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Author’s Noteto the First Edition

Numbers Don't Liebegan on the street in Brooklyn, where atall Chinese-American lawyer and | used
to lean on our fenders and talk VVolvos and Destiny. When | found aVolvo junkyard in astrange, sunken
neighborhood near JamaicaBay, | rushed to find him, for | knew he would love it—but he had moved
away. So | had to take him to it in astory, which became “ The Holein the Hole.”

My friend Pat Molloy of NASA was kind enough to send me the specs on the Moon buggy. Rudy
Rucker checked Wilson Wu's math for both €l egance and accuracy, and he assures me the oneis more
important than the other, anyway.

I’'m usualy areductive writer, but | grew to enjoy the garrulous tone of my Wu stories. | wrote two more
forAsimov’ s with theam of publishing them as one short nove, beginning with adivorce and ending with
awedding.

Hard to do! Nobody wants a short book.

Then ElectricStory made my dream cometrue. Thisisthefirst and only edition of thisbook inits
intended form, not areprint. It was always meant to be one story. Authors are notorioudy hard to please
but I’'m thrilled: for | think thet the still-experimental digital book istheideal format forNumbers Don't
Lie, which will find itsreaders among that till-small band of literary adventurerswho are willing (and
even eager) to swap ink and pulp for pixes.

Or so1 hope. For | haven't seen the last of Wilson Wu, nor hethe last of me.

TheHolein the Hole

Trying to find Volvo parts can be apain, particularly if you are acheapskate, like me. | needed the
hardware that keeps the brake pads from squealing, but | kept letting it go, knowing it wouldn't be easy
to find. The brakes worked okay—good enough for Brooklyn. And | was pretty busy, anyway, being in
the middle of adivorce, the mogt difficult | have ever handled, my own.

After the squedl developed into a steady scream (we' re talking about the brakes here, not the divorce,
which was slent), | tried the two auto supply houses | usudly dedlt with, but had no luck. The
counterman atAberth’s just gave me ablank look. AtPark Sope Foreign Auto , | heard those dread
words, “deder item.” Breaking (no pun intended) with my usua policy, | went to the Volvo dedler in Bay
Ridge, and the parts man, one of those Jamai cans who seemsto think being rudeisthe samething as
being funny, fished around in hisbins and placed a pile of pins, clips, and springs on the counter.

“That'll be twenty-eight dollars, mon,” he said, with what they used to call ashit-eating grin. When |
complained (or aswe lawyers like to say, objected), he pointed at the spring which was spray-painted
ydlow, and said, “Wdll, you see, they’ re gold, mon!” Then he spun on one hed to enjoy the laughs of his
coworkers, and | |eft. Thereisalimit.

So | let the brakes squeal for another week. They got worse and worse. Ambulances were pulling over
to let me by, thinking | had priority. Then | tried spraying the pads with WD-40.

Don't ever try that.

On Friday morning | went back toPark Sope Foreign Auto and pleaded (another legal speciaty) for



help. Vinnie, the boss s son, told meto tryBoulevard Imports in Howard Beach, out where Queens and
Brooklyn come together at the edge of JamaicaBay. Since | didn’t have court that day, | decided to give
itatry.

The brakes howled dl the way. | foundBoulevard Imports on Rockaway Boulevard just off the Belt
Parkway. It was adark, grungy, impressive-looking cave of ajoint, with guysin coverdlslounging
around drinking coffee and waiting on deliveries. | was hopeful.

The counterman, another Vinnie, listened to my tale of woe before dashing my hopes with the dread
words, “deder item.” Then the guy in line behind me, till another Vinnie (everyone wore their names
over their pockets) said, “Send him to Frankiein the Hole.”

The Vinnie behind the counter shook his head, saying, “He' d never find it.”

| turned to the other Vinnie and asked, “ Frankie in the Hole?’
“Frankierunsalittlejunkyard,” he said. “Volvosonly. Y ou know the Hole?’
“Can'tsay asl do.”

“I’'m not surprised. Here swhat you do. Listen carefully becauseit’ s not so easy to find these days, and
I’m only going to tell you once.”

There snoway | could describe or even remember everything this Vinnie told me: Sufficeit to say that it
had to do with crossing over Rockaway Boulevard, then back under the Belt Parkway, forking onto a

sarvice road, making a U-turn onto Conduit but staying in the center lane, cutting a sharp |left into adead
end (that really wasn't), and following adirt track down a steep bank through agrove of trees and brush.

| did as| wastold, and found mysdlf in asort of sunken neighborhood, on awide dirt street running
between decrepit houses set at odd angles on weed-grown lots. It looked like one of those leftover
neighborhoods in the meadowlands of Jersey, or down South, where| did my basic training. There were
no sidewalks but plenty of potholes, abandoned gardens, and vacant lots. The streets were half-covered
by huge puddles. The houses were of concrete block, or tarpaper, or board and batten; no two aike or
even remotely Smilar. Therewas even ahousetrailer, illegal in New Y ork City (so, of course, iscrime).
There were no street signs, o | couldn’t tdll if | wasin Brooklyn or Queens, or on the dotted line
between the two.

The other Vinnie (or third, if you are counting) had told meto follow my nose until | found asmall
junkyard, which | proceeded to do. Mine was the only car on the street. Weaving around the puddles (or
cruising through them like amotorboat) gave driving an amost nautical air of adventure. Therewasno
shortage of junk in the Hole, including asubway car someone wasliving in, and acrane that had logt its
verticality and took up two back yards. Another back yard had a piebald pony. The few people | saw
werewhite. A fat woman in ashort dress sat on ahigh step talking on a portable phone. A gang of kids
was gathered around a puddle killing something with sticks. In the yard behind them was a card table
with a crude Sgn readingMOON ROCKSRUS .

| liked the peaceful scenein the Hole. And driving through the puddles quieted my brakes. | saw plenty
of junk cars, but they came in ones or twos, in the yards and on the street, and none of them were
Volvos (no surprise).

After | passed the piebald pony twice, | redlized | wasgoing in circles. Then | noticed achainlink fence
with reedswovenintoit. And | had afeding.



| stopped. The fence was just too high to look over, but | could see between the reeds. | wasright. It
was ajunkyard that had been “ladybirded.”

Thelot hidden by the fence wasfilled with cars, squeezed together tightly, sde by side and end to end.
All from Sweden. All immorta and al dead. All indestructible, and al destroyed. All Volvos.

Thefirg thing you learn in law school iswhen not to look like alawyer. | left my tieand jacket in the car,
pulled on my coverals, and followed the fence around to a gate. On the gate was a picture of asnarling
dog. The picture was (it turned out) al the dog there was, but it was enough. 1t dowed you down; made
you think.

The gate was unlocked. | opened it enough to dip through. | wasin anarrow driveway, the only open
gpacein the junkyard. The rest was packed so tightly with Volvos that there was barely room to squeeze
between them. They were lined up in rows, some facing north and some south (or wasit east and west?)
sothat it looked like atraffic jam in Hell. The gridiock of the dead.

At the end of the driveway, there was aramshackle garage made of corrugated iron, shingleboard,
plywood, and fiberglass. In and around it, too skinny to cast shade, were severa ailanthus—New York's
parking-lot tree. There were no signs but none were needed. This had to be Franki€'s.

Only oneliving car wasin the junkyard. It stood at the end of the driveway, by the garage, with its hood
raised, asif it were trying to spesk but had forgotten what it wanted to say. It wasa 164, Volvo's
unusud straight six. The body was battered, with bondo under the taillights and doors where rust had
been filled in. It had chegp imitation racing whed's and a chrome racing stripe along the bottom of the
doors. Two men were leaning over, peering into the engine compartment.

| walked up and watched, unwel comed but not (I suspected) unnoticed. An older White man in coveradls
bent over the engine while a Black man in abusiness suit looked on and kibitzed in arough but friendly
way. | noticed because this was the late 1980s and the rel ations between Blacks and Whitesweren't al
that friendly in New Y ork.

And here we were in Howard Beach. Or at least in aHole in Howard Beach.

“If you weren’t so damn cheap, you' d get aWeber and throw these SUs away,” the old man said.

“If | wasn't so damn cheap, you' d never seemy ass,” the Black man said. He had aWest Indian accent.
“I find you agood car and you turniit into apiece of idand junk.”

“You sdl meapieceof trashand. . .”

And soforth. But dl very friendly. | stood waiting patiently until the old man raised his head and lifted his
eyeglasses, wiped aong the two sides of his grease-smeared nose, and then pretended to notice me for
thefirg time.

“You Frankie?’ | asked.

“Nope.”

“ThisisFranki€'s, though?’

“Could be.” Junkyard men like the conditiond.

So do lawyers. “1 waswondering if it might be possible to find some brake partsfor a 145, a 1970.



Station wagon.”

“What you' relooking for isan antique dedler,” the West Indian said.

The old man laughed; they both laughed. | didn’t.

“Brake hardware,” | said. “The clips and pins and stuff.”

“Hard tofind,” the old man said. “That kind of stuff isvery expensive these days.”

