us the plan, stopping hal fway through to get Jess to conme out
from under the
table. | listened, pretending | knew it already.
The bartender had returned to his roost behind the bar, no doubt trying
to forget the
oddity that had scratched his otherw se banal day. | know how he felt. Oten,
| think the brain
struggles to erase the nmenory of strange events, because they're out of |ine
with the worl dview
that allows you to function on a day-to-day level. It's like a burr of neta
on a piston, an
aberration that eventually gets worn off. But when the strangeness is a part
of you, it's alnost as
if the piston is misaligned, or warped, and | don't really know what that does
to your brain-
machi ne. | guessed I'd find out.
"That fucko is a date rapist,

Mary said, glaring at the bartender. "My



friend . she
started, and then thought better of it. "I wouldn't nind seeing him. . . get
di sappear ed?
Di sappear hinf? How do you say it?"

"Di sappear him" Cassandra said absently. She was | ooking at the
bartender and | had
to stop nyself from saying *don't* , because that would make it all the nore
possible if | had to
ask her not to. It had to be *inpossible*

"That's what happens in Central America," Mary said, placing her cutlery
neatly on her
pl ate. "Enem es of the governnent are 'disappeared.’ A bit sinister, that
connot ation. "

I was glad she pointed that out, and | realized fromthe casual |ook on
Mary's face that
she didn't really believe that Cassandra coul d have di sappeared that guy just
as easy as pie. O
if she believed, she wasn't enotionally conscious of the reality of the
si tuati on.

| |1 ooked at Jess, who was | ooking at her nmother. "Any cavities, Jess?"
asked. Jess
| ooked at ne and shook her head. Then she offered ne her toothbrush, conplete
with saliva.

"Brush your teeth," she said. Wien | didn't take it, she gave it to
Cass, who wapped it
inabit of tissue and put it away.

"Let's get the check," Cass said. Then, "So are you in?"

"Sure," Mary said. "Until you find soneone nore qualified to be a
super hero nedi a
agent --"

Cassandra made a noise with her mouth. "Qualified, schmallified. Make up
for it with

attitude. You'll learn as you go."
"Like us!" | said with a grand gesture.
"So you can turn into a fly, huh? How cone you never told ne?"
"I never told anyone," | said, smrking. "Sound famliar?"
She ha- haed.

"That's why |I'm doing that stupid bug biology class."

"To give you greater insight into your buggy self? You' d think that if
you had a persona
reason to pay attention you wouldn't need to rely on *ny* notes.”

"You're a Note Copier?" Cassandra said with distaste.

Mary | ooked at nme, waiting in vain for an excuse to roll out of ny goofy
nmout h. " Aw,
he's all right," she said."It would be inpossible not to | ove her."

W were on the subway, on our way back from ny parents' place. The
subj ect of our
conversation, Jessica, was nodding off, her little legs sticking out off the
seat |like toothpicks in
pants. Cassandra was | ooki ng tuckered, too, but she sml ed.

"I'f your parents were determ ned to disapprove, they would have found a
way, " she
said. "And your dad sure didn't have to show *that* nuch enthusiasm" she
said. "Mons are
obligated to *ooh* and *aah* a bit, but dads _are exenpt."

"He just went nuts!" | said. "Did you see himbefore dinner, fooling
around with the salt
and pepper shakers?"

Cassandra | aughed. "Yeah. Lisa nust have been spoiled rotten." She shook
Jessica as



t he subway reached Bl oor and we got off. It was late on Sunday night so the
pl ace wasn't the
Tokyo hive it usually was. On the escalator | turned around. "Dad's |ove of
kids isn't limted to
girls, though. _It wasn't until high school that he stopped | ove-bonbing nme --
he was sorta
awkward in the teen years, with both of us."

The subway |ight appeared in the tunnel, and the train trundled inits
cartooni sh way into
the station.

"That's funny," Cassandra said. "My parents were just dying for us to
grow up. | think I
was one of the few kids who | earned about sex fromtheir folks instead of
their friends."
Cassandra shook her head, pausing in deference to the famliar roar of the
subway. "They were
just *dying* to tell ne. | didn't even know what they were tal ki ng about at

first," she said as we
ent er ed.

| smiled. | had a story about this topic that | had _never got to tel
anyone. | savoured

the nonent, sitting back and starting. "Wien ny cornball dad canme in and _sat
down on the

bed -- cornily -- and said he was going to tell ne about the Birds and the
Bees, | thought,

*Finally, the nystery's*

* going to be solved.* Then he started tal king about all of this stuff
that had nothing to do
with bees, and at the end of it |I |ooked at himand said, 'Wat about the

flies, Dad? Were do
the flies fit in?'"

Cassandra paid ne in copious |laughter, so nuch so that Jessica cane
fully awake and
| ooked around. She started squirmng, getting up on her knees and pulling
Cass's hair out of her
scrunch.

"OM No, Jess." She fixed her hair. "Wat did he say?"

"I don't remenber. If | was him | would have been plenty disturbed."

The | ast stop had been Spadi na, so the next one was ny stop -- if | was
going to go to
nmy place instead of hers. | had already decided that if she asked ne to cone
over, | woul d;
despite spendi ng the whol e weekend together, | wasn't antsy, or claustro, or

bored. | picked up
the strap of ny backpack and | eaned forward in a ready-to-go posture.
"99 KENNEDY 99 KENNEDY 99 KENNEDY, " the subway | oudspeaker bl ared,
then proceeded to give an earsplitting litany of static subway babel that was
seriously cranping

my timng. | was beginning to panic that | wasn't going to be able to deliver
ny i ndependent -
yet -open-to-debate farewell line. Then it stopped.

"Well, | guess I'll head off to my hovel. G ve you sone Ryan-free
tine."

"You don't have to," Cassandra said. She was |eaning back with her arns
and | egs
aki mbo, as if she was on the couch at home. "I nean, you're welcone to stay
over. | have to
wor k, but you can let yourself out."

"OK," | said, and we kept |ooking at each ot her

"Your mom was really cool about the vegetarian thing," she said. Mom had



nmade a
bunch of dishes, nost of which Cass could eat. "She was asking me questions
about it. She
showed me this file where she had all these veggie reci pes she had clipped out
of the paper. She
sai d that she nade them because she was worried about your dad's chol esterol
but he never
ate nmuch of them so she and Lisa ended up eating them"

"Yeah, Sid's a neat fanatic. Took ne out for steaks on ny twenty-first.'
| had gotten
nore confortabl e about the whol e vegetarian thing when | saw how unj udgnent al
Cass was

about it. Still wasn't exactly French-kissing her after a hot dog, though
"'Heart-attack bound' is how she put it. | could tell how worried she
was, her eyes
went all spacey." Cass frowned. "I felt sad that she was nore worried about
hi m t han about
hersel f."
"She's still off the cigs,"” | said.

"Yeah," she said. "Hey, is there an ashtray shaped like a |ung
under neat h your sink?
t hought | saw that when | was throwi ng sonething in the garbage."

| nodded. Dad had brought it back fromthe States.

"OK, | just wanted to make sure | wasn't seeing things. | kept thinking
peopl e were
tal ki ng about your nmom. . . being sick, and they weren't. | was a little

preoccupied with it."
| nodded. Now that | thought about it, that lung-tray was a little
norbid. W used to
think it was funny. "Alot of Dad's friends snmoke," | said. Then it struck mne
that Mom shoul dn' t
have to see that tray every time she opened the cupboard door to throw
somet hi ng out. But
maybe she didn't even see it -- maybe it was so famliar it was invisible.
"Here we is," Cassandra said. She stood up and put Jess's hand in nine
In the few
seconds between breaking into the Ilight of the station and stopping, Cassandra
renoved a
magi ¢ marker as thick as nmy armand wote "NO MORE DEATH ADS' on a cigarette
ad.
Jess | aughed. "Good drawi ng, Mom" she said tugging on ny hand and
poi nti ng.
As if | could nmiss it. |I felt ny blood explode into nmy brain. The other
subway patrons
of fered no proof they were even conscious. The subway stopped with a jerk --
t he novenent

made ne burst into a |light sweat -- and we wal ked out.
Cassandra had tucked the marker away as casually as if she had used it
to sign a

cheque. We wal ked together, silently, until we had reached the escal ator and
t he subway was
| ong gone. Jessica's hand squirnmed a little and | | oosened up my nervous
grinp.
Cassandra | eaned agai nst the black rubber railing. "That was for your

mom "

"Aren't you nervous at all?" | said, anxious and mad and proud all at
the sane tine.

"Yeah, but | keep telling nyself that they can't do anything to ne."
Cassandra spun
around as she stepped off the escalator. "No jail can hold Ms. Place." She



said it with a flair
that al nost masked the trenor in her voice.

| slapped down the three of swords and Phil w nced. "Shee-it," he said.
"I thought you
al ready played that."

| smiled as | claimed the cards and surveyed ny hand. "Senility strikes
again."

W were at 50 Plus Donuts, an orange-and-grease-col oured place with a
fewold farts
and a too-young counter girl. For sone reason Phil and Melissa net here. |
didn't really know
why and it was tine to find out.

"What is the appeal to this place, bucko?" | said. "Doesn't Melissa get
| eered at?"

"These guys are past leering," Phil said, nodding to one
rubber-tire-1ipped ol dster.
"Plus, | get here first." He tossed an ace of feathers down and won the round.

"Pull that feather outta your ass?" | inquired.

"That's nothin'. Pulling a sword outta ny ass, now that's sonething to
watch for."

W were playing Brisk, which is played with an Italian deck of cards
wi th cups,
swords, feathers (well, feathery clubs but we called them feathers) and suns
as suits. | had a
deck in my junk drawer, left over from ny high-school days, and Phil had been
intrigued by it.
Amazi ngly, though | have trouble with ny fucking postal code, | had retained
the rules of this
obscure card gane.

So we would Brisk-it-up every so often, but hadn't had the guts to
venture into the
Italian coffee bars with our deck. | couldn't shake the fear that it woul d be
confiscated by the
owners in the name of Cultural Reappropriation

"Hey, do you think if we brought Melissa with us we could play Brisk in
the bars on
Col l ege? Wth the old guys?"

"The Italian ones?"

| nodded.

"No way. What if you' ve taught ne wong? | would be nortified
Mel i ssa woul d
| ose her citizenship .

He won the next hand. | wasn't paying enough attention, nore concerned
with yelling
and sl anming the cards down than with actually strategizing. | had tried to

impart this key bit of
Brisk playing but Phil didn't get it.

Every so often ny brain would nurmur, *Tonorrow s the big day* . After
the stuff that
was going to go down tonorrow, who knows what woul d happen? We mi ght have to
go on the
run. W night be captured by scientists sonehow. We might get on *Late N ght
wi th Conan
O Brien* . | hadn't asked Cassandra what she thought about the show, but if
Ani D Franco
pl ayed on it, how could she** refuse?

| tossed my cards on the table and went up for another coffee. | brought
up ny cup and



gave it to the dark-faced young girl. As she went about getting ny
doubl e- doubl e (being so

exacting about the anpbunts you'd think it was a chem experiment), | |ooked at
what she was

witing. It was witten in a different colour ink for each paragraph, so it
wasn't for school, but

there was a textbook -- *One World, Qur Wirld* -- underneath it.

She gave ne the coffee and | paid. "Shouldn't you be working on your
geogr aphy
honmewor k?" | said with a waggling finger. |I was rewarded by a surprised and

guilty snmle and
left feeling |like nmy honmey Hol nes.

When | turned around, Melissa was taking off her jacket and sitting
down. Noting with
anusenment the octogenarian attention |ocusing on her, | joined them

"Come to play Briskola?" | said. The stray thought passed through ny
head that this
m ght be the last time that | could kick back and relax with ny two friends;
then, it was gone.

She | ooked down at the cards for the first tinme and | aughed. "You guys
were playi ng?"

"Yep. Phil insisted | teach him 'Maybe then,' he said, 'Maybe then
Melissa's father wll
wel cone ne into his hone.'
rel ati onshi p was
Mel i ssa's disapproving father, and | junped on it like a bed you know you're
not supposed to,
you're going to pay for it, but it's just *so nuch fun*

"So how s it going?" Melissa asked, then focused her probe. "Ch! Phil
tells ne about
some wonman?"

"Cassandra,"” | said. "W went to visit the folks this weekend."

"*She* went with you?" asked Phil. | hadn't told him as ny retaliation
for himnever
of fering any information about *his* relationship. It was a | ow 1| evel
hostility, neutral even, but it
was a holl ow gesture: | knew we were nmeeting up with Melissa and he would find
out when
told her.

"Yeah. Jessica too. Dad was nutty about that kid."

"They didn't react badly to her having a child?" Melissa asked, her eyes

One of the only details | knew about their

wi de.
"No . . . | told themin advance, though, so it's not like it was a big
surprise. It was
good. The whol e weekend was good. We didn't get sick of each other. | thought
we woul d,
but then | even stayed at her place on Sunday night."
"Ch ho ho," Phil said, shuffling the Brisk cards and wi ggling his husky
eyebrows. "You
know what *that* nmeans . . . it neans | watched *The Sinpsons* all al one!l™
"W got hone too late for it, anyway." | asked casually, "Didja tape
it?"
Phi | shrugged and becane engrossed in the faded-out close-up photo of
donut s t hat
dom nated the far wall. It was supposed to inspire purchases, but actually
i nspired fear.
"Well, that's a good sign," Melissa said. "That you didn't get sick of
each other, |
mean. "
"Yep. | even had to bring her house keys to work, after | got up. | felt



very grown up. |
was swinging themon ny finger all the way to Sok." Melissa | ooked a little
confused. "That's
where she works."
"Strip club,” offered Phil hel pfully.

"Diner. | had to sort of hand themto her on the sly, because | don't
really know what
past relationship she has with the cook. That is, | don't know how he feels

about her. If | was
that guy and some young punk sauntered in with the girl of nmy dreans's house
keys, 1'd
spatchelize his ass."

Phil started to say sonething when a guy with a | ong branbly beard
st opped at our
tabl e.

"I, uh, wanted to know if you had change,"
said sorry. So
did they. He gave a pull at the bill of his baseball hat -- WrdPerfect, the
faded lettering

he said. | shook ny head and

advertised -- and shanbled to the next table. | wondered where his bag was,
where he kept his
stuff. When | noticed he was wearing a Batman jacket, | had the ungenerous

t hought that he
was not exactly what the promotions departnment had in nind.
"Do you know he |ikes her?" asked Melissa.
"No. Maybe he's married. He's not hideously ugly. He's got pretty big

arns. "

"Well, if he can cook and he's built, he's probably got a couple of
women on the line."

| shrugged. "He's got this De Niro thing going on, too. That's good,
right?" | verified
with Melissa. Sonetinmes | inmagined guys were handsone and they weren't, and
Vi ce versa

She shrugged. "Yeah."

"Yeah, he's got the npohawk and the gun that keeps popping out of his
sl eeve when
he's trying to cook."

They both sat there in silence.

| floundered on. "Yeah, and every time | try to talk to Cass he thinks
I"'mtalking to him
"You talkin' to me?,' he keeps saying."

Still no response. Phil started to grin at my disconfort.

"You haven't seen *Taxi Driver* ?"

They shook their heads.

"I recognize that line froman *SCTV* skit, though,"” said Phil
"Second- generation

reference.”
"Seen anything recently? That's good?" asked Meli ssa.
W took a while discussing the various cinematic fare. | had opinions on

everything I'd

seen, and a few | hadn't, and delivered themw th the endearingly annoying
gusto that is ny

trademark anmong friends. At tines, | even forgot the events to cone.

When the *Sun* box started to smoke, | knew we were in pretty deep. A
m nut e
earlier, a young girl had put change in the slot, but instead of taking a
paper out she had put
somet hing in. Then she'd run away, her long hair sw shing, and was wel coned
back into the



crowd.

By the cheers fromthe marchers, it appeared that the hatred of the
right-wing tabloid
was pretty universal. | kept |ooking back at the snoking box.

"They just started a fire in a *Sun * box!" | told Ms. Place, who was
wal ki ng besi de
me, her eyes scanning the sidelines.

"Keep wat ching your side, Flyboy," she said. "And don't talk." |
foll owed her orders. |
didn't want to screw it up.

It was a beautiful day for an insurrection. It snelled like spring,
which is a hopeful tinme
to be marching. Cassandra, in costune for the first tine since nmy first tine,
| ooked outl andi sh
enough to stand out even in this crowd of diesel dykes, punk girls and
odd- | ooki ng wonen.

Wth ny gasmask and shapel ess overcoat, | was presumed to be one of
t hese odd-
| ooki ng wonen. This was a wonen-only event, which nade ne a little tense and a
little
exhil arated. Every so often, this big woman wi th bl onde hair woul d gl ance over
at ne and | ook
suspi ci ous.

Three young hi gh-school girls about ten feet ahead burst out singing, in
perfect synch:

No sleep til

that man is found

no sleep til

that man is out of town

Looking at them | recognized one fromthat day |'d been at Wo's Emma.
Cassandr a
snmled at their energy, and | was relieved. | hadn't seen that since we had

started marchi ng.
Super heroi cs should be fun, after all.
"There's supposed to be twenty of them" she said.
"They' re probably hangi ng around toget her somewhere, since it's been a
pretty ruly
crowd. "
Smashi ng gl ass and the roar of the crowd erupted from behind us.
| smled. "*Sonewhat* ruly."
"I"mjust paranoid they' ve been tipped off, somehow "

"Well, the only person who knows other than us is Mary, and --" | broke
of f, hol di ng
nmy hand to nmy head. "I *told* you that she's the daughter of the chief of

police, right?"

Cassandra put her hand up and squi nched her eyes closed. "Don't."

"Wha-a-t? | told you about that, right?"

"I wish your mask had an elastic so | could pull it and let it snap back
in your face."

| 1 ooked around again. It was a lot better than |I thought it m ght be.
The wormen were
cheerful and only got angry | ooks on when they shouted. But there were Kkids
and grandmas and
a pretty good mx of races, too, all having fun and Taking Back the N ght to
boot .

"Shoul da brought the little superhero. Alien Grl."

Cassandra nodded. "I usually do but --"
"First target at two o' clock. See hinP"
Cassandra tip-toed and said, "I can see his head. |1'mgoing to have to

make ny way to



the side. You stay on this side and nake sure we don't miss any there."

| nodded and wat ched anxi ously as Cassandra made her way through the
crowd. |
could see the cop, | could see that his arns were folded and his m nd was
cl osed. He had the
archetypal cop face, |ayered cenent with deep-set, dull eyes. Hi s body
| anguage spoke his
ani nosity, his crossed arms as synbolic as crossed swords on an anci ent
house's crest. | was
*gl ad* we were fucking with them

Ms. Pl ace reappeared back at ny side, her face flushed. The cop hadn't
even noticed. |
scanned agai n.

"Ni ne o'clock, three of them
kept | ooki ng,
taking a second to | ook at the crowmd around ne. They were oblivious to what
was goi ng on,
and the big bl onde woman who had been watching ne earlier was nowhere in
sight. That was
good, because | really had no answer to give her if she said sonething |ike:

"Couldn't let your girlfriend out alone for one day, could you?"

| had been trying to fornulate a retort, or a defuser, but | was com ng
up bl ank. |1
presuned Cassandra woul d know better how to deal with it, anyway.

She returned, flushed. "Oh, it's so tenpting to di sappear their
sandwi ches . . . their hats

their noustaches."”

"You didn't --"

"I saidit's *tenmpting* , Flyboy. Did | nmiss any on this side?"

"Nope. Did they notice anything?"

"Not yet." Cassandra | ooked back at the three she had just hit.

It was a little like |eaving behind tine-bonbs of nystery, randomy
progranmmed. At any
monent, they'd realize: *My gun is gone!* What would they do? How woul d they
explainit to
their superiors?

Ms. Place went ahead a little to hit the half dozen or so that | ounged
agai nst the barrier.
It was there to direct the crowd down the side street. She stepped out, within
a few feet of the
barrier, and pointed at each one in turn. One of them-- just one of them
mnd you -- |eered
and wi nked from his spot |ounging against the barrier. If |I had the power,
that barrier would
have been sent off to Nowhereville. But Cassandra had nore restraint, and
sli pped back into
the crowd and nmet up with ne.

"What did the fucker say?" | asked.

"Same ol' lane shit,"” she said. "But they saw nme. The others ni ght have
m ssed e but
for sure *they* saw ne." She took my hand and held it, rubbed it on the fabric
stretched over
her belly. "W're on our way to notoriety."

| laughed. "I thought you were gonna say, '\W're on our way to jail.""

"That too."

She took off again w thout speaking. |

An hour after the incident (I imagined the police report saying), the
perpetrator and her
acconpl i ce detached thenselves fromthe cromd and entered an unmarked sedan
W t nesses



say that the licence plate was obscured by nud.

"Hey, nice touch with the nud," | said to Mary, who white-knuckl ed the
st eeri ng wheel
t hrough downtown traffic. Sonehow | had ended up in the backseat. "Smart. And
this is the
perfect getaway car. Nondescript . . . | feel like I'"'min a *Starsky and
Hut ch* epi sode. "

Cassandra and Mary wat ched the road ahead, |eaving me to continue
yamering. "You
know what we should have got? A police radio. So we could listen in when they
find out."

Cassandra | ooked back with a faint smle. "Next tinme."

"Are you OK, Ms. Place?"

"Yeah. I'mjust kind of worried about Jess. |I'musually hone by now, if
I was
wor ki ng. "

| sat back a bit.

"She's with Ms. Grachie, in the apartnment below mine. | don't suppose
there's any
time to --" She appealed to Mary, then stopped herself. "No, never mind. It's

just that she gets
upset sonetines."

"My uncle's place closes at ten. It's gonna be a tight squeeze as it is,
to get the fax
witten and sent before then . . . we could drop you off, maybe . . ." Mary
| ooked at her with a
fair anount of synpathy, considering howrigidly she was driving.

Cassandra shook her head. "No. | want to be there. She can live wthout
me for a few
nore hours."

| leaned forward again. "You're doing a great job driving, Mary. You've
been
practising since our trip to Scarborough Canpus." W had had to pick up a book
in one of the
outlying suburban libraries during a snowstorm and it was so tense that |
stopped tal king --
actually went chatter-free for a full thirty-mnute period. | had cl osed ny
eyes, feigning sleep
because the silence was so heavy, but | didn't close themfully because
wanted to keep an eye
on the road.

"That was with ny granpa's bald-tired boat during a snowstorm" she
clarified to
Cassandr a.

W canme to a stoplight and a squeegee kid cane up and washed our
wi ndshi el d. She
had bl ack eye shadow and short blue hair. Mary handed her a | oonie and the
kid's tired
expression brightened, and | noticed a stud in her lip, a silver nole in the
m ddl e of her face. For
some reason, it all seenmed very Oiver Twi sty. She ran back to the corner and
the lights
changed.

"Someone's gotta keep her in make-up and fal afel s,
wat chi ng t hem at
the corner as we took off.

"Yeah, yeah -- | know," Mary said. "I only give to the girls. The cute
ones."

Cassandra | ooked at her. "It's just that |'ve seen these kids turn
around and buy CDs

Cassandra said,



with eighteen dollars in change. Not that nusic and culture isn't a necessity
" she said, quite
seriously. "It's just that they make it so easy for the nmedia to ignore
serious issues |ike shrinking
wel fare cheques in favour of a visually dynam c piece on 'Squeegee Kids: Scary
or Sad? Alittle
freakshow for our honme viewers.' But that's the nmedia's fault, really. It's
just frustrating to see
how much attention they get and how little actually gets said."
Sonet hing occurred to me. "Aren't *we* in danger of exactly that?
nmean, being
turned into a freakshow?"
Mary | aughed. "Yeah . . . when you guys were wal king towards the car it
was |ike
somet hing out of a novie. They're great costunmes. Good contrast between the
two of you,
too."
"This is why getting the fax out is so inportant,’
"W're going to
be able to put our spin on it in a way that should be irresistible to the
nmedi a outlets. | hope.
Unli ke the squeegee kids, we're going to have a spokesperson, and unlike them
we're going to
have a clear political agenda. But you're right, there is the danger that
they' Il turn us into
cartoons. "
Mary nodded. "I was thinking that it mght be a good idea to put
t oget her a whol e
package on you two, with photographs and histories and the whole bit."
"Can | sign ny photos -- *Flyboy* ?"
Cassandra | aughed. "Seriously, though. \Wat about a video rel ease? Not
i ke a nusic
video, but like revolutionaries? Like the Black Panthers or sonething?" She
| ooked back at ne,
her eyes sparking. "Wuld that not be the *best* ?"
| smiled and shrugged. "Sure. Yeah." It sounded crazy in one way, and
fun in anot her.
"As long as we could find soneone trustworthy to help out."
Mary turned into an alley and parked in a reserved parking spot. "M
uncle's," she
sai d.

responded Cassandr a.

Cassandra was pulling on a sweater and sone jeans over her costumne. |
just had to
change jackets, and we went into the copy shop, a small downstairs place. It
was fairly enpty,
except for one guy in a |leather hat and a sallow face who was haggling with
t he guy behind the
counter -- Mary's uncle, | presuned.

"Four cents is too rmuch," the customer was saying. "I can go down the
street and get
two and three cents. What about three-and-a-half?"

The uncl e, a short toupeed man, was pecking at a calculator. "Three
poi nt seven five is
the best. No less.” | nmarvelled at the situation of haggling for a fraction of
a cent. It added up, of
course, but it nust be wearing to constantly be arguing about a piece of a
penny.

The guy nodded. "OK," he said, and he gave hima band flyer. The uncle
told him
fifteen m nutes and he left.



The uncle turned to us, beam ng. Mary spoke first. "These are the
friends I was tal king
about, Dawn and M chael." | shook hands with him told himto call me Mke
Hi s nane was
Francis. Uncle Francis kissed Cassandra's hand and Mary hit himon the
shoul der.

"Sorry, but | see a beautiful woman . . . ?" He threw his hands up
"Can't help nyself."
He | ed us over to the conputer. "So do what you do, but don't ask me. | know

not hi ng." He
flattened his hands and indi cated *not hi ng*

W sat down. "My cousin set this up for him" said Mary. | suddenly
wondered i f any
of us knew how to work this funny little machi ne, because | knew about as nuch
as Francis.
Then Mary took a disk out of her bag and | felt relieved. She popped it in the
di sk drive
authoritatively and | felt downright rel axed.

"Now what is it | do here? Make dunb jokes and watch other people do the
wor k?"

They | ooked at ne darkly.

"I"'ma fast typist, you know," | said with a little finger flourish.

Mary made roomfor ne in front of the keyboard, and we got to work. She
had witten
a draft of it already, based on what we figured woul d happen

"The police force was synbolically castrated today during the fem nist
rally, Take Back
the Night. A dynanic duo goi ng under the noni ker Superheroes for Soci al
Justice has clained
credit for the bizarre action -- the di sappearance of el even police guns from
the officers
attending the rally.

"One of the two, 'Ms. Place,' has explained why. 'The group who
organi zed the rally
had requested, politely and in witing, that female officers be assigned to
the march. They fail ed
to respond, and subsequent phone calls revealed that they had no intention of
respecting the
organi zer's reasonabl e request. Flyboy and | decided that it was tinme to offer
our uni que
services.'

"The two claimto have abilities beyond even their own understandi ng.
Ms. Place is
al | egedly capabl e of maki ng things di sappear while Flyboy can change into a
fly at will.

"Fl yboy, who didn't use his powers during the rally, stated that he felt
that the force's
action was inexcusable. 'l was di sappointed that they seemed to miss the point
of the rally. It's
about specific femnist issues, yes, but it's also about creating a climte
where wonen feel safe -
- and many of the participants find hul king, heavily arned macho men | ess than
soot hi ng,
regardl ess of their oath to Serve and Protect."'"

W had it finished a little before closing. Francis hadn't paid us the
| east attention, he
was bent over a | edger and didn't even |l ook up to watch Cassandra. "I |ove
being able to edit
my quotes into an intelligible statement," she said.

W printed it out and noved over to the fax nmachine. Mary set it up so



that it wouldn't
show t he nane of the copy shop. She amazed ne with her |evel of preparedness.

"I would have totally forgotten about that," | said. "You sure you don't
have any
super organi zati on powers?"

She smled and pointed to the |letterhead, which had an e-mail

address. "My friend Jeff
is a hacker guy, and he was able to set us up with this totally untraceable
contact address for
interviews and stuff."

W both made inpressed noises. She started punching in nunbers froma
sheet she had
wi th newspapers, TV stations, all witten in her fanmliar neat handwiting. It
wasn't just neat --
her handwriting was *innocent* |ooking, | realized.

What the hell was | doing -- corrupting ny friend? O was it the other
way around?

We got hone in tine to put Jess to sleep. She was calm but curious.
"Wher e?"
"I was out fighting the Negaverse, honey."

Jess seenmed happy with that. "I get first shower," said Cassandra on our
way out of the
room | didn't argue, despite my ponginess -- it nust have been hot in that

costune. "Wy
don't you see if there's sonmething to eat?"

| called to check ny nmessages. "You have no new nessages,
voi ce said
smugly. "I ama loser,” | said to Jess. She blinked and went to the kitchen

| |1 ooked through the fridge thinking that | didn't want food, |I wanted
to get out of mny
grimy clothes. |I heard the shower hiss to life just then, and | renenbered how
*roony*
Cassandra's bathtub was. Jess had stationed herself at the kitchen table and
was crayoning with
tongue-biting _concentration

the recorded

Paying no attention to nme. | bugged out and flew through the hall and
down the stairs,
buzzing a nelody | call "lInsect Mschief." | got to the bathroom door and

wal ked under it with
plenty to spare.

| buzzed to the middle of the bathroom feeling the steam condense on ny
wi ngs, and
swi tched back. My bare feet appeared slightly above the pile of clothes
Cassandra had qui ckly
di t ched.

"I's there roomfor two in there?" | baritoned casually. Her shadow
froze, then she
pul | ed back the curtain. Her face was cross.

"You're lucky | didn't disappear you, bozo. Don't sneak around a girl
with
super power s!*

My cheesy snile nelted faster than nozzarella in a m crowave.

"Ch, stop," she said, opening the curtain wide. My cheesy snile
reconstituted and
whi stled my tune as | stepped into the tub. Cassandra was blocking all the
water, so | picked up
the soap and started soapi ng up her back

"I"msuch a softy," said Cassandra.



"Why?" | said, soaping around to her belly.

"I can't |eave Jess for one day w thout worrying about it. *She's* not
worried about it."

| kissed her on the side of the neck, tickled her as | washed the hair
under her arnmns.

"That's normal . Isn't it?"

"Exactly. *Too* normal. Smothering. I'mtrying to live a life of nmy own
agai n, and ny
consci ence keeps hammering at me. |1've got an incredi ble naked guy in the

shower with me and
"' mjust conplaining."

| hugged her, snelling her wet hair. For sone reason, her saying that
made ne tear up -

- | figure it was the tension of the day. | took the bar of soap and used it
on her breasts.