The second thing you learn in law school iswhen to walk away. | wasamost at the end of the drive
when the old man reached through the window of the 164 and blew the horn: two shorts and along.

At thefar end of the yard, by the fence, a head popped up. | thought | was seeing a cartoon, because the
eyesweretoo large for the head, and the head was too large for the body.

“Yeeh, Unc?’

“Frankie, I'm sending alawyer fellow back there. Show him that 145 we pulled the wheds off of last
week.”

“I'll takealook,” | said. “But what makes you think I’'m an attorney?’

“Thetassdls,” the old man said, looking down at my loafers. He stuck his head back under the hood of
the 164 to let me know | was dismissed.

Frankie' shair was amost white, and so thin it floated off the top of his head. His eyeswere bright
blue-green, and dightly bugged out, giving him an astonished look. He wore cowboy boots with the hedls
rolled over so far that he walked on their sides and left scrollwork for tracks. Like the old man, hewas
wearing blue gabardine pants and alighter blue work shirt. On the back it said—

But | didn’t noticewhat it said. | wasn't paying attention. | had never seen so many Volvosin one place
before. There was every make and model—station wagons, sedans, fastbacks, 544s and 122s, DLsand
GLs, 140sto 740s, even a 940—in every state of dissolution, destruction, decay, desolation,
degradation, decrepitude, and disrepair. It was beautiful. The Volvos were jammed so close together that
| had to edge sideways between them.

We made our way around the far corner of the garage, where | saw a huge jumbled pile—not a
stack—of tires againgt the fence. It was cooler here. The ailanthus trees were waving, though | could fed
no breeze.

“Thiswhat you're looking for?" Frankie stopped by a 145 sedan—dark green, like my station wagon; it
was a popular color. Thewhedlswere gone and it sat on the ground. By each whedl well lay ahubcap,
filled with weter.

Therewas a hollow thud behind us. A tire had come over the fence, onto the pile; another followed it. “I
need to get back to work,” Frankie said. *Y ou can find what you need, right?’

Heleft me with the 145, cdled out to someone over the fence, then started pulling tires off the pile and
rolling them through alow door into a shed built onto the Side of the garage. The shed was only about
fivefeet high. The door was half-covered by a plagtic shower curtain hung sideways. It was dit likeahula
skirt and every time atire went through it, it wentpop .

Every time Frankie rolled atire through the door, another sailed over the fence onto the pile behind him.



It seemed like the labors of Sisyphus.

Wéll, | had my own work. Carefully, | drained the water out of the first hubcap. Therelay the precious
springs and clips | sought—rusty, but usable. | worked my way around the car (ajob initsdf, asit was
jammed so closdaly with the others). There was a hubcap where each whedl had been. | drained them dll
and collected the treasure in one hubcap. It was like panning for gold.

There was a cool breeze and afunny smell. Behind me | heard a steady pop ,pop ,pop . But when |
finished and took the brake partsto Frankie, the pile of tireswas till the same size. Frankie was on top
of it, leaning on the fence, talking with an Indian man in a Goodyear shirt.

The Indian (who must have been standing on atruck on the other side of the fence) saw me and ducked.
| had scared him away. | redized | was witnessing some kind of illegal dumping operation. | wondered
how al the junk tiresfit into the tiny shed, but | wasn't about to ask. Probably Frankie and the old man
took them out and dumped them into Jamaica Bay &t night.

| showed Frankie the brake parts. “I figure they’ re worth a couple of bucks,” | said.
“Show Unc,” hesaid. “He Il tell you what they’ reworth.”

1"l bet, | thought. Carrying my precious hubcap of brake hardware, like awaiter with adish, | started
back toward the driveway. Behind me | heard a steady pop ,pop ,pop as Frankie went back to work. |
must have been following a different route between the cars—because when | saw it, | knew it wasfor
thefirg time.

The 1800 isVolvo'slegendary (wdll, sort of) sports car from the early 1960s. The first model, the
P1800, was assembled in Scotland and England (unusual, to say the least, for a Swedish car). Thisone,
the only onel had ever seenin ajunkyard, still had itsfins and appeared to have dl itsglass. It was dark
blue. | edged uptoit, afraid that if | startled it, it might disappear. But it wasredl. It was whedlless,
engindess, and rusted out in the rocker pandls. But it wasredl. | looked insde. | tapped ontheglass. |
opened the door.

Theinterior was the wrong color—but it wasredl, too. It smelled musty, but it wasintact. Or close
enough. | arrived at the driveway, so excited that | didn’t even flinch when the old man looked into my
hubcap (like afortuneteller reading entrails) and said, “ Ten dollars.”

| raced hometo tell Wu what | had found.

Everybody should have afriend like Wilson Wu, just to keep them guessing. Wu worked hisway
through high school as a pastry chef, then dropped out to form arock band, then won a scholarship to
Princeton (I think) for math (1 think), then dropped out to get ajob as an engineer, then made it halfway
through medica school at night before becoming alawyer, which iswhere | met him. He passed his bar
exam on thefirst try. Somewhere along the line he decided he was gay, then decided he wasn't (1 don’t
know what hiswife thought of dl this); he has been both democrat and republican, Catholic and
Protestant, pro and anti gun-control. He can’t decide if he's Chinese or American, or both. The only
constant thing in hislifeisthe VVolvo. Wu has never owned another kind of car. He kept 21984 240DL
station wagon for the wife and kids. He kept the P1800, which | had hel ped him tow from Pennsylvania,
where he had bought it at ayard sdle for $500 (awhole other story), in my garage. | didn’t charge him
rent. It was ared 1961 sports coupe with a B18. The engine and transmission were good (well, fair) but
the interior had been gutted. Wu had found seats but hadn’t yet put them in. He was waiting for the
knobs and trim and door panels, the little stuff that is hardest to find, especially for aP1800. He had been
looking for two years.



Wu lived on my block in Brooklyn, which was gtrictly acoincidence sncel knew him from Legd Aid,
where we had both worked before going into private practice. | found him in hiskitchen, helping hiswife
make awedding cake. She’ sa caterer. “What are you doing in the morning?’ | asked, but | didn’'t wait
for himto tell me. | have never been good at surprises (whichiswhy | had no successasacrimina
lawyer). “Your long travail isover,” | said. “1 found an 1800. A P1800. With an interior.”

“Handles?’

“Handles”

“Pandls”

“Knobs?” Wu had stopped stirring. | had his atention.

“I hear you got your brakesfixed,” Wu said the next day aswe were on our way to Howard Beach in
my car. “Or perhaps| should say, ‘I don't hear.” ”

“I found the parts yesterday and put them on thismorning,” | told him. | told him the story of how | found
the Hole. | told him about the junkyard of Volvos. | told him about stumbling across the dark blue
P1800. By then, we were past the end of Atlantic Avenue, near Howard Beach. | turned off onto
Conduit and tried to retrace my turns of the day before, but with no luck. Nothing looked familiar.

Wu started to look skeptical; or maybe | should say, he started to ook even more skeptical. “Maybe it
wasdl adream,” he said, ether taunting me or comforting himsdlf, or both.

“I don’t see P1800sin junkyards, evenin dreams,” | said. But in spite of my best effortsto find the Hole,
| wasgoingincircles. Findly, | gave up and went toBoulevard Imports . The place was amost empty. |
didn’t recogni ze the counterman. His shirt said hewasa Sd.

“Vinnie soff,” hesad. “It's Saturday.”

“Then maybe you can help me. I'm trying to find a place called Franki€'s. Inthe Hole.”
People sometimes use the expression “blank look” loosdly. SA’ swas the genuine article.
“A Volvo junkyard?’ | said. “A pony or so?’

Blank got even blanker. Wu had come in behind me, and | didn’t have to turn around to know he was
looking skepticd.

“I don’t know about any Volvos, but did somebody mention apony?’ avoice said fromin the back. An
old man came forward. He must have been doing the books, since he was wearing atie. “My Pop used
to keep apony in the Hole. We sold it when horseshoes got scarce during the War.”

“Jeez, Vinnie, what war wasthis?” Sa asked. (So | had found another Vinnie!)

“How many have there been?’ the old Vinnie asked. He turned to me. “Now, listen up, kid.” (I couldn’t
help smiling; usudly only judges cal me‘kid,” and only in chambers.) “I can only tell you once, and I’'m
not surel’ll get it right.”

Theold Vinni€ singructions were completely different from the ones | had gotten from the Vinnie the
day before. They involved aturn into an abandoned gas station on the Belt Parkway, aused car lot on



Conduit, aMcDonad swith adumpster in the back, plus other flourishesthat | have forgotten.

Sufficeit to say that, twenty minutes later, after bouncing down a steep bank, Wu and | found ourselves
cruising the wide mud streets of the Hole, looking for Frankie's. | could tell by Wu' s slence that he was
impressed. The Holeis pretty impressiveif you are not expecting it, and who' s expecting it? There was
the non-vertica crane, the subway car (with smoke coming from its makeshift chimney), and the horse
grazing in alot between two shanties. | wondered if it was a descendant of the old Vinni€ sfather’ s pony.
| couldn’t tell if it was shod or not.