She | eaned back against me then, smling and silent. | felt her nipples
harden as | slicked
back and forth over them | pressed ny cock agai nst her, sandw ching it

bet ween ny belly and
her ass, felt her pressing back. Wth my hands | pressed down on her breasts,
pi nchi ng her
ni pples with the sides of ny fingers, causing a quick intake of breath and a
lingering kiss for ny
hand. *Al'l this wondrous squishing,* | thought |ightheadedly.

"Time . . . it's time for you to fuck nme," said Cassandra, turning off
the water. | hadn't
washed ny hair, but she was right.

"Race you to the condonms -- |loser gets the wall side," | said, stepping
out, towelling off
and flying under the door -- not even stopping to |and and wal k under. | was
getting better at
flying. Pretty soon |I'd be ready to take on the Death Star and end Darth
Vader's evil empire
once and for all.

Before | had even rounded the corner to the stairs, the door had burst
open and
towel |l ed Cassandra ran out. | jacked up the speed -- her hurtling figure was
pretty frightening,
and | was scared she might run into ne.

| was up the stairs and in the room before she had even got to the top
of the stairs.
transformed slightly above the bed and dropped onto it. She burst in and ran
towards the bed,
droppi ng her towel -- and suddenly meking for the bedside drawer.

"The race was for the condons, not the bed, Wall Side. Go on, nove your
pretty ass
over."

Dam. | noved over, taking the side that would mean | had to crawl over
her to go to
t he washroom or whatever. "OK, but you saw how much coffee | drank today,
Cassandra -- |
figure tonight's a six tripper.”

"What's that green stuff?" she asked, settling in beside ne.

| |1 ooked down and saw a thin layer of residue on ne. | had registered it
with some part
of my brain but assuned it was a | ayer of sweat. "Ch geez. That happens when |
stay a fly for a
long tinme. | guess it was because | was really pushing ny flying speed. |
don't know what it is.
It's kinda gross, huh?"



Cassandra took sone in her fingers and snelled it, rubbed it for
consi stency. "It's |ike
[ ubricant," she said, grabbing M. WIllie with her residue-snmeared hand and
sliding it up and
down.

A shocked "Whu-hey" enmerged fromny nmouth, and Cassandra started rubbing
her sel f
all over me, a wicked |ook on her face. |I didn't know if this stuff was
hygienic, | didn't know if
it was radioactive.

But *damm* if it weren't funky.

It was later that night that | found nyself staring into space, unable
to sleep. After sexing
our already-tired bodies to exhaustion, Toronto's two favourite superheroes
fell asleep. But an
hour or two later |I got up to go to the washroom (pulling on sonme clothes
because it was all the
way downstairs) and, unusually for ne, was unable to instantly resune

sl eepi ng.

And this was the thought that kept running through ny nmind on a denonic
t apel oop:
*We're going to get caught* . | inagined the cops kicking down our door and

i ncapaci tating us
wi th needl es, Iong and sharp. They woul d have to, because Cassandra woul dn't
go with them
voluntarily. She might even di sappear one of them

If she did, we'd be doonmed. Uterly. Because | woul dn't know whose side
I was on. |

felt we were a danger to society already, just having the power we did. | felt
i ke we shoul d be
| ocked up. If they could |l ock us up together sonehow, | night even consider

it.

But they wouldn't just |lock us up. W'd be pulled apart, nerve by nerve,
until our
bodi es were sensel ess slabs of meat. *The gold is there somewhere* , they
woul d tell each
other, but | knew that, whether it was there or not, they would kill us in the
di ggi ng.

I woul d co-operate. Cassandra would resist. Cassandra would die and
would live to

mourn her and to loathe ny own |lack of resolve. | presumed the authorities
woul d be utterly
ruthless in their analysis -- if they weren't, then once the word got out they

woul d be repl aced
by a hungrier agency, who wanted our secrets nore. It was this understandi ng
that had kept me

from approaching the authorities all of ny life -- what | had was so val uabl e
that it would turn
men rabid. | had often wished | could be a spy, to know what | was doi ng was
ri ght and be
backed up by a nation's noral certainty.

Instead, | was trying to carve my own way through fields of ethica

di | emmas, and when
the light was dimit was hard to see what was ahead. My joyful anger came from

her, ny weak
flame fed by her proximty. It was only because | |oved her that --

| realized that | loved her then. What a tragic and horrible thing that
was. | was

paral yzed, my tapel oop chewed to a stop. Soon after, | drifted into sleep



The next day | woke up without an ounce of horror or tragedy in ny
veins. It's funny
how it works sonetinmes, how anxi ety consunes itself. | had an early class and
| eft the house
just as Cassandra's al armwent off.

The classroomwas half enpty as usual -- nostly because it was a small
cl ass, but the
8:30 start time didn't help matters. | didn't know anyone in this class,

except to nod to. The thin
little professor wal ked in, |ooked around at our |ow numbers with a scow, and
set his coffee
down with a tap. He paused for the murnmurs to die their slow deaths, and
started a |l ecture on
our latest text. As usual, his style was deceptively casual, and by the end
there was such a
confluence of ideas and conmentary that | couldn't deci de whet her they had
substance or were
j ust sl ei ght - of - hand.

The class ended and | left, passing fromthe canpus to the city streets,
nmy feet eating up
the sidewal k slabs until the diner's neon sign buzzed above ny head.

Inside, it was really busy. Cassandra noved quickly between the tables,
too quickly --
somet hing was wong. | stood at the door for a second before the other
wai tress noticed ne
and tapped Cassandra on the shoul der. Cassandra | ooked at ne, said sonething
to the waitress
whi ch was not well received. Cassandra signalled five minutes with a pleading
| ook unfam liar to
me, and the waitress gave grudgi ng assent.

Cassandra pulled ne out the door, ne saying, "l've never seen you beg
for anything
before. You nust really want a snmooch.”

W stopped at a *Toronto Sun* box and she di sappeared the glass front,
reaching in

and pulling out a copy. | |ooked around quickly to see if anyone had noticed
what she did, but it
| ooked K. "What?" | said, |ooking at the cover

"Turn the page," she said, |eaning against the brick building. | did.
The Sunshine Grl
page, which featured a new, scantily clad worman every day, today had a picture
of Cassandr a.

"Ch, man," | said, |ooking over at Cassandra. She was crying a little,
qui ckl'y brushing
the tears away.

"I want to fucking kill the fuckers," she said. "I'mso mad. |I'm so
fucking mad."

| looked down at it again. It wasn't actually a photograph, it was an
artist's rendition of
her -- an artist heavily influenced by the *Heavy Metal* style of draw ng,
with a lot of lip gloss
and airbrush and visible nipples. It actually kind of nauseated me, that they
coul d change her |ike
that. The box beside the picture was even worse.

*This sexy vigilante clained to make policenen's pistols disappear at a
pr ot est
yesterday. M ss Place is one superbabe we'll be keeping our eye on!*

| didn't know what to say. She took the paper fromnme and jammed it back
into the



box. "The *Star* gave us about two inches of colum space, buried in the
back, " she said.
"Well, that's pretty good, isn't it?" | said, renmenbering that | had
pi cked up the Uof T
paper. | pulled it out of ny bag and handed it to her. The headline was "TAKE
BACK THE
NI GHT GETS ENERG ZED' and the article discussed how the younger generation
was
making it a nmore rambunctious, spirited event, citing the *Sun* box burning
and a broken bank
wi ndow as proofs. Alongside that was a sidebar on "Ms. Place: Superfemnist!"”
It read a little like a gossip colum, but it was largely conplinmentary
and ended w th:
"\Whet her or not she has superpowers is irrelevant -- with her flashy fashion
and ki ck-ass
politics she's bound to nake a nedi a spl ash. Keep watching this space as your
intrepid reporter
attenpts to get an exclusive intervieww th this nysterious figure."
It was signed "Chris Westhead." Cassandra read it, a smle grow ng.
"That's the
pseudonym Pat uses when she wants it to seemlike there's a | egion of
reporters at the
*Varsity* . Well, that's good. | didn't know what she'd do. | can't tell if
she knows it's ne or
not. I'd just as soon she didn't."
Cassandra seenmed back to herself as she scoured the page once again.
"Don't think I don't notice that Flyboy is conspicuously absent from any
reports,"” |
sai d.
She snorted. "Maybe next time they'll humiliate you, too."
"But wait!" | said, and grabbed the mangl ed *Sun* from the box.
flipped through,
frantically, to the back. A blond, barechested man nanmed Leonardo grinned back
at ne.

"Dam. | hoped | m ght have nade Sunshine Boy," | said, disappointed.
"I have to get back to work," she said, holding up the *Varsity* . "Can
| keep this?"

I nodded. She gave ne a kiss and | hugged her, crinkling up the paper
Wien she went
in, she was smiling.

"My job here is done," | said to the closed door and the deaf
passers- by.

The party had finally reached a tol erable saturation where it no | onger
felt like a bunch
of people sitting around. Like thin soup or weak coffee, an under-attended
party is a nockery
of the real thing.

Cassandra was on the couch talking to Matthew, someone from Vancouver

who

evidently knew everyone she did. | |eaned against the wall, pulling at ny

Sai | or Moon ring,

wondering if | was obligated to listen to their conversation. | was pretty new

at this couple thing.
A coupl e of bright-haired young ki ds passed by. One of them noticed ny
ring.
"\Whered' ya get that?" she said, plucking at her eyebrow piercing.
"I rolled sone kid outside the playground. Got his cookies, too.
She | ooked at ny face and ran off to rejoin her friends.
*Stupid* , | thought. *CGod forbid you ever give a straight,



unt hr eat eni ng answer, Ryan*
| wondered briefly where Ken was. It was his party, so | suppose | had to

et himalone to do
his hostly duties.

An incredibly bad snell suddenly appeared. | wondered where it was
conmng from and
then | heard this odd, pinch-faced guy talking. "So he gave ne a bottle of it
for Christmas, but |
was too drunk to drink it on New Year's. He makes it himself, it's crazy
cheap." He was
hol di ng a nurky gl ass, which | decided was the odour culprit. | nade a nental
note to | eave the
wi nemaki ng to the professionals.

| | ooked over at Matthew and Cassandra, whose conversation seened
unaf f ect ed by
the fetid fernmentation. They seemed to be having a whale of a time, actually,
Matt hew s face

cycling through surprise, anger, hilarity, in a ten-second period. | decided
to find sone snacks
rather than be found sneaking | ooks. | wasn't jealous, really, just at |oose

ends: the place where
| ended up at nost parties.

The kitchen was pretty busy, filled with people attracted to kitchens in
parties -- those
who cared nore about keeping an eye on their beer and a hand in any new snacks
than the
confort of the living roomcouches. | was able to snag a piece of pita wthout
di srupting
anyone's | oungi ng position

"This stuff any good?" | asked the kitcheners at |arge, poised with ny
pita above a bow
of yell ow dip.

"It's hummus,’
t hought . |
had a friend who could discuss the party snacks at length, and it was a thing
to behold. He'd
rate them for people who approached the table, often with hel pful tips like
"too damm hot," and
"l eaves a cheesy ring around your lips." I, however, left the kitchen with the
i ce unbr oken.

| wal ked straight through the roomwhere Matthew and Cassandra chatted
with the
i npressive gait of soneone deternmined to get to the other side of a party. |
admt it -- | didn't
want Cass to see ne floundering and awkward.

said the nearest guy, then showed nme his back. *Damm* , |

| passed a tableau: " . . .Wll, he's not here, so it's not an issue, is
it?" The speaker was
agirl -- Val, Jack's obsession, talking to Mark. Mark was | eaning close to

her, his blue tuft of
hai r hangi ng over a pronounced scow .

| kept wal king, pretending not to recognize them and escaped around the
stairs. As |
ascended to the second floor | wondered what the hell | should do with this
tantalizing fragnment.
Should | tell Jack? Was it even about Jack? | nearly ran into Jo at the top of
the stairs, so
flurried were ny thoughts.

"Ryan Slint!"

There was a funny kind of lighting in that stairwell, and it suited her
very well. | found



nmysel f smiling, stupefied for a nonent. | alnost told her, then and there,
that she | ooked like a
nmovi e star. Then she said somet hi ng.

"Where's the fire, Ryan?"

"I -- always run upstairs. Downstairs, too. | don't know why. Ever since
I was a kid."

W tal ked for a while about that, and |I internally wondered why | hadn't
said the novie
star thing. |I'msure she would have just accepted it as a conplinment and felt
good about hersel f.
But what if it was flirting? | hated flirting, especially by accident.

"Junp of f any patios lately?" she asked.

Jo had been there for ny infamus Patio Dive, which happened during ny
first year at
the pub we went to Friday after Friday. The sane period of time that | had
exhi bited ny pukin’
party trick, although it had been nore nortifying since there were far nore
friends at ny Dive.

"I guess Liz isn't in any of your classes this year. She says her film
class is pretty dul
wi t hout you there."

Bot h versions of *The Fly* had been on the syllabus |ast year. | had had
a few
(thousand) things to say. Same thing had happened this year, when Kafka's
*The
Met anmor phosi s* had been under the mcroscope. It was |less interesting though
since | knew
nore than the TA, and hadn't wanted to show himup too badly.

"So what else are you up to, Ryan?"

*Trying to break into the superhero gane* was all | could think to say.
It's funny how
somet hing can loomso large it obscures everything else. But then it made ne
think of a

connected piece of news. "I'mseeing this fantastic woman. Cassandra. Maybe
you'll meet her
later." *And, if God is nerciful, you will not mention some enbarassing

first-year drunk-story.*
"How s your love life?" | said boldly, nowthat | had established nyself

as a
disinterested third party.
She nade a di sgusted sound. "I live through ny friends. It's pathetic."
"I know what that's like," | conm serated. There was a pause while

left Jo to mnul
over how pathetic her life was, and | tried to think of a new subject but
every folder in ny brain
was mar ked " Superheroes": "Superheroes; costumes of,’
of ,"
"Super heroes; sex between."

A woman with a pair of square gl asses showed up, talking a mle a mnute
to Jo. | gave
a smile and excused nyself, wal king past a few popul ated roons and findi ng Ken
out si de one of

" Super heroes; worries

t hem

"Ryan . . . ny good friend," Ken greeted me with a Czech accent. He was
sitting on a
narrow stairwell and holding a thin spliff in his fingers. "I don't want to

take this out to the porch,

because there's too many people and this little guy is teeny-weenie,'
nmeani ng the joint.

"But | don't want to snoke it by ny |onesone."

he said,



"You have reached an inpasse, it seens?" | said, with the sane Eastern
Eur opean
flavour. "I . . . would be willing to help you out with that."

"Did Cass and Jess cone? |'ve been running around saying hello and
didn't see them"
Soneone squeezed past Ken, patting himon the head on his way up

"Jess is at the sitter's, Cassandra's here. Should | invite the crazy
woman up?"

He nodded assent and | went downstairs, where Mark and Matthew were
talking with
Cass. | waved to a nowjolly Mark as if it were the first tine I'd seen him
and whi spered in a
delicate shell ear that Ken was going up on the rooftop to soak up sone
foliage, and did she
care to partake?

W snaked with speed through the darkened hallways -- in one
particularly quiet
encl ave Cassandra copped a feel. | tee-heed and covered my ass with ny hands.

"So now you grab ny ass, now that their asses are cold?" | referenced.
She asked if |
felt ignored and | said no in a deliberately unconvincing fashion

"Ready to ascend?" Ken asked, after hellos. W were.

The top floor had a bedroomw th the light on. Val was in there, show ng
her zine to a
skinny guy with gold-rimred gl asses. They didn't see us, and we went into a
tiny closet with a
| adder.

Ken went first, pushing the hatch at the top open with a crunchy sound.

| motioned that Cassandra should go first, then copped ny revenge,
squeezi ng and
poking relentlessly until she was out of range. Then I went up. Cassandra, at
the top, was
closing the hatch, |oomng over me. | could hear Ken's |aughter and him
saying, "That's it, kil
him Keeel him"

But | wasn't to be stopped. | threw open the hatch and | evered nysel f
out. "I wish I
had a knife to clench between nmy teeth," | said.

"Arrr," pirated Cassandra. "This is some great rooftop, Kenny-Kenster."

It was a flat roof, with slanty stuff happeni ng near the edges and a
garden taki ng up
about half of it. A patio with huge, rough-hewn furniture took up the rest.

"Have you been up here before, Ryan?" he asked, npseying over to the
pati o.

"Yep. The housewarning party. Last sunmer.'
had been up
here then, it was so bl oody hot. Now, however, the current of warnth in the
spring breeze was
wonderful to feel

Cassandra was | ooking at the garden, still covered with winter plastic.
"You into
gar deni ng, Ken?"

"No. Marieke's really into it, though. So that's all the house duties
she has."

"So she hasn't been doing anything all wi nter? She mght just |eave,"
said, settling
nmyself in a patio chair. "You mght want to think about that."

"Strange . " Cassandra said. "I noticed a woman packi ng a suitcase

and she was

wearing a nanetag."

Practically the whole party



"Re-a-1ly," | straightmanned. "What did it say?"

"An odd nanme . . . began with an *M ," she said, |ooking over at Ken
wi th her
eyebrows arched.

He chuckl ed and took the toke from behind his ear. | |ooked out at the

stars, rel axed
but feeling anticipation at the sane tinme. It had been a while since | had
snoked up. Ken took
the fire into the joint and made it stick.

"Ww, you can see the CN Tower from your place,"’
the joint
and sucki ng some snoke into her lungs. The top of the tower was visible
t hrough a junbl e of

Cassandra said, taking

buil dings. "Ya pay extra for that, | bet," she said, after she rel eased the
snoke.

"So how s it going, Ken?" | asked, determined to get this conversation
on an interesting
track before | got stoned. "How s the book deal going?" | said as Cassandra
handed ne the
joint.

"Ch, it's not," he said with a chuckle. I was md-toke when he said this

and started
choking a bit. The snoke burned my nostrils and nmy eyes watered, nuch to the
ot hers'
anmusenent .

"Don't take it so hard, keed," he said to ne. | got up and handed hi m
the joint, w ping
my eyes. "I told you it was probably gonna flake out." He turned to Cassandra.
"There were
t hese publishing guys sniffing around, wanting to do a conpilation of all ny
cartoons and
draw ngs. "

Cassandra nodded. "Ryan told ne about it."

"Yeah," Ken said with a smile. "Ryan was nore hyped about it than I
was. "

"Well, a book deal . . ." | said with a shrug. "Finally, Baby Sneaky
5000 woul d get the
respect he deserves!"

"Respect would ruin Baby . . . he'd be rolling around on new wheel s
every week,
snoki ng garbage bags full of opium.

"Eating rich foods and sanmpling wines of all types -- especially the
*cheap* brands, "
said Cassandra

"Avoiding his duties as the spiritual |eader of the Annex . . ." |
continued, then shifted

back onto the serious track. "Such a drag, though.” | wasn't just saying that
-- | was
i nexplicably affected by this. | guess | had seen it as a way for Ken to get
nmoney for doing
somet hing fun and worthwhile. | guess --

"I never thought it would go through," Ken said, breaking off my endl ess
wondering. "I
ki nd of hoped it wouldn't, so | wouldn't have to decide. | saw Pal aver's
collection in the
bookstore . . . it was horrible."”

"Real | y?"

"No, | nean, it had these great full-colour plates of his stuff and that

was really nice. But
it was this huge unwieldy format, and the cover was so bad. It was this



col l age of his work,
superinposed over photos of Greek statues. | mean, he obviously takes from
that as an
inspiration, but to make it so blatant." Ken frowned. "Bl eagh! Horrible."

"I haven't seen it," | said. "Have you?"

Cassandra had been silent for a while. She licked her lips, slowy, and
said, "No, but I
i magi ne he had to give up his control of presentation -- for marketing and
such -- in order to
reach a | arger audi ence."

Ken's face screwed up. "But if | was him | would | ook at that book and
just feel my
energy drain away. | wouldn't want to draw for a long while. \Wat does it
matter if you nake a
coupl e of thousand if you | ose your drive? Every time | sawit, it'd be like a
punch in the gut."

"I know exactly what you nmean," said Cassandra, becom ng ani mated. "You
t hi nk,
"People think this is me, the whole ne. But it's only the nbst obvious part."'"

"Did you find that with your band?" asked Ken

"Yeah, people were real quick to |abel us as Angry Young Wnen, Ri ot
Grrl, but it's
not as bad because you have a band nane to hi de behind."

"And what a nanme it was," | said.

"Yeah, it was a good choice, although we didn't plan it that way -- it
was pretty hard to
paint us in any colour than Mlitant Maroon with a nane |ike that. They could
slag us in their
reviews and stuff, but they couldn't really demean us w thout seeming really
jerky. They coul dn't
call us babes or vixens or whatever, is what | nean."

"That's good," said Ken. He flicked the ashes fromthe roach and put it

away.

"I't's K It worked. It didn't tell the whole story, though. | did a
song about a guy |
had a crush on and it never got recorded. When | wore sonething | ess butch the
singer would
nock ne. So there were boundaries, you know?"

"Boundaries," repeated Ken, standing up. "There was a guy from one of
t he publi shi ng
houses and he took me out to lunch, and he was totally excited about ne. He'd
never seen stuff
like it before and he was genuinely into it. |I was like, 'Hey, take it easy,
dude, they're just
com cs.' But he had gone to the vice-president and begged for the assignnment,
or whatever. |
was trying to get himto publish themas mni-comcs, in the sanme size and
everyt hing, and
package themin sone interesting way. He was all anxious and |like, 'There are
boundari es
wi t hi n which we work.
hands spaced a
preci se di stance apart. "Poor guy," he finished.

Ken made the hand sign for *boundaries:* two flat

"Poor guy? He sounds like a bit of a . . ." | said.

"No way! Steve's a great guy. | invited him tonight. He's the guy with
t he gol d-ri mred
gl asses . "

"That skinny guy with Val ?" | asked, wondering if Val was angling.
Shnoozi ng.

"No, he's not skinny. He was in the kitchen."



Cassandra put us back on track. "Why do you feel sorry for hin®"

"He's got this awful job, being so close to all of these boring boring
books and havi ng
to deal with these noney people all the tinme. He was desperate to get ne a
book, but not really
so | got noney, or so his conpany made noney, but so his job would have
meani ng to him
again. He's a young guy, and his job's already so dull to himthat he was
totally depressed when
he called ne up. 'W've decided not to go ahead with the project,' and | was
like, "Ch, XK
I'"mhaving a party this weekend. You should cone."'"

Cassandra snmiled at ne, the lingering wide snmile of the marijuana fiend.
| smiled back.
The pot hadn't had nuch of an effect, although ny field of vision kind of
bunched up
occasionally, like a runpled carpet. | felt good, though, seeing how happy she
was. Her eyes
were clear and sharp, and | noticed by contrast how tired she had | ooked unti
now. Now she
| ooked ready to save the world again.

Cassandra | eaned over and yelled in ny ear, "I want to totally fuck over
t hose
bastards. "

| 1 ooked around the dance floor for the unfortunates she was talking
about. | couldn't
see any easily identifiable bastards -- a fewidiots, mybe -- so | shot her a
puzzl ed | ook

She smled for a nmonent, tapping her ear as the DJ spun the first few
bars of the
upcom ng song into the dying grooves of the last. | couldn't pin down what it
was, but a lot of
peopl e were getting excited.

The fenmal e vocalist was | oungy and | dug dancing to her voice and the
whol e ki tschy

sound -- | even forgave the chorus for having the word "love" in it. Cassandra
was all smiles,

wearing this slinky blue dress that she had found in a Goodwi Il five-dollar

bi n.

| had been with her when she found it, a few days before Take Back the
Ni ght. She had
been al nost as excited as | was for her to try it on -- it needed a few
alterations, but it was a
cl assi ¢ sequi nned wonder and wore its decades well.

But it hadn't appeared. At first | thought it was because she hadn't had
tinme to do the
alterations. | think it had nore to do with that Sunshine Grl shit, though
Today she was in a

great mood -- when | showed up at Sok today she practically dragged nme across
the road to
this place. | hadn't asked her why, | was alnost afraid to jinx it.

The song ended, and we left the floor to white boys stonping around with
thei r hands
out, mouthing the roughneck hip hop lyrics. Two people left a booth and we
noved to it |ike
shar ks on bl ood.

Once in it, Cassandra swept up ny peasant's hands into hers and gazed
into ny eyes.
Her hair was up, to suit the outfit -- she had nmade a transformation in the



di ner washroomin
two minutes flat. Not fussing with make-up gave her the speed advantage over
nost chi cks.

Her fond | ook was maki ng ne nervous. "\Wat're you so happy for?"

"I"ve been feeling *fine* ever since the party. | like Ken a lot. He put
me back on track
What he was saying gave nme a better way of thinking about things. | was so

caught up in an
intellectualized, fem nist analysis of ny position that | wasn't giving any
t hought to nmy enotiona
reaction.”
A waitress cane by and Cassandra ordered a plate of nachos. "I |ove your
dress," the
wai tress said, and Cassandra demurely accepted the conplinent, holding up a
hand to indicate
the price. The waitress was suitably inpressed.
"My nom says that you should never adnmit to a really good deal,"” | said
"Bol | ocks," said Cassandra. "l want everyone to know that it's possible
to dress like
this on the cheap. It nmakes people feel better to know that. So," she
continued in a rush, "the
thing with the Sunshine Grl crap is that | always knew it was a risk to dress
in that costune --
that the possibility that they'd whore nme to sell papers was there. | even,
abstractly, thought that
it woul d backfire on them because they'd be giving publicity to a figure that
pretty much directly
attacked their conservative bullshit."
I squinched my eyes as | nodded to show that | was *npstly* foll ow ng,
but still a few
cars behi nd.
"But while | understood that risk intellectually, | still had probl enms
coping with it
enotionally. Because | always worry that I'mnot fem nist enough, that --"
"Here you go," the waitress said, setting down the plate of nachos while
hol ding a tray
of beer aloft. "$4.95."
Cassandra gave her a five and a | oonie.
| waited for her to continue but she just |launched into her nachos.
Eventual | y she | ooked

at me frozen in pause, the nodel listener. | took a token nacho when she
noti oned ne to.
"Well, anyway. | was pretty stymed for a while, because | didn't know

how to respond
in a way that was bal anced and politically pointed, because | guess | felt
conplicit -- | was
convinced that if | hadn't dressed up like that, they woul dn't have been able
to exploit me. But
that's that sane nentality that says: she was wearing slutty clothes so she
deserved to be raped.
Bl ame-the-victimshit."

| nodded. This explained her depression. It was nore conplicated than
t he boys-in-the-
school yard-pointing-at-her-tits enbarrassnent that | had unconsciously assuned
it was. | had
simply felt bad because she felt bad -- | hadn't really thought about the
reasons.

"Go on, I'mnot going to be able to finish these on ny own." | took a
good handful of
nachos and wondered why | was still being polite at this stage of the



rel ationship. *If she's
sharing bodily fluids with me, nachos are a given,* | thought.

"So," she said, pointing a nacho at ne for enphasis, "I've discovered
t hat when
somet hing hurts me, or affects me in a bad way, | get all of this anger, this

energy that rolls
around inside me. If | don't disperse it sonehow, it keeps spinning around in
nmy gut, making me
depressed and anxi ous. But |'ve found, in the past, what works well for nme is
to fire it back at

the source of the hurt -- or as close as | can figure."

"Harnessing it, kind of," | said. | squeezed ny nose. The snoke was
irritating it, drying
it out.

"Yeah! So when sonething bugs nme, | don't let it accunulate and then
expl ode at sone
i nnocent person, like you or Jess or whatever. | focus it and weck a

bill board. Like the leering
macho bullshit | take frommen on a daily basis nakes me work at fem nist
stuff harder."

She | eaned forward. "And the tines when |'ve been at nmy npost niserable
-- and the
| ast couple of days have been nothing conpared to it -- were tinmes when | felt
like I could do
*not hi ng* to kick back."

"Li ke when?"
"Well, we had encouraged the *Sun* to cover us with the press rel ease,
and they did. |

asked for it, in a sense." She shook her head. "But talking to Ken reni nded ne
of how noney-
inspired media distorts everything. And then | started to realize how
ludicrous it was to think
was powerless. |'m probably the nost powerful person on Earth!" she finished,
with a big grin.

| was amazed. She had dug herself out of a hole and scal ed a nountain
wi t h not hi ng

except a pick of hard-headed rationality. | felt pretty useless. | was there
to listen, nod and soak

up snmoke. And the way she accepted, even revelled in her superpowers! | had
spent ny

lifetime trying to growinto them like a kid given drafting tools that
fascinate but baffle him Sure
you can draw with them but they can obviously do nmuch nore.
"Qur rings are pretty accurate,” | said, holding forth ny Sail or Mon
ring. "Wile I
funmbl e around, conplain and wish | was just a normal girl, you prepare for
battle."
Cassandra | aughed and her eyes liquefied. "No, look, it's not that
simple. | spent nmy life
unconsci ous of ny powers. So | was able to deal with other issues, |ike
sharpening nmy politica
claws. You've nore or less lived your life as a nmental fugitive, conscious of
it all the tine and the
danger you're in, and so obviously you' re not going to be on the attack."
"Ww, " | said, inpressed. "lIs that what you tell your friends?"
"It's what | tell nyself," she said.
"Well frankly, | was up nost of the night after we took back the night.
| was sure cops
were going to kick the door down." * . . . and take you away fromnme* , |
t hought, but didn't



say.

"I honestly feel like you have a stronger grip on the reality of it,"
said Cassandra. "
think it's nore a part of your brain. |I think that if you weren't around,

could forget about it
agai n. Fucki ng weird, huh?"

"I don't know what kind of grip | have on it," |I said. | had a nacho 1'd
been hol di ng for
the last minute in one hand. "I wasn't worried about jail, like |I should have
been. | was worried
about . . . well, | was thinking that if we could share a cell, it would be

fine, I1'd go quietly."
She | ooked touched by this absurd confession. "But you know that they'd
"Yeah, | know." This was ground | had been over and over. "They'd
di ssect us. And
you probably wouldn't go quietly in any circunstances.”
"Not to jail, | wouldn't," she said, alnost sadly. "I'd break you out,
of course.”
W | aughed at this novie clich,.
"So back to the business at hand . Cassandra said
"Which is . . . ?" Hoping she meant danci ng.
"Vengeance," she said, her eyes afl ane.
| waited for her to continue. She did, and I was armused and intrigued.
It was cruder,
had | ess of a political agenda, but didn't directly involve cops. This was
good.

"This is an excellent song," said Cassandra afterwards.

"Is it fromthe seventies or does it just sound like it?" | asked.
"It's a new song, | forget the artist."
"It's the wa-wa pedal. It sounds like a porno," | said. | don't think

had ever said that
word in front of her.
She | aughed. "You're right! Ww, if it wasn't for the vocals it would be
a total porno
soundtrack. People would be out on the dance floor pulling off their clothes .
havi ng generic

sex . . .
| thought for a nonment. "I wonder if this band's doing it deliberately.

They must be. It's

brilliant, really, because the guys that are listening to it wll

subconsciously register it."

"And what, get turned on by it?" Cassandra finished the nachos, finally.
It was a
nonst er serving.

"No, not just that. Guilt, anxiety, fear, as well. Still, it's a potent
enotional --" |
searched for the right word, my hand in the air -- "*mlange* ."

Cassandra sni ckered. "Ah, porn and pretentious French words go together
like, like --"
"Chi ps anna dollar store,” | finished. Then |I gave the proof. "*M nage

...trois* ,

French ticklers .
"Let's not forget the now denure French kiss," Cassandra offered.
"There's never any *other* types of kissin' going on in those pornos."
"Let's dance to it," she said. "Ch, and | can get a beer now "

"You couldn't before?"
"Well, | didn't knowif | was going to have to drive the car or not.
don't just

*assume* you're willing to do any crazy-ass thing | think of," she said.



"You should,"” | said. A shy snmle, one of the rarest of ny troupe,
appeared on ny face.
"If it's with you, and doesn't involve first-degree nurder, you *shoul d* just
assune. "

Her face softens sonetinmes, and it nakes nme relax just to look at it. It
did now, and she
ki ssed the back of my hand and set it back on the table. | inclined ny head
towards the dance
floor with a questioning | ook, and soon we were jacking our bodies to the
finest tunes.

I think it was sonmething truly old school (as opposed to the pseudo
stuff that had

sounded |i ke porno nuzak) |ike Janes Brown's "Sex Machine." | always |iked
dancing to old

school -- it's inherently funny to be dancing to something way out of cultura
context, | don't

know why. And it's alnpbst required that you try out your npst audaci ous, npst
out rageous --
your bad, baby, *super* bad -- dance noves.

I was swimring, first the front crawl and then the butterfly, when
noticed Mary, in a

big puffy coat, |ooking around. | swam over to her. "Hey hey! Dint you see ne
onna dance
fl oor?"

"Ch, | saw you all right," said Mary. "I just didn't want to admt

knowi ng you." She
| ooked distinctly out of place, and the | ook on her face was a little anxious
so | forgave her. "I
was hopi ng Cassandra was sitting on the sidelines somewhere."

"Not bl oody |oikely," | guffawed. "How can you m ss her? The vision in
bl ue danci ng
besi de me?"

Cassandra, unal armed by ny absence, waved at us.

"Ch ny god," said Mary, waving back. "She's so feme."

"Fermme-ini ne? Yep! CGeez, when are you going to get glasses?"

She ignored ne. "Do you have a table here?" Mary asked, bunped by two
short girls
t hat she spared a gl ance for

| ignored her. "The coat check's over there. Then you can report for
dance duty, Ms.
Sachs! "

She shook her head adamantly.

| specialized in luring friends into dancelike situations. | would have
hustl ed her onto the
floor right away but dancing in a coat could be fatal. People were known to
sweat to death,
unable to stop once the beats started sinking in.

"Come on, dancin's fun!" The standard openi ng ganbit.

"Ch, | know," she said casually, or as casually as you can while
shouti ng over nusic.
"I"ve been dancing all night. At a better joint than this, | night add."

"\Where?" | asked, noticing that there was soneone in a Kangol hat paying
Cassandr a
too much attention. He was a guy we had comrented on earlier, who seened to
i ke to nove
to the mddle of the dance floor and remain stock still except for the songs
t hat he dei gned
worthy of his participation.

"Place call ed Buddies." She, too, was watchi ng Cassandra, who seened
oblivious to



Kangol 's attentions. She saw us | ooking at her and noved over to where we were

st andi ng.
Kangol mnade |ike he didn't care.
" Buddi es?"

"Ask your friend. Maybe she won't renenber, though,” Mary said with a
smirk.

"Win't renmenber what?" Cassandra yelled, putting a hand on Mary's
shoul der.

| told her. She swatted Mary.

"Buddies in Bad Tines is a queer bar,'

"Ch!" | said. "Was it fun?"

"Il tell you outside. |I'm doubl e-parked."

W got our jackets, Cassandra chatting briefly with the coat-check
woman. She had a
strip of nasked tape over her bosomthat read NOI HAVEN T GOT A PEN. W |eft
as a
really good song was com ng on. Never fails.

Cassandra sai d.

"So . . ." | said on our way down the stairs. "Was it what you
expected?" | didn't know
what *1* would expect. | had a bizarre inmage of a dance hall with Mryish
worren sitting on
chairs against the walls, with enmpty dance cards. | didn't want to seemlike a
conpl ete

i gnoramus so | kept ny nmouth shut.

"It was pretty great. Al of these cute girls returning my stare," Mary
said with a grin.
"And Al ex was hilarious," she said to Cassandra.

"Later, Jorge," Cassandra said to the bouncer

"Do you know everyone in this dam city?" | sputtered, anazed

"G me a break, | work across the street," she said, unable to suppress
agrin. To
Mary, "Yeah, Alex is crazy."

Cassandra slipped her arminto mne, turning ne into a gentleman. | was
speechl ess
monentarily with the niceness of it. My poi se spontaneously inproved.

"She is, at that. She's pretty serious about that l[eather girl, though
eh?" Mary probed.

"Damm seri ous,’
and took
pity. "When | called Mary tonight, | set her up to go dancing with sone
girlfriends of mne."

Mary had been | eading the way, her puffy white coat gl ow ng even under

Cassandra confirmed. She glanced up at ny baffled face

t he
streetlights. She glanced back at us and snmiled. "Thanks for that, by the way.
I never could have
gone by mnyself. God, with that catwalk it's nerve-racking to go even with
people. Al those
butch wonen | eani ng against the railing, staring at you . . . Horrible!" But
there was a big smle
on her face.
W got to the car, not doubl e-parked in any way, shape or form "Liar,"
| said to
Mary, and she sl apped the keys into ny hand.
"Anything to stop you flailing around,"” she said, slanmng the door.
"Fuck you, Ryan's the best fuckin' dancer in the world," Cassandra said,
wavi ng her
fist.
| shot her a steany |ook. "Thanks, doll." W kissed until spoil sport
poked the horn. W
di sengaged and | breathed in her beery breath like it was nitrous oxide. Then



she crawl ed into
t he backseat.
The cursive "O dsnobile" on the dash started me up as | rolled that
sucker out of there.
"My 98 A dsnobile is superfly . . ." | couldn't renmenber many nore lyrics to
the old Public
Eneny song. "Take this ticket go to hell and stick it
"OK," Cassandra said. She had shucked her jacket and was | ounging
si deways, her
bl ue dress asparkle, her eyes a little sleepy. "Let's get the key points
down. "

Mary flipped open her notebook, and | realized the reason why | was
driving. *Man,
peopl e are organi zed around here* , | thought self-consciously. |I glanced at
t he supi ne
Cassandra in the rear view and had a crazy, happy thought: *She is totally
exactly Iike
Cat woman*

| suppose |'m supposed to make this into the incredibly exciting scene
where the cops
catch on to our daring scheme and start chasing us.

*1 whi pped around the corner, knocking over these jam packed garbage
cans and
squeal i ng down a one-way street. There was an ei ght een-wheel er that nust have
had sonet hi ng
to prove,'cause it blared its horn and bore down on us.*

*] sped up. No white-trash trucker was gonna bust ny* caj ones.

*"Jesus Christ," Cass screaned. "\Wat the fuck are you doi ng?"*

*Qut of the corner of ny smirk, | said, "Wat | do best, baby, what | do
best." |
ground the accelerator into the floorboards like a cigarette butt.*

*Ri ght when | was able to read the fine print on his out-of-province
decals, | nmde a
hairpin turn into an alley tight enough to throw sparks -- but not to stop us.
Then sone freakin'
not or bi ke cop with an Evel Knievel conplex wheelies into the alley behind us,
and starts
gai ning. He's already got his piece out, so before he can give us the |eaden
hello | ask
Cassandra to take care of the guy.*

*She gl ances back and he's minus one tire. On a bike, that's a 50
percent reduction.
The guy feels it. For a merciful few seconds.*

No, nothing *nearly* |ike that happened. Wich is good, because the
problem | al ways
had with being a superhero -- the reason why | didn't wanna be one w thout
Cassandra -- was
that | didn't |like being the tough-guy hero. Wiich is not to say that | didn't
like *tal king* |ike
one, but it just wasn't ne to *be* one.

What we did that night was nmethodical. Systematic. Not spectacul ar, but
al so not
sui ci dal .

W drove Mary to her uncle's place, sitting outside in the car for a
little while as she got
down our quotes and stuff for the press release. She al so gave us a sheaf of
papers, e-mail that
had arrived in response to the last action. Mst of it was stuff that Mary had
responded to



hersel f, questions about the organizati on and people wanting to get involved,
but one of them
was an effusive letter asking for a personal interview.

"This is fromPat, soneone we know," Cassandra told Mary. "You can trust
her -- like,

she's not a cop. But we can't neet her, obviously. | don't want her to know,"
she said, chew ng
on a nail. "Wiy don't you offer to neet her? Tell her we'll do tel ephone
interviews."

That arranged, we waited for her to get inside -- she had keys but was
worried they
woul dn't work, that her uncle had given her the wong ones -- but then she

di sappeared into the
dark interior of the shop

W started on that street, Cassandra tracing our route on a photocopy of
amp wth a
bl ue highlighter. Wien | saw a *Sun* newspaper box | would say, Right! or
Left! We were
rolling along at about forty clicks an hour

Cassandra di sappeared the first one with a finger gun, but because we
were going at a
decent speed, and there were so many, Cassandra eventually just glanced up
from her map and
di sappeared themwith little fanfare. It being well into the wee hours, there
were few w tnesses.
The chain that held it to the pole sinply becane slack and dropped, the notion
and the tinkling
attracting a curious glance at nost.

Even at one corner with a large crowd waiting for the streetcar, the
di sappear ance
caused little detectable response. | watched the spot where it had been and
saw a snmall kid
wal k around the area and wave his hand through where it used to be.

"Was that a mdget?" said Cassandra.

"No, it was a kid."

"What the hell is a kid doing out at" -- she checked her watch --"3:14
a.m?"

| shrugged. | spotted a box. "Left!"

W roll ed around, stopping for gas once and cof fee once. The driving was
fine -- the
streets were deserted, so | was able to keep an eye out for our targets
wi t hout getting us killed.
Kept to the speed limt, although even if we were stopped it would be hard to
i mgi ne a cop
finding a highlighted map suspi ci ous.

W were quiet for a lot of the tine, and I found it OK Cassandra had
brought a coupl e
of tapes, nellow stuff like Billy Bragg and Cowboy Junkies that softened the
air rather than
charging it. Eventually, on the |last few streets, she curled up agai nst ne.

"It's getting bright," she nunbl ed.

"Yeah . . . but there's no actual sun. Howis that? Were is it coning
fron? Is it
convexi ng around the planet to us? Because -- Right!"

Cassandra didn't nmove from my shoul der, | guess she didn't open her eyes

fully,

because she got the w ong box.
"That was a mail box!" They were the same col our
She jerked up and | ooked out the back wi ndow. "Cot it.
*How much mail was in that box?* | wondered.



"Fuck!" said Cassandra. "I hope there weren't any personal letters in
there."”

W were pretty glumfor a little while. W weren't superheroes, we were
superj erks.
*At least it wasn't soneone in a red snowsuit* , | consoled nyself. | didn't
say it to Cassandra
because it'd just remind her that that kind of mstake could be nade, as |ong
as she was using
her power with the safety off.

"Stop here," she said, pointing at a mni-mall. She got out, taking her
map with her, and
made a phone call

"I got Mary to put it in the press release. The muil box thing," she said
in staccato as she
got in and buckled up. There was a stoic | ook on her face.

"Makes us ook pretty dunmb," | said.

"I know. Me nore than you. But | had to do it."

| could see why, but nmy ethics were a little nore elastic when it cane
to mai ntaining
sel f-image. But she had nore invested in this than | had, and it was obviously
not an easy
decision that she made -- it just seemed like it because she made it quickly.

"So Mary's still working on it?"

"Yeah, she's alnost finished it. She wanted to read it out to me, but I
told her that I'm
sure it's great."

"Ww You actually refused control ?"

"Yep. I'mnot the boss. She puts the work in, she gets the final say on
it."

"Left, right," | signalled.

The sun was starting to stab little shards into ny retinas. "So how nany
nore streets?" |
asked. "How much | onga maaaaam "

"This is it."

"This is the | ast one?" She nodded. "Fantastic," | said, and shielded ny
eyes fromthe
sun.

"Do ne a favour and di sappear that big fireball in the sky, willya

babe?" | thought about
that for a second and then asked her seriously, "Could you do that? Could you
di sappear the
sun?"
Cassandra sighed, and | glanced at her. Her brow was furrowed and
wor ri ed.
"Probably. | nean, | can see it
Sonet hi ng occurred to me. "But it would be eight mnutes before we'd
know about it.
Because the light we see takes a while to get to us."
Cassandra shrugged, biting a nail to clean it.
| was still spiralling in my *Ask M. Science* world, attributing
Cassandra's quiet to the
| ate hour and exhaustion. "Can you di sappear |ight? Have you ever tried?"
She | ooked at me. "I don't wanna think about it, Ryan. Especially after
the mailbox. If |
can fuck up like that, what's stopping ne from destroying the whole world? By
acci dent ?"

"Ch, cone on -- one nailbox! | nean, real superheroes destroy whol e
buil dings in, like,
their fights in md-air.” | mned the punch and the flying through the air and

t he smashi ng



bui I di ngs.
This pulled a snile out of her.

Onaroll, I continued. "Plus, if that happens we can al ways send out a
press rel ease --
"Citizens of Earth will have eight mnutes to prepare to live w thout the sun.
"It was an accident,’
expl ai ns superheroine Ms. Place. 'l was trying to di sappear the clouds so that
t he picnic woul d
be a success and -- whoops!"'"

Cassandra's snile faded. "Wat's even worse than doi ng sonet hing by
accident is the
possibility that | could do it on purpose.” Before | could say anything she
continued. "And
have been angry enough to destroy the world, believe you me. There have been
times, Ryan .

| believed her. |I had never *felt* it nyself -- I'd known that |, and
everyone el se, was
capabl e of tremendous evil, but only at an intellectual level. It rem nded ne

of alinein
*Chi nat own* where a character says sonething |ike, "Mst people never have to
face up to the
fact that given the right place, and the right tine, they' re capable of
*anything* ." | had felt a
chill down ny spine listening to that, as if the cold truth of it had entered
ny body and stayed
there, but | also thought to myself: *I am one of those "Mst peopl e*
But evidently, Cassandra was not.
"But not recently. Recently life has been sweetness and light, and it's
partially thanks to
you. W're done."
"What ?" | said, trying to understand the two contradictory statements,
trying to take in
air while ny heart speeded up exponentially.
"We've finished the city. W can go pick up Mary now. Make a left here,’
she said as
she capped her highlighter

"Ch . . . fuck . . . thank god," | sputtered. "I thought you neant *we*
were done." |
gave her a look. "You did that on purpose,” | accused.

She | eaned over and smooched ny neck. "No."

When we got to the copy shop, a delivery truck with the *Toronto Sun*
| ogo on the
side rolled by.

"He's not gonna have a lot of work to do today," | said, and we went in
to get Mary.

The next day | woke up after only six hours of sleep and couldn't drop
of f again. |
didn't want to wake Cassandra -- it was pretty rare that she got to sleep in,
as opposed to ny
sl ot hful student schedule. | knew from experience that rustling around,

putting on clothes, or
even just getting up woul d wake her. Once up, she'd want to check on the
papers, to see what
ki nd of coverage we got. | just wanted to putter around a bit.

So | bugged out, hovering anxiously as Cassandra's arm no | onger
supported by ny
chest, fell a fewinches to the mattress. She slunbered on. | flew around the
room a pile of



orange peels fromlast night snmelling awfully good. | hadn't had breakf ast

yet, | realized. |

consi dered wal ki ng across themw th ny tastebud-1aden feet (just a lick, so to
speak), but

feeding was less of a voluntary thing for a fly. If it tasted good, | would

automatically spew forth
the acids to prepare it for eating.
| swooped under the door and into the hall. It was enpty. | reconnoitred
Phil's and
Jack's rooms, but they were open-doored and enpty, which neant that they were
sonewher e
else in the house. | flewinto the kitchen and quickly found a | ow shadowed
part of the wall to
[ and on.
"o pretty late,” Phil was saying. He was rooting around the fridge
in his boxers, shirt
and nightcap. | gave himthat nightcap | ast Christnmas, figuring correctly that
its purple stripiness
woul d contrast hilariously with the suprenely sonbre mould of his face. He had
taken to
wearing it constantly, and it gradually was drai ned of hunmpbur as we got used
toit. As soon as
an uninitiated viewer sawit, it was magically recharged.
"Not as |late as Ryan and conpany," said Jack, spooning some oatneal into
hi s nout h.
"Ch, Cassandra's here?" Phil said, pulling his face out of the fridge.
"Better put
somet hing | ess sexy on." He started out of the kitchen, then backtracked to
| oad up the toaster.
"Take of f that damm hat," Jack called after him | watched Jack for a
m nute, scanni ng

the paper. | was tenpted to do a flyby to see what he was readi ng, but
multifaceted eyes aren't
great for reading. | figured I'd have to land on his head to read, and there

was no point in
tenmpting fate to satisfy idle curiosity.
Phil strolled in, now with jogging pants over his boxers, and stil
weari ng the nightcap.
"There we go. Chastity belt |locked up tight. Can't be too careful wth that
woman around. "
| hoped they weren't going to launch into Cassandra-slagging. Luckily,
Jack was nore
concerned with the hat issue. "WII| you take that silly thing of f?"
Phi | shrugged and made notions like he was trying to pry off his
cranium "lt's stuck,"
he whi ned. The toast popped up and he set about tending to it.
"It's practically noon," Jack pointed out.
"It's 11:55 in the aam I'mallowed to wear it all nmorning. Ryan said."
I, of course, had said nothing of the sort. The lies had begun
Jack was clinking the bowl as he got the |ast atons of oatmeal fromit.
"I don't care
what that sex-havin' bastard said. Do you realize that they could be having
sex right now? Wile
you cling to your hat-wearing.
gesture, to make us
both forget that there's s-e-x going on right underneath our noses."
Phil raised his eyebrows. "*Right* underneath our noses? Like the
bacteria multiplying
in our mouths?" He smacked his lips and smiled a strawberry-eating snile
"And who knows what they were doing last night? Qut to the wee hours of

Jack | ooked at himwith scorn. "lIt's a token



t he norni ng,
comng in smelling of *sex*
"Eeww. " Phil grimaced over a bite of toast.

"Well, | don't really know about the snell, for sure," Jack said,
pouring himself a half
gl ass of orange juice. "l just assune."”

They ate and noved around silently for a while. | considered | eaving.

Phil consulted his
wat ch and renmoved the hat. Jack didn't notice, but when his watch bl eeped he
whi pped ar ound
to Phil, opened his nmouth -- noticed the bare head -- closed his nouth, and
turned back to the
newspaper. Phil had been | ooking out the wi ndow, and either m ssed or ignored
the aborted
action.

At this point | started to question nmy notives for eavesdroppi ng.
Wat ching ny friends
go through the usual goofy banter was fun, but | realized | had al so hoped
that |'d hear
somet hing that they wouldn't say in ny presence.

| used to have a noral objection to spying like this. |I hated gossip for
gossi p' s sake.
Why was | so casual about it now? | had crossed a line that | had held to for
nmy whole life, not
even t hi nki ng about it!

It was this whole superhero business, | realized. | had gotten so used
to switching back
and forth that I'd becone blas, about the whole thing. But there were reasons

| didn't spy --
there are sonme things it's better not to know Even about your friends.
"So whad'ya think of her?" Jack asked Phil. | tensely waited for the

reply, alnmost flying
out of there, but for sonme reason staying still.

"They seemto be 'happy,'" Phil said, making the quotation marks with
his fingers. He
had evaded the question but Jack didn't press him Instead, he said *yeah* in
a genui ne tone.

"Got no one in this place to be bitter with any nore," Jack grunbl ed

I was in an office lined with books, stuffed with books, stinking of
books. Snoke and
books. | wondered if the prof had a library at home. | wondered if he m ssed
t hem when he was
on | eave, or whether they had becone part of the job he was on vacation from
-- a kind of suit
jacket he wore for decorum s sake, but was glad to | eave behi nd.

Basically, | was doing everything but what | should have been doi ng,
whi ch was readi ng
the book in front of nme. It was a version of the Vietnanese fly nyth, which
was really nore
about the boy than the fly.

A landlord, appropriately greedy and unlikable, comes by to collect.
Wien asked, the
boy says that his noms out "selling the wind to buy the noon." The oblique
answer annoys the
| andl ord, who demands clarification. The boy refuses. The landlord offers to
wai ve the debt in
exchange for the info. The kid, canny as can be, says OK -- but there needs to
be a living
witness. This is where the fly cones in.



The I andl ord points to a pole, on which rests said insect. The boy,
satisfied, tells himthe

answer to the poser -- that his momwas selling fans (wi nd) to nake sonme cash
for some | amp
oil (moon). The landlord, his mental itch scratched, goes away -- but cones

back | ater,
natural ly, having "forgotten" ever having met our precocious protagonist.

To court it goes. The nmandarin in charge asks for a witness and the kid
names nanes.
"There was a fly there," he pipes up, "sitting on his nose."

The landl ord, jubilant at catching the little brat in a lie, scoffs: "It
was not! It was on a
post!" And thus admits that there was a neeting after all.

Beyond wi shing that this kid was present at the O J. case, what was
there to learn from
this? | jotted a few notes down about the differences in this version fromthe
two previous ones
| had read. Joe was working on a book that collected insect nythol ogy from al
over the world,
and he was paying ne good noney to do the prelimnary cross-referencing and
col l ection. He
had some kind of grant, as well as sone pull at the university, so was able to
pay me and
provide this tenporary office

| had only been doing it for a week, but Joe was an excellent boss -- he

was
appreciative of nmy skills and didn't seemto be in any rush. "Be thorough. The
worl d's been
waiting a long time for a definitive collection of this kind, and it can wait
alittle longer for a work
of quality." He spoke in conplete, well-crafted sentences that contrasted
strongly with the way
he had talked to the kids during that library lecture. It was kinda spooky. |
didn't know whi ch
voi ce was the natural one
| checked ny watch. It was nearly time for lunch, so | grabbed the phone
and cal |l ed
Cassandra at the diner. She picked up
"Hi, | was wondering how much you charge for a plateful of good Iovin' ?"
"Hey Flyboy. It is so dead here, you wouldn't believe how dead. W been
pl ayi ng
cards it's so dead."
"Frank isn't there?"

"Come on. | didn't say we'd been hit by a tornado, did I? O course
Frank's here. Say
hi, Frank," she called. Al | heard was clinking dishes. "Frank raised his

hand. Frank thinks
we're in the age of vid-phones."

"Frank just has sone dignity," | said, amused at her patter. She had
been charged ever
since the *Star* had given us front-page coverage. "Any nore about us in the
funny papers?"

"The *Sun* has this ridiculous piece, vigilante this and terrorist that

. " she said

quietly, but still exuberantly. "They've had to | eave piles of papers out with
an ' honour systen

cashbox to one side. |1've already seen two of themripped off and one broken

open. So |'m
happy. Avenged. How go the bug myt hs?"
"Not bad . . . there's this one that kinda bothered me . . . do you got



a sec?" She did,
so | told her the Vietnanmese fly one. "It's called 'The Fly' but the fly is
this totally passive thing.
It's not even a character. | nean, it could be a nouse for all it matters --
it's the boy's
cleverness that is significant."
"What do you want, though?" Cassandra said. "For the fly to change into
a human and
approach the bench, naked and dripping with green stuff?"
| smiled, but Cassandra couldn't hear that. | slowy said, "Maybe
| don't want the
fly to be such an insignificant element. But you m ght be right, it could be
that it's a reflection of
my own passivity, that it bugs me so much --
"Ah! You said it." Cassandra crowed.
"What?" My nmind was a little nunb with concentration, wth watching
itself work.
"That it 'bugged' you. | wasn't going to say it, but you said it."
"What have you been dosing your coffee with, sister?"
"Come by after, and I'll *dos-..-dos* you."
| paused. "The green stuff grosses you out, doesn't it," | said, nore of
a statenent than
a question to nmake it easier for her to admt.
"Wha --? Nothing that comes out of you grosses ne out. No, Ryan," she
chided. "It's
like hair gel or sonething."

"There's an idea," | said, "Flyboy Hair Gel."

"Don't quit your day job," Cassandra said. "It's an acquired taste.
CGotta go."

"Yep."

| figured | was due for another coffee break. On ny way back fromthe
kitchenette, |
passed by Joe's office and he waved, on the phone. He had schedul ed the | ast
few weeks for
wor k on the book, but would be starting his lecture tour of elenmentary schools
in a week or so

He had given nme the task of working my way through the stories he had
chosen, just
fam liarizing nyself at first -- he wanted ny suggestions for possible
thematic sections or other
ways of organizing them So | had access to all these great collections of
nmyths, and | found
nmysel f noving beyond the insect theme now and agai n. The ones about the
shapeshi fters had
obvi ous appeal. The ones | read treated it a few different ways. One was born
a frog but had
grown up in a human famly. He wanted to marry someone, and even his foster
parents were
freaked out: "You aren't even human," they said.

That really resonated with me. Sonetimes | worried about getting stuck
as a fly.
Sonetimes -- not often but sonetimes -- | worried that | was really a fly who
could turn into a
human rat her than the other way around.

But this guy had a happy endi ng, shucked his skin after the marriage and
enmerged a
handsome prince. No gl asses and nerdy | ooks for this shapeshifter. But the
sheddi ng of skin had
a biological flavour to it, a scientific angle. No abracadabra** and* poof*

| preferred this to the purely magical one, |ike the shapeshifter who



learned it from
anci ent books. | guess because ny own transformation [eft a green residue,
took it to mean
that there was sone energy expenditure, sone chem cal reaction, that
acconpani ed the change.

| thought, not for the first time, that an analysis of the green
substance coul d answer a | ot

of questions. | thought back to the small bottle that still rested in ny
bat hr oom cabi net, and then

to ny decision to wait until | had nore private access to equi pnent before
| ooked at it. In

hi ndsight, it looked like a flimsy rationale. | wasn't really scared of

exposure through the
analysis, and | wasn't really afraid of what | would discover. Be it a
scientific- seemng or a

nmyst eri ous substance, | wouldn't really act any differently.
It didn't really matter to ne any nore.
| didn't care how it worked. | had found a certain kind of peace with

it. In the past |
had poured all of ny adol escent anxieties and fears into it, using ny nervous
energy to research
and obsess about ny oddity. Like a kid of another age m ght study nmasturbation
-- how | ong
will the hair on my palnms grow, and how often can | do it w thout going insane
-- ny
preoccupation with it had | essened. Mercifully.

| flipped through the nyths, now, with a I ess driven curiosity. The
gropi ng for answers
that had characterized nmy earlier studies, the alnost lustful desire to
unravel the mystery of ny
life, had dissipated. Al it had taken was a girlfriend with a m ssion

"Ryan, can you pop in when you're finished whatever you're doing?" asked
Joe, |eaning
inwith a distracted snmle on his face.

| tidied things up a little, just so he didn't think |I |eaped at the
sound of his voice, and

went on over to the office across the hall. It was a cleaner office with a
really nice, confy-
| ooking chair. No smoke snell, either, and a good view The office | was in

used to have a

vi ew, but the wi ndow was bl ocked by nmore shel ves and bricked up with books.
Joe smiled as | entered, finished what he was witing and | ooked at ne.

"Well," he said.

"How are things in the bibliophile s lair? Making sone progress?"

Hs watery eyes fixed on ne, and | nodded to jog them "I just finished
goi ng t hrough
the three versions of that Vietnanese fly myth," | put sone Enthusiasnl in ny
voi ce -- Bosses
Love It!

"Grand -- oh, that rem nds nme. Wat do you think of this?"

Joe opened up a wi ndow on his conmputer, an internet browser. He went to
t he
Favorites menu, where he coul d access his nost regular web sites. Mdst of them
had the word
*insect* in them and one was named *ny little ones* , and he sel ected one
named *fly*

The graphic that was coal escing on the screen was large, so it took a
while to | oad. |
| ooked at the screen, wondering about *ny little ones* -- soneone's insect
col | ecti on,



per haps? -- and suddenly, | realized what | was |ooking at.

It was a really grainy overhead shot, but | could tell fromthe banners
it was the Take
Back the Night rally. In a terrifyingly red circle were pinpointed nyself and
Cassandr a.

| looked, slowy, up at Joe. The fucker stared back at me, resting his
chin on his hamy
fist, an eyebrow raised. | was staring at him wondering how he had found us
out .

"Do you recognize the two circled figures?”

| slowy | ooked at them

Joe was too excited to wait for nmy dull-witted responses, and barrelled
on. "The figure
with the mask goes by the pseudonym'Flyguy' and claims to be able to *turn
into a fly* ."

The realization hit ne like ice water: *he doesn't know . | smled
t hen, wi der than was
warrant ed, and sai d, "Oooh yeah, | heard about these two. Calling thensel ves

super her oes?"
Joe nodded, excited.

"I think his nane is Flyboy." | said. Flyguy nade ne sound |like a
McDonal d's mascot .

"That's right . . . and do you notice how the mask, the gasmask he's
wearing," Joe said,
poki ng at the screen, "has an extended nout hpi ece and exaggerated eyes -- nuch
i ke the

proboscis and eyes of the fly?" Joe tapped his head. "He's put some thought
intoit."

I could barely stifle a snicker. "Yeah, well, fromthe quotes |I've seen
they seemto be
quite --"

"But you know what this neans, don't you?"

| shrugged.

"The fly nythol ogy continues its cultural netanorphosis. | hope we can

get some good

headshots of this character,’
This is current, hot

stuff. Happening here, too. W're tremendously |ucky."

Joe said. "I'd like to include himin the book

"I"ll keep an eye out," | said, nodding.

"Anyway," Joe said, putting his hands behind his head and | eani ng back.
"Sorry to
di srupt you. You know ny schedul e next week?"

| got up, ny head spinning. | turned to | eave and asked casually, "Where

did you get a
hol d of that picture, anyway? |'ve seen artist's renditions of them but
not hi ng phot ographic."