Thefat lady was till on the phone. The kids must have heard us coming, because they were standing in
front of the card table waving hand-lettered Sgns:MOON ROCKS THISWAY! andMOON ROCKSR US When
he saw them, Wu put his hand on my arm and said, * Pull over, Irv,”—hisfirst words since we had
descended into the Hole.

| pulled over and he got out. He fingered a couple of ashy-looking lumps, and handed the kids adollar.
They giggled and said they had no change.

Wu told them to keepit.
“I hopeyou don't behave likethat at Franki€'s,” | said, when he got back into the car.
“Likewhat?’

“Y ou' re supposed to bargain, Wu. People expect it. Even kids. What do you want with phony moon
rocks anyway?’

“Supporting free enterprise,” he said. “Plus, | worked on Apollo and | handled some real moon rocks
once. They looked just likethese.” He sniffed them. “ Smelled just like these.” He tossed them out the
window into the shallow water as we motored through a puddie.

Asimpressve asthe Hole can be (first time), there is nothing more impressive than ajunkyard of al
Volvos. | couldn’'t wait to see WU’ sface when he saw it. | wasn't disgppointed. | heard him gasp aswe
dipped through the gate. He looked around, then looked a me and grinned. “ Astonishing,” he said. Even
the inscrutable, skeptical Wu.

“Toldyou,” I said. (I could hardly wait till he saw the 1800!)

The old man was at the end of the driveway, working on adiesd thistime. Another customer, thisone
white, looked on and kibitzed. The old man seemed to sdll entertainment as much as expertise. They
were trying to get water out of the injectors.

“| understand you have an 1800,” Wu said. “ They’re hard to find.”

| winced. Wu was no businessman. The old man straightened up, and looked us over. There' s nothing
like asix-foot Chinaman to get your attention, and Wu is Six-two.

“P1800,” the old man said. “Hard to find is hardly the word for it. I'd call it your rare luxury item. But |
guessit won't cost you too much to have alook.” He reached around the diesel’ s windshield and honked
the horn. Two shorts and along.

The oversized head with the oversized eyes gppeared a the far end of the yard, by the fence.

“Two lawyers coming back,” the old man called out. Then he said to me: “It’' seasier to head straight
back dong the garagetill you get to where Frankie isworking. Then head to your right, and you'll find



the P1800.”

Frankie was gtill working on the endless pile (not astack) of tires by the fence. Each one went through
the low door of the shed with apop .

| nodded, and Frankie nodded back. | turned right and edged between the cars toward the P1800,
assuming Wu wasright behind me. When | saw it, | was relieved—it had not been adream after dl! |
expected an appreciative whistle (at the very least), but when | turned, | saw that | had lost Wu.

Hewas il back by the garage, looking through a stack (not a pile) of wheds against the wall.

“Hey, Wu!” | said, standing on the bumper of the P1800. “Y ou can get wheels anywhere. Check out the
interior on thisbaby!” Then, afraid | had sounded too enthusiastic, | added: “It’srough but it might amost
do.”

Wu didn’'t even bother to answer me. He pulled two wheels from the stack. They weren't exactly
whedls, at least not the kind you mount tires on. They were more like wire mesh tires, with metal
chevrons where the tread should have been.

Wu set them upright, Side by side. He dapped one and gray dust flew. He dapped the other. “Where' d
you get these?’ he asked.

Frankie stopped working and lit a cigarette. “ Off adune buggy,” he said.

By thistime, | had joined them. “ A Volvo dune buggy?’

“Not aVolvo,” Frankie said. “An dectric job. Can’t sell you the whedls separately. They' rea set.”
“What about the dune buggy?’ Wu asked. “Can | havealook at it?’

Frankie' s eyes narrowed. “1t' s on the property. Hey, are you some kind of environment man or
something?’

“Thevery opposite,” said Wu. “I’'m alawyer. | just happen to dig dune buggies. Can | havealook at it?
Good ones are hard to find.”

| winced.
“I"ll haveto ask Unc,” Frankie said.

“Wu,” | said, as soon as Frankie had left to find hisuncle, “there’ s something you need to know about
junkyard men. If something ishard to find, you don’'t haveto tell them. And what’ s this dune buggy
business, anyway? | thought you wanted interior trim for your P1800.”

“Forget the P1800, Irv,” Wu sad. “It'syours. I’'m giving it to you.”

“You' rewhat?’

Wu dapped the wire mesh whedl again and sniffed the cloud of dust. “Do you redize what thisis, Irv?’
“Some sort of wirewhed. So what?”

“I worked a Boeing in 1970,” Wu said. “1 helped build this baby, Irv. It's off the LRV.”

“The LR what?’



Before Wu could answer, Frankie was back. “Wdll, you canlook at it,” Frankie said. “ But you got to
hold your bregth. It' sin the cave and there sno air in there.”

“Thecave?’ | said. They both ignored me.

“Y ou can seeit from the door, but I’'m not going back in there,” said Frankie. “Unc won't let me. Have
you got ajacket? It s cold.”

“I'll be okay,” Wu said.

“Suit yoursdlf.” Frankie tossed Wu apair of plagtic welding goggles. “Wear these. And remember, hold
your breath.”

It was clear at this point where the cave was. Frankie was pointing toward the low door into the shed,
where herolled the tires. Wu put on the goggles and ducked his head; as he went through the doorway
he made that same weirdpop the tires made.

| stood there with Frankie in the sunlight, holding the two wire mesh whedls, feding likeafool.

There was anotherpop and Wu backed out through the shower curtain. When he turned around, he
looked like he had seen aghost. | don't know how elseto describeit. Plus, he was shivering like crazy.

“Toldyou it wascold!” said Frankie. “And it' sweird. There€ sno air in there, for onething. If you want
the dune buggy, you'll haveto get it out of there yourself.”

Wu gradually stopped shivering. Ashe did, ahuge grin spread across hisface. “1t' sweird, al right,” he
sad. “Let me show my partner. Loan me some extragoggles.”

“I'll take your word for it,” | said.
“Irv, comeon! Put these goggleson.”

“Noway!” | said. But | put them on. Y ou dways did what Wu said, sooner or later; he was that kind of
ouy.

“Don’t hold your bregthin. Let it al out, and then hold it. Come on. Follow me.”

| breathed out and ducked down just in time; Wu grabbed my hand and pulled me through the shed door
behind him. If | made apop | didn't hear it. We were standing in the door of a cave—but looking out, not
in. Theinsde was another outsde!

It was like the beach, @l gray sand (or dust) but with no water. | could see starsbut it wasn't dark. The
dust was greenish gray, like acourthouse halway (a color familiar to lawyers).

My earswerekilling me. And it was cold!

Wewere at the top of along, smooth dope, like adune, which was littered with tires. At the bottom was
aslver dune buggy with no front whedls, Sitting nose down in the gray dust.

Wu pointed at it. Hewas grinning like amaniac. | had seen enough. Pulling my hand free, | stepped back
through the shower curtain and gasped for air. Thistime |l heard apop as | went through.

Thewarm air felt great. My earsgradudly quit ringing. Frankie was Stting on histire pile, smoking a
cigarette. “Where syour buddy? He can't stay in there.”



Just then, Wu backed out through the curtain with aloudpop . “I'll takeit,” he said, as soon as he had
filled hislungswith ar. “I'll tekeit!”

| winced. Twice.

“I'll haveto ask Unc,” said Frankie.

“Wu,” | said, as soon as Frankie had left to find hisuncle, “let metell you something about junkyard men.
Youcan'tsay ‘I'll takeit, I'll takeit’ around them. Y ou haveto say, ‘Maybeit mightdo, or...””

“Irving!” Wu cut me off. Hiseyeswere wild. (He hardly ever called me Irving.) He took both my hands
in his, asif wewere bride and groom, and began to walk mein acircle. Hisfingerswere freezing. “Irving,
do you know, do you redlize, where we just were?’

“Some sort of cave? Haven't we played this game before?’

“The Moon! Irving, that was the surface of the Moon you just saw!”

“I admit it wasweird,” | said. “But the Moon isamillion milesaway. Andit' supinthe...”
“Quarter of amillion,” Wusad. “But I'll explain later.”

Frankie was back, with hisuncle. “That dune buggy’ sone of akind,” the old man said. “1 couldn’t take
lessthan five hundred for it.”

Wusad, “I'll takeit!”
| winced.

“But you've got to get it out of the cave yoursdlf,” the old man said. “1 don’'t want Frankie going in there
anymore. That’swhy | told the kids, no more rocks.”

“No problem,” Wu said. “Are you open tomorrow?’
“Tomorrow’s Sunday,” said the old man.

“What about Monday?’

| followed Wu through the packed-together VVolvosto the front gate. We were on the street before |
realized he hadn’t even bothered to look at the 1800. “Y ou' re the best thing that ever happened to those
two,” | said. | wasalittle pissed off. Morethan alittle.

“There sno doubt about it,” Wu said.

“Damn right there’ s no doubt about it!” | started my 145 and headed up the street, looking for an exit
from the Hole. Any exit. “ Five hundred dollars for ajunk dune buggy?’