"Afriend of mne's on the force," Joe said, |leafing through a wad of

papers.
"Huh," | said, an anvil dropping and stopping my spinning head rather
handily. "Well,
just call if you need nme," | said with fake cheeriness and left the room
I went back to the office and nade a show of working. Really, | couldn't
focus at all, so
| flipped through the book and stopped here and there. | read a tale called
"The Finn

Messenger" that told about a guy who could transport hinmself across the world
by Iying down in

a magic chalk circle. He'd get paler and paler, start shaking, and suddenly
stop. He woul dn't

di sappear, but he could produce an object that would prove that he'd been to



t hat ot her pl ace,
i ke a spoon

As soon as we left the diner, | told Cassandra about the picture.
"The cops routinely take pictures at protests,” she said. "It was
probably taken froma
vi deot ape. Was it sharp?"
"No, it was pretty blurry."

"That's good. If it was a picture with a canera, | mght think we were
bei ng si ngl ed
out."

W turned |l eft when we should have turned right. | |ooked at her, but
she was deep in
t hought, so | didn't ask her where we were going -- it was a nice, tree-lined

street and |
i mgined | could snell the blooms. Oher than the constant, |owlevel fear of
bei ng busted, it
was a perfect little jaunt.

"So Paul is totally nessed up about Catherine," Cassandra said. She had
| ong ago
defused my worry that the cook had a thing about her, though his recent
break-up with the

other waitress had put ne on the alert again. "I've never seen anyone so

consi stently down. Al

the tine he's down. |'ve never seen soneone so single-mnded about it. I'mtoo
easily

di stracted to keep that up."

A clutching part of me thought that | would like her to be a bit |ess
sympat hetic, but |
nodded anyway. W cut diagonally across a park and cane to a school

"Ch! I'msorry," Cassandra said. "Do you mind if we go to the library?"
"Nope," | said with ny hands in ny pockets and a crooked snmile

"I hate when | do that, | just assune -- "

"Forget it, foxy. | would have asked if | was worried."

There was a thin-cheeked woman snoki ng by the door, puffing away
guiltily. It was
weird to see guilt on a teacher's face, and weirder still to see her try to
cover it up with a weak
snmle. Cassandra said hi and | thought about Mom for a mnute. *I should cal
her toni ght*

It was a regular school, but there was a sub-basenment with the official
Toronto Public

Library sign on the wall. | was pretty astounded. In fact, | was speechl ess.
| ooked down the
hall for an explanation, but all | saw was a colourful sign that requested

that all visitors report to
the office, please.

"Shit," grunbled Cassandra. "It doesn't open for fifteen mnutes."
"Let's wait," | suggested, ny interest piqued by this little library.
"W can go out to the
pl ayground. "

We crunched over the gravel and sat on the nonkey-bar dome. Cassandra
got inside
and | sat on the bar, gazing over curiously at the doors we had just cone
t hr ough.

| mean, this was a library a couple of blocks fromny place that | had
never even
*heard* of. It wasn't on any of the branch maps -- | had nethodically visited
each one,
checking themoff in my first few flat-broke and lonely nonths in Toronto.



*Maybe* this was a secret library, only for the devotees and those who
satisfied certain
criteria: never incurring any late fees, a spiritual understanding of the
Dewey Deci mal System
and hei ght ened al phabeti zing skills. They would have library cards with
hol ogr aphi ¢ arcana and
rai sed type.

| | ooked over at Cassandra and wondered al oud whet her she had
library-centred
fantasi es. She snorted and said something about it being too small for
fantasies. "lIt's not the size
of the library, it's what you do with it . . ." | said, putting on an anxious
face. She covered her
face with an arm

*Maybe* parallel dinmensions were involved. Libraries, being storehouses
for alternative
uni verses, were likely to overlap in this fashion. W mght find, upon
| eaving, that the world was
changed. That there were no regular-sized libraries, just twice as many
mni-libraries, all nestled
away in the basements of governnent buildings, |aundromats, even the
occasi onal bistro. But
they'd be called libes, instead of libraries, and you coul d borrow cl ot hes as
wel I .

Cassandra sat up. "I thought Jessica might go to this school," she said,
sonewhat
wi stfully.

"Why are you speaking in the past tense?"

She paused, then shrugged. "I figure that things mght be changi ng
soon. "

| looked at her, waiting for nore. She | ooked back, silent. "Wy?"
asked.

"' Cause of the superhero stuff."

" How?"

"I don't know. But it doesn't feel right to plan too far ahead."

"That's so nysterious, Cassandra. Very unlike you."

"I know. But it's just this vague feeling. | shouldn't even have
bothered -- well, you
asked me, really."” She pulled her knees up to her chin. "I usually keep things

in nmy head unti
t hey' ve resol ved thensel ves. Like baking bread."
"Cassandra's Easy-Bake Head?" | said.
Soneone cane out of the school and did sonething to the door. W got up
| held the door open for Cassandra and entered the small |ibrary behind
her, alert with
anti ci pation.
It sucked. Well, I'mbeing nean, but really the only interesting thing
about it was the
librarian. Cassandra nade her way to the videos and | chatted the old | ady up
She was wearing a red kinmono (silk, it |ooked like) and a Blue Jays cap
"Well, the
mni-libraries aren't listed because they're really only for the people who
live within a few
bl ocks. There's a few dozen in the Toronto area.”

She seened pretty normal, despite her clothes -- | guessed she had
pi cked up the
ki nono used or sonething. "Wat do you think of booknobiles?" | asked,
foll ow ng ny
intuition. 1 had al ways been fascinated by the long truck of reading pl easure.

"I drove one for fifteen years. It was hard to get around corners, but |



liked it because

peopl e would cone in who were intimdated by the libraries. I would reconmend
books and
talk to them and get a feel for what their life was like. | was able to issue

library cards there,
and | figure | did two or three a week, which is nmore than lots of stil
libraries.”

It took ne a second to realize what she meant by still libraries, but
then | did. | inmagined
her rocking around in a bookmobile, and then thought she m ght have an
eccentric (rather than
unconsci ous) taste in clothes. Cassandra checked out a bunch of kids' books
and a cal ypso
CD.

| nodded goodbye and as we left | said, "That's a lovely kinono," and
she just kept
smling and noddi ng.

When we got outside | said *damm*

"What ?" asked Cassandr a.

"I couldn't tell if she knew it was a kinono or not. How does she
usual ly dress?"

Cassandra shrugged.

"I couldn't tell if she just thought that kinono was an interesting type
of bl ouse or
whet her she |iked the contrast with the hat."

"What does it matter?" Cassandra said with a snort.

"I dunno. Oh, hey, did | tell you about this really great Norwegi an folk
tal e? The hero,
called the Ash Boy, kills the troll."

"Poor troll."

"Yeah, yeah. Anyway, he takes the gold and silver the troll's got in his
lair, and with this
he's able to pay back *some of his famly's debt*

" And?"

"Well, | mean," | sputtered, "no happily ever after for this kid -- he's
just keeping his
head above water at the end.”

Cassandra | aughed. "Norway's a cold place.”

"What ? What did you say?" | screamed at Mark.
The feedback ended, finally, and we appl auded.
"I hate those interm nabl e noisy, screechy endings,"” Mark said. "It's
like finishing a
sweater with straggly bits _of wool."
"What did you say about Ken?"
Mark took a slug of beer. "He was busted. He's in jail."
| opened and closed nmy nouth. | watched the opening band wind up their
i nstruments,
and they appeared to be doing it al nost grievously. Then one | aughed and
ki cked nme back to
consci ousness.
Cassandra cane up and ruffled Mark's blue tuft. He seemed to like it.
"What would they arrest Ken for?" | said, alnmost too quietly.
"Ken was arrested?" Cassandra excl ai ned.
"He was wal ki ng around at ni ght. They thought he was suspici ous | ooki ng
so t hey
searched him and he had a joint on him™"
"They arrested himfor one joint?!'" Cassandra | ooked as shocked as |
felt, but | could
see anger rising in her while nausea slowy sank into ny pores. "That's really



fucked up."
"Let's go sit down," Mark suggested.
W were all here to see Valerie's band, Unpleasant Gents. Mark
i ntroduced us to a
worman he worked with, Bethany, who ainmed her eyes at us for a second and
nodded as Mark
filled out the connections and details beyond our first nanes.
"Does Val erie know you're here, Cassandra?" Mrk asked. "She'd be
totally nervous
if she knew. Sane instrument and all."
"I met her at Sok and she had just made up the flyers.™
"Ch, that flyer was total shit," Mark said

| had seen it -- it wasn't shit, it was a nicely designed poster with an
i mge of a swank
devil-horned mllionaire type onit. | guess ny consternation showed on ny
face, because Mark
was grinning. "Ch, ho," | said. "*You* designed it. Well, you can fish for

conplinments all day,
bucko, you ain't gonna catch anything in this pool."

Everyone | aughed, and | | eaned back and basked in it. |I had bypassed ny
normal new
person shyness by being al nost fooled by Mark. | decided | |iked the guy -- at
first | had

di sliked him maybe because | was a little intimdated, but also because he
was Jack's rival. But
he wasn't so scary when he was talking and smiling, and | found his admration
of Cassandra
really appealing -- she got so little, that | could see, and she deserved so
nmuch.

At the diner, she had to deal with a lot of crap. There were these two
girls who kind of
i dolized her, but other than that | had seen a lot of idiots treat her badly.
Not that she didn't
throw it back at them and nore besides, but it was really anmazing that she
had the energy and
poi se she did. She was untouchabl e, she was unbreakabl e, she was a fucking
*titan*

Al of this | thought in a rush, the snoke stinging ny eyes as | stared
at her, while Mark

urged her to get back into a band. "lI'd start one, just to get you naking
musi ¢ agai n," he
fini shed.

Cassandra smil ed and shook her head. She patted his hand. "You're
sweet . "

"I"'mnot sweet, I'mselfish. | just want nore |like the *Amazon
Al | egi ance* LP," he
said, flailing his hands as if he could pull convincing words out of the air.
"Do you know t hat
you're mixing it up with genius here?!"

| shrugged. "She hasn't even let me listen to the LP yet," | said.

"It's so *old* ," said Cassandra.

Mark put his head in his hands.

There was quiet, as quiet as it gets in a bar, and | filled it. "So tel
us nore about Ken
How d you hear about it?"

Mar k propped up his head and, rem nded again, his eyes were sad. It's
amazi ng how
some people -- nost people, even -- have a linmted tol erance for sadness. If
t hey' re being
honest, it cones to themlike waves rather than soaking and submergi ng t hem



utterly.
"Are you sure he's in jail?"

"Yeah. | heard fromGllian and then | called his parents' place
because he woul d have
called themfor bail. But supposedly they don't do it on the weekend, so he'l
be in the Don until

Monday. "

"They don't |let people out on bail? So he's in there right now?" | said,
i magi ni ng the
poor guy sitting on a cold toilet, watched by the other prisoners. That was
what | al ways
dreaded -- the exposure, the indignity.

"He's in the Don Jail?" Cassandra said. "The Don is the toughest
penitentiary in
Toronto. Wat the fuck is a guy who snokes the wrong kind of cigarettes doing
t here?"

Mark nodded to all of our questions. Then he got up and left for the
bar. He had a while
to wait, because they were understaffed and overcrowded, but Mark had no
probl ems getting

noti ced.

As | watched hi m approach the bar, | noticed Jack com ng in, nmessy hair
and straw
col oured satchel on his hip. I waved hi mover

"You got ny note?" | assumed, and he nodded, | ooking around and sitting
besi de
Bet hany in Mark's seat.

"Am | in time?" he asked. Hi s eyes searched the stage. | tried to decide
by just | ooking
at hi mwhet her he was here out of curiosity or obsession. | had never told him

about the snatch
of party conversation | had heard between Val and Mark
"The Unpl easant Gents are up next," | said. "Then a band named Sl owgun."
"What's with these nanmes?" said Jack. Then, as he often does, he
answered his own

gquestion. "l guess it's a bit weird, expecting people to come up with a nane
that' Il reflect their
wor k, now and forever. Imagine if a witer had to choose their nane?"

| was in the mddle of imagining that -- only able to come up with bad
exanpl es, like

Sad McSad and LuciFire -- when | was distracted by seeing Mark com ng back
with a whole
arnful of beer bottles. | imagined instead what woul d happen if Mark saw
Jack' s taking his seat
as synbolic of trying to replace himin Val's eyes. A flurry of bursting brown
gl ass and beer
m xed with bl ood?

Mark calmy distributed beers that were, he explained, courtesy of Val's
inability to use
her drink tickets. Jack got the first one, with a smle fromMark. It m ght
have been a bit tight,
but it was well on this side of civil. Then he took the seat beside ne.

| watched as the Bethany-Cassandra chat opened up to absorb Jack, and
turned to
Mark who was silently watching the enpty stage. "You ever do any of this rock
'n" roll stuff?"
asked.

He shook his head and said, "Naw. |'mnot an artist, or a poet, or a
creative guy at all,
really. I'man en*thu* siast.'

He pronounced it |ike sone people would



pronounce *artiste* ,
wth alittle bit of self-consci ousness but unbitter.

| said, "I dunno. You've done a good job with the flyers |I've seen. That
takes a certain
ki nd of eye."

"Well, thanks." He bit at a nail with a delicacy that contrasted with
his size. "I see nyself
as a promoter, kind of. A patron.” W tal ked about his plans to set up a zine
and nusic distro,
Cassandra offering a few conments

I noticed that Jack and Bethany had their heads bent together, the
features on their
faces jerking with animati on and amusenent. | was about to quietly point it
out to Cassandra
when the stage lights canme on

Val adjusted the nike down to her level, squinting at the lights. "Hi
we' re Unpl easant
Gents. Prepare to squirm™

They noved into a rocky number with nbog synth acconpani ment. The guy
tickling the
plastic ivory was wearing a Spi derman costunme, sans head. Val sounded good,
fromwhat |
coul d hear of her.

There were a few young kids noving back and forth at the perineter, the
unashanedl y
geeky giving their thin |linbs a shaking. Mark got up and | thought he was
going to join them
and consi dered doing so nyself, leaning forward in nmy seat. But he nade a
quick U-turn
towards the soundboard.

| | eaned back, on to Cassandra. | nade like | didn't know what | was
| eani ng on and
| ooked around. She started with the tickling so | pulled away, but not before
she sucked a big
ki ss on ny neck

Val erie's voice becane clearly audible then, and it happened so close in
tine to the

kiss, | thought Cassandra had sucked sone obstruction out of ny spine. \Wen
Mark came and
sat down, however, | realized he had fixed the sound | evels.

Striping the walls again

Because they got rubbed off

It's not a cage it's a candy sweetness
Bon-bon jail

Val had a sure voice and a renegade smile. | hadn't read her poetry and
| wondered
how li ke the songs it was -- | figured pretty simlar

Cassandra | eaned on ny shoul der and breathed through ny shirt.

"Why did you quit playing bass?" | asked her. | had to yell.

She noved away fromne, an inch maybe. "I didn't, exactly. | pawned it.
The day
before | got the Sok job."

"That nust have been hard."

Cass just shrugged. | |ooked at her, and then beyond to Jack who was
| ooki ng at
Bet hany | ooki ng at the stage. She snoot hed her reddish hair away from her eye
and saw Jack
wat ching her. | | ooked away before she saw ne, too.

The song fi ni shed.

"Thanks for comi ng out, everyone. Slowgun, Toronto's best jury-duty



dodgers, wll be
delighting you soon. But our next song is about the new superheroes in town."

Cassandra's head lifted off my shoul der

Val continued, "You' ve all heard about them right? As you can see,
we' re dressed up
as other -- inferior -- superheroes. |'ve got the Wnder Wnan
bul | et-defl ector bracelets," she
said, holding up her arms, deflecting a sunful of light with her gold wists.
"And we' ve got
Spi dey on the synth and git-are, and -- show 'em your cape, Nick!"

Ni ck, an Asian guy behind the drumset, lifted his red cape and pointed
to his gel-solid-
parted Superman hairstyle.

"Finally we have soneone to protect us fromthe cops!" she said, and
| aunched into a
song that intertwined the music fromthe Spidernman and Batman thenes with the
chorus:

Fl yboy and Ms. Pl ace

Getting on the Man's case

They be always in his face

They canme from outer space

Then there was a few ribald guitar licks and superhero poses. Cassandra
squeezed ny
hand under the table. Her eyes were bright, spotlit.

"Quter space?" | asked Mark.

He shrugged. "It's a necessity with these indie-rock bands to nention
outer space at
| east once per set. Otherw se they're drummed outta the clique."

It was obvious that Mark wasn't part of that clique, which protected
itself with |layers of
thrift store clothing rather than colourful razor haircuts. | wondered how
much he |iked the nusic
and how much of it was boyfriendial obligation

There were a few nore songs after the superhero song and they got a
gener ous hel pi ng
of appl ause. Cassandra went up (dragging ne by the hand) as they were putting
their stuff away
and hugged Val. | said a few conplinmentary words anid Cassandra's torrent. Val
sm |l ed hugely
and tried to clean her glasses while Cassandra pushed and patted her
exuberantly.

| glanced back to see Bethany getting up and pulling on her coat, while
Jack said a few
nmore | augh-i nduci ng things. Then she wal ked t owards the washroom

| made a beeline for ny friend, who was al ready | ooking | onesone. "Hey,
SO you were
talking with her . . . ?" Delivering the open-ended Iine that had started off
t hese di scussi ons
t hrough the ages, noddi ng and smling.

"Yeah. She's beautiful and intelligent and will be out of ny life in
seconds, " Jack said,
blinking frantically. "Wat else is new?"

| started to ask if he got her nunmber, but stopped. It was too stark a
nove for Jack; it
left his anorous intentions too naked. "She's going home early. And alone." |
t hought about the
dangers of a woman wal king alone and then it hit nme. "Offer to wal k her hone."

"What ?"

"It's dangerous to wal k al one at night. You have to at |east offer," |
i nsisted, just as



Bet hany arrived back to say goodbye. | offered a hand and sai d *ni cet aneet cha*
and nade

nysel f scarce.
Mark and the drumrer were tal king animatedly. | approached them pointed
out that
she was leaving. | couldn't bear to |l ook back to see if it was with Jack
"Ah-ha," Mark said, lifting his hand in farewell. "It appears she is
leaving with M.
Jack." There was a funny smile on his face as he said it. | noticed that the
drunmer was
wat ching Mark's face just as intently as Mark was watching them "Well, Jack's
a good egg.

And Bet hany's a sweet kid. She came out of a four-year relationship alnost a
year ago," he
explained to me, and my hopes rose a notch. "I think she could use sonme mal e
conpani onshi p. "

| liked the way he said that. It wasn't sleazy, it wasn't coy; it was
just the way you
could talk frankly about friends.

"Cron," Nick said. "Help ne pack this shit in the van."

| had left a message on Ken's machi ne:

"Hey man. G ve ne a call when you're out of the poky." | figured a bit
of light hunour
was in order, but not too boisterous, so | toned down the Vegas showran the
| ong beep usually
inspired in me.

| didn't get a call back until Wednesday. | was getting ready to | eave
for class.
"H. |I'"mout."

"Ken! Ch man, how are you?"

"Bl eeeaaaaah," he said in a singsongy way.

"Fuck." A thousand different prison-related jokes danced before ny eyes,
ripe for the
sayi ng, any of which could have been too close to the truth. "Fuck."

"Yeah. "

"Well, | nmean, is that it? You' re not really going to court for a joint,
are you?"

There was silence on his end. Wien | was about to jabber on, he said,
"Yeah. A funny
little routine called the Controlled Drugs and Substances Act means | may be
inside for six
nmont hs. Pretty awful, eh?"

Now it was ny turn to say nothing. It was nore than awful. | inagined
hi m now, hol di ng
the phone as if it were a dunbbell, staring into the floor and bent by

m sery.
W didn't say too much nore that day. Ken was tired, despite having
sl ept nmost of the

| ast forty-eight hours. "I keep waking up and checking to see if my door is
| ocked. "

*A bedroom door latch ain't gonna keep themout,* | thought but didn't
say. And of

course he knew that, knew it better than |

"Have you got this one?" Mary said, holding up a clipping with the
headl i ne
SUPERHERCES FI GHT FOR WOMEN S RI GHTS.

"Yeah, that's in the 'friendly' section near the back."

I was flipping through the scrapbook that Cassandra had put together



"So is this
definitive?"

"No, not really," said Cassandra, wi ping off a corner of Jessica's mouth
with a wet
t hunb. Jessica's face squinched when she did it. "Mary says that people have
told her about

papers all over the country covering it -- nostly as a joke story, but
covering it all the sanme.™

"Huh!" 1 started putting away the sandw ch stuff. "Anyone for another?"
| offered,

swi ngi ng the mayonnai se jar tenptingly.
"A porn mag in Britain called *Knave* printed our e-mail address, the
fuckers," said
Mary. "l don't know what they said but they sure got a fewtwits excited."
"Dear Superheroine," | said in ne best cockney accent. "Oma lonely cab
driver in
London, and oi want yuir boots all over ne body. G have been bad and oi need
to be brought
to justice."

Mary was spreading the e-mail printouts on the kitchen table. I went and
| ocked the
ki tchen door -- Jack and Phil were out, but there was no point tenpting fate.

| don't know how
I'd explain this mni-battl eroom at nosphere.

"Are they here?" said Cassandra. "The porn ones?"

"I didn't print "emout. They're still on the system though. | just
printed out the ones
t hought you mi ght want to reply to."

There was one from Mexi co who expressed his solidarity in sterile
Engl i sh.

There was one froma little girl (for Mss Place) and from her younger
brother (for Fly
Boy) wanting to know how old we were and how they coul d get superpowers. This
nmade us
| augh nervously -- such a basic question, yet one which we had absolutely no
cl ue about
our sel ves.

There were a few fromuniversity newspapers, in the States and Canada,
that had
dozens of questions and subquestions in neat, nunbered lists.

"Dam, this is exciting!" said Cassandra. She | ooked around at us for
confirmation.
"And oh, Mary, we didn't even tell you about our friend s band!" She gave
details. "lIt's so

amazing to think that we're inspiring people . . . that we're beconing these
*synmbol s* . That it's
*wor ki ng* . "

| saw, for a brief second, the wildness of it. | raised ny eyebrows at
Mary. She

shrugged and nodded, then | ooked back at her papers.
"There's a lot of misinformati on and runours about the details of your
lives," said Mary.

"Cood, " | said.
Cassandra | ooked at ne.
"There's always going to be stuff like that,” | explained. "Let it lie.

In the articles |'ve

read there's msinformation gal ore. About the size of Superheroes for Soci al
Justice, about the

t hi ngs we've done and possible theories on how we've done it. Wiy try to
correct it when it's



so interesting? W can't even explain everything if we wanted to. There should
be conflicting
i nformati on about | egendary things. Myths aren't fact-checked."

"Let mystery prevail," said Cassandra, in a dreany way.

"That's our PR strategy, right there," |I said, and Mary sighed. "Let
Mystery Prevail."
"Well, it nmeans less work for me," Mary said. "And it's safer. So what |

can do is thank
themfor their interest and put themon the press release list."

Cassandra picked Jessica up and sat her in her lap. "How d the *Varsity*
t hi ng go?"

A sliver of a smle wedged its way onto Mary's face. She cleared her
throat. "Vell, it
went . . . well. She got what she wanted for the story.
wi ndow. "We're
neeting again."

"For foll owup questions?" Cassandra said.

"Uh . . . no."

| knew what was goi ng on before Cassandra, for once. "For oooga-booga?"

Mary showed her teeth in a nervous snile.

Cassandra sl apped her forehead. "Ch no! Not another baby dyke falling to
Patricia's
Vagi na Dentata!"

"I know, | know," said Mary. "She's a wolf. | know when |'m being
seduced. "

| looked at Jessica for guidance. "Tell Mary she shouldn't m x business
wi th pl easure,
Jessica." Jessica turned her oval eyes on Mary.

"Just make sure you keep your nmouth shut. No pillow tal k. Remenmber, this
could all be
some el aborate way to punmp you for information. She's entirely capabl e of
that." Cassandra
clenched her teeth. "Patricia," she hissed to the skies.

"OK," Mary said, as nmeek as |'ve seen her

"What ? You'd sanction this unholy joining?" | said to Cassandra, but
really to Mary.

Mary started gathering all her papers up. She | ooked up, her eyes
shi ning. "She says
she's going tree-planting this sumer."

"She goes tree-planting every sumrer,"'
"It's to keep
her lovers at armis length."

Mary | ooked at her.

"Trust ne," said Cassandra. "She's a heartbreaker. Leave your feelings
at hone."

| watched Cassandra very carefully as she said this. There was not hi ng
in her face that
hel ped ne divine her own feelings about Pat. | supposed she had her reasons
for not telling
Mary of their affair. If she had, | figured that Mary woul d di scount
everyt hi ng she sai d about
Patricia as jealousy. In Mary's place, that's what | woul d have done.

Mary stared out the

said Cassandra with a dark smle

"So," | said. "If we're well and done with that, I'd like to bring an
item of business to
the table.” | thunped the table for enphasis. "Ken and the injustice of henp
prohibition."

Jessica | eaned over and thunped the table, too.

Mary smirked a bit. "Henp prohibition?"

"Henmp prohibition," confirnmed Cassandra. (OK, | adnmit it, we had pl anned
this tag-



teaming in advance.) "In the 1930s Dow Cheni cal patented a chem cal - based
process to turn
tree pulp into paper. Wanting to get rid of their biggest conpetitor --
henp- based paper -- they
formed an alliance with their biggest custoner: the newspaper enpire of
Hearst. So there was a
propaganda canpaign to get rid of henp. They deliberately renamed it marijuana
so that it
sounded foreign and strange, and were able to crinmnalize it on the basis that
it was an i nmoral
corrupting drug."

| had heard all this before -- usually far |ess succinctly, from sone
stoned friend -- but it
| ooked like it was news to Mary. And then Cassandra took it another step

"I was reading this book on the Poll Tax -- you know how it was beaten
in Britain,
ri ght?"

"I remenber the picture of the guy with the brick," |I offered. | didn't
think there woul d
be Pot Riots, though. Kind of a contradiction in ternmns.

"Anyway, " Cassandra said. "The original Tory nane for the tax was the
Conmuni ty
Charge. But activists kept calling it the Poll Tax, which was the nane of a
simlarly hated tax that
was beaten during thirteen sonething-sonething. So eventually, it was
uni versal ly known as the

Pol| Tax -- even in the newspapers -- which was a significant victory."
"A significant semantic sally," | quipped
"Yeah," said Mary. She seened a little distracted.
"Al'l of this is premature, though," Cassandra said. "lIn a nutshell: our

friend has been
arrested for the possession of a single joint. W feel this arrest is neither
politically nor ethically
justified and are going to take action. You don't have to help out with this
m ssion, if you don't
want to. You can take a hiatus fromthe Superheroes for Social Justice." Her
face was calm

| cocked my finger like it was a piece. "Qur retirenent package includes
a snal
apartment in either pine or oak."

Mary snil ed, raising her sensible shoes. "Can't you fit me for sonething
in concrete?"

"Seriously, though," Cassandra said, tw st-pinching me. "I know you got
into this for
other issues. No hard feelings."

"No hard feelings. You'll *hardly* feel anything." Laying ny hands out
nobst er - st yl e.

This got a punch ny bone felt. | gave her a wounded- puppy | ook and got a
shut -t he- f uck-up
| ook back.

"OK," Mary said. "This is ny perspective -- I'"'mnot a big yay-drugs

per son. When
peopl e make this their issue, they're usually not up front about their
hedoni stic notivations."

| was quiet. | had had the same feeling, alnost exactly. | wanted to see
if she cane to
the sane conclusion | did. She was staring at the sheets on the table, then
conti nued.

"I guess | can't blane people for having a personal interest in the
thing they're fighting



for. O I'd have to call every gay involved in politics a selfish cruiser. Not
that sone white boy
who figgers out wearing a Rasta hat and talking politics gets himlaid has
anyt hing in comon
with a lifelong dyke activist.'
sure that that's not
what we thought she neant.

"But | think that it's crazy that people can choose to poison their
bodi es wi th al cohol
and nicotine but not pot. It's hypocritical. Plus, pot fucks you up |ess,

She gave us both sharp | ooks, as if to make

physically -- so |I've
heard." Mary | ooked at us. "l've never done it."

*Virgin Mary* | | thought tenderly.

"So OK, |'ve convinced nyself. I'll doit."

Cassandra snmiled and lifted a fist. | announced that | was going to
cel ebrate by voiding
ny bl adder.

| left the kitchen and shut the door. | paused, just to rmake sure
coul dn't hear what
they were saying through the door -- |I'd never had occasion for stealth in the
apartment before,
so | didn't know how soundproof the doors were. | felt alittle guilty for

sneaki ng around two of
nmy best friends. But they never knew everything about ne, anyway.

Just as | was naking nmy way to the washroom Jack slipped out of it with
a guilty I ook
on *his* face.

"Thought you guys were busy in the kitchen," he munbled, trying to get
past ne into his
room

| realized what it was. "Oh, no, never too busy to hear about what went
on after the
show, Jack-nme-boy." | put an armout and gave himthe sharkiest grin | had.
"Vl | 2"

There was a snmile on his face, his eyes pleaded with me. "C non, Ryan, |
can't talk
about what happened or didn't happen. You know it's inpossible.”

W had di scussed this on a previous occasion: how it was inpossible for
a guy to talk
about any romantic action, even in the nost clinical of terms, w thout being a
Pig. A wonan,
unfairly, could lavishly and el aborately detail her conquests wi thout
sl eazi ness.

"Well, tell ne about the future, Jack. Are you seeing her again?"

"Yep!" He pushed against nmy armand | let it fall. | followed himinto
the room ignoring
himas he tried to close the door on ne.

The first thing he did was close his witing journal

"Love poetry, Jack?" | guessed, and by his pitiful smle, guessed
correctly. "Ch, Jack .
." 1 flunped down on his bed.

"What are you guys doing in the kitchen, anyway?" he asked, clicking his
nmechani ca
pencil out and then pushing the |lead in again.

"Secret stuff,” | said. dick click click, he said. | noticed a new
tattered poster on the
wall, a kid' s big eye visible. "No, we just needed the table for a project.

Whered' ya get that?" |
said, pointing to the tatter
"Piece of a huge nural. Can't really tell what it was. Tal ki ng about



pai nti ngs, Bethany
has this great series of paintings based on the superhero thing -- you know
it, the people in the
city pretending to be superheroes and doing political stuff?"

| nodded, stifling ny urge to protest "pretending."

"Well, she's done pictures of them M. Place and The Fly."

My stifling powers slipped. "Fly*boy* ."

"Right. Well, they're actually *good* . | was so happy she was *good* |,
Ryan! | didn't
even have to stretch the truth.” H s eyes were shining.

"Your eyes are shining," | said. "Stop that. Wen did you see these
al | egedl y good
pai nti ngs?"