“No doubt about it a all. That was either the Hadley Apennines, or Descartes, or Taurus Littrow,” Wu
sad. “l guess| could tdl by looking at the serid numbersonthe LRV.”

“I never heard of aHadley or aDescartes,” | said, “but | know Ford never made a dune buggy.” | found
adirt road that led up through aclump of trees. Through the branches | could see the full Moon, paein
the afternoon sky. “And there’ sthe Moon, right there in the sky, where it’ s supposed to be.”



“There s apparently more than one way to get to the Moon, Irving. Which they are using asadump for
old tires. We saw it with our own eyes!”

Thedirt road gave out in avacant lot on Conduit. | crossed a sidewalk, bounced down acurb, and
edged into the traffic. Now that | was headed back toward Brooklyn, | could pay attention. “Wu,” |
said. “ Just because you worked for NAPA—"

“NASA, Irv. And | didn’t work for them, | worked for Boeing.”

“Whatever. Scienceisnot my thing. But | know for afact that the Moon isin the sky. Wewereinahole
inthe ground, although it was weird, | admit.”

“A holewith stars?” Wu said. “With no air? Get logicd, Irv.” He found an envelopein my glove
compartment and began scrawling on it with apencil. “No, | suspected it when | saw thosetires. They
arefrom the Lunar Roving Vehicle, better known asthe LRV or the lunar rover. Only three were built
and al three were left on the Moon. Apollo 15, 16, and 17. Nineteen seventy-one. Nineteen
seventy-two. Surely you remember.”

“Sure” | said. Thethird thing you learnin law school is never to admit you don’t remember something.
“So how did thisloonie rover get to Brooklyn?”

“That' swhat I'm trying to figure out,” Wu said. “I suspect we re dedling with one of the rarest
occurrencesin the Universe. A neotopologica metaeuclidean adjacency.”

“A non-logica metaphysica what?’

Wu handed me the envel ope. It was covered with numbers:

“That explainsthe wholething,” Wu said. “ A neotopologica metaeuclidean adjacency. It squiterare. In
fact, | think thismay be the only one.”

“Y ou' re sure about this?’
“l used to beaphyscig.”
“I thought it was an engineer.”

“Beforethat. Look at the figures, Irv! Numbersdon’t lie. That equation shows how space-time can be
folded so that two parts are adjacent that are aso, at the same time, separated by millions of miles. Or a
quarter of amillion, anyway.”

“So we' re talking about a sort of back door to the Moon?

“Exadtly.”

On Sundays | had vistation rightsto the big-screen TV. | watched golf and stock car racing al afternoon
with my wife, switching back and forth during commercids. We got dong alot better now that we
weren't speaking. Especidly when she was holding the remote. On Monday morning, Wu arrived at the
door at nine 0’ clock sharp, wearing coverals and carrying a shopping bag and atool box.

“How do you know | don’t have court today?’ | asked.



“Because | know you have only one case at present, your divorce, in which you are representing both
partiesin order to save money. Hi, Diane.”

“Hi, Wu.” (Shewas spesking to him.)

Wetook my 145. Wu was silent dl the way out Eastern Parkway, doing figures on a cocktail napkin
from aBay Ridge nightclub. “Go out last night?’ | asked. After awhole day with Diane, | wasdying to
have somebody to talk to.

“Something was bothering me dl night,” he said. “ Since the surface of the Moon is avacuum, how come
al theair on Earth does't rush through the shed door, long with the tires?”

“I giveup,” | said.

Wewere at agtoplight. “Thereitis,” he said. He handed me the napkin, on which was scrawled:

“Therewhat is?’

“The answer to my question. Asthose figures demondtrate, Irv, we' re not just dealing with a
neotopologica metaeuclidean adjacency. WEe re dedling with anincongruent neotopologica
metaeuclidean adjacency. Thetwo areas are il separated by a quarter of amillion miles, even though
that distance has been folded to the width of acentimeter. It'sall therein black and white. See?’

“I guess,” | said. The fourth thing you learn in law school isto never admit you don't understand
something.

“Theair doesn’t rush through, becauseit can't. It can kind of seep through, though, creating adight
microclimate in theimmediate vicinity of the adjacency. Which is probably why we don't dieimmediatey
of decompression. A tire canroll through, if you giveit ashove, but air istoo, too. . .”

“Too wispy to shove,” | said.
“Exactly.”

| looked for the turn off Conduit, but nothing was familiar. | tried afew streets, but none of them led us
into the Hole. “Not again!” Wu complained.

“Agan!” | answvered.

| went back toBoulevard . Vinnie was behind the counter today, and he remembered me (with alittle
prodding).

“Y ou're not the only one having trouble finding the Hole,” he said. “It'sbeen hard to find lately.”
“What do you mean, ‘lately’ 7" Wu asked from the doorway.

“Just thislast year. Every month or so it gets hard to find. I think it has to do with the Concorde. | read
somewhere that the noise affectsthe tide, and the Hole isn't that far from Jamaica Bay, you know.”

“Canyou draw usamap?’ | asked.

“I never took drawing,” Vinnie said, “so listen up close.”



Vinni€ singtructions had to do with an abandoned railroad track, awrong-way turn onto a one-way
street, adog-leg that cut across a hedlth club parking lot, and severa other insand outs. While | was
negotiating al this, Wu was scrawling the back of a car-wash flyer he had taken from Vinni€' s counter.

“Thetide,” he muttered. “1 should have known!”

| didn’t ask him what he meant; | figured (I knew!) he would tell me. But before he had a chance, we
were bouncing down adirt track through some scruffy trees, and onto the now-familiar dirt streets of the
Hole. “Want some more moon rocks?’ | asked when we passed the kids and their stand.

“I'll pick up my own today, Irnv!”
| pulled up by the gate and we let oursalvesin. Wu carried the shopping bag; he gave me the toolbox.

The old man was working on an ancient 122, the VVolvo that looks like a’ 48 Ford from the back. (It was
awaysone of my favorites) “It' selectric,” he said when Wu and | walked up.

“The 1227 | asked.

“The dune buggy,” the old man said. “Electric isthe big thing now. All the carsin Cdiforniaare going to
be eectric next year. It' sthe law.”

“No, it'snot,” | said. “So what, anyway?’

“That makesthat dune buggy worth alot of money.”

“No, it doesn’t. Besides, you dready agreed on aprice.”

“That’ sright. Five hundred,” Wu said. He pulled five billsfrom his pocket and unfolded them.

“I said | couldn’t takeless than five hundred,” the old man said. “I never said | couldn’t take more.”

Before Wu could answer, | pulled him behind the 122. * Remember the second thing we learned in law
schoal!” | said. “When to walk away. We can come back next week—if you still want that thing.”

Wu shook hishead. “I1t won't be here next week. | realized something when Vinnietold usthat the Hole
was getting hard to find. The adjacency iswarping the neighborhood aswell asthe cidunar space-time
continuum. And sinceit’ slunar, it hasamonthly cycle. Look at this.”

He handed me the car wash flyer, on the back of which was scrawled:

“See?’ said Wu. “We' re not just dealing with an incongruent neotopol ogica metaeuclidean adjacency.
WEe re dedling with aperiodic incongruent neotopological metaeuclidean adjacency.”

“Which means. . .”
“The adjacency comes and goes. With the Moon.”
“Sort of like PMS.”

“Exactly. | haven't got the figures adjusted for daylight savingstime yet, but the Moon is on the wane,
and I’'m pretty surethat after today, Frankie will be out of theillegal dumping businessfor amonth, at
leedt.”



“Perfect. So we come back next month.”
“Irv, | don't want to take the chance. Not with amillion dollars at stake.”
“Not withawhat?’ He had my attention.

“That LRV cost two million new, and only three of them were made. Once we get it out, dl we haveto
doiscontact NASA. Or Boeing. Or the Air & Space Museum at the Smithsonian. But we' ve got to
grike whiletheironis hot. Give me a couple of hundred bucksand I'll give you afourth interest.”

“A hdf.”

“A third. Plusthe P1800.”

“Y ou dready gave methe P1800.”

“Yeah, but | wasonly kidding. Now I’'m serious.”

“Ded,” | said. Butinstead of giving Wu two hundred, | plucked the five hundred-dollar bills out of his
hand. “But you gtick to the numbers. | do dl thetalking.”

Wegot it for six hundred. Non-refundable. “What does that mean?’ Wu asked.

“It means you boys own the dune buggy—whether you get it out of the cave or not,” said the old man,
counting hismoney.

“Fair enough,” said Wu. It didn’'t seem fair tomeat al, but | kept my mouth shut. | couldn’t imagine a
scenario in which we would get our money back from the old man, anyway.

He went back to work on the engine of the 122, and Wu and | headed for the far end of theyard. We
found Frankie rolling tires through the shed door: Pop ,pop ,pop . The pile by the fence was asbig as
ever. He waved and kept on working.

Wu set down the shopping bag and pulled out two of those spandex bicycling outfits. He handed oneto
me, and started taking off his shoes.

Il spare you the ensuing interchange—wheat | said, what he said, objections, arguments, etc. Sufficeit to
say that, ten minuteslater, | was wearing black and purple tights under my coveradls, and so was Wul.
Supposedly, they were to keep our skin from blistering in the vacuum. Wu was hard to resst when he
had his mind made up.

| wondered what Frankie thought of it al. He just kept rolling tires through the doorway, one by one.

There were more surprisesin the bag. Wu pulled out rubber gloves and wool mittens, a brown bottle
with Chinese writing onit, aroll of clear plastic vegetable bags from the supermarket, abox of cotton
balls, aroll of duct tape, and arope.

Frankie didn’t say anything until Wu got to the rope. Then he stopped working, sat down on the pile of
tires, lit acigarette, and said: “Won't work.”

Wu begged his pardon.

“I'll show you,” Frankie said. He tied one end of the ropeto atire and tossed it through the low door
into the shed. There was the usud pop and then afierce crackling noise.



Smoke blew out the door. Wu and | both jumped back.

Frankie pulled the rope back, charred on one end. There wasno tire. “1 learned the hard way,” he said,
“when | tried to pull the dune buggy through mysdf, before | took the whedl s off.”

“Of coursel” Wu sad. “What afool I’ ve been. | should have known!”
“Should have known what?’ Frankie and | both asked at once.

Wu tore acorner off the shopping bag and started scrawling numbers on it with a pencil stub. “Should
have known thisl” he said, and he handed it to Frankie.

Frankielooked at it, shrugged, and handed it to me:

“S0?" | sad.

“So, thereitisl” Wu said. “ Asthose figures clearly indicate, you canpass through a noncongruent
adjacency, but you can’tconnect itstwo aspects. It' sonly logicd. Imagine the differential energy stored
when aquarter of amillion miles of space-timeisfolded to lessthan amillimeter.”

“Burnsright through arope,” Frankie said.

“Exactly.”

“How about achain?’ | suggested.

“Métsachain,” said Frankie. “Never tried a cable, though.”

“No substance known to man could withstand that awesome energy differentid,” Wu said. “Not even
cable. That'swhy thetires makethatpop . I'll bet you haveto roll them hard or they bounce back,

right?’
“Whatever you say,” said Frankie, putting out his cigarette. He waslosing interest.

“Guessthat meanswe leaveit there” | said. | had mixed fedlings. | hated to lose athird of amillion
daollars, but I didn’t like the looks of that charred rope. Or the smdll. | was even willing to kissmy
hundred bucks goodbye.

“Leaveit there? Noway. WE Il driveit out,” Wu said. “Frankie, do you have some twelve-volt batteries
you can loan me? Three, to be exact.”

“Unc'sgot some,” said Frankie. “1 suspect he'll want to sdll them, though. Unc's not much of aloaner.”

Why was | not surprised?

Half an hour later we had three twelve-volt batteriesin a supermarket shopping cart. The old man had
wanted another hundred dollars, but sincel was now a partner | did the bargaining, and we got them for
twenty bucks apiece, charged and ready to go, with the cart thrown in. Plusthree sets of jumper cables,
onloan.

Wau rolled the two wire mesh whedls through the shed door. Each wentpop and was gone. He put the
toolbox into the supermarket cart with the batteries and the jumper cables. He pulled on the rubber
gloves, and pulled the wool mittens over them. | did the same.



“Ready, Irv?” Wu said. (I would have said no, but | knew it wouldn't do any good. So | didn't say
anything.) “Wewon't be able to talk on the Moon, so here sthe plan. Firgt, we push the cart through.
Don't let it get stuck in the doorway where it connects the two aspects of the adjacency, or it’'ll start to
heat up. Might even explode. Blow up both worlds. Who knows? Once we re through, you head down
the hill with the cart. I'll bring the two whedls. When we get to the LRV, you pick up the front end
and—"

“Don’'t we have ajack?’

“I’'m expecting very low gravity. Besides, the LRV islighter than agolf cart. Only 460 pounds, and that’s
here on Earth. Y ou hold it up whilel mount the wheels—I have thetoolslaid out in thetray of the
toolbox. Then you hand me the batteries, they goin front, and I’ll connect them with the jumper cables, in
series. Thenweclimbin and—"

“Aren't you forgetting something, Wu?’ | said. “Wewon't be able to hold our breath long enough to do
al thet.”

“Ah so!” Wu grinned and held up the brown bottle with Chinese writing on it. “No problem! | have here
the ancient Chinese herbal treatment known as (he said some Chinese words), or ‘ Pond Explorer.” Han
dynasty sages used it to lie underwater and meditate for hours. | ordered this from Hong Kong, where it
iscdled (more Chinese words), or ‘Mud Turtle Master’ and used by thieves; but no matter, it'sthe same
stuff. Hand me those cotton balls.”

The bottle was closed with a cork. Wu uncorked it and poured thick brown fluid on a cotton bal; it
hissed and steamed.

“Jesus,” | said.

“Pond Explorer not only provides the blood with oxygen, it suppresses the breathing reflex. Asamatter
of fact, youcan't breathe whileit’s under your tongue. Which meansyou can't talk. It also contracts the
capillaries and dows the heartbest. It aso scours the nitrogen out of the blood so you don't get the
bends.”

“How do you know dl this?’

“I wasinto organic chemigtry for severd years,” Wu sad. “Did my magter’ sthesi's on ancient Orientd
herbals. Never finished it, though.”

“Before you studied math?’
“ After math, before law. Open up.”

As he prepared to put the cotton ball under my tongue, he said, “Pond Explorer switches your cortex to
an ancient respiratory pattern predating the oxygenation of the Earth’ s atmosphere. Pretty old tuff, Inv! It
will fed perfectly natura, though. Bregthe out and empty your lungs. There! When we come out, spit it
out immediately so you can breathe and talk. It' sthat smple.”

The Pond Explorer tasted hitter. | felt oxygen (or something) flooding my tongue and my cheeks. My
mouth tingled. Once | got used to it, it wasn't o bad; as amatter of fact, it felt grest. Except for the
taste, which didn’t go away.

Wu put his cotton ball under histongue, smiled, and corked the bottle. Then, while | watched in alarm, he
tore two plagtic bags off theroll.



| saw what was coming. | backed away, shaking my head—

I’ll spare you the ensuing interchange. Sufficeit to say that, minuteslater, we both had plastic bags over
our heads, taped around our necks with duct tape. Once | got over my initia panic, it wasn't so bad. As
aways, Wu seemed to know what he was doing. And as aways, it was no use resisting his plans.

If you’ re wondering what Frankie was making of dl this, so was|. He had stopped working again. While
my bag was being taped on, | saw him stting on the pile of tires, watching us with those blue-green eyes,
looking alittle bored, asif he saw such goings-on every day.

It wastime. Wu grabbed the front of the supermarket cart and | grabbed the handle. Wu spun hisfinger
and pointed toward the shed door with itstattered shower curtain waving dightly in the ripples of the
space-time interface. We were off!

| waved goodbye to Frankie. He lifted one finger in farewell aswe ran through.

From the Earth to the Moon—in one long step for mankind (and in particular, Wilson Wu). | heard a
crackling, even through the plastic bag, and the supermarket cart shuddered and shook like alawvnmower
with a bent blade. Then we were on the other Sde, and there was only a huge cold empty silence.

Overhead, amillion stars. At our feet, gray dust. The door we had come through was adimly lighted hole
under alow dliff behind us. We were looking down agray dope strewn with tires. Theflat area at the
bottom of the dope was littered with empty bottles, wrappers, air tanks, abig tripod, and of course, the
dune buggy—or LRV—nose down in the dust. There weretracks al around it. Beyond were [ow hills,
gray-green except for an occasiona black stone. Everything seemed close; there was no far away.
Except for thetires, the junk and the tracks around the dune buggy, the landscape was featurel ess,
smooth. Unmarked. Untouched. Lifeless.

The whole scene was hdf-lit, like dirty snow under afull moon in winter, only brighter. And more green.

Wu was grinning like amad man. His plagtic bag had expanded so that it looked like a space helmet; |
reglized mine probably looked the same. This made mefed better.

Wu pointed up behind us. | turned, and there was the Earth—hanging in the sky like a blue-green,
oversized moon, just like the cover of The Whole Earth Catalog . | hadn’t actually doubted Wu, but |
hadn't actudly believed him ether, until then. Thefifth thing you learn in law school isto be comfortable
inthat “twilight zone” between belief and doubt.

Now | believed it. We were on the Moon, looking back at the Earth. And it was cold! The glovesdid no
good at all, even with the wool over the rubber. But there was no time to worry about it. Wu had aready
picked up the wire mesh whedls and started down the dope, sort of hopping with one under each arm,
trying to missthe scattered tires. | followed, dragging the grocery cart behind me. | had expected it to
bog down in the dust, but it didn’t. The only problem was, the low gravity made it hard for me to keep
my footing. | had to wedge my toes under thejunk tiresand pull it afew feet at atime.