Cick click click

"So you went up to her place? What did she say, Jack? *Conme on up and
["I'l show
you my etchings?* You disgust ne. You artist types," | said, rising fromthe
bed and wearing a
| ook of haughty disgust. "You artists and your slack noral codes and bohen an
lifestyles." |
reached for the doorknob but thought better of it, using the cuffs of ny
sleeve to germessly turn

it instead. "I'lIl |leave you to your lunatic fantasies."
"I wanna make supper soon!" he called after ne.
"God forbid you deny yourself anything!" | shouted. "Indul ge every base

appetite you
have, you cad!"

Vitalized with glee, | re-entered the kitchen with a huge grin. They
| ooked at ne,
Cassandra wi th *what ?* eyebr ows.

"Ch, just listening to Jack's sordid tales of his latest fling. 'One
poem and her pants hit
the floor,' he clained."

Mary | ooked di sgusted, but Cassandra crossed her arns and said, "Jack's
not |ike that.
You fucking lie."

"Of course |l lie," | said. "It's what | do."

Val wasn't there, and I was worried. | had got there dead on tine, but
it took another
ten mnutes for the neeting to start as the straggl ers descended into the
basenent and found
seats. Mark was one of them and he took the mlk crate beside mine

"Hey Ryan," he said. | heyed back.

"You facilitating this neeting, Mark?" said a guy with short blond hair.

"Nope. "
A guy | eaning against the wall said softly, "I am W'I||l start in five

m nutes, OK?" There

was no disagreenment. | had tinme to reflect that this was the second tine in

two nonths that | had
found nyself in Wio's Emma's anarchi st bowels, although it was | ess crowded
than it had been
for the FUCK LOVE performance

Soneone dressed in a tie and freshly pressed trousers carefully
descended the stairs
and, after saying hello to the facilitator, sat cross-1legged on the dingy
orange carpet. | gave
Mark a |l ook to see what he thought of this jewel amid the rubbish, but he was
nore affected by
t he next person who canme down.



"Ah fuck," he nuttered under his breath.

A few guys called out "James!" and he headed for them "Wssup?" he
sai d, grinning
and sl appi ng skin. He squeezed into the narrow space between his friends and
some girls that
had obvi ously been left as a confort zone. Wth exaggerated care, he renoved
his jester hat,
trying not to shake the bells.

"Ten to one he works his band into the discussion sonehow, " Mark said to
nme under
hi s breath.

The soft-spoken guy | ooked up fromhis clipboard. He had dark eyes and
| ooked |ike
he coul d have been Filipino or Thai. "OK this is the first nmeeting of the End
Hermp Prohibition
action node. This neeting was called in

response to the arrest of local artist Ken Matthews for possession of
one joint. It's
pretty rare to be convicted for such a small anmpunt, but whether he is
sentenced or not is beside
the point -- his life has already been considerably disrupted for doing
somet hing that mllions of
Canadi ans do every day: consum ng a benign drug for recreational purposes.”

H s delivery was fluid and polished. There was noddi ng all around, not
that that was
surprising. Val came in with her backpack and sat down. | beamed at her, and
she gave ne a
surprised snile back

"While | know Ken only slightly, the whole community can benefit if we
build up
grassroots resistance. M. Patterson here,"’
"has flown in from
Vancouver to offer his considerabl e experience.”

"I got off the plane half an hour ago, so you'll have to forgive nme if
I"'ma little
scattered," Patterson said, and then proceeded to deliver a perfectly prepared
nmeal of
soundbites. "First of all, I"'mthe proprietor of Henp Canada, a business that
recently won the
legal right to sell henp-rel ated paraphernalia again after being shut down by
the authorities over
a year ago. W did it through a concentrated blitz of protests and nedia
cover age which
swayed public opinion to the point where they had no choice but to do what
they did. W aim
to do the sanme thing here, except with the right to consune henp."

Most peopl e | ooked i npressed. Val was staring at himintensely. Mrk
shifted his boots
as if they were too tight.

The facilitator started up again, wthout mssing a beat. "Wat we'd
like to start with is a
go-around, " he nade a circle in the air with his pen, "and find if anyone has
any suggestions as
to how we can best help Ken. Janmes Heron and | have already di scussed a
benefit show. The

he indicated the man with the tie,

money will go towards defraying the |l egal costs.”

"Yes, ny band, The Krazy Kats, will be perfornming along with a nunber of
ot her fine
| ocal acts,"” James said, playing with his jester's hat. "If you' d like to

play, talk to ne."



Mark raised his hand sharply. The facilitator, who | ooked as if he was
consi deri ng
conti nui ng, paused, then acknow edged hi m

"While it all sounds *awful |l y* entertaining,"’

Mark said, his voice

level, "what | would

like to know is whether there will be a videotape of the event for Ken to
watch in his prison

cel | ?"

Thi s brought a round of |aughter (soneone nuttered *satellite feed* ),
whi ch didn't
soften Mark's expression any. | was a little surprised at his vehenmence, but
he had a good
poi nt .

The facilitator snmiled tightly and said, "Look, it's only one thing
we' re doing."

"Yet it's the very first thing you nmention."

"Well, we're | ooking for other possible routes --

"Here's a route,” interrupted Mark, "a direct one. Let's get Ken out of
the country."

"How s that going to help the hundreds of political prisoners already in
jail for henp
possessi on?"

"By showing that we won't put up with it," Mark said. "W won't put up
with our
friends being put in jail when they haven't hurt anyone."

The facilitator held up his hand. "OK, let's keep going around. Does
anyone el se have
any suggestions?"

There was a pause before a girl with bright red hair and a nose ring
said, "Posters. Like,
on poles and stuff."

The facilitator nodded and wote it down on his clipboard. "Good. That's
fully legal," he
sai d, |ooking at Mark.

Val, fromthe stairs behind him |eaned over and offered hima marker
"Here -- your
pen seens to have run out of ink. Ch, unless you were just *pretending* to
wite it down . "

The facilitator took the nmarker, and silently wote on his clipboard.
"Fucking bullshit,"
soneone nuttered

"While you're doing that," Val said. "I'll just read this out. I was in
contact with the
Super heroes for Social Justice via e-mail about this very issue, and they said
that they think a
grassroots group would be great, but they want us to keep in nind that
regardl ess of the court's

decision, Ken's not going to jail. 'Ken Matthews isn't doing tine' is their
final statenent."

This, | was pleased to see, sent a ripple of excitement through the
group. "Yay SSJ!*"
said the girl with the red hair. The acronym sounded neat. | decided | kinda

i ked being fanous.

"Look, that's fine for him but what about the people who don't have
vigilante friends?"
the facilitator said, losing all of his soft-spokenness. "This kind of thing
will take years to do
properly. W're just |aying the groundwork here.”

"Not with Ken you're not," said Mark, and strode out of the nmeeting. A
bunch of



people went with him nostly punk kids, and | took up the rear. There were a
few uncertain
people left, hippie-types, and the facilitator made an effort to go on.
woul d have liked to stay
to see what they were planning, but I was worried |1'd | ose face.

"You know that clipboard guy is planning to open a Henp Canada franchise
outlet in
Toronto, right?" said Val. She was seething, a clunmp of people around her
"Patroni zi ng, scene-
hi jacking capitalist!"

| didn't know what to think. Cbviously, those two had their questionable
noti vati ons,
but | thought their |egal approach woul d conpl ement our direct approach. They
seenmed a little
too confortable with losing the first couple of rounds, mnd you, and Ken
wasn't going to be
martyred for some elaborate nmultitiered | egal schene.

The proprietor of Henp Canada clinbed the stairs, alone, with a sheepish
smle on his
face. "Well, he botched that, didn't he."

"You shoul d pick your business partners nore carefully,” said Val

He | ooked a little sad, and said as he left, "I hope you' re not putting
all your faith in
super heroes rescui ng you."

The door shut and she nuttered, "Hope he's not putting all his faith in
| awyers rescuing
him" We |aughed and Val frowned. "Fuck, why didn't | think of that a second
earlier?"

Mar k suddenly slammed out the door, yelled the line, then returned, blue
tuft waggi ng.

"Just as he got in the taxi,

he reported happily.

The omi present Ms. Grachie failed us. W had planned to go see George
Bush get his
honorary degree fromthe University of Toronto, but Ms. Gachie surprised us
with her own
sel fish demands -- some nonsense about a goddaughter's weddi ng.

Jessica was busy naking a Tinkertoy pipeline right across the apartnment.
| was reading
the honmework | had told Cass | had to catch up on -- the reason why | didn't
m nd | ooki ng
after Jess. Wiile | wanted to see the Gulf War president catch a SCUD up the
ass, | knew
Cassandra wanted it worse. She knew the organi zers of the secret protest --
not well enough to
know exactly what they had pl anned, but well enough to know it was gonna be
good.

"What are you doing, Jess?" | called.

She cane out fromthe bathroom and stared at ne.
"What are you doing, hey?" | said with a snmile
"Pl ayi ng," she said.

"Can | play?"

She thought for a second. "OK " she said finally. Then she di sappear ed.
There was sonet hi ng about her thoughtful ness that endeared her to nme. |
had to watch
it, though, because | didn't want to beconme a father by default. Not that Cass
had ever
mentioned it, but our romance was progressing so quickly that it was hard not
to | ook ahead.
I went back to the book for nearly four words when the phone rang.



| eaned over for it
with a grin, glad to blane the world for conspiring agai nst ny honework
getting done.
"Ryan!"
"Cass!"
"You woul dn't believe how well it went,’
eager ness of
pay- phoners.
"How wel | ?"
"Well, first, the school had this bizarre formal setup -- you'd think
the bastard was
getting knighted or sonething."
U of T graduation cerenonies were notoriously pretentious, and | would
have liked to
skip mine. But my nomwas a stickler for those things. *Of course* , an
unwel come voi ce said,
*she may not be around by then.*
* * "By the tinme the actual presentation cane, | was itching to do
somet hi ng. So when
they pulled out the scroll --
"Let me guess -- it vanished into thin air?"
Cassandra | aughed. "Apparently you mnistake nme for a rank amateur. No,

she said with the perfunctory

using the
tried-and-true magician's trick of misdirection, |I disappeared part of the
flag-stand first -- and

as the crowd watched the Anerican flag crash into and topple over the Canadi an
one, | sent
that nasty little scroll el sewhere.™

"Took the Canadian flag down with it, eh? N cely synmbolic,"
interjected. Jess cane
into the roomand started building an extension on the Tinkertoy joint near ny
f oot .

"Yeah -- half the crowd was | aughing hysterically, and half was | ooking
enbar rassed for
Ceorgie. The scroll-giver seenmed a little flustered, naturally, having no nore
scroll to give. He
kept | ooking under the stage. But that wasn't the best part."

Jess had built the extension so that it reached ny hand. Now she
scranbl ed up besi de
me and made nme close ny fist around the green stick. "OK " she said, then
retreated into the

bat hroom agai n. "Were are you now?" | asked.

"Near Robarts. Anyway, right at that point -- and keep in nind that |
had no idea what
they were up to -- the Devil pushes through the main entrance and strides up

to the front. He's
got two minor demons with him one with this bright red podium and they put
that right beside
the real one. No one said a word to them"

"Holy!" 1 said.

"Yeah! Well, unholy, actually. | recognized the guy then, he was this
huge guy with this
bl ack beard that | had net at an OPIRG party. Anyway, in costume he was
terrifying. He took
the m ke and put it on his podiumand tapped it with his pitchfork to make
sure it was on."

"They didn't pull the plug?"

"No! They were conpl etely dunbfounded. George was still standing there,
still waiting
for the scroll fromthe real guy. And Satan starts to congratul ate Bush .



for cleverly hiring a
PR firmto generate aninosity towards a puppet |eader he hinself had hel ped
install when he
was the CIA director, how maybe it didn't get himanother termas he had
i ntended but that the
war was still a wonderful romp -- it dammed the soul of many an Anerican
bonber and sent
hundreds of thousands of innocents to their deaths. In fact, Satan said,
because of gratuitous
damage to the infrastructure in lrag, many innocents were dying every day,
causi ng a delicious
feast of torment for the underworld.”

"Delicious?" | said, still holding the Tinkertoy.

"Yeah! Ch, it was so canpy and fun. Really well thought-out. Then he
said that on
behal f of all Hell's denizens, he was proud to bestow upon Bush a Doctorate in
Evil ol ogy."

| laughed. "Man, that's great!"

"Then it burst into flane! The scroll Satan was holding, | nmean. | guess
they had it
rigged. That's when the secret service guy cane up and whi sked Bush away.
There was only
one bodyguard."

"I guess they don't take Canadi ans very seriously, if he had only one
bodyguard. "

"Yeah -- | got the feeling that he didn't really know if Satan was part
of the cerenony
or not. And the denons were really funny, sticking their tongues out and
capering about through
t he whole thing."

"OK, you're naking nme jealous. Did anyone tape it?"

"No, but there were about four people taking pictures.™

Jess wal ked back into the room and started maki ng anot her extension a
few feet away.

"How s it going with Jess?"

"I't's . . . good. W're just playing with Tinkertoys."

Jessica finished what she was doing and canme to the phone. | said
goodbye and passed
it to her.

| let go of my Tinkertoy when | stood up. Jess didn't seemto nind
"Pl ayi ng," she said
to the phone.

| looked at the extension she had built -- it ended in her floppy box of
crayons.

"OK," said Jess.

| followed the main pipeline to the bathroomand saw she had built it so
that it angled up
and through the small hole in the screen window | |ooked out, at the sky and
t he cl ouds.

I went by to visit Ken at his place. His roommate let ne in and
clinmbed up the junble
of staircases that led to his room catching glinpses of tattered punk rock
flyers and duty rosters
and strange col |l ages.

| got to the last few steps and could hear his laugh already. | sniled.
"Hel |l o!"
Ken was there with two of his friends, Gllian and Kurt. My friends too,

but very cl ose
to Ken. Their bond seened to cone partially frombeing very sad fromtine to



time, and hel pi ng
each other out. | wondered what it was like for themin the sane way |
wonder ed about the
frogs who sleep in the mud underneath a frozen pond for the whole wintertine.
"What's s'damm funny?" | demanded, taking a chair.
"Ch, Ken's just telling us his prison stories. They're terrible," said
G llian, |aughing.

"Just *awful* ," said Kurt with a smle
"Tell 'emagain, tell 'emagain," | pleaded
"First of all, | get strip-searched in a parking garage. Then, because

of it being federa
jurisdiction, | get shipped off to the Don Jail, the worst jail in the city."
He | aughed. "Ch, | didn't
tell you guys this," he said to Gllian and Kurt. "But when | was first being
brought in, the cops
were fucking laughing at me and stuff, talking about how | was going to get
raped." He | aughed
again, pulling his knees up and rocki ng back and forward on the bed.

"But the best part was how they were saying, 'Ch, we're going to party
with this joint
after work, man, thanks a lot.'
dunbguy accent.

"Ww, they've still got that grade six nentality," said Gllian. "How do
t hey keep their
m nds so fresh?"

"It's wonderful, isn't it?" |I said, shocked and angry and jaded and
apat heti c.

"Did they play 'Monkey in the Mddle' with it? Na-na, na-na-na," Kurt

Kurt and G Ilian burst out |aughing at his

sai d.

Ken | aughed and reached out as if trying to catch the joint way above
hi s head. Then he
continued. "Then | got put in this totally nmetallic cell and it was fucking
freezing in there, and
t hey had taken away ny shoes.”

"You had socks, right?" | said.

"Yeah, but they had big holes in the bottom You know when the tips of
your feet get so
cold that it feels like there are balls in then®"

"Whaaat ?" said Kurt.

| knew what he was tal king about, so | nodded.

"Well, Ryan, nmy feet were like that after about half an hour and | was
there for *three
hours* . "

"Did you get fingerprinted?' | asked. | had been thinking about that a
| ot because |
couldn't remenber if* |* had ever been. | knew they couldn't catch me -- |
could just fly away
-- but | was worried | had left prints on the billboard that would let them
trace ne.

"Yep. The ink they use is just horrible, it takes three solution washes
to get off, and it
didn't even conme off my fingers.
finally. That's
anot her thing! So many stories .
me back in the
metal box and |'ve got this black shit all over ny hands, so | start draw ng
withit."

"Didn't they confiscate your fingers?" Kurt asked.

"No, they totally didn't know | was doing it. | ended up doing a whole
comi c on the

He sniffed his fingers. "The smell is gone,

He addressed us all again. "So they put



floor. It mght still be there right now "

Gllian giggled. "Sone guy who's just killed his wife is looking at it
saying 'Wiy is the
triangle tal king? Triangles can't tal k. That makes nme angry!'"

"That's neat," | said. "So no one can ever do the *Definitive Baby
Sneaky 5000*
because one of themw Il be lost forever in the belly of the beast."

"So did you get fucked, at |east?" asked Kurt.
"Nope, " chuckl ed Ken. "No such luck. The one thing society proni ses you
But
who knows what the future holds." He | ooked at nme. "There might be a |ot of
jail editions of ny
com cs. "
"Ch no," said Gllian. "There's --"
"Though my little angels m ght come rescue nme, ny supersonic angels," he
said wistfully.
"I like to think about that. She's supposed to be able to nake things

di sappear,"” he said with a
wave of his hand. "I always wonder where the things go to . "
Once again, | was baffled by Ken's insight. He came at things from
di agonal s, i nci sing
when you | east expected it. "Maybe she'll make nme di sappear,” he said, his
eyes wide with the
possibility. "I'Il end up in a land where the honey tastes like soap . . . but

honey-f | avoured soap
is as plentiful as sand."

"Or sand is so rare that people kill each other just to hold a grain of
it for a second,”
said Gllian

"And cops drink fingerprinting ink, or else they die of thirst," |
of f er ed.

W spent a while creating this world in Ken's belfry. It was good he
didn't ask ne
about whether | believed in his angels, because he considered nme his nost
stabl e and Ilinear
friend. It was true and it always made ne sad, because when | was with him|l
liked to pretend
could see into his worlds when all | was doing was |istening closely and
recreating sterile
i kenesses in my own nechanical brain. But it was fun all the sane.

And as his stable friend, it would be up to me to tell himthat | didn't
bel i eve that they
had "superpowers" (I would make the fingersigns for the quotes), that they had
pul  ed of f some
neat pranks but it was all fraudulent. | wanted Ken to be unworried, but I
couldn't even say |
believed in themw t hout being so out of character that 1'd risk freaking him
out .

"So did you hear about the End Henp Prohibition nmeeting?" | said.
"Everyone wants a

pi ece of you, it seens.”" | gave hima rundown of the events, down to Mark
yelling at the guy's
taxi. Gllian | ooked mad, a rare thing for her. "Vultures," she said.

"I"'ve read interviews with the Henp Canada guy," Kurt said. "He seenms on
top of
things. He wears the suit to make the novenment appear nore respectable -- to
show t hat
there's nore diversity to it than Rasta hats and patchy kids."

Gllian said, "It's a good idea, but | imagine the people that were

t here t hought he was



just a rich bastard."

Ken got up and opened a wi ndow, saying, "I ran into Dam en at a couple
of henp
rallies, and | just got a weird feeling fromhim He was always trying to sel
grow kits and that
ki nd of thing. So when he called nme about the nmeeting | just told himthat I
wasn't up to it. He
gave me a fake synpathetic thing and said sonething about how it was ny
responsibility to do it
bl ah blah blah . . ."

"What a fucker,” Gllian said

"But | like the benefit idea," said Ken. "That's really nice."

"Mark seened to think it was a publicity thing for what's-his-name --
Janes, " | said.

Ken shrugged. "Not really . . . Mark just hates James. But all ny
friends are going to be
there, playing music and dancing. It's like a party that | don't have to clean

up after," he said,
wiggling his bumin a little dance. "Wenever people suggest | skip bail,
just say -- | can't, I'd
mss the par-tay."
"I's that the only reason?" | asked. Rescuing himbefore he went back

i nto custody
woul d make things |ess dramatic, but easier.

"Well, it would mean my mom woul d | ose ten grand," he said, stil
dancing. "She had to
nort gage the house."
i ssued forth from
t he speakers. "These guys are great," he said with his eyes closed, using his
long fingers to wai
away on an air guitar.

He put on a tape | abelled Guitar Arny, and cheesenet al

He stopped. "I might get let off. My lawer says | will."

"Lawyers never lie," said Gllian dispiritedly.

Kurt | ooked glumtoo. Then he said, "Well, you' ve got those friends in
Menphi s . "

Ken had gone to art school for a year there on schol arship, before I knew him
wel I .

"Yeah! N cole, Sam Wastrel, Christian . . . | never should have left,"
Ken said. "You
j erks should have come down instead. It may be a little rednecky, but you
don't get busted for

one joint."
He thought for a monent. "I don't really want to leave. | *really* don't
want to go back
to that fucking place," Ken said, a frown on his face. "But it'll be OK "
"CGotta go," Kurt said. "It's alnost six."

Ken saw himas far as the top of the stairs, talking quietly.
| looked at GIlian, who was |ounging on the bed. "Do you think he could
get
t hrough six nonths of jail?"
She shook her head and | ooked down at the conforter. She traced a
pattern with her
finger. "No. He's putting up a cheerful front with us . . . but, no."
| shook the linply hanging i magi nings fromny head and asked her about
pl easant er
things. "So how did the reading go? I"'msorry | wasn't able to cone."

Gllian was busy replacing Guitar Arny with a tape |abelled Picastro.
"It went fine, |
suppose. | was so distracted with the jail thing that | just read sonme stuff |

had done before,



instead of rewiting and rewiting that night.'
all the switches

aligned, and a child's voice cane on. "It was great. | just have to nake sure
Ken gets arrested

every time | do a reading."

She got the stereo configured,

Later that night, | talked to Mom | had been calling her on Sunday
ni ghts, but she
called to say that she had plans to go to a play with "the girls." Her voice
on the nessage was
matter-of-fact, a routine rescheduling.
"H there, Mom" | said when she answered.
"Ch hi, honey," she said. "I thought you were your father for a second.”
It was
somet hing she said often, so often | thought it rmust have been a surprise each
tinme she realized
t hat her boy was a man.
"Nope. So how are things?" Meaning, in order: 1) cancer, 2) the rest.
After the requisite niceties, Momalways got to the point. "Bad, |I'm
afrai d. They
couldn't do anything for ne." She sighed, and it mxed in with the static of
t he nobil e phone.
"Sid took it pretty hard. He's drinking a little too nmuch," she said, and
was surprised she
woul d voice that.

"Yeah," | said, nmore to confort than to agree.
"But 1've been keeping away fromthe snokes, and there's still one nore
test they're
going to run before -- But how are things with you?"
Before what? Before it kills her? *Before they renpve the breast* ,
guessed. |
wondered if she couldn't say that to nme, or if she couldn't say it at all.
"Un. . . well, a friend of mne got arrested for having a joint. He
mght go to jail, and
he's not the kind of guy to be able to live in that place,” | said. | wouldn't

normal Iy have told her
that, but it was a pretty big part of ny life.

"Ch, that's horrible."

"Yeah. Exactly. Don't tell Dad, though. He already thinks I'mliving the
life of a
crimnal."

"He doesn't think that!"

| paused, and sonething that had occurred to nme a lot cane to the
surface. "I *do* find

that | am hanging around a | ot of unstable types. | have a lot in common with
them despite
being different, because |'mso . . . functional."

"How do you mean?" she asked

"Li ke going to school and having a job." | thought about how that nust
seemodd to
her, to lanent ny normality. "lI'mglad |I'mstable, though."

"So am . What about Cassandra? She didn't seemdelicate at all." She

continued, as if
to make sure that she didn't offend nme: "That is, she seened to have a | ot of
sel f-confi dence
going for her."

"Ch yeah. It's going great with her."

"I"'mglad. 1'mso happy we got to neet her and Jess. | really felt a | ot
better. How did
your exam go?"



"It went. It was fine."
She nust have heard the dip in ny voice. "But?"

"I"'mreally sick of school, is all."

Mom sounded di sappoi nted. She was really big on school. "Well," she said
firmy
"you're al nost through, now. "

"Yeah. "

"I better go, the battery on the phone is pretty weak," she said. The
static had gotten
progressively | ouder.

"Fine," | said, always ready to end an expensive |ong-distance call. "If
you want to get
rid of me, | understand.”

She nade the obligatory noises to the contrary, and we said goodbye.

| decided | liked Joe. W were well into our second pitcher at a place
near work | had
never been before called The Iron Unicorn. There was a little angry
representation of it, too, just
outside the door. Half its horn was broken off.

"It's just a case of following your interests," Joe said. W had been
tal ki ng careers, how
his flowered and mine had prom sing buds. "You needn't be worried about noney.
If a person
is focused, they becone an expert al nost by accident."

| nodded sagely and drai ned my beer. W were sitting at a table by the
wi ndow, the
dusty panes nade cheerful by the sun. "I have two friends -- one's in | aw
school and one's in
med school. O applying to it. Neither of themare especially interested in
it, they're just there
for the nmoney." Actually, | wasn't positive that was the case with Al bert, the
pre-lawer. He
was really into taking advocacy cases, he said, but he was studying corporate
law -- so |
assuned he was going to be an advocate for Coke or Benetton

Joe shook his head and smiled. Wien he was quiet, he | ooked |ike he
bel onged there in
the pub, with his rolled-up blue shirtsleeves and his thinning hair. A beer in
hi s beefy hand
| ooked natural -- but then he'd hold that hand out as he explained his
per spective on pedagogy
i n endl ess, cohesive assertions, and your first reaction was *Is soneone
throwi ng their voice?*

But | had becone accustoned to that. After working for himfor the |ast
few nont hs, |
had found only one thing wong with him-- he was smarter than nost people,
but was saddl ed
with an utterly average appearance. This made his intelligence unnerving and
hi s appear ance
i nappropri ate.

"Did you ever have another --" | balked at the word *obsessi on* and ny
dri nk- addl ed
tongue floundered for a synonym"-- equally powerful interest?" | finished,
finally.

"Not hi ng as powerful as insects. No .
nonment, and |
i magi ned *chi |l dhood, adol escence, young adul t hood* flashing through his nind
i ke one m ght
t hunb through a paperback. "1've had other interests, of course, but nothing

H s eyes went distant for a



that was nearly as
sati sfying, nearly as *conpelling*
| ocked. "It's the sane
conpul sion that nost people get to overturn a rotted | og. They know t hat
they' Il be uncovering
a city of bugs, and they don't know why they do it, but they do it anyway."
"Do you think that people do it for the power?" It was poorly phrased,
and | once again
wonder ed about the wi sdom of m xing conversation w th drink
"I don't think that's the main reason,"” he stated. "Qherw se they'd
kill the insects. The
usual drill is this: they consider the matter, then work a toe under the |og
and flip it." He used his
hand to denonstrate this. "Then they stare at it in horrified fascination and
finally go away.
They' d probably even put the | og back, but they think it'd cause nore harm
t han good. "
Al'l of this sounded very likely to ne, so much so | wondered idly if Joe
had ever set up
candid caneras in renote wooded areas. "So it's curiosity, then?"
"I knowit's a fine distinction to make, but | feel that people are
conpel l ed to di scover
rather than just be curious. Curious inmplies a casual, pedestrian interest,
whil e the person that
overcomes their revul sion and apathy to the point where they'd flip a | og over
is clearly nore
strongly notivated."
"True," | admtted, watching the waitress burst out of the back room
She st ubbed out
her cigarette at the bar and picked up some menus.
I checked nmy watch. It was nearly six-thirty, and we'd been here an
hour. | had told
Cassandra |1'd call her, but hadn't specified a time. W had plans to nake
pl ans.

He | ooked right at ne, and our eyes

"You guys want nenus?" the waitress said.

"Yes," said Joe, |eaning back to give her space to place it on the
table. She placed it
with, | felt, sarcastic care. He flipped it open and scanned the contents wth
cal m speed. By the
time | was able to read anything beyond the gravy stains, he had cl osed his
nmenu and fol ded his
hands. | gl anced up and he was | ooking off into space, conposing.

"I suppose ny fascination is a conpul sive one. | wouldn't say it's an
obsessi on because
it moves forward, fromone area of study into the next, rather than being
caught in the anber of
fixation," Joe said.

| nodded, thinking: *I suppose | should get sonething. | guess we're
going to be here
for a while.*

"But | had a few rough starts with nmy career. You nentioned your
di ssatisfaction with

your entomol ogy class -- |, too, discovered that the rote classification and
bi ol ogi ca

speci fication bored and even dismayed ne. | spent two |long, unfruitful years
in the enploy of a

Eur opean conpany before |I realized that | wasn't a watch-maker, | was a

wat ch-sel ler. "
| 1 ooked up, half-decided on a Unicorn Burger, and absorbed what he had
said. | was



flattered he considered the two experiences we had to be alike despite the
| arge differences. |
didn't know, however, where the hell watches canme into it.

"That is,” he continued with a small snmile at nmy confused | ook, "I
enj oyed tal ki ng about

insects a lot nmore than | |iked taking themapart. Rather than | ook inside
insects, | started to
| ook around them-- their lives, their habits, and eventually even the stories

surroundi ng them"
| nodded, and when the waitress reappeared to take his order it suddenly
occurred to
me that his comment about watches and wat ch-maki ng was a deliberate non
sequitur -- it was
i ntended to stick out and poke you in the eye. It was a very deft linguistic
trick.
In light of this realization, | ordered the Unicorn Burger without
making a little joke
about not having had unicorn neat in a while.
"When did you devel op your speaking skills?" | asked, when she'd left.
"You know, it's just been the last ten years or so that |'ve been a
confi dent speaker,"
Joe said, and this nmade nme feel better. Perhaps this, too, was intentional. "I
started out witing
books for children. | realized then that this was what was right for ne, that
somet hi ng about
witing insect stories for children satisfied a whole range of needs for ne --
not just intellectual,

but psychol ogical and even . . . spiritual." Joe |ooked out the w ndow, and
the Iight was wani ng

now. "l don't know why, really, although |I have theories. None of themfully
explains it,

t hough. "

I never thought I'd see the inarticulate side of Joe, but here it was.
But unli ke nost
peopl e, he was silent and brief on this subject by choice, rather than out of
necessity. He coul d,
no doubt, delineate his theories at length, but he realized that they all fel
short of truth.

| caught myself -- | was thinking of hima little flatteringly. Wo's to
say that he didn't
have ot her reasons for being cl ose-nouthed about his notivations? It was a
little like assum ng
the silent man was silent because he had reached a hi gher understanding, and
wor ds were
nmeani ngl ess ci phers; you had to be sure that he wasn't just a dolt with a
prof ound | ook, first.

But Joe hadn't a profound |look, and if he was a dolt, he was the best
fake | knew. But
I liked assumi ng the best about him he seened to do the sane for ne,
interpreting nmy sl ow
production as extra thoroughness.

Ri ght on cue, Joe said, "l've been very pleased with your work. It was a
bit of athrill to
nmeet, by chance as it were, a young person with a devel oped focus so closely
aligned with ny
own." The waitress arrived and clinked our plates down. Joe lifted the bun and
renmoved his
tomat oes, then continued. "And | was a bit wary at first, because |'ve been
di sappointed in the
past. But you have a conbi nation of diligence and mental keenness that |



really value."

| smiled, keeping nyself from being swept away by the pl easure of the
conpl i ment by
t hi nki ng of the "di sappointnents.” Joe took a bite of his hanburger, and
chewed, rum nating. "I
t hi nk what nost inpressed me was your cross-referencing of that Thai nyth." He
started on
anot her bite, and before he finished he spoke (wonderfully!) through his
burger, alnost nore to
hinself: "That's the kind of innovative thinking you get from people who
haven't been | ocked up
inthe ivory tower all their lives."

| started eating, not really tasting it in ny amazenent. | wi shed the
teachers who' d been
giving ne Bs all ny life could hear this. | wi shed everyone could hear this.

Unfortunately, our
only audi ence was the waitress, who stared at the racing cars on the TV as her
cigarette ash
tempted gravity.

What the hell could | say? That he was a nentor to me? A bit of a hero?
| couldn't say
that, it was silly. And it wasn't even wholly true, just nostly. But | felt
like I should say
something, as long as it was entirely sincere, so before he started up again |
blurted, "You're the
best boss I've ever had, | nean . . . no one ever appreciated ne before."

He nodded and sniled a thin-lipped smle, the only one he had. It was a
little ugly, and
he seemed to know it, and consequently used it sparingly. He reached across
the table, and for
one jolting noment | thought he was reaching for nmy hand. He picked up the
salt shaker and
slowy relaxed, thanking every god in ny cosnology that | had been paral yzed.

Way had | nearly recoil ed?

Cass was right -- ny honophobia was pretty bad. O fear of intinmacy. O
sormet hi ng.

O was it something about Joe?

He salted the tomato he had renoved earlier, a healthy-Iooking speci nen
for a bar
burger condinment, and ate it. "I don't know why you were drawn to this
subj ect, and your
consci ous reasons, no offence nmeant, don't interest me that much. They only
tell half the story.
For instance, this Flyboy -- why woul d he have chosen to claimto turn into an
i nsect when he
could have said he could just disappear? For onlookers, that's what they would
see. It would
make himless vul nerable."

| nervously picked at ny fries. Wiy hadn't | thought of that?

"I think I would find that he was soneone not too different fromyou and
I, soneone
fascinated by the insect world," he said, and | gave a nonconmttal nod, the
yes-go-on nod that
can even be interpreted as no-but-go-on-and-finish. "At least in his early
devel opnent. But he
took a turn sonewhere al ong the way,"'
point. "He
becane obsessive and delusional. And turned to a life of crine.”

| raised an eyebrow. This sounded provocatively facile. "You been
reading true-crime

he said, holding up his fork to make the



fiction, Joe?"

"No? Not that sinple? Wll, this is what ny friend the sergeant
beli eves. O says he
bel i eves. But there's nothing to prove that they're truly delusional, just
that they portray
t hemsel ves as such.”

Thi s sounded nore like Joe. "Well, |'ve heard they have an e-mil
address," | said.
"You could try to get in touch with himthere." Flyboy, however, would not
respond. The idea
of corresponding as Flyboy with Joe was a harrow ng, rather than anusing,
i dea.

He nodded and shrugged, which seenmed to indicate that it was just bar
talk. But it
wasn't that at all.

"This is what | wanted to talk to you about. |'ve been comi ssioned to
aid in the
out st andi ng warrant for these two faux-superheroes."

"Comm ssi oned?" | asked. "By who?"

"By the police," he said casually, sucking a bit of something out of a
toot h. "They want
me to try to trace themvia Flyboy's psychol ogical profile.”

| looked at him crushed and hysterical by the absurd coinci dence. Yet,
gi ven our
"focus," was it surprising? It wasn't just a case of follow ng your interests.
Your interests could
decide to foll ow you.

"I realize it's kind of a hokey idea, and it's just because Carleton has
a bit of extra cash
to throw around. His departnent's budget will shrink next year if he doesn't
spend it. Harry
Carleton's an old friend of mne, the guy who gave nme the photos | showed
you. "

| made a show of not remenbering, then renmenbering. Then | nenorized the

nane
Harry Carleton. | pictured the University of Carleton covered with fur, and
that did it. Hairy
Carl et on.

"It's not really his jurisdiction, but he's taken an interest in the
case. | get the feeling he

admres them W usually end up tal king about it when we get together, and
had nenti oned
how much | feel freed up with such a conpetent research assistant, and he made
a generous
offer. So I'masking you if you'll be able to work full tine in the sumrer.
I'd be able to start
payi ng you ei ghteen dollars an hour."
| mredi ately my mind crunched the nunbers. It would nean that | would be

able to pay

of f a huge chunk of ny student |oan. But there were one or two conplications.
"Well," | said. "Can you give me a day or two to think about it?"
"OfF course. |'d probably have you working on the book and the Flyboy

pr oj ect

simul taneously. W'd start with a media anal ysis and nove on fromthere
yes, I'd really like
your younger perspective. They're supposedly between the ages of twenty and
twenty-seven."

He reached under the table and laid his daytimer out on top. He flipped
to a date two
weeks hence and | could see "2:30 -- Carleton" scrawled in his now famliar



bl ock capitals. "
just need to know before | nmeet up with himnext, so take your tinme thinking
about it."

I'd need the tinme to weigh the fifty thousand variables involved. But |
was al ready
t hi nki ng: *Hey, we already have a medi a scrapbook done! That'll mean a day or
two of quality
dog-fucking.* Then | imagi ned how funny the phrase *quality dog-fucking* woul d
sound when
| told Cassandra, how she'd | augh and how there were few sounds | coveted nore
t han
Cassandra's | augh. | | ooked at Joe with a strange, full feeling of conplicated
gratitude.

He handed his credit card to the waitress.

Later that night, | was waiting for the 9:45 p.m bus to London in the
bus station,
thi nking that there were nany worse places to wait. For one thing, the place
was cl ean, high-

ceilinged and well lit. It was bright, night and day, and this gave it a
hyperfam liarity -- it |ooked
*identical* each tine you entered it. | had the feeling, occasionally, that no
ti me had passed
since | had been there last, like |I had al ways been there.

| usually tal ked on the phone, too, because | sonmetines -- well, often

-- mssed the bus
I was aimng for and had to wait for the next one. This tinme it was Joe's
fault, rather than ny
optim stic guesstimte, since we spent an extra fifteen m nutes outside the
Iron Unicorn
di scussi ng his upcom ng speaki ng engagenent at the University of Toronto.

"H there, Lady Fair," | rhymed into the receiver

Cassandra | aughed. "Who's this?" she asked. "L.L. Cool J? | told you not
to call ne

here. My man will get jealous."

"Your man ain't sheeit," | said. "He's probably hangi ng out at sone
fuckin' bus station,
slangin'."

"So you mssed the early one, eh?"

| seated myself on the edge of a chair -- the phone cord was just a

l[ittle short, an
i nconvenience | regularly cursed. "Yeah. But guess what? Joe's offered ne ful
tinme for the
summer! At eighteen an hour! And guess what |'m doi ng?"
"Uhhh . . ." Cassandra said. "You'll be reading stories and *not* having
to wite
anyt hi ng about then? I'mjust trying to think of an easier job than the one
you al ready have. It's
hard."
"Well, it *is* skilled, professional research," | said proudly. "And
hey! You shoul d have
heard hi mtoday, talking about how good | was at it and everythi ng?"
"Reeeeal ly. No argument from you, | suppose.”
Soneone made a call at the next booth, and | turned down ny vol une
sonmewhat .
"Nope. There was this Thai story | cross-referenced, right, and he was saying
how ' marvel | ous
it was -- and he said it when his *mouth was full*
" G
"He never talks with his mouth full. But he was so amazed by ny work



that he viol at ed

politeness. He's very -- mannerly, | guess."

"He's pretty psychotically controlled, eh?"

Suspi ci ons washed around nmy m nd, black waves. "He's not," | said.

Cassandra was silent.

"Quess again. About ny job. There's a new subject we'll be studying,
related to
i nsects. "

"Tell me already."

"Flyboy," | said, quickly Iooking around. There was no one wthin
ear shot .

"What ?"

"Yep. His buddy is a cop, head of sone departnent, who's hired himto do
a nedi a
anal ysis of this alleged superhero. So Joe thinks ny 'younger perspective
will help out. WId,
eh?"

"Weird." She was silent for a second, then continued. "Do you think it's
a good idea?"

"Why not?" | said. "I mean, they're looking at it as if Flyboy's
del usi onal , or pretending
to be for media exposure. And | know when they're neeting, Joe and -- Hairy
Carleton."

"So you can check up on it. See how much they know. "

"Exact anundo, " | said, quite pleased by the neatness of it all. Then I
realized why it all
sounded so familiar. "Through a scanner darkly," | blurted.

"\What ? The book? By . . ."
"Phil K. Dick. Were the narc is so deep undercover he's assigned to spy
on hinsel f.
Www, " | said. "My life is mrroring that of a paranoid science-fiction novel.
VWit till | tell Jack."
"He'll be jealous. His life is mrroring some cheesy romance, at the
nonment, " Cassandra
said. "What's ny life mrroring?"
"Your life, sweetheart," | said, "deftly side-steps any genre
cl assifications. A person
woul d have to be an idiot to try to make you into a character."”
"Save the silver tongue for ny honeycrack, honey," she said fondly.
"Where did you
go?"
"Uni corn something? | don't remenber. A snoky, greasy pub. Reni nded ne
of first
year. lron Unicorn. Hey, tell ne sonething. In all your experience with
wat chi ng peopl e eat,
have you ever noticed soneone taking off a topping

"Yeah . . ."

" and then eating it at the end?" | finished.

"Did Joe do that?" she asked.

"Yep."

"Peopl e can be weird about their food," Cassandra said, warnming to the
subj ect .

"There was this one cat who would cone in and use about half a salt-shaker
wi th each neal .

W started calling himthe Cow, not 'cause he was fat but because what he
really needed was a

salt lick. And if he finished one shaker he'd go on to the next -- no
enbarrassnment at all. The
Cow. "

"I keep wondering about that tomato," | pondered. "Did he decide not to



eat it, then
change his nmnd? It doesn't seemlike Joe."

"You're not listening to nme, asshole!" chided Cass. "Wat, do | have to
cross-reference
nmy waitressing nyths before you take them seriously?"

"I was listening," | said.

"And you're lucky | grew up with two university professors as parents,”
Cassandr a
said, "telling me how fraudul ent hi gher education is. O herw se you' d be
giving ne a conpl ex,
calling me at ny decent working-class job about your bourgeois
paper-shuffling."

"Does that bug you?"

"When you ignore me? O course it does!"

"No, | nean about the working class versus university thing," | said,
uneasily clarifying it
further.

"I"d turn into ny parents if | went to university,
waitressing is

' Cassandra said. "No,

better than nost jobs. | feel like |I've chosen it, rather than it being the
only thing I can do.
nmean, | could have been a rock star, but | turned that down." Her voice was
qui et and matter-
of-fact. "I coulda been a contenda," she said, and | chuckled, a relieved
sound. "1'd rather be at
Sok than at an office job. | did that for a sutmer, and it was all poorly
veiled flirting and dress-
up shit."

"Plus, Sok's a great place to pick up hunks," | attenpted.

"You're telling me? Four |ast week, hon."

' m probably not the best person to tell this story. | feel |ike any
tinme | describe the stuff
we do as superheroes that |I'm bragging. |I think that another person telling
t he Flyboy and Ms.
Pl ace story would do it properly -- that is, build up tension here, suspense

there, and rol
i nexorably towards the nmonmentous climax of The Rescue. This chapter mnight even
be called
that. But | can't really do it, even if it'd be nore exciting or whatever. It
wasn't that sinple.

What happened was this. Wen | got back from London, Ken's court date
had been
noved up. Because of the "vigilante threats," the newspapers said. Not that
everyone was

agai nst us -- the weekly paper *Now did a feature on the case that nade us

| ook

enbarrassi ngly good, and a bunch of papers had op-ed pieces that discussed the
hemp

prohi bition issue in a balanced way. Talk radio had a field day, and Cass
eventual 'y gave up on

trying to tape it all. So this mnor case, that probably would have been

di sm ssed, was now a

huge nedia circus. One that society would be watching carefully -- one that
was now an

exanpl e of something much bigger than a lad and his reefer -- one in which Ken

was probably
gonna be convicted and sent away for the maxi num

And it was our fucking fault. W were the big tal kers, even though after
our "Ken



Matthews will not do tinme" statenent we were silent -- Cass didn't want it to
beconme about us,
and had Mary politely turn away any interview requests. | couldn't see Ken
because he was in
"protective custody.'
taki ng us seriously,"”
she said, amazed. "Do you think they actually believe we are what we say we
are? Wth rea
power s?"

W didn't know the answer to that until all the action went down.

Cassandra was worried, but also thrilled. "They're

Val eri e answered the door herself.

"Ch, good!" Val exclaimed with pleasure. "Jack said you m ght be
conm ng." She threw
open her door and waved Cassandra and me in, introducing herself to Jessica.
"I"'mValerie,"
she said formally, with a handshake.

"My nanme is Jessica and Sail or Mon."

W | aughed a little at that. Val was trying not to adore Jessica, but
her gl asses coul dn't
hi de her magneti zed eyes. "Everyone else is in the rec room" she said
finally, |eading us down
once we had added our shoes to the pile.

"Are your roonmates here?" asked Cassandra.

"Nope. Yuf is at shiatsu and Pauline's out at her ma's.'
kitchen with
wel | - st ocked open shelves and a chore wheel. "So Jack told you about the
*Super her o*
special on right before the *X-Files* , right?"

"Yeah, the Flyboy and Ms. Place thing, right?" | said.

"You guys haven't heard anythi ng new about Ken, have you?" Cassandra
asked.

We passed by a

"No -- nothing on the news and nothing fromhim" Val erie said, |eading
us through the
| aundry room and under its | aden clothesline vines. "'Scuse the ness," Va
said airily. "I don't

expect himto get in touch with us," she said. "And for all we know, he's
drawi ng cartoons in
t he sands of Honol ulu by now "

W nodded, knowi ng better.

W energed into the rec room furnished with cast-off couches (Bethany
and Jack sat
on one and Mark was spraw ed out on another) and the finest in neon beer
si gns.

"Pretty wicked signs," | said, after the hellos had been said. Mrk
scranbl ed up and did
something to the cord of one of them and the neon pulsed |ike a strobe.

"They came with the house," Val said nodestly.

| sat down beside Jack. | thought about wi nking at himor pinching him
or doing
something to cel ebrate his casual couch-sharing with Bethany, but coul dn't
think of any way to
do it without being overt. | contented nyself with a small smile and a thought
about how far
away our bachel or bitterness seened.

"What ?" Cassandra said, smiling a little herself.

Avoi di ng her eyes, | |ooked over at Mark. His eyes were narrowed back at
me. It
woul d have been unnerving, but his feet were tucked behind his knees in such a
wussy way that



it just made ny smile larger. "Wat?!" he demanded.

Val walked in with two bowls of chips. "Snhackies!" | said with the sane
small smle. |
gl anced back at Mark. He was still watching me. "Nothing!" | said.

Val ignored us to concentrate on the VCR "I wanna tape this," she said.

| gl anced at
the readout: 7:58 p.m | was a little nervous about the broadcast. W had no
i dea howit would
portray us, or if it would be i mediately obvious to the others that it was
*us* on the screen. |
took Cassandra's hand and found it a little sweaty.

Val snapped on the TV and adjusted the sound, then went to sit with
Mar k, who didn't
nmove fast enough and squawked as Val bounced on his | egs. She had a | ook of
mal i ci ous gl ee
on her face that 1'd never seen, and | realized as she settled down to watch
just how excited she
was about the show

It started with a pan across a blue, cloud-filled sky, then 3-D comic
lettering ("S- U P-
E-RRHEROES"') slamed onto the screen with rapid-fire metallic sound
effects, then the
word "or" w thout nuch fanfare, and then "Terrorists?" hissed onto the screen
in dripping red
spray paint.

Mar k shout ed | aughter.

A famliar newscaster got on the air and started an intro, giving the
details of the case.
He was careful to use words like "claini and
powers, and got
the date wrong on the *Sun* box m ssion, but other than that, he got npst of
the details right.

"One of the nost notable features of the Superheroes for Social Justice
is their expert
handl i ng of the nedia. While refusing to be interviewed, they regularly issue
press rel eases to
draw attention to, and explain the political agenda behind, their crines."

The screen filled with a picture of the fax rel ease issued after Take
Back the Night, with
certain high-lighted sections read aloud in a femal e voi ce.

"Making full use of cyberspace for their anonynous conmuni cations, a web
site and an
i nternet discussion group have al ready sprung up."

"*Two* di scussion groups,” Val corrected distractedly. "alt.fan. mspl ace

al | eged" when descri bi ng our

and

alt.fan.flyboy. Not that anyone posts to .flyboy .
I shot a slit-eyed glance over at Cass w thout noving ny head. Her eyes

were w de

wi th innocence. But it wasn't really a surprise. Hell, | *was* Fl yboy and
was nore interested
in Ms. Place.

Then Bet hany said, "H's costunme's cool er, though."

| squeezed Cassandra's hand gloatingly, a long and satisfying one.

"Ah, he stole it fromthe *Sandman* comi c book," said Mark.

"Good superheroes borrow, great superheroes steal," said Jack.

"He doesn't wear a hat," Bethany retorted. "It's nore of a doughboy
| ook. "

Val said *pffft* . "I guess if you like mlitary thenes."

Bet hany stuck her tongue out at Val. It was all on that |evel.

| had hoped there would have been nore interviews with people, about



what t hey
t hought about us and our notivations and stuff. But it was a rush job,
guess, since the rescue
had happened the day before.

| was beginning to wonder if they had any footage of the rescue at al
when it cane on.
It was a little spooky, because it was utterly silent and the people were so
smal | .

The canera was fixed, some distance away, on the front of the
courthouse. W had
sent out an extrenely brief and direct conmuni qu, an hour before, and the
nmedi a had shown
up, clustered around the stairs in a nass. The doors opened and Ken was | ed
out, his
handcuf f ed, gawky tallness | ooking straw i ke between his two escorts. He was
| ed down the
stairs.

At the same tinme, a licence-plateless Adsnobile pulled up, and sone
caneras in the
mass swivelled as if powerless to resist.

Cassandra's costune lit up the drab silent world and she took the | ead
t hrough the split
in the media crowd. | followed behind, |ike death or a dog.

Ken raised his cuffed hands to wave at us, his happiness visible nore in
hi s ani mation
than his face, and he suddenly found his hands free. The cops lost their
weapons, uniforns and
undercl othes, and | had an idle wish that they had added sound effects. The
silence was eerie.

"Stop nmotion," guessed Jack, but his nouth was agape.

Ken ran for the car and junped into the backseat. The naked cops, snall
bl ack dots
appearing i medi ately over their genitalia, noved towards us. Ms. Place
wal ked, queenli ke,
past ne and towards the car

"CGo, Flyboy, stop those streaking cops!" cheered Bethany.

"What's he gonna do, buzz up their nose?" said Val

The cops cane and grabbed Fl yboy, then one of themtried to go after Ms.
Pl ace. But
Fl yboy grabbed his hair and by the time he had extricated hinmself, M. Place
had shut the door.
The cops stood there, with Flyboy in their nude-but-firm grasp, one nonent.
The next nonent
they stood there with an overcoat and a mask.

Qoviously, the escaping fly couldn't be seen, but the sudden novenent of
t he cops, as
they | ooked at the enpty coat and the unsupported mask fall to the ground,
made it clear what
had happened.

A few seconds later, the car (driven by Ken) peeled out.

"Wow, " said Mark

There were a few seconds of footage showi ng the press-cop mayhem
aftermat h, during
whi ch one of the nude cops put on the overcoat. This seemed unreasonably funny
to us.

"\What happened to Flyboy?" said Jack, eventually.

"Maybe he's in the backseat,"” | said in what | hoped was an unsure
Voi ce.

Cassandra said *squeeze, squeeze, squeeze*



W wal ked on the bl ack-pebbl ed tracks, Cassandra, Ken and |I. Cassandra
was the
one who noticed the small enclave in the trees, two ratty | awn chairs and sone
trash.

"I bet that's for hoboes,” | said. "It's close enough to the train yard
that the train would
be goi ng sl ow enough for themto hop on."

Cassandra stopped. "Should we do that? Maybe it'd be safer.”

"Runni ng beside a train?" | said dubiously. "It doesn't seem safe.
Especial |y when the
ground's so nuddy."

Cassandra | ooked at Ken. "\Wat do you think?"

"I liked the idea of getting on when it's stopped,"” said Ken. "The ot her
seens |ike a
reci pe for disaster. Middy disaster."

"Muddy, bl oody disaster,” | rhyned.

"Yeeee!" Ken said with a shudder, and we wal ked on

It was barely dawn. We had started out from Toronto at 3 a.m, and had
par ked the
car on a London side street at 5:30. But we had no idea when the train would
be | eaving, and al
| knew about trainhopping was what | had retained froma book I had read two

years ago.
Whi ch turned out to be quite a lot, actually.

"Sounds like they're making up the trains," |I said in reference to the
gi ant cl angi ng
sounds.

Ken | aughed, in high spirits. "I ain't riding on no made-up, inaginary
train."”

"They've got a pretty noisy imagination," Cassandra commented. She was
wearing a
cap backwards, her hair tightly under waps. | had pulled out an old jean

jacket for nyself. W
| ooked i ke rockers, not too out of step with our surroundings. Ken's normally
whi t e- bl ond hair
was now bl ack as pitch, and nearly as nanageabl e.

W were approaching the sign. The scal e of everything was so big out
here -- the poles,
t he warni ngs, the distances between roads. The sign said that we were entering
t he Canadi an
Pacific Internodal Train Yard, and that trespassers yadda yadda yadda.

"This is what we want," | said. "Internodals are freight trains,"” | said
as we passed the
sign. The tracks were flanked by trees, and the track curved out of visibility
about half a

kil ometre ahead of us. | kept an eye fixed on the visibility point, watching
for people or
moverrent. | didn't know what 1'd do if | saw anyone, except hide in the bush.

Cassandra and Ken were tal ki ng about Jessica and her draw ngs of Sail or
Moon. " She
really likes your drawi ngs, Ken. She draws Baby Sneaky all the tinme. You've
got a real talent
for inspiring people that way, | think. Ryan tal ks about it, too.
| nodded.
"Well, it's not exactly in the sane class as your talents," Ken said.
"Like, if I could
make ny drawi ngs cone to life, *that* woul d be talent.”
| had hoped we had exhausted this subject on the way down. He hadn't had
much time
on the day of the rescue to talk about it -- he had spent nuch of it trying to



figure out why we
had i npersonated the superheroes. But after having two days in hiding to
wonder about it, he
was full of questions.

| didn't mnd answering questions, that wasn't it -- it's just that |
was a bit enbarrassed
and ashamed that | had never told him But he never intimated any annoyance at
this -- and for
some reason that just made it *worse.*

From t he backseat came these questions:

"What do the colours of your costunes mean?" Not hi ng.

"What happens after it di sappears?" Dunno.

"Are there other people with powers?" Not sure.

"How did you first find out about your powers?"

| answered this |ast one, because | knew Cassandra didn't really want to
answer it and
because | didn't want himto think that we were the nost secretive people on
Earth, even if we
ver e.

"Well, | did sonething wong. Something bad. When | was a kid. It was
Boxi ng Day,
and ny nom had sent ne to the guest roomto punish nme. She couldn't send nme to
ny room
because all mnmy Christnas toys were there. It snmelled like adults in there, and
baby powder, and
the bed had this big satiny pink bedspread. As | stared at it in five-year-old
di sgust, | noticed a
fly had landed on it."

| was driving, so | turned ny head to the back to make sure Ken was
still awake -- |

had his rapt attention. | also had Cassandra's, and | said, "Haven't | told
you this?" She shook
her head.

| |1 ooked back at the road and the white flashes of highway lines. "So |
whacked t he
bed, neanly, and the fly lifted off and buzzed under the door and to freedom
He could go
anywhere he wanted, any tine. | felt this really intense envy. | got al
tingly, and then | was a fly.
My first thought was 'How did the bed get so big? "

"Then what ?"

"Then | realized what | was. And | wanted to be a boy, wanted badly to
be a boy
again, and then | was. Naked, which added to my feeling of having done a bad
t hi ng. "

"Huh," said Ken. "Envy's a funny little enmotion. But it doesn't usually
gi ve you magi ca
powers. "

| was thinking about the tingling that acconpanied the first time -- and
only the first time
-- while Cassandra conpl ai ned about not having heard that story until now

"You fight the forces of evil with someone, and you think you know t hem
you know?"
she said to Ken with a pained expression as we wal ked al ong the tracks.

"I know," Ken commi serated with a smirk. "How could he have kept that
fromyou?
What a nonster."

| just kept my eye on the visibility point. After a few mnutes, | saw
t he edge of
nmoverent. It was the back, luckily, so we wouldn't have to approach facing the



engi ne. W
kept wal king, silently now. The car stopped at one point and started going the
ot her way. W
st epped up our speed.

But there was nothing to hurry for -- it stopped and stayed still until
we got to it. By this
time we could see nost of the train, but no workers. One of the cars was
painted with an
American flag motif, so I knew this was heading the right way. O | hoped.

W kept wal king until | found what | was |ooking for -- a car that
| ooked i ke a beer
can set on its side. | pointed to a hole in the side with a | adder |eading up
to it, and Ken nodded.
Then | led us into the brush beside the tracks.

"This is perfect,
this long, four-
foot-high grass that you could just disappear into. Nothing but planes would
be able to spot us.

We just squashed down the dry grass until there was a secret canp for the
three of us. | opened
up nmy knapsack and handed out buns (flattened) and fruit.

"So you can read the nanes, right?" Cassandra said, referring to the
[ist of Anerican
friends and crashpads that she had given him W thought it would be good for
himto stay
away from his known friends and contacts, at least for a while.

"Yep," Ken said, chewing away at a bun. "You sure have a | ot of friends,
Cassandra. "

I wondered if he was thinking about all the people he was | eaving.

"Travel friends. They don't mss me as nuch as your friends are going to

sai d Cassandra, once we got settled. The brush was

mss you."

"Just till the heat's off," | said again, even though it sounded
hol | ower every tine | said
it. W didn't really know when he woul d be able to cone back -- six nmonths? a
year? -- all we

knew was that he was too hot now to drive over the border. His face was on the
news, | ooking
like a joke or a staged photo with himholding the little crimnal sign
"Detroit will be fun," said Ken, |eaning back and | ooking at the sky.
"It's so grotty and
oily."
"In Detroit," Cassandra started, and | could tell by the tilt of her
head and the little smile
on her face that this was one of her Travel Stories. | tuned ny ears to her
voice. "In Detroit we
had to get sone serious repairs. Good place for it, we figured, it being the
Motor City and all

So when Linda took the van in -- she always did the car stuff -- Erin and | go
to this wig store.
Thi s was when doing chick stuff was still OK and Linda was nore easygoi ng.

She'd roll her
eyes and whatever, but she wouldn't get nasty.

"So we were in the wig store -- there was this really ugly one that Erin
wanted for on-
stage, she was seriously considering it, taking forever -- and | was bursting
| had to pee so bad.
So | get out of there and see this diner. First of all, the place had a
revol ving door, this heavy
grime-and-iron thing that nade ne seriously wonder -- when did this place,

this skinny little



pl ace, ever do so nuch business that they needed a revol ving door?
"As | said, it was a skinny little place with the tattered red counter
stools and a big

bl ack girl reading an el ectronics textbook. | ask her for the washroom and
she thunbed back
behi nd her. | go past her, not into another roomexactly, but it's where the

cooki ng was done
and the stuff on the shelves, it's packed so nmuch that there's hardly any room
to wal k.

"Then it opens up a bit and there's these three old folks at a folding
tabl e pl ayi ng
*cards* . One of themsays 'Gn rumy,' and the other one asks me if | want
t he washroom |
nod and *she* thunbs behind her. I go down these stairs and they're really
strange -- | forget
what was strange about them But they seened to have been built at two
different tines, like
maybe for an addition or after a fire -- they didn't fit. Anyway, halfway down
the stairs there's
this door, this black door with strips to reinforce it and a spyglass sticking
out of the centre of it.

"I look out of it -- despite the screans of ny bladder -- and it's a
nor mal judas hol e,
giving ne a view of the alley. | keep on down the stairs and end up at the
washroom As |'m
peeing, | wondered if that was |like the prototype of the judas hole, and if

this place used to be a
speakeasy or sonething and people entered through there. The place was *ol d*
| could hear it
in the pipes when I flushed, |I could see it in the archaic design of the
toilet seat."

Ken and | waited, quietly, in case there was anything el se.

"So | was telling this to Ed -- friend of nine, back in Vancouver -- and
he said that
that's why he | oved Anerica. Every so often you' d cone across a place like
that, and it was
like finding a broken dianmond ring in the dust.”

"Ww, " | said. "That's a super story."

"It's almost like 1'lIl be travelling back into the past,"’
| eani ng over and
brushing the grass aside to get a view of his chuffing time-machine-to-be. "To
a pl ace where
hi story hasn't been erased by the forces of real estate.'
"Where el ves and
fairies enjoy the pleasures of urban living."

"Where crack, a kind of candy enjoyed by inner-city youths, is plentiful
and delicious," |

Ken sai d,

Then he | aughed.

said. | unfortunately reverted to my small-town biases of big Yankee cities,
despite Cassandra's
story. It seemed to tell nore about her than about Detroit -- her ability to

find beauty in the |east
likely places. Once she had told nme she Iiked the way my brow furrowed and how
ny hands
| ooked when | was writing.

| looked at her, trying to keep the adoring cast fromny eyes. She was
wearing fl oppy
overalls and was | ooking at the pal ns of her hands, where the grass had |eft
an inprint. There
was no way we could be caught here, and even if anyone (perhaps a watchman on
stilts) was to



peek over and see this cross-legged |otus they wouldn't do anything but return
her lazy smile.

Hours passed. | tried to get some sleep. Ken drew in his book, chuckling
occasional ly
and showi ng Cassandra. The sun was creeping up in the sky and gradual ly
depriving us of

shade. It was, | realized in the half haze, very hobo.

"*TrSs*  hobo," | said out |oud.

"What ?"

"This whole thing" -- waving nmy hand around our canp. "Waiting for the
i ron horse and
all.”

Ken nodded. "I had a friend who did this a lot. A few decades ago. He

said there were
pl aces in every yard where there were books buried, in plastic bags and stuff.
For ot her hoboes
to read."

"Still?" | said. Ken shrugged.