The dune buggy, or LRV, asWu liked to call it, was about the size of ajeep without ahood (or even an
engine). It had two seats Sde by sde, like lawn chairs with plastic webbing, facing a square console the
sze of aportable TV. Between the seats was a gearshift. There was no steering whedl. An
umbrella-shaped antenna attached to the front end made the whole thing look like a contraption out of
E.T. orMary Poppins .

| picked up the front end, and Wu started putting on the left whed, fitting it under the round fiberglass
fender. Even though the LRV waslight, the sudden exertion reminded methat | wasn't breathing, and |



felt aningtant of panic. | closed my eyes and sucked my tongue until it went away. The bitter taste of the
Pond Explorer was reassuring.

When | opened my eyes, it looked like afog wasrolling in: it was my plastic bag, fogging up. | could
barely see Wu, already finishing the left whedl. | wondered if he had ever worked on an Indy pit crew. (I
found out later that he had.)

Wu crossed to the right whedl. The fog was getting thicker. | tried wiping it off with one hand, but of
course, it was on theinsde. Wu gave the thumbs up, and | set the front end down. | pointed at my plastic
bag, and he nodded. His was fogged up, too. He tossed his wrench into the toolbox, and the plastic tray
shattered like glass (slently, of course). Must have been the cold. My fingers and toes were killing me.

Wu started hopping up the dope, and | followed. | couldn’t see the Earth overhead, or the Moon below;
everything was a blur. | wondered how we would find our way out (or in?), back through the shed door.
| needn’t have worried. Wu took my hand and led me through, and thistime | heard thepop . Blinkingin
the light, we tore the bags off our heads.

Wu spit out his cotton, and | did the same. My first breath felt strange. And wonderful. | had never
redlized breathing was so much fun.

There was a high-pitched cheer. Severd of the neighborhood kids had joined Frankie on the pile of tires.
“Descartes,” Wu said.
“Weleft it down there” | said.

“No, | mean our location. It'sin the lunar highlands, near the equator. Apollo 16. Y oung, Duke, and
Mattingly. Nineteen seventy-two. | recognize the battery cover onthe LRV. Thereturn wasalittle hairy,
though. Ours, | mean, not theirs. | had to follow thetiresthe last few yards. We'll spray some WD-40 on
the insde of the plastic bags before we go back in.”

“Stuff’ sgood for everything,” Frankie said.

“Almog,” | said.

It was noon, and | was starving, but there was no question of breaking for lunch. Wu was afraid the
batteries would freeze; though they were Heavy Duty, they were made for Earth, not the Moon. With
new Pond Explorer and new plastic bags properly treated with WD-40, we went back in. | had aso
taped plastic bags over my shoes. My toeswere il stinging from the cold.

Aswe went down the dope toward the LRV site, we tossed afew of thetiresasideto clear aroad.
With any luck, we would be coming up soon.

We left the original NASA batteriesin place and set the new (well, used, but charged) batteries on top of
them, between the front fenders. While Wu hooked them up with the jumper cables, | looked around for
what | hoped wasthe last time. Therewas no view, just low hillsal around, the onein front of us strewn

with tires like burnt donuts. The shed door (or adjacency, asWu liked to call it) wasadimly lighted cave
under alow cliff at the top of the dope. It wasn't along hill, but it was steep—about twelve degrees.

| wondered if the umbrella-antennawould make it through the door. Asif he had read my mind, Wu was
aready unbolting it when | turned back around. He tossed it aside with the rest of the junk, sat down,
and patted the seat beside him.



| climbed in, or rather “on,” sncetherewasno “in” tothe LRV. Wu sat, of course, on the left. It
occurred to me that if the English had been first on the Moon, he would have been on the right. There
was no steering whed or foot pedals either—but that didn’t bother Wu. He seemed to know exactly
what he was doing. He hit afew switches on the console, and didslighted up for “roll,” “heading,”
“power,” etc. With amad grin toward me, and athumbs up toward the top of the dope (or the Earth
hanging above it), he pushed the T-handle between us forward.

The LRV lurched. It groaned—I could “hear” it through my seat and my tailbone—and began to roll
dowly forward. | could tell the batteries were weak.

If the LRV had lights, we didn’t need them. The Earth, hanging over the adjacency like agigantic pole
dar, gave plenty of light. The handle | had thought was a gearshift was actualy ajoystick, like on avideo
game. Pushing it to one side, Wu turned the LRV sharply to the right—all four whedls turned—and
started up the dope.

It was dow going. Y ou might think the Earth would have looked friendly, but it didn't. It looked cold and
crudl; it seemed to be mocking us. The batteries, which had started out weak, were getting weaker.
WAuU's smile was gone dready. The path we had cleared through the tires was useless; the LRV would
never makeit straight up the dope.

| climbed down and began clearing an angled switchback. If pulling things on the Moon is hard, throwing
them isamost fun. | hopped from tireto tire, dinging them down the hill, while Wu drove behind me.

The problem was, even on a switchback the corners are steep. The LRV was till twenty yards from the
top when the batteries gave out entirely. | didn’t hear it, of course; but when | looked back after clearing
thelast stretch, | saw it was stopped. Wu was banging on the joystick with both hands. His plastic bag
was swollen, and | was afraid it would burst. | had never seen Wu lose it before. It darmed me. | ran (or
rather, hopped) back to help out.

| started unhooking the jumper cables. Wu stopped banging on the joystick and hel ped. The supermarket
cart had been | eft at the bottom, but the batteries were light enough in the lunar gravity. | picked up one
under each arm and started up the hill. I didn’t bother to look back, because | knew Wu would be
following with the other one.

We burst through the adjacency—the shed door—together; we tore the plastic bags off our heads and
Spit out the cotton balls. Warm air flooded my lungs. It felt wonderful. But my toes and fingerswere on
fire

“Damn and Hdll!” Wu said. | had never heard him curse before. “We dmost madeit!”

“We can gill makeit,” | said. “Weonly lack afew feet. Let’s put these babies on the charger and get
some pizza.”

“Good idea,” Wu said. He was caming down. “1 have atendency to loseit when I'm hungry. But look,
Irv. Our problems are worse than we thought.”

| groaned. Two of the batteries had split along the sides when we had set them down. All three were
empty; the acid had boiled away in the vacuum of the Moon. It was awonder they had worked at all.

“Meanwhile, are your toes hurting?” Wu asked.

“My toesarekillingme” | said.



The sixth thing you learn in law school isthat cash solvesdl (or dmost dl) problems. | had one last
hundred-dollar bill hidden in my wallet for emergencies—and if thisdidn’t quaify, what did? We gavethe
old man ninety for three more batteries, and put them on fast charge. Then we sent our change (ten
bucks) with one of the kids on abike, for four dices of pizzaand two cans of diet soda.

Then we sat down under an ailanthus and took off our shoes. | was pleased to see that my toesweren’t
black. They warmed fairly quickly in the sun. It was my shoesthat were cold. The tassel on one of my
loafers was broken; the other one snapped when | touched it.

“I’'m going to have to bypass some of the dectricson the LRV if we re going to make it up the hill,” said
Wu. He grabbed a piece of newspaper that was blowing by and began to trace adiagram. “ According to
my calculations, those batterieswill put out 33.9 percent power for sixteen minutesif we drop out the
nav. system. Or maybe shunt past the rear steering motors. Look at this—”

“I'll take your word for it,” | said. “Here sour pizza”

My sockswerewarm. | taped two plastic bags over my feet thistime, while Wu poured the Pond
Explorer over the cotton balls. It seamed when it went on, and a cheer went up from the kids on the pile
of tires. There were ten or twelve of them now. Frankie was charging them a quarter apiece. Wu paused
before putting the cotton bal under histongue.

“Kids,” hesaid, “don’t try thisat home!”

They all hooted. Wu taped the plastic bag over my head, then over his. We waved—we were
neighborhood heroesl—and picked up the “new” batteries, which were now charged; and ducked sde
by side back through the adjacency to the junk-strewn lunar dope where our work still waited to be
finished. Wewerethefirgt interplanetary automotive salvage team!

Wu was carrying two batteries thistime, and | was carrying one. We didn’t stop to admire the scenery. |
was dready sck of the Moon. Wu hooked up the batterieswhile | got into the passenger seat. Hegot in
beside me and hit afew switches, fewer thistime. The“heading” lights on the console didn’t come on.
Half the steering and drive enable switches remained unlighted.

Then Wu put my left hand on the joystick, and jumped down and grabbed the back of the LRV,
indicating that he was going to push. | wasgoing to drive,

| pushed the joystick forward and the LRV groaned into action, alittle livelier than last time. The Steering
was dow; only the front wheelsturned. | was hopeful, though. The LRV groaned through the last curve
without dowing down.

| headed up the last straightaway, fedling the batteries weaken with every yard, every foot, every inch. It
was asif the weight that had been subtracted from everything else on the Moon had been added to the
LRV and was dragging it down. The lights on the console were flickering.

We were only ten yards from the adjacency. It was adim dot under the cliff; | knew it was bright on the
other sde (amidsummer afternoon!), but apparently the same interface that kept the air from leaking
through aso dimmed thelight.

It looked barely wide enough. But low. | was glad the LRV didn't have awindshield. | would haveto
duck to makeit through.