"Maybe over by those chairs we saw. W shoul d check on our way out,"
Cassandr a
said. After a second she said, "You know, Ken, | never thanked you for
cheering me up on that
ni ght you had the party. You were talking about the book project, do you
remenber ?"

"Yeah. On the roof, you nean?"

"Yeah. | was really depressed by the *Sun* illustration of me, and
hearing you be so
flippant about not getting the deal was really inspiring. It was just your
attitude."

"Ch! That's so nice to hear!" he said, happy. Then his face screwed up.

" That
illustration was *awful* . Val showed ne it. Boy, was she mad."
"Well, at the time | was just so crushed by it. But then after that
ni ght we went box
hunting."
"Ch right! Amazing!"
"I just wanted to tell you. 'Cause | couldn't before, obviously."
"Yeah. Huh!" he said, with this amazed | ook on his face.
"Tal ki ng about the *Sun* . . . did you see the cover the day after the
rescue?"
Cass and | nodded. There was nothing to say that hadn't already been
sai d.
"Man, | got so sick of the interviews. And you know what bugged nme?" Ken
asked. "It

was the constant single-joint theory crap. W cares if it was just one
joint?!" He held his hands
up to the sky.

"It just made things . . . nore synbolic, | guess. H ghlighted the
absurdity of it," Cass
sai d, chewing on a bl ade of grass.

"Yeah, yeah. | know But | was still tenpted to say to that *Now* guy,
after he started
up with the 'postnodern hero' crapola, 'Wll, it was one joint *that* night,
but I've had nore.
I'"ve had so much |'ve sold dope to people before. | sold to nmy younger
cousins.'" He | ooked

at us with mschief in his eyes. "You guys saved a dealer, a scummy degenerate
who sells dope
to minors. Some heroes."

"The press would have had a field day with that," Cass said, "but they



didn't do their
research. They didn't even bring up the mailbox thing. | was surprised."
"But they usually played it off like it was a prank, |ike we unbolted
and carried all the
boxes away. W woul dn't have done that to a mail box by accident. So it
probably didn't make
any sense to them and they decided to just leave it out," | guessed.
The train was ready by 10 a.m The sun was high in the sky but not hot,
a perfect bright
spring day. | was jealous that Ken was going to get to go trai nhoppi ng, but
then | saw how tired
his face was and that nmonent passed. The train hadn't nmoved for a while and we
wai t ed,
tensely, as the conductor wal ked by us on his way to the head of the train.
Ken had a backpack with a foamroll attached. He | ooked at us.

"Take care," Cassandra said. Ken hugged her and took the water bottle
she handed
hi m

| was at a loss for words. "I " Ken hugged me, and my nose tingled
sonet hi ng
fierce. "People will |ove you wherever you go, nan."

"Goodbye, ny sweet angels," he said with his slow wave. "Don't get
caught . "

He ran for the can car and scranmbled up the | adder. He squeezed into the
cubbyhol e
and was obscured by darkness. | | ooked away, down the length of the train, to

see if it had
reacted to the parasitic invader. Nope.

"Hey | ook!" | aughed Cassandra. | |ooked at the cubbyhol e and saw Ken
waggl ing a
beer bottle -- | guess there had been a previous occupant. That was a good

onen.
There were no further conmunications.
Cassandra and | moved closer in the grass and did something ill egal
Then the train
noved away, and took our friend with it.

May 16th finally arrived. | had circled it on ny cal endar, but in a nove
that was hal f
i ntentional nystery, half parancia, didn't wite anything on it. Several tines
during the week |
had gone through the same thought process: *Wiy'd | circle that day? Wat's
goi ng on? Wy
didn't | wite any-- oh,* that's *why.*

| just went into work, as normal. Stuck ny head in and said hello to
Joe. Went to the
conmmon room and got the cof fee brew ng.

"So you're the one who steals ny nmug," said a thin, casually dressed
woman in the
doorway. | had the 1'm50 and | Don't Gve a Damm nug in ny hand, which
chose on the
merit of its size. | relinquished it with a charnming smle. It was a m ssion
day, and m ssion days
al ways nade ne smiley. Not happy exactly, but charned by the tininess of
everyday life.

"I didn't know that these were *people'* s mugs,"” | said. "I thought
t hey were
*comon* mugs. Common room -- conmon mugs. "

"Mpst are. Just not this one. So are you M. Crawford's assistant?"

"Yeah. \WWat do you do?"



"I"'mthe secretary for the anthropol ogy department. |'ve been off on
vacation until this

week. "

"So you're the person who nakes the second pot!"

"And you're the person who makes the first."

The coffee was ready. | poured her a cup, and then eagerly hel ped
nyself. "This is the
first job I've had where the coffee was free. Even the caf, | worked at
charged the enpl oyees. "

"No!

"Yeah. "

She put in too nuch whitener -- that stuff tasted |ike dried paint to ne
-- and asked
how | found Joe.

"I think he's a brilliant man," | said, tossing ny spoon in the sink

"and a great boss."

"I"'mglad to hear that."

There was just enough hesitancy in her voice to make me doubt it.
Slightly annoyed, |
nodded goodbye and went to the office.

I'd been gearing up for this all week -- | had enough work done so that
| was covered
| just had to kill about a half hour or so. | was pretty stoked about today,
even nore than usua
on m ssion days, because | had such a big part init -- and | was flying solo.

Don't get the idea that |I didn't Iike doing mssions with Cassandra --
it's just that | was
usually just along for the ride, in one sense. She did all the planning, and
just followed
directions. That was fine, because | didn't have a sidekick conpl ex.

But this tine, | had to do all the planning. | had presumed she woul d do
it, but she had
shrugged her shoul ders and said | knew better what | would be doing. At first
| thought she
didn't think it was inportant enough, but she just knew that it made nore
sense for nme to plan
it. Sol did -- figured out the nuts-and-bolts |ogistics, and planned for
conti ngencies -- and now
I was ready for some action

Alittle earlier than | had projected, Joe stopped by the door. "OK, |I'm
off -- see you
| ater today."

I nodded and sniled, and as he left the doorway | casually called out,
"You got the file,
ri ght?"

He reappeared in the doorway. | got up and wal ked up to him "File?" he
sai d.

"Yeah, the one on Flyboy. Today's the day you're neeting with Harry
Carleton, right?"

Joe nodded briefly. "Eventually."

"I finished the clipping collection last night. | put the file on your
shelf. Didn't you see
it?" *You weren't supposed to* , | thought craftily to nyself, *and judging by

the blank |l ook in
your eyes you didn't.*

"Wonderful ," Joe said, but not |ooking overjoyed. | was a bit surprised
-- it was a
tremendous anmount of work. O woul d have been, if Cassandra hadn't already
done it.

Joe turned around and headed back to his office. | shut the door



quietly, and locked it.
I ran over and craw ed under ny desk. Then | bugged out.

| shot out of ny collar and flew | ow across the carpeted terrain of ny
of fice, and dipped

to fly under the door. | caught a glinpse of Joe as he entered his office,
| eavi ng the keys hangi ng
there in the knob. | was in his office, or rather on the cusp of his office,

havi ng | anded on the
door frame to wait for himto find the file. He set his briefcase on the desk
and | made ny
nove.

Just as he was placing the file in the briefcase, | was approaching from
behi nd, and as
he was slowy (to ny fly-speed) closing it | coasted into it. The twin click
of the | ocks seal ed ne
in the darkness.

Before | could get all snug, the contents of the briefcase shifted
ni nety degrees. There
was a tinking sound that sounded |ike gl ass.

W were nmoving along. The only thing that worried me was that Joe woul d
check ny
door. He was usually in a hurry, though, so | hoped he would just |eave the
bui I di ng.

H s footsteps stopped. My little fly heart was capabl e of frightening
speeds. | waited for
a knock

Then there were quick steps -- sounded |ike he was running. No, they
were stairs. |
started to relax again, and then | heard the deep click of the door to the
out si de.

| couldn't tell by the sounds of his footfalls if we were outside or
not. | started to worry
about the whole briefcase plan. | had decided on the briefcase route (rather
t han the shoul der
route, for instance) because it was the stealthiest. Now | was beginning to
worry that it was
*t oo* stealthy.

| could hear voices fine fromin here (I had tried it out with Phil's
bri ef case at hone) but

| couldn't recognize many sounds at all. | was blind and -- | was anxiously
realizing -- | was
utterly trapped. | heard a bang and couldn't place it. Then | heard the roar

of what was
obviously the car starting up, and | figured out it was the door closing. |
felt alittle nore

confident -- if | couldn't directly identify things, | could figure them out
by their sequenti al
cont ext .

It was in this way that | identified the scary chunky grind of the
par ki ng brake (after the
not or stopped and before the door slanmmed shut). | could tell we had stopped
at a corner
because | al so heard the honking of cars nearby. Then | heard a bell, and

realized we were
passing a school at recess.

O course, | had no idea where we were. | had hoped Joe mi ght be a
regular at the Iron
Uni corn, because that place was nice and quiet. But we drove for a while
longer than it took to
get there, so | assuned he had another place in nind.



The sounds of a bunch of kids echoed suddenly, and | heard the sound of
an out si de
door clicking. W were inside, | figured, sonewhere where there was a bunch of
ki ds. Maybe it
was a mall with a pub or restaurant.

There was a man's voice, greeting himby name and bidding himto foll ow.
| guess they

had reservations in some swanky place. | was a bit hungry nyself. *Maybe
shoul d have j ust
asked to conme along* , | thought, *and |I could have found out what the cops

knew about us
and got a free |lunch besides.*

Then anot her door closed and | couldn't figure that out. A separate
di ni ng roon? A
washr oon? The briefcase shifted suddenly again, and then *thup, thup* . He
opened it up and
| ooked out.

To see not a smling waiter, or a hard-eyed investigator, but silent,
rapt children. W
were in a classroom

After a file was extracted, the briefcase becane dark again, but not
before | caught a
glinpse of an unfanmiliar glass jar. | sat in there, stunned, trying to figure
out what was going on. |
didn't have a contingency plan for Joe |ying.

But maybe he wasn't |ying. Maybe this was schedul ed for before the
nmeeting -- he left
earlier than | had thought, after all.

The class erupted in laughter. Joe continued with his famliar routine
and somet hi ng
occurred to ne. Joe m ght have changed the nmeeting tine with the cop but
deci ded that he
wanted me to have it done on the sane day anyway. That was why he wasn't al
t hat concerned
with having my clippings. | was a bit disappointed in him-- | hadn't figured
he'd play those
head ganes, especially considering that | was pretending to work overtime to
finish it up.

| spent the next half hour trying not to fall asleep. | couldn't tell if
| was just tired, or
whet her | was suffocating fromthe |ack of air. But | nean, how much could ny
little fleck of a
body need? | was al so resisting the crunbs and fragnents of food that | could
smell left over
fromJoe's past lunches -- aged to insectile perfection. But | stayed put,
half listening to Joe
anuse the class and half thinking about how | could deal with this when we
were back in the
office, without letting on how | knew.

At the end of the hour, the class was dism ssed for |unch

| braced myself for when Joe would pick up the briefcase and everything
woul d shift
around agai n. Eventually, the hubbub | essened, |ike water going down a drain,
and st opped
conpletely with the click of a door. Joe had forgotten his briefcase.

It was strange, because |I'd never known himto forget anything before,
and certainly not
something as inportant as this. | was pretty sure he'd renenber pretty quickly
and cone back
-- the files for Hairy Carleton were in here, after all



There was a rush of sound and a second later the briefcase was grabbed
-- | hoped by
Joe -- and then set down again. What was goi ng on? The door clicked cl osed on
t he hal | way
noi se.

Then | heard his voice, echoey.

"What are you doi ng here?" he said.

*How does he know |I'm here?* | thought, and then | heard a girl's tinmd
voi ce say
somet hi ng about cl eani ng.

He opened up the briefcase and left it open. My eyes adjusted wi thout
t he human
pause, and | saw a small girl with a long grey eraser held |oosely in her
hand. | figured her for
grade two, maybe, w th unhappy eyes.

He gl anced quickly at the cl osed door and seened to nmake a decision. Joe
took the jar
out of the briefcase, his ham hand covering it conpletely. He sat down behind
the teacher's
desk and told her to pull up a chair.

She did, setting the eraser on the desk with a small puff of dust.

"Now, | noticed that you seened to be frightened of spiders. \Wen I
nmenti oned t hem
you made a sour face.'
fol ksy one he
used for his children speeches and nowhere el se. He rempved a small bl ack tape
recorder from
the briefcase, placed it on the desk and started it recording.

Her face was penitent. "Bugs are scary," she expl ai ned.

"No," Joe said softly, entreatingly, "they are not. They are God's
creatures, and you
should I ove them Now I'm going to help you get over your fear, so you won't
be scared any
nore. Would you |ike that?"

She nodded, her body rel axi ng as she unfol ded her arnms. She was ready to
| earn.

Joe showed her the contents of the glass jar. Inside, a dozen spiders
scraped m ndl essly

Joe's face was a study in calm Hi s voice was the sane

agai nst the transparent wall. My heartbeat increased to that
frightening-bursting | evel. *Aw Joe*
, was all | could think, Iooking at his pale blue eyes.

The girl was squirming with terror, naking a | ow keeni ng noi se from her
tight-drawn
nout h.

Joe unscrewed the top and left it on. He put his hand down the front of
his pants.

"I want you to renove the top of the jar," Joe said, nmasturbating.
Her keening increased in pitch, but she didn't nove, just withed in her

chair.

| couldn't stop him | couldn't change. | flewto the edge of the
bri ef case and hopped
around. If | turned back to human now, |'d have to confront Joe naked, and

reveal ny identity.

| saw anot her option

As | flewto the closet | heard Joe say, "Renmpve the top of the jar."

| heard her say *no*

There was a cl oying di sappointnment in Joe's voice. "You are a *bad*
girl. A *very*
bad girl."

| flew under the door and transformed. | felt shoes under ny feet, and



fell backwards
onto sone woollen jackets. Then | pounded on the door, pounded ny fury into

the flinsy

wood. | stopped and heard the clicking of the briefcase. | sw tched back and
flewinto the

room

The girl was standing by the chair, |ooking dazed. Joe finished putting
on his jacket and
opened the door, giving her a dark | ook as he left.

| flew after him The girl, in quick novenents, screwed the cap back on
the bottle. As |
flashed by | could see tear tracks, but also a strange tw st to her nouth.

| caught up to Joe, bashed against his shoulder. | flew again and again
into his unfeeling
body, pointlessly, the rubber band of my mind snapped but something spinning
regardl ess.

| told her what had happened.

| told her what had happened and now | just sat there, in ny office,
hol di ng onto the
arnrests of ny chair and staring at the closed door across the hall

| talked to Joe in ny mnd. | asked hi mwhy.

After | got back and put on my clothes | called Cassandra. *Cone here,*
was all | told
her. When she showed up | told her all. Al of it. And then she left, her eyes
bl ank and her 1ips
white. She knew where his office was. She had visited before. Joe had |iked
her .

| talked to Joe, calmy, rationally, in ny mnd. Paranoia had | eaked
over everything.
*There was no Hairy Carleton, was there, Joe? How did you find out we were
super her oes?
D d you tap ny phone? Do you like fear? Did you live with fear?*

* In my mind, | questioned Joe. | asked himabout conplinmenting me with
his nouth ful
| had the Ieisure to, while Cassandra went in to clean up. | despised nyself

at that point.

*What is she doi ng?*

But that | knew the answer to. And | would receive confirmation very
soon.

| left with Cassandra. | shouldn't have done that, | should have stayed
and pretended
that | thought Joe was | ate or whatever, but | couldn't handle sitting al one
inmy office for four
hours | ooki ng at the books and photocopies as blankly as if they were chunks
of granite.

W wal ked silently for a few blocks. It was an unfairly beautiful day.
Every breath of air
was a mouthful of warmlife and it was hurting nme, as spicy food hurts when
_you're sick

"Was it quick?"

"No," Cassandra said, "but he didn't seemto feel much." | | ooked at
her. Her neutrality
had given way to a deep nmisery. "I wish | could get angry again," she said. "I

wish | could burn
away everything else in my mind with a final burst of anger."
| nodded.
"I think I"'ma nonster. Evil. | feel like that guy in *La Ferme Ni ki ta*
who's called in to
di ssol ve the body, who uses the bathtub and an acid solution. Not as nmessy. No



bl ood on ny
hands, " she sai d.
| hardened nyself. "Any in the office?"

"No. No, | was sharp as a razor in there. | was careful and nethodica
in *there* . |
had no nercy or hesitation in *there* ." She was crying now, not sobbing but
just leaking. "It's
just now that it's over that | -- "

"I was . . . paralyzed in there, Cassandra." | held her hand, not
knowi ng what else to
do.

"There was nothing for you to do. Gther than call ne."

"I couldn't have done it if |I had had to do sonething," | said, not near
crying, but there
was a widening void pulling at nmy heart. "And it wasn't fear. | was -- | don't

have your resolve
| think we had to do it and that it should have been done, but | couldn't do
it." My cheeks were
burning now but | felt better that it had been said. | felt |less dizzy, nore
gr ounded.

She squeezed my hand, brushed ny knuckl e against her lips. She took a
nonent to
ook at nmy ring. The sticker with Sailor Mon standing proudly was a little
bit the worse for

wear .
W stopped at ny corner. She still had a long way to go to get hone. |
gave her a big
| ong hug.
She crossed the road and we went off at ninety-degree angles. | wal ked

the last bit in
amazement, |ooking at all the famliar gardens and houses lit up by the
season. | felt like I did
when | came hone from an all-night drunk, frazzled and exhausted and a little
i ke an intruder.
But my mind was starting to slowy chug to life, sorting through the details
of the day and
desi gnati ng tasks.

| stopped at the tree outside the place | had lived for two years. There
was a hive of
honeybees in a crook where two branches net, and | could hear a slight
buzzing. | stood there,
swayi ng, looking at the windows to see if | could see any activity. | wal ked
up to the porch and
into the house.

No one was around when | went up to my room which was just as well. |
didn't feel

like tal king, and there was nothing | could tell them anyhow | shut ny door
and pi cked up the
phone.

The first message was from Mary. She wanted to know what |'d found out
about Hairy
Carleton but | skipped on nmidway. | was afraid she would say sonething funny.

The second was my father. He started by clearing his throat, and I could
tell a few
words in that he was drunk.

"Ryan, | don't knowif this is the right way to tell you. But | have to
do it sonetine.
Your mot her passed away | ast night. It was an accident. She had too rmuch to
drink, and --
coughed up some liquid when she was sleeping. It choked her. | -- Just give ne



a call when you
get this, OK? Call me right away."

| hung up the phone. Nothing. | picked up the phone again and dialled
Cassandr a.

"I knew you wouldn't be hone," | said. "I just got word that my nother
died. | can't
face -- any of this. Could you cover for ne? Say that Joe and | left today for
sone fieldwork in
a renote part of Africa. Be vague. |I'll be back when | get ny head straight,"”
| said, ashaned at
using the clich,. "I'"mso fucking fucked right now, Cassandra. It feels |ike
no matter how nuch
we do, bad stuff still keeps happening. | love you but | can't be around any

of this now "

| hung up and felt ny face. It was dry. Painfully dry. | feared what
woul d happen when
the dam broke. | | ooked over at the window, pulling it up to air out the crypt
smell. 1 could see
the tree fromhere, and the just-visible indications of notion around the
hive. | realized then that
| didn't need to pack anything. | didn't really even have to | eave, just
change roons.

| looked at the hive and | et the desperation in me have a focus. |magine
alifewtha
beautiful clarity. Wth an easy-to-understand goal and where all the inportant
t hi ngs coul d be
said in dance

| magi ne bei ng a bee.

| wanted it so badly. And then | was it. My clothes had fallen away. The
buzz filled ny
new ears and | floated lazily. A buzz deeper than the fly -- a speed | ess
frenetic. | floated out the
wi ndow and sailed through the slips of warmair towards the honeyconb.

On days when it was not so busy, | would make a detour fromthe pollen
pl aces and
into the house.

"Well, I"msure he'll call if he's in any trouble," said Jack. He and
Phil were tal king over
a noon breakfast. | had been up for hours and had a moment of righteous bee
scorn. *lLazy
humans . . .*

"Cassandra seens to be K with it, she doesn't seemworried,” Phil said
"It's only
been -- what? Two weeks?"

"I saw her Saturday, out on the street. Wth her little girl. She didn't
seem worried, just
di stracted," Jack said, finishing his cereal with a spoon clinking that nmade
nmy antennae sting. My
bee self was a lot nore sensitive and responsive to stimuli than either ny fly
or human self.

"Well, don't you find everyone gets a little distracted when you talk,
Jack? That peopl e
nod off once in a while?" said Phil, putting away the nilk.

"Ch -- sorry? You were saying something?" said Jack. "I find nmy brain

has troubl e
di stingui shing your nonotone fromthe hum of the refrigerator.™
There was a nonent of silence. "W need Ryan here. To fill in these
conedi c | apses, "
Phi | sai d.



| decided to leave. | didn't want to hear this.

*They' || forget about ne soon enough* , | thought as | buzzed towards
the exit. On the
fridge door was a new postcard, so | doubled back to get a look at it.
| ooped sl owy and
| anded on the counter.

Jack said, "Do you think we should eat his food?"

Phi|l shrugged. "Does he have anythi ng good?"

It was a collage, involving Detroit bus transfers and draw ngs of
trains, done in the
inimtable Ken style. He was OKI | was so happy | junped up and did the "lots
of pollen”
dance and i mediately felt alittle foolish. It was the sane silly tendency
t hat makes a person say
"Rad!" or "Wcked!" automatically because all his friends say it.

"There's a bee in here," said Phil omnously, and I didn't even | ook
back.

If 1| was to wite a letter, it would go sonething like this:

H Mm
|'ve been working in the hive for the past three weeks. It's the best
job 1've ever had.
No one orders nme around, and there's been a variety of things to do. \Wen
got here, | was
doing cleaning for a while -- throwing dead bees out and such. It wasn't much
fun (they give off
t he death pheromone which snells really nasty) but it was only for a few days.
Then | was
nursi ng, which was weird at first being a guy (in human forn) but | got to
like it. What el se was
gonna do with those | eaky gl ands, anyway?
I was thinking about you a lot during that time, partly because of al
the death stuff, but
al so because | renenbered you said | wouldn't let you breast-feed ne when |
was young. |I'm
sorry for that Mom It must have hurt your feelings to have ne act |ike that
and | know | was a
baby but I wish | hadn't been such a brat. Now |I'm crying.
| thought the jobs were a neat introduction to the hive, |like the Death
and Birth cycl e,
but | suppose it's not neant to be anything profound. After the glands dried
up I was a buil der,
and that's hel pful too, because you really get to know your way around the
hi ve. The wax
glands are great -- it's fun having a cement spray gun inside your abdonen!
For a couple days after that you're a receiver, which sucks. The work is
fine -- you just

put pollen away -- but the attitude of the field bees is snooty and ignorant.
It's like how the
jetfighters treat the privates. | alnost got into a fight with one really

jerky one. But it's all
pat ched up now.

There's like one day of guard duty -- which is totally useless in ny
opi ni on, because

who wants to invade a hive? -- and then it's field duty.

Now |'Il be a field bee, foraging at flowers for the rest of ny stay.
Whi ch is anmazing
because | love it -- just flying around, picking up pollen, and bringing it

back. It's sinple yet



sati sfying. People respect you, although |I always make sure I'mfriendly to
the receivers -- they

end up working with you as field bees, anyway. Not that the other bees have a
| ong nmenory,

but still

So | really enjoy it, plus |I've got an ace in the hole -- | know the
outlying area really
wel |, and where the gardens are, fromny human days. No one else will go as
far as ne,
because they're scared they'll get lost. | renenber the first tinme |I showed
the distance to the
other bees -- it's a waggley little dance we do -- and they kept expecting mne

to stop, because |

had to waggle for at least twice as long as usual. Only two or three were
brave enough to go,

but we brought back a huge amount of totally fresh pollen. They introduced ne
to the queen for

t hat .

Anyway, I'mtelling you all this because you mght be in a position to
be reincarnated. If
so, | suggest you becone a bee. | didn't think about the afterlife, really,

until you died. Then
figured that it's no weirder than | am

Al so, | apologize for not going to your funeral. It was during the
nursing period, and if
I'd left, my young ones would have died. | can't have any nore deaths on ny
consci ence.
couldn't face it and I knew you'd understand. | hope Dad does.

So once again, be a bee! And cone to ny hive. | know all the guards, so
don't worry
about that.

Love, Ryan.

It was near the end of the day and | was tired and happy, and | didn't
even notice her
until | was al nost inside the hive.

"I know you're in there," Cassandra said. | stopped on the surface of
the hive and just
wat ched her.

"Jessica kept giving nme these draw ngs, when | got norose and nopy. |
couldn't tel
they were beehives until she drewlittle bees around them™

She stopped and | ooked around. Her eyes were tired. "I feel so stupid.
' ve been
watching this tree for the last ten mnutes, looking for a fly in a honeyconb.
A fly would show up
pretty obviously, you'd think."

Cassandra was wearing a flower-patterned dress and her hair was down. It
was a
cloudy day and | hoped it wouldn't rain and soak her

"I't's no fun being a superhero by nyself, Ryan. | don't have . . . |
took the ring from
your roomand wore it but it didn't help. Mary called ne the other day and
just wanted to talk
about you. She kept tal king business but eventually I just said | wasn't up to
it."

| watched as she took off the two plastic rings. "Mary doesn't think
you' re com ng
back, " she said.

She put the rings in a knothole. "I . . . hung up on her when she said



that. | think you
are. "

She | ooked back at the hive with a little of the old Cassandra. "You
fucking better be."

| flewinto the kitchen again. | wanted to see if | could push the
postcard of f the fridge
and see what Ken had witten on the other side. It had occurred to nme that it
nm ght be bad
news. At the tinme | told nyself that | just wanted to make sure that it was
good news, which

woul d cl ose the issue -- any worries | had as to making Ken's situation worse
by interfering

could be dism ssed. Truthfully, though, | was pretty sure that it was good
news, because it was

such an energetic collage. | wanted to know what Ken was up to. | was curious
about the

human world | had left behind, but I didn't want to admt that to nyself yet.
Phil and Melissa were sitting at the table, their hands touchi ng under
the table. This was

a rare sighting -- | had only occasionally seen the two of them show public
affection. Not that

this was public, exactly. | landed on the counter, enjoying the feel of the
wood grai n under ny

feet -- | loved the hyper-sensuality of being a bee -- and watched. Maybe

woul d even see
t hem snooch!

" It was just very strange, | nean, why would he cone back three
ti mes?" she was
sayi ng.

Phil shrugged. "Did he even pretend to have a reason?"

"No . . ." she said, then | ooked up quickly. "Have you heard from Ryan?"

"No . . . | thought he'd send a postcard or something."

" Not hi ng?"

Phil shook his head. "That rat bastard."

"Well, he's in Africa or whatever, right? Maybe there's no postcards or
mai | system or
anyt hi ng," Melissa said.

It was weird listening in. It felt alittle like |I was attendi ng ny
funeral. But it was nore
jovial, because they didn't know I was gone for good.

"I went to visit Cassandra at work. She hasn't heard fromhim either
She doesn't seem
worried. But the feeling I got fromher was that she thought he m ght be gone
for along tine."

"What about the rent and stuff?" said Melissa.

"I know | didn't get anything solid out of her, though. W tal ked about
himfor alittle

while." Phil laughed. "I kept calling hima jerk and insulting his nanhood as
usual , but she
seened bothered by it. | tried to stop.”

Melissa smiled. "You *tried?"*

Phil gave a short laugh. "It was hard."

| wished | could talk with Phil. Bees were good conpani ons, but they

weren't good at

banter. Conmmuni cation was really linmted, to be quite honest. But there was
this tremendous

feeling of goodwi Il and camaraderie with nost of the bees that nmade it fee
like you didn't have

to talk. The hive was kind of a nonastery, full of tiny yellowjacketed nonks



sworn to silence

and filled with the joy of a conmon goal. | missed tal king, though, even if it
made things nore
conpl i cat ed.

Phil got up and filled the kettle. "Do you want some tea?"

| realized they weren't going anywhere. | had known this, or at |east
suspected this,
fromthe beginning. | pretended | was just waiting for themto | eave so

could take a crack at

pushi ng the postcard off, but | really wanted to spend sone time listening to

them When | left |

anticipated "having" to cone back to the kitchen, although if | wanted to,

could likely push off

the postcard and find out what | wanted to know before they could take action
| was considering waiting around to see if they used honey in their tea

-- it would have

been a neat crossing of worlds -- but | had al ready spent too much tine. |

woul d have to work

quickly to collect the amount of pollen | felt was nmy responsibility.

| mssed nmy friends, and I m ssed Cassandra nore. After her visit (which
had left ne
cold, at the tine) | would idly hope when | was returning with a | oad of
pol I en that she woul d be
t here, under the hive and staring up.

These idle hopes turned into |Iongings, and | found that instead of
proudl y droppi ng off
nmy | oad or reporting a new notherlode, | would be depressed that the figure
had seen from a
di stance was just an anonynous human passi ng on the sidewal k.

I hadn't been able to think of Cassandra for the first few weeks. It
just sent me into an

anxious spiral, | would start thinking thoughts |Iike *Should she have* ,
*Coul dn't we have* |
*Why didn't 1* . . . and because it happened practically simultaneously, or
per haps because al
awful menories are linked together in some lateral way, | would think about ny
nom

I found the | onging helped pull me out of it. |I started to think about

Cassandra | ooki ng
up at the hive, and | realized that | wanted to be with her. Eventually al
the other anxieties and
m sery associated with her fell away |ike dead scales, and the new, slick skin
of longing was |eft
behind. 1 don't know why it worked |ike that.

Yes | do. | saw in her eyes a sadness that mirrored mne. Looking up at
the hive.

One day | had a fantasy that she came back, this time with a tank of
ker osene. She'd
pour it over that hive and light it with the spark in her eye. My hone woul d
nmelt into its base
el ements and ny conrades woul d die quickly and nercifully.

| wouldn't have a choice, then. A bee-phoenix fromthe flanmes, | would
change back
into ny human form and col | apse at her feet.

| enjoyed this fantasy for quite a while before |I realized how horribly
wong it was. One
-- Cassandra, despite her world-crushing power, would no nmore burn a hive than
she woul d
slap her child. And two, no way could | revel in the destruction of the place



that had taken ne in
and heal ed ne.
Because | *felt* heal ed.
| felt like | could start eating solid foods again. Tal king and thinking
and even, maybe,
acting. | thought it mght be sometine soon, too, and | was right.

| didn't wake up until | was being carried down out of the conmb. It was
a cl eaner bee
that had ne on his back. | tapped himwith a leg, but he kept noving al ong. |
tried to get free
but he really had ne good. There was this huge stench of the death pheronone,
whi ch was
strange

| just waited until the worker brought me to a place close to the
outside, then let me go

and left. | started back to ny conmpartnment -- | wasn't supposed to be out
collecting for a while
yet -- and ran into another cleaner.

He grabbed ne, too. *Christ, these new guys* , | thought, and waited

until he got to the
surface of the hive. Then he chucked ne out.

This was really odd. | hovered there for a few m nutes, trying to suss
it out. Were the
wor kers just crazy? Sonetimes there were sone nental defects in the |arvae,
and they were
eat en when they were di scovered. But two of them. . . and the snell of the
deat h pher onone
was still so strong! Even outside --

It was me, | realized

| snelled of the death pheronmone. There was a nonent of shock when
felt like I was
dead, hovering there in the air and feeling nothing under ny feet. Bees didn't
hover when they're
dead, however, even though it was kind of automatic.

| entered the hive again, heading for ny quarters. | was disconcerted
but intrigued.
Fromny bio class | renenbered that one of the experiments with pheronones had
i nvol ved t he
scientists snearing the death pheronmone onto a |ive bee, and how t he bee had
been t hrown out
of the hive kicking and scream ng. | thought at the time that it was the bee
equi val ent of being
buried alive, and I was dammed if | was gonna let it happen to nme without a
fuss.

| encountered a field bee that | recogni zed, but he just crawl ed over ne
as if | wasn't

there, ghost-style. | tried the friendly antenna tap, but it was ignored.
deci ded to make ny way
to the queen, to see how she'd react -- a kind of royal supplication

It was a disorienting feeling, not just because the other bees were so
i gnorant, but
because | realized that what | had taken as friendship with unspoken
under st andi ngs and
nmenories m ght have been nothing of the sort. Did they remenber how | found
t hat park
fl owerbed three weeks ago? Did they know who | was beyond soneone they
recogni zed t he
snmell of ?

| encountered anot her cleaner and he scooped nme up just as handily as



the last guy did.

It was getting a little frustrating, since | was conpletely unable to break
out of the hold -- it was

like a bee full nelson. He was noving a lot faster and surer than | had been
so the cautious

headway | had made towards the queen was undone in a few seconds.

Once again | was hovering outside the hive. | decided to just go about
nmy work and see
what happened. | collected some pollen, a snmall, sweet |oad, and headed to the
unl oadi ng
docks.

The guard bl ocked me, knocking into ne and nearly maki ng ne drop ny
| oad. He
seened to forget about me in a second or two, so | made a quick dive and
deposited ny pollen
in the proper spot. He pushed me away, then kicked nmy pollen out of the hive
-- looking Iike he
was taking care not to touch it too nuch.

Cont ani nat ed.

| looked at the hive with a bit of sadness. | had known sonet hi ng was
goi ng to happen -
- nost of the bees that were around ny age had died. My four weeks were up

| hovered around for a little while longer, like a nelancholy spirit,
t hen headed towards
t he next plane of existence. | flew through the famliar halls of ny house,
passing Phil in a

housecoat, and into my room It was as nmessy as | had left it, with a small
pile of mail slipped
under the door.

*] wanna be human!* | thought, using the longing for Cassandra |ike
rocket thrusters,
and the transformati on happened. My room seened a little room er, and
realized that ny
perfectly-normal -snelling arnchair had di sappeared. | stood still for a few
seconds, trying out
nmy knees, then walking slowly. My feet left a slight stain on the carpet and,
over by the wi ndow,
| |1 ooked at ny body.

| was covered, in various thicknesses, with a yellow gel. It was as
odourl ess as the
green goop that acconpanied ny fly transformation. | picked up a towel, held

it gingerly around
me, and nade a break for the bathroom

No one saw ne, luckily -- | would have had to do some quick
inventing if they
had. As the yellow stuff nelted off nmy body, | wondered if every insect had
its own col our. That

'n" wld

segued into wondering if | was able to turn into any insect -- any animal --
any*thing* . | turned
off the water and got out, not able to think about that any nore. | took a

pi ss, enjoying the feel
of my penis, and noticing how horny I was. *Did nmy testes keep the factory
running while | was
out ?*

| put the non-gooky side of the towel around me and left, noticing the
state of the sink
before |I did. *Those irresponsible slobs* , | thought, then felt a wave of
guilt about the rent. |
guessed that they'd been able to get it together for this nonth, if we were
still here.



Back in ny room| dressed and |ay back on ny bed, snatching up my phone

and

checki ng ny answering machine. "You have . . . thirteen messages," the

aut omat ed voi ce said,

and | felt a thrill run through me. | had never cone close to getting nunbers
in the teens before!

This was one of the reasons | was back in the human world again -- the contact

with articul ate
humans who cared about ne.

The first message was a hacking cough fromny articulate and caring
friend Phil.

The second was Cassandra. "Yeah, | came over when | got your nessage.
You were
gone. Gve nme a call when you get this." | had a sudden worry that nost of the
nmessages woul d
be Cassandra and she would be getting nmore and nore desperate. | didn't want
her to be

desperate. Angry, OK, but not desperate.

There were two messages from Dad, about the funeral. They were strained
and
confused, and hard to take. One was fromLisa, and it was accusatory. This was
easier to take.

One was from Val, saying that she had heard fromthe brownie eater, had
|2

"l don't know if Val called," Cassandra said, "but she tells ne the
*package* arrived
safe and sound." She said it with a grin in her voice, which was great to
hear. "1 know you'd
like to know that. Hopefully that'll take some of the stress off your
shoul ders, which is a m xed
nmet aphor but you know what | nean.

She sighed and ny stomach tightened up. "I

keep

thinking it's what | did. But | know you're not like that. | have to keep
rem ndi ng nysel f,

though. | get Jessica to say it to me, '"He's not like that.'" In the

background | heard Jessica
chime in, and Cassandra laugh. "Gve ne a call."

| got two computer calls fromthe library saying that ny reserve book
(*Favourite
Fol ktal es from Around the Wirld* ) had arrived. | got a call from another
friend, to go see a
novi e that was probably out of the theatres by now, and a to-the-point one
from Jack:

"We need the rent, rat-bastard." | guess they had given up after that.
decided to try to
get out of the house and get the noney before | officially "arrived."

The [ ast one was from Mary. "I know you're out of town or sonething,
Ryan, but
there's a couple of interview requests fromthe *New York Tines* . | don't

know if they're for
the sane story, or research interns or what, but there's two people dying to

talk to you.

Cassandra doesn't feel like doing it. Normally it wouldn't be a big deal, but
this is one of the

bi ggest and best and they sound synpathetic. |I've got sone clippings to show

you too. So cal
me ASAP, because |'m | eaving soon. Trees to be planted, you know. "
Mary's professionalismhit ne Iike a Mack truck. | felt like a petul ant
rock star, dodging
demands on ny time for flakey reasons.



| got dressed and snuck out, whipping by the occupied kitchen |ike a
ninja, wlling
nmysel f invisible. | passed the tree and glanced at the hive -- it |ooked tiny.
I"d hit the bank and
cone right back

Well, after | stuck ny head in at Sok, | decided with a bounce in ny
st ep.

I rang the bell, then stepped back. There was something in the tine of
day or the Iight
that rem nded ne of the time that | was wearing nmy Flyboy costune for the
first tinme.

It took |onger for the door to make the clicking and shushi ng noi ses,
t hough, and the
| andl ady didn't open the door. It was Jessica.

She was smiling, and in retrospect it seened like a triunphant snile
"Hello," she said,
and stepped asi de.

"Thanks, Jessica," | said. | presuned she renenbered nme, that it only
*seenmed* like a
long time since | saw her last, but | still had to stifle *do you renmenber

me?*
She led the way, saying in a normal kid's blare, "He's he-re!"
There was a pause, then | heard Cassandra sayi ng, "Wo's here?"
Jessica didn't deign to answer. WAl king up the stairs, she asked ne,
"Were you a bee?"
"Yeah. It was peaceful ."
"Do you get honey?"
"Yeah. Al you want."
As | was going up the stairs | wondered if everything had changed
bet ween us. |
wondered if | would know right away, or if things would seem normal .
| stopped at the top of the stairs and turned slowly. Not for the dramg,
but because |
was wei ghed down by enotion. Cassandra was sitting on the couch with a book in
her | ap,
| ooking at me. She had her feet on the banana crate and a bottle of beer
resting on her thigh.
My eyes bounced fromthe book (*Labyrinths* ) to the beer back to her face.
By the time | conpleted the circuit she had a crooked grin. "Been
drinki ng since the day
you left, darlin'," she draw ed.

"Hi," | said. "Sorry about being so -- abrupt about it." | was very
careful to say what |
meant. | had thought about it, and I wasn't sorry I left. I *was* sorry | had

| eft her al one.

"OK," she said. "Do you want a beer or sonething?"

"Sure."

"They're still kept in the fridge," she said, nodding backwards.

| wal ked to the fridge. There was a picture of a hive, the yellow crayon
shi ny under the

light.

"So Jessica's been drawing, | see."

| sat on the other end of the couch -- not presunptuously close, nor as
di stant as the
arnchair -- and | ooked at her. Her face was relaxed and rested. *It's her day

off* , they had
told me at Sok, *she's probably kicking back at hone.*

"St. Anthony's successor, over there, kept giving ne pictures of a
beehive. Not that |'m



aski ng where you were," Cassandra added quickly, raising a hand.

"I was working at the hive outside my house. The one you left the rings
at." Saying it
like that, | felt like it was as normal as saying, *I was fighting forest
fires up north* or *I was
packi ng sal nobn tins out east*

"Ch," Cassandra said, closing her book and tossing it on the crate. "So
you saw ne,
eh? That was ny | owest point. Erase it fromthe tapes."

"I kept hoping you'd cone back. After | got over all the -- confusion --
| started to
really mss you."

My eyes focused on a snmall painting, maybe six inches square. It was
nostly black with
a few traces of white, and after a few seconds of looking at it | could see a
figure with stunps
for arns, teeth clenched in pain or anger. "Joe?" | asked.

Cass swal | oned her beer and | ooked at it. "Therapy. Chalk it up to ny
hi ppi e parents.
Art cures all."

The phone rang. Cassandra paused, and then went to answer it. | watched
Jessica, who
was playing with Tinkertoys. | slipped off the couch and crawl ed over to play.
"Pretty good, pretty good. Guess who showed up?"
Jessica pushed a pile of Tinkertoys in my direction. | wondered who it

was on the
phone and distractedly picked up a stick and a knob of wood.

"Nope. Beeboy hinself. And Jessica was right." Well, there was only one
person it
could be -- Mary. | kind of wanted to talk to her but didn't feel like totally
br eaki ng up
Cassandra's and ny talk. | |ooked at her, but her eyes were floating in phone

m ddl espace.

I put knobs on both ends of the green stick and made like it was a
m ni - barbell . "Hey
Jessica," | said, and pretended to punp iron. She gave nme a small "keep
trying" smle that made
me understand just how very |l ane | was.

"Well, do you want to talk to hinP" Cassandra said, and then held out
the receiver
towards me. | junped up, alnost kicking over Jessica's structure, and took the
phone.

"H Mary!"

"Just don't tell me you're changi ng your name to Beeboy," she said in a
nonot one.

"I"'mnot," | said, smling in spite of nyself.

"Good. 'Cause there's product recognition to consider. W'd have to
recast the action
figure noul ds."

"Of course.”

"Ch, and you know I' m gonna kick your ass, right? I'mleaving for
tree-pl anting but
|'"ve scheduled it in. 5:30: Fix Ryan's Caboose.™

"That sounds fair," | said.

"We'll talk nore about this when Cassandra's not in the room" Mary
sai d.

"Exactly," | said.

W signed off and hung up. It was nice to talk to soneone who | didn't
feel as
responsi ble to as Cassandra.



Cassandra was hol di ng her beer with two hands and staring at ne.

"Mary said that she'll nake time in her busy schedule to kick my ass.™

Cassandra smirked.

| paused, then |ooked at her and said as plainly as | could, "Couldn't
you just do that
and be done with it?"

"I"'mnot mad at you,'
the sane thing al
over again. The sane lesson that |'ve |earned again and again."

| waited silently, fingering a Tinkertoy.

"That in the final reckoning, you re alone."

| dropped ny eyes. It wasn't shane that | felt, only a sadness at the
truth of this. |

Cassandra said. "Just a little indifferent. It's

| ooked up. "It wasn't the thing with Joe so nmuch. It was that and ny nom at
the sanme tine. |
didn't -- snap -- because of you."

Cassandra | ooked off into niddl espace, again. "Yeah. But it took a while
to convince
nmysel f of it. Because we had decided that we would do sonethi ng about that
fucker, but it was

me who deci ded what that sonething was. Even though -- it was obvi ous what |
woul d do. "

| nodded. "Well, | couldn't *tell* you to do that, either, even if it
was the . . . thing to
do." | didn't know if it was the *right* thing, or the *only* thing, but it
was the thing that
happened.

"I went back to the school," Cassandra said, tw sting the beer bottle in

her hand. "I
talked to the girl. She thought it was her fault, that she had done sonet hing
wr ong. "

She st opped.

Then, "She was so confused."

Then, "W did the right thing."

| started to feel like she wasn't sad because of me at all, that it was
the situation, and ny
guilt had translated her face wongly.

She told nme that she had got the list of schools he'd been at and faxed
them Saying that
Joe was a known pedophile and that any children that had been left alone with
hi m shoul d be
counsel | ed.

"Not that counselling does much," she said.

| just nodded sonbrely at points and offered the occasional question
*Did you fax it
out on Superheroes for Social Justice letterhead? How did you get it out of
his office? No* and
*Hi s of fice was unl ocked. *

"What time is it?" | said suddenly.

"Al nost four."

"I should get to the bank," | said. "I haven't paid last month's rent."

When | stood up, Cassandra was coming up to ne, |looking at me with sad,
sad eyes.

"I"'mreally sorry about your nom Ryan.'
a wonder f ul
person. "

She hugged e, and it was exhausting sonehow to have her squeeze ne, to
feel her
breat hi ng agai nst ne. When she let go | felt energy run into nme |like fresh
water. An enotiona

She pursed her lips. "I . . . she was



sponge, that's ne.

| touched her shoul der and | ooked at her chin. It wasn't trenbling,
t hank god. There
was only roomfor one fragile soul in this relationship, and it wasn't her
"Yeah. Tal k about it

later."

| went out into the mld July day.

| waited in line at the bank. Previous to ny bee days, | would have been
extrenely

i npatient, but now there was something soothing to the ritual, the orderly
control. | thought

about being a bank teller for a while, since ny job as insect fol klorist was
probably permanently

on hold. | realized, however, that the tellers had to deal with inpatient
hurmans rat her than

sublimely mndless bees -- what | really wanted was a job *standing in

[ i ne-ups*

| was thinking about ways to profit fromthat (working out a Bureaucracy
Navi gat i on
Rep service | could pitch to students at ny university) when ny turn cane up
| al nost
regretfully left the line-up

The teller | ooked at nme blankly. He even kind of resemnbl ed the worker
bees that'd

receive the pollen fromthe field bees! | handed himthe slip and account
book.

"Do you find this job has a soothing regularity?" | asked when he cane
back with the
noney.

He shrugged and tapped out a rhythm ess beat on the thin plastiwod. "I
suppose.
Mostly it's just boring." He gave me a quick tight-smle/eyebrowraised conbo
and turned his
head to | ook at the next person in line.

| wouldn't let go, though. "But isn't there a certain prinal
tranquillity init all?"

He | aughed, a little harshly, | thought. "Not for me there ain't." Then
reflective, "Though
the line does look a little Iike ants, sometinmes. Endless."”

I went away, a little dazzled by my success. As | left the building
marvel l ed at him
seeing the insect conparison when | had not brought it up -- there *was* an

i nher ent
connecti on.

Then | started thinking about ants. They had a coll ective behavi our
simlar to bees, but
with many exciting differences. For instance --

| realized what | was gearing up for, and | stopped myself. | forced
nysel f to think of
other things, trying not to think about how nuch fun it would be to scranble
into an anthill and
hoi st sonething ten times ny weight onto my back

Jack was out on the porch, enjoying sone | enonade with a book. | nanaged
to sit
down besi de hi m before he | ooked up

"Who do | give *this* to?" | asked, holding up a sweaty handful of bills
still inside ny
bankbook.

Jack, al most successful at keeping a smle off his face, turned back to



hi s book.
"What's that for?"
"Rent. For whoever covered my rent. There's an extra *two doll ars* ,

too."

"Ch, | recognize you!" he said. "You're the guy who used to live in
Ceorgie's room
I"'mafraid we had all your stuff sent off to Goodwill. They wouldn't take it,

and we had to ship it
off to the dunmp. Then *they* said they weren't equipped to dispose of toxic

"Funny how CGeorgie's got all the same stuff as ne. |'ve already been up
there, Jack-o0."

"Phil! Phil!" he yelled, in a wavering shrill voice. "W've had an
intruder." Then to ne:

"Phil fronted your part."
Phi| appeared in the doorway, saw ne and slammed the door shut, audibly

locking it.
"Leave the noney with the doorman," he call ed.

| just waited for the silliness to abate.

Phil came out, and snatched the bills and book frommnmy hand. He | eafed
t hr ough ny

bank book. "Just as | thought,"” Phil said. "The bastard is | oaded." He showed
the bal ance to
Jack but was nmet with indifference. "I'm keeping the arnchair,’
chal l enge in his voice.

Jack said, "So, tell us about Africa, Unca Ryan."

Phil sat down and stared out into the street.

"There were pythons and |ions and cursed di anonds and shifting sands,"

he said,

started, ny
hands lifted as if | was shaping the stories in the air. Then | dropped them
"No, I'msad to say,
these are all lies."
"As usual ," said Phil, and sounded happy about it.
"W went to a conference in Cairo but it was all in this airtight hotel

| couldn't |eave
because | hadn't had ny shots. So |I didn't see anything."

"Ch man," said Jack, horrified, and Phil |aughed.

"There was four hours between getting the word we were goi ng and
actual Iy | eaving.
Regi stration and flight times and stuff like that. So | forgot a few details.
Sorry."

Phil went *pfft*

It was quiet for a noment, then | said: "I mssed ny nom s funeral
too."

Phil | eaned forward.

"Cancer ?" Jack asked

"More or less,”" | said. She wouldn't have been drinking if she wasn't
trying to forget
about it.

Phil sai d not hing.

"Di d anyone pay ny phone bill?"

They shook their heads. "They wait sixty days before they do anything,"
said Phil,
showi ng he had considered it.

| got up. Stretching, | said, "I had thir*teen* messages waiting for ne.
That's gotta be a
record. | should flake out nmore often.”

"So . . . was the conference interesting? \Wat were you doi ng?" Jack

asked.
"There were a few interesting sem nars, but nostly it was procedura



nmeetings on policy
and crap like that. I was running around on errands for Joe, nostly. For
really stupid stuff, too
He was jockeying for a position on the foundation's board, so |I got invol ved
with these idiotic
political fights." | put sonme anger in ny voice.

Phil said, "Whiat was the food |ike?"

| gave the so-so hand.

"So did Joe get the position?" asked Jack

"I don't know. | quit and took an early plane out of there. There's
still a week left for
the conference."

"You quit?" said Phil. "Just because of how he acted? Everyone hates

their boss."

"I know, but everyone doesn't have to work as closely with them He
really revolted
me, by the end. | couldn't believe what a bad judge of character | was."

That was especially true. It was best, when constructing a lie, to make
it as close to the
truth as possible, so | had decided to paint Joe in these nasty colours. In
the event that | brought
up Joe in the future (and with it, ny visible distaste) |I could express ny
genui ne feelings wthout
rai si ng suspi cion.

"You never can know everything about a person," Jack said.

| nodded. So true. It was a little depressing, thinking about that,
because it was true
about ne, too.

Jack rattled the ice in his enpty glass and drained the runoff. "No one
woul d know
about Phil's insecticidal tendencies, for instance, if it hadn't been for the
sign in your room"

"Now even the nosquitoes won't go drinking with me," said Phi
despondent | y.

H s mention of nosquitoes nmade me drift off again. | wondered what it
was |ike to drink
bl ood fromirate, slap-happy humans? The thought was slightly nauseating and
thrilling at the
sane tine.

"Ch, Ken's having a great tine! He's in Maine, we got a postcard from
him" said Jack
and | tried to fake surprise. Jack rushed on to give ne the details,
punctuated by Phil's
i nterjections and suppositions.

| soaked it up, one the finest perks of human society -- friendship --
just as anot her part
of my brain considered the possibilities of non-human society.

| was going through next year's academi c syllabus like it was a pulp
pot boil er. The grey
newsprint didn't, for once, mrror nmy lack of interest in its blocky
ti netabl es and drab cl ass
descriptions. Al though as carefully drained of intrigue as always, this year's
syl l abus actual ly
excited ne.

Next year | wouldn't study the biology of insects -- |I'd study their
*societies* . Like no
one ever had in the history of science.

Al these years | had been hoping for a reason, a cure. Wll, fuck the
reason, and



doubl efuck the cure. This was better. My eyes burned, | had been staring at
the tiny print so
intently.

| took a monent to close the book and nassage ny eyes. And question ny
sanity.
*Had | gone bughouse?* | asked myself. My first reaction was: *Who cares? |'m
not hurting

anyone. *

I imagined nyself explaining it to ny father. That brought a tw nge of
guilt -- because
hadn't contacted himor Lisa in the few days I'd been "back" -- but it
subsided. | planned to

just go visit them When the topic of the future came up, the conversation
woul d go sonet hi ng
i ke this:

Me: So |I'mnot working for himanynore, but | am gonna continue al ong
that route of
st udy.

Dad: Insects again, Ryan? Remenber, sone things are interesting at first
gl ance, but
they're not sonething you want to actually *study*

Me: | *know,* Dad, but it's like this. |Inmagine one of the great painters
going into
chem stry, and | earning about howto create paint, howit's m xed and stored
and sold . . . that's
basically what | did. | knewit was interesting to nme, but | wasn't focused
enough to know
exactly what aspect of it was interesting.

Dad: But you do now?

Me: Yeah! It's the society of insects, how they interact and
comuni cate, how it differs
and corresponds to human culture. | got this ant farm kind of as a joke, from
Phil for ny
birthday. | ended up spending hours and hours in front of it -- draw ng naps,
wat chi ng how t hey
woul d overcome obstacles | introduced -- basically coming up with a total
anal ysis of the ant.

Dad: Huh!

Me: Yeah, and | found nyself thinking about it when | was just wal ki ng
around, puzzling

out some weird thing they did. | was talking about it with Jack -- we were
just out on the porch,

drinking beer -- and | was like, "Fu-- Dam, this is it! This is what | want
to do!"

Dad: Tal k about it? Teach?

Me: Maybe, nmaybe. What Joe did was really inportant, and |I figure
could do that for
everyone, not only kids. Be a liaison of sorts between the two worlds.

Dad: [lightly] A bug anbassador?

Me: Exactly. Like do you know about the bee's death pheronone?

and | would go on to describe the harrowi ng adventures of the

| uckl ess bee who
found hinmself hurled out of the hive and left to die.

Mom had al ways wanted a doctor in the famly, and | knew |I'd have no
probl em ri di ng
this idea to a PhD

I had the two plastic rings in nmy hand, and | was shaking themlike
di ce.
W were on a huge expanse of grass on the conmons at York University.



Mary, eager
beaver that she was, was taking a sumer course there and Cassandra and | had
decided to
cone (all the way) up to the suburban campus. | was glad we had, because
*damm* if it wasn't
the wi ckedest day. And this was the place to | ounge. People all over the
expanse were proving
it so, their two- or three-person clunps of slackitude ("loafs," we dubbed
them) snmiling lazily at
t he novi ng saps around them

| was fully laid out, ny head on ny backpack and one hand di ce-shaki ng
and the other
laced up with Cassandra's. She was | eani ng back on the heels of her hands and
keepi ng an eye
out for Mary.

| knew she was there when her shadow covered ny face. "Ch | wonder who
that is,
bl ocki ng my sun,” | said.

"It is She-Wo-Brings-the-Darkness,"” said Mary, sitting down on the
grass and pulling
open her bag. "And-Cookies!"

*Yays* all around. The cookies were thin, sugary, only slightly burnt
and had nuts. |
conpl i mented her.

"She's gotcha baki ng al ready?" Cassandra sai d once her cookies were
securely in

hand.

Mary grinned a little, maybe sheepishly. "I always bake." She | ooked at
us both and
said, "OK |'ve got a favour to ask you guys. My uncle thinks |I'm going
tree-planting al one."

"When in reality you're riding Patricia -- that is, riding with

Patricia, to the Northern
Lights," Cassandra said, with a lewd grin that you had to |ove.

"Right, and | know you don't approve, but | was hoping--"

"What d' ya nean?" Cassandra said, |leaning forward in a cross-I|egged
position of
concern. "l don't disapprove. | had a bad experience with her but it doesn't
mean -- "

Mary's face showed guarded relief. "Oh, good. | mean, | really think --
| .. »

"I know, | know," Cassandra said. "You're really diggin" it. That's why
| didn't say
anyt hi ng beyond ny initial warning."

Mary nodded and brushed away her bangs in a bashful way | hardly ever
saw. | was
stunned nyself -- | had just presumed they had conpared notes, shared
i nsights, *discussed at
| engt h* the subject of Pat. Didn't all wonmen gossip? | gazed up into the sky
and reflected on ny
stupidity and congratul ated nyself on not having revealed it once again
t hr ough sone
presunpt uous remark

"What | was trying to say was | want you guys to take care of the car
while I'm gone."

Cassandra and | | ooked at each other. *Does she nean we can use it?* |
asked her by
means of my nonexi stent tel epathy.

Mary picked up onit. "So if you want to go smashing evil in other
cities, for instance,



you can -- as long as the car ends up with a believable amunt of klicks on
t he odoneter. And
no bullet holes.”

"Sounds great," | said, my eyes closed. "One of ny nmost pleasant
fantasies while
wor ki ng at the hive was driving down the desert highway, backlit by the raging
inferno of a
cigarette factory."

"Al'l right!" said Cassandra.

| didn't open ny eyes, but the next thing | felt was a kiss pulling at
nmy dry lips, and the
cheek tickle of a hair strand.

| remenbered what | was shaking in ny hand, and | sat up. | opened up ny
hand and
there were our two pink rings. Cassandra smiled when she saw them and Mary
wi nced.

"Pick one. The stickers nust have cone off with the rain or whatever, so

| put new
stickers on them™
"Ch, good!" Mary said. "I was always afraid that reporters would get

ahol d of that
creepy Sailor Mon connection.”

Cassandra was | aughi ng. She slipped hers on and showed it off to Mary.
It was a price
tag that read $1.49. "That's the last tine anyone calls me a two-doll ar
whore, " she said.

Mary | ooked at me with an annoyed snmile. "I don't get it."

"Nothing to get," | said innocently. "I didn't have any good stickers,
is all. I think these
have an absurdist charm™" | |ooked at mine, which was a sticker | had peel ed
off a banana | ate
last night. | sniffed it stagily, and said "Mmm . . . banana-y." | shot

Cassandra a sly look, to
rem nd her the time she outraged Hawaii ans.
"Yeah, | left you the banana one," Cassandra said with a smrk. "What
with the sexua
fetish you have for them.
| alnmost died. | seriously thought ny heart was gonna smash right out of
nmy chest.
"What ?!'" said Mary. "Bananas?" Her face was painted in three col ours of
joy. "Ryan
Slint -- Banana Pervert?"
"How -- could -- you?" | managed to stutter, staring at Cassandra's mld
| ook. |
couldn't bear to look at Mary, but | could tell that she was getting up. "Have
you never heard of
*di scretion* ?"
Cassandra shrugged.
I ran ny hands through my hair, disgraced.

When | | ooked up again, Mary was doing a little dance. Alittle dance to
nmy depravity.
"I mean, a nelon | could see, Ryan, but a banana?! It's so -- well, it has to
be said -- so
*phal lic* ." Her eyes bugged out when she said this.

Cassandra | aughed away, nerrily.

Mary sat down and | thought it had subsi ded when she | eaned forward and
said in a
British accent, "So you | oi ke a 'nana up your bun®"

| looked into her eyes (which had continued to dance) and appealed to
the God in her.



"I just like the snell, is all." Then, to be honest, | added, "And the
texture," with a bit of
| usti ness.

This sent themoff into Laughl and again and when they | ooked up | was
rapturously

snelling the sticker, so they went back for another visit. | was responsible
for it though, so | felt
better.

"So when would we have the car for?" | said, hoping to innocuously nove
to a non-
banana topic. | was successful, because Mary gave ne dates (which | pronmptly

forgot) and
then nmentioned that she could probably get us sonme info on the |ocations of
the cigarette
factories, a detail that hadn't been a part of ny vivid fantasy.

"You're awesone," | enpted, and she casually acknow edged her
awesonmeness with a
nod.

"I"'mgetting pretty handy with the info-gathering skills -- fromthe
net, e-mmil contacts, a
bunch of places." She turned into a radi o announcer
new skill set --
that's inmportant in today's job market. That's why | recomend ai ding
vi gi |l ant e superheroes as
a career nmove to *all* ny friends."'"

"Do you think you could start finding information on Mum a Abu-Jamal ?"
Cassandr a
asked quietly.

"That woul dn't be the world' s highest profile death-row prisoner?"
i nquired. "The
former Bl ack Panther information m nister who shot a cop?" Jack's back issues
of *Soci al i st
Worker* had cone in handy, and | al nost canme off as totally in the know.
Al nost .

ve devel oped a whol e

"Who was *framed* for killing a cop," said Cassandra.

"Way don't you wait till | get back for that one," said Mary. "It would
have a *lot* of
repercussions. And we could do it really well. Video rel ease.”

"*Yeah!* " said Cassandra, and | drank in her |ook of pleasure.

We took a noment to visualize this.

"Ch! And we could visit *the package,* " | said, "which | understand has
made its
i nanimate way to Maine." We tal ked about this for a while, wondering what the
heck Ken was
doing in Maine, and coming up with some anusi ng suppositions involving
| obsters.

"Did | tell you guys I'mgoing for ny PhD?" | asked casually. | plied
their doubts and
amazement with the heady brew of ny Interest, distilled through my lifetime to
its current purity.
Cassandra gl owed, and Mary even ran out of objections.

"I'"ll be like Indiana Jones," | said. "Bespectacled professor by day,
but having fantastic
adventures fromtinme to tine. And of course, with a bevy of beautiful students
who futilely
attenpt to seduce ne."

"And all of them very understandi ng about the penis-shaped-fruit
obsession, right?"
Mary sai d.

"Well, they'd have to be," | said.



W nust have stayed there till six, and what did we tal k about the nost?

Not our bright

and splendid futures,

wit. Again and again

I was pummel l ed with the banana thing.
Fucki ng bananas.

full of many-plumed expl osi ons and shapeshifting and