Fifteen feet from the opening. Ten. Eight. The LRV stopped. | jammed the joystick forward and it moved
another foot. | reached back over the seat and jiggled the jumper cables. The LRV groaned forward
another six inches—then died. | looked at the dot under the cliff just ahead, and at the Earth overhead,



both equally far away.

| wiggled the joystick. Nothing. | started to get down to help push, but Wu stopped me. He had one
more trick. He unhooked the batteries and reversed their order. It shouldn’t have made any difference
but as | have often noticed, dectrical mattersare not logical, like law: Thingsthat shouldn’t work, often
do.

Sometimes, anyway. | jammed the joystick al the way forward again.

The LRV groaned forward again, and groaned on. | pointed it into the dot and ducked. | saw a
shimmering light, and | felt the machine shudder. Thefront of the LRV poked through the shower curtain
into the sunlight, and | followed, the sudden heat making my plastic bag swell.

The batteries groaned their last. | jumped down and began to pull on the front bumper. Through the
plastic bag | could hear the kids screaming; or were they cheering? There was aloud crackling sound
from behind the shower curtain. The LRV was only hafway through, and the front end was jumping up
and down.

| tore the bag off my head and spit out the cotton, then took a deep breath and yelled, “Wu!”

| heard ahissand acrackling; | could fed the ground shake under my feet. The pile of tireswas dowly
collgpsing behind me; kids were dipping and diding, trying to get away. | could hear glass breaking
somewhere. | ydled, “Wul”

Thefront of the LRV suddenly pulled free, throwing me (not to put too fine apoint on it) flat on my ass.
The ground stopped shaking. The kids cheered.

Only thefront of the LRV had come through. It was burned in half right behind the seet; cut through asif
by adoppy welder. The sour smell of electrica smokewasintheair. | took adeep breath and ducked
toward the curtain, after Wu. But there was no curtain there, and no shed—only a pile of loose boards.

“Wu!” | yelled. But there he was, lying on the ground among the boards. He sat up and tore the bag of f
his head. He spit out his cotton and took a deep breath—and looked around and groaned.

The kidswere dl standing and cheering. (Kids love destruction.) Even Frankie looked pleased. But the
old man wasn'’t; he came around the corner of the garage, looking fierce. “What the Hell’ sgoing on
here?’ he asked. “What happened to my shed?’

“Good question,” said Wu. He stood up and started tossing aside the boards that had been the shed. The
shower curtain was under them, melted into a iff plastic rag. Under it was a pile of ash and
cinders—and that was all. No cave, no hole; no rear end of the LRV. No moon.

“The cave gets bigger and smaller every month,” said Frankie. “But it never did that, not sinceit first
showed up.”

“When wasthat?’ asked Wu.
“About Sx months ago.”
“What about my jumper cables?’ said the old man.

We paid him for the jumper cableswith the change from the pizza, and then called awrecker to tow our
half-LRV back to Park Slope. While we were waiting for the wrecker, | pulled Wu aside. “1 hope we



didn’t put them out of business,” | said. I’m no bleeding heart liberal, but | was concerned.

“No, no,” he said. “The adjacency was about to drop into alower neotopological orbit. We just helped it
aong alittle. 1t's hard to figure without an almanac, but according to the tide table for June (which I'm
glad now | bothered to memorize) the adjacency won't be here next month. Or the month after. It was
just herefor six months, like Frankie said. It was atemporary thing, cyclica aswell as periodic.”

“Sort of likethelce Ages”

“Exactly. It dways occurs somewherein this hemisphere, but usualy not in such aconvenient location. It
could be at the bottom of Lake Huron. Or in mid-air over the Great Plains, as one of those unexplained
ar bumps”

“What about the other Sde of it?” | asked. “Isit dwaysalanding site? Or was that just a coincidence?’

“Good question!” Wu picked up one of the paper plates|eft over from the pizzaand started scrawling on
it with apencil stub. “If | take the mean lunar latitude of all Sx Apollo sites, and divide by the coefficient
of ...

“Itwasjugt curiogity,” | said. “Here sthe wrecker.”

We got the hdf-LRV towed for haf-price (I did the negotiating), but we never did make our million
dollars. Boeing was in Chapter Eleven; NASA was under a procurement freeze; the Air & Space
Museum wasn't interested in anything that rolled.

“Maybe| should takeit ontheroad,” Wu told me after several weeks of trying. “I could bea
shopping-center atraction: ‘ Haf a Chinaman exhibits haf aLunar Roving Vehicle. Kids and adults half
price” ”

Wu's humor masked bitter disappointment. But he kept trying. The JPL (Jet Propulsion Laboratory)
wouldn't accept his cdls. Genera Motorswouldn't return them. Finaly, the Huntsville Parks
Department, which was consdering putting together an Apollo Memorid, agreed to send their Assstant
Adminigtrator for Adult Recresation to have alook.

She arrived on the day my divorce becamefinal. Wu and | met her in the garage, where | had been living
while Diane and | were waiting to sdl the house. Her eyeswere big and blue-green, like Franki€'s. She
messured the LRV and shook her head. “1t'slike adollar bill,” she said.

“How’sthat?” Wu asked. He looked depressed. Or maybe skeptical. 1t was getting hard to tell the
difference.

“If you have over hdf, it sworth awhole dallar. If you have lessthan haf, it’ sworth nothing. Y ou have
dightly lessthan half of the LRV here, which meansthat it isworthless. What' Il you take for that old
P1800, though? Isn’t that the one that was assembled in England?’

Whichishow | met Candy. But that’ s another story.

We closed on the house two days later. Since the garage went with it, | helped Wu move the haf-LRV
to hisback yard, whereit sitsto thisday. It was lighter than any motorcycle. We moved the P1800
(which had plates) onto the Street, and on Saturday morning, | went to get the interior for it. Just asWu
had predicted, the Hole was easy to find now that it was no longer linked with the adjacency. | didn’t
even haveto stop atBoulevard Imports . | just turned off Conduit onto alikely looking street, and there
it was.



The old man would hardly spesk to me, but Frankie was understanding. “Y our partner came out and
gave methis” he said. He showed meayelow legd pad, on which was scrawled:

“Hetold methisexplainsit dl, | guess”

Frankie had stacked the boards of the shed against the garage. There was a cindery bare spot where the
shed door had been; the cinders had that sour moon smell. “1 was sick and tired of the tire disposal
business, anyway,” Frankie confided in awhisper.

The old man came around the corner of the garage. “What happened to your buddy?’ he asked.

“He sgoing to school on Saturday mornings,” | said. Wu was studying to be ameteorologi<t. | was
never sureif that was weather or shooting stars. Anyway, he had quit the law.

“Good riddance,” said the old man.

The old man charged me sixty-five dollarsfor the interior panels, knobs, handles, and trim. | had no
choice but to pay up. | had the money, since | had sold Diane my half of the furniture. | was ready to
gart my new life. | didn’t want to own anything that wouldn't fit into the tiny, heart-shaped trunk of the
P1800.

That night, Wu helped me put in the sests, then the pand's, knobs, and handles. We finished at midnight
and it didn’t look bad, even though | knew the colorswould look weird in the daylight—blue and white
inared car. Wu was grinning that mad grin again; it wasthefirst time | had seen it snce the Moon. He
pointed over the rooftops to the east (toward Howard Beach, as a matter of fact). The Moon wasrising.
| was glad to seeit looking so—far away.

WU’ swife brought us some leftover wedding cake. | gave him the keysto the 145 and he gave me the
keysto the P1800. “Guess we re about even,” | said. | put out my hand, but Wu dapped it aside and
gave me ahug ingtead, lifting me off the ground. Everybody should have afriend like Wilson Wu.

| followed the full Moon al the way to Alabama.

The Edge of the Universe

Thebiggest difference | have noticed so far between the north and the South (they insist on capitalizing
it) isthe vacant lot; or maybe | should say, the Vacant Lot. Vacant lotsin Brooklyn are grim, unappesling
stretches of rubble grown over with nameless maevolent, malodorous plants; littered with roach-spotted
household junk; and inhabited by scabrous, scrofulous, scurrying things you wouldn't want to look at
unlessit were out of the corner of an eye, in passing. Vacant lots here in Alabama, even in downtown
Huntsvillewherel live and work (if study can be called work, and if what | do can be called study), are
like miniature Euell Gibbon memorids of rustic runaway edibles and roads de ornamentals—dock and
pigweed, thistle and cane, poke and honeysuckle, ragweed and wisteria—in which the odd overturned
grocery cart or transmission bellhousing, the occasiond sprung mattress or dead dog, thetire half-filled
with black water, is an added attraction: a seasoning, you might say, that addsto rather than detracts
from the charm of theflora. Y ou would never cut through a vacant lot in Brooklyn unless you were being
chased by a scarier than usua thug; in Alabamal cut across the same corner |ot every day on my way
from Whipper Will’ slaw office, where | dept and studied for the bar, to Hoppy’ s Good Gulf where | had
my own key to the men’sroom. | actually looked forward to my sojourns across the path and through



the weeds. It was my closest regular contact with nature; or maybe | should say, Nature.
And Nostdgia, too.

One of the odd items of junk in the lot was a beaded seat cushion, of the kind much favored by New

Y ork cab drivers (particularly those from East Pakistan) back in the late 1980s, and still seen
occasionaly. This one had known better days, and dl that was |eft werefifty or so large wooden beads
strung together by twisted neoprene line in arough sketch, asit were, of a seat; but it was enough to
make it recognizable and to give me awarm hit of the Big Applewhen | saw it two or threetimes aday.
It was like hearing ahorn honk or smelling abagd!. It lay haf-on and half-off the narrow red dirt path that
was my route to Hoppy' s Good Gulf. | watched it gradudly disintegrate, becoming every week alittle
lessrecognizable, but till familiar, like aneighborhood (or afriend) in decline. | looked forward to
stepping over it severd timesaday, for much as| loved Candy (still do—we readmost Mr. and Mrs.
now!), and was getting tolike (at least) Alabama, | missed New Y ork. We Brooklynites are urban
animas, and what could be less urban than these faded little red brick Southern “downtowns,” deserted
by both people and cars? | suspect they were adways somewhat sad and empty, but nowadays they are
sadder and emptier than ever. Like most American towns, northand South, Huntsville has seen itslife
blood flow from the old downtown to the Bypass;, from the ill, dark heart to the tingling, neon-lit,
encircling skin of strip malls and fast food restaurants and convenience stores and discount centers.

Not that I’'m complaining. Dead asit was, downtown suited me better than the Bypass, which isno place
for aman on foot, which iswhat | was then: which isawhole other story, but one that might aswell be
told here, sinceit, too, is about Whipper Will, about an Edge (of town, not the Universe)—

And about aU-turn.

When | moved down here from Brooklyn to be with Candy, | had sold her the Volvo P1800 | acquired
from my best friend Wilson Wu in return for helping him bring the LRV (Lunar Roving Vehicle) back
from the Moon (which isaso awhole other story, and onethat I’ vetold in “ The Holeinthe Hole™). |
helped Candy maintain the car not only because | was her boyfriend—her soon-to-be-fiancé, in
fact—but because the P1800, Volvo' sfirst and only true sports car, isarare classic with precious
idiosyncrasies that not even a Southern shade tree mechanic (and the breed has no greater admirer than
I) can be expected to understand. The carburetors, for example. The Volvo’ stwin dide-type SUs begin
to legk air after afew hundred thousand miles, and according to Wu (and he showed me the math on
this—of course!), the only way to get them in synch, especialy after amove to another climate, isto run
the Volvo up to 4725 rpm in third gear on afour- to six-percent grade on a day approaching the local
humidic mean (temperature not afactor), and lean them out in eighth-turn stages, ternating between one
and the other, until the exhaust note makes atwelve-inch tinfoil pie plate wedged between the frame and
the transmission case sing the note A. | don’'t have perfect pitch but | was able to borrow one of those
little C-cell powered guitar tuners, and thereis along six-percent grade on the old four-lane at the north
edge of Huntsville, where it crossesthe city limits and heads around the shoulder of Squirrel Ridge, the
thirteen-hundred-foot A ppa achian remnant that dominates the northern haf of the county. Since Wu's
procedure requires severa passes, | went early on a Sunday morning when | knew the city copswould
al bein church, and (my first mistake) used theNO U-TURN; FOR POLICE ONLY cut-across just past the city
limits to shorten my way back down. | was finished, and getting ready to take the car back into town and
pick up Candy &t church (Methodist) when the ash-gray “smokey” dove out of the sun, asit were, and
pounced.

Policein generd, and Alabama State Troopersin particular, are humorless, excessvely conventional
creatures, and my second mistake wastrying to explain to him that | was not actualydriving buttuning
the car. He used my own wordsto charge me with six counts of the same moving violation (Illega
U-turn). My third mistake was explaining that | was Whipper Will Knoydart’ s soon-to-be (for | had not
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yet officialy proposed to Candy, for reasons which will become clear) affianced son-in-law. How was|
to know that Whipper Will had once taken ashot at this particular trooper? The result of dl these errors
wasthat | was summarily hauled before a Justice of the Peace (church wasjust letting out), who let me
know that Whipper Will had once caled hima , and who then snatched away my New Y ork
driver’ slicense and imposed a punitive three-month wait before | was digible to gpply for an Alabama
license

All of which isto explain why the P1800 was running so well; why | was on foot; and why Candy and |
met for lunch in Huntsvill€ s old downtown every (or dmost every) day instead of out on the Bypass,
near the Parks Department office, where sheworked. It suited mefine. A New Y orker, even a
car-loving Brooklynite like me, is happy on foot, and | loathe and despise the Bypass. | went through the
same routine every morning: Wake up, crossthe corner ot to Hoppy’s Good Gulf men’sroom (“It's
Whipper Will’s Yank.”), then head back to the office to wait for the mall.

| didn’t even haveto openit; just log it in. Whipper Will Knoydart had been atrailer park landlord for six
decades, running low-rent, high-crime operationsin four counties and making more enemies and fewer
friends than any other man in northern Alabama. It was characterigtic of the old man that his office was
downtown, since he had often boasted that he wouldn’t be caught dead in amobile home, which was
only suitable (according to him) for “rednecks, niggers, and s Because Whipper Will had
retired under afinancid and legd cloud—abank of clouds, actually—his office had been sedled and
secured pending astate investigation. Under the agreement worked out among the Redltor’ s Board, the
IRS, the BATF, the DEA, and severd other even less savory agencies, the premises had to be overseen
by an out-of-state lawyer with no pending cases, past encounters, or conflicting interests. The fact that |
was crazy inlove with Whipper Will’ sonly child wasn't considered an interest: In fact, it was Candy who
had recommended me for the position. Nobody else wanted it, even though the resentment of Whipper
Will was softening as it sometimes softens for maefactors after they are gone. Whipper Will wasn't dead,
but between Alzheimer’ s, prostate cancer, emphysema, and Parkinson’ s he was definitely fading away.
He had been in the nursing home for amost nine months.

In return for answering the phone (which only rang when Candy caled) and logging inthe mail, | got to
usethe office asaplaceto “live’ (degp) and study for the Alabamabar. Or at least, Soread out my
books; or rather, book. The problem with studying was, it was a golden Alabama October, and fal is(l
have discovered) the season of love for forty-somethings. | was forty-one. I’'m alittle older than that
now, and if you think that's self-evident, it' s because you haven't heard my story, which begins on the
morning | noticed that the beaded seat cushion in the vacant lot was getting better instead of worse.

It was a Tuesday, atypica, that isto say beautiful, Alabama October morning. The leaveswere just
beginning to think about beginning to turn. Candy and | had been out late, parking at the Overlook on
Squirrd Ridge, where | had unbuttoned al but the last little button on her uniform blouse before she
stopped me with that firm but gentle touch on the back of my hand that | love so much. | had dept late,
entangled in the most ddlicious dreams, and it was amost ten before | dragged myself off the leather
couch | called abed and stumbled, half-blind, across the corner |ot to Hoppy’s Good Gullf.

“Whipper Will’sYank,” said Hoppy, combining greeting, comment, and conversation into hisusua
laconic phrase. Hoppy was't much of ataker.

“Right,” | said, which was the only answer | had been ableto devise.
“ "Nuff said,” he said, which was hisway of signing off.

On my way back acrossthe corner lot | stepped carefully over my old friend, the beaded seat cushion,



which lay initsusua place, haf-on and half-off the path. Loose beads were scattered in the dirt and
grass around the neoprene strings that had once held them; it was like the reversed body of a beast
whose skeleton (siring) was less substantial than its flesh (beads). Perhapsit was the morning light (1
thought), perhaps the dew hadn’t yet dried off: But | noticed that the discarded seat cushion looked, or
seemed to look, alittlebetter rather than alittle worse that morning.

It wasweird. It was jarring because it was, after dl, October, with the dow, quiet, golden process of ruin
evident dl around; and to me, that October, there was something personally gratifying about decline and
decay, which was freeing up the woman | wanted to marry. Candy had agreed the night before up on
Squirrd Ridge that, since her father wasfinally and securely ensconced in the nursing home, it wastimeto
think about getting married. Or at least engaged. Sometime in the next week, | knew, she was going to
alow meto propose. With dl the privilegesthat entailed.

| decided it was my imagination (or perhaps my mood) that saw the beads reassembling themselvesinto
aseat cushion. Asaways, | was careful not to kick them as| went on my way. Who was| to interfere
with the processes of Nature? Back at the office | found two messages on Whipper Will’ sancient
red-to-reel answering machine: one from my best friend Wilson Wu announcing that he had located the
Edge of the Universe, and one from Candy informing me that she would be twenty minuteslate for lunch
a the“Bonny Bag.” This second message worried mealittle, sncel could tdl from thelow moaning in
the background that shewas at Squirrel Ridge (the nursing home, not the mountain). | couldn’t return
either cdl sincel didn’t have outgoing, o | opened a Caffeine-Free Diet Cherry Coke from Whipper
Will’ s old-fashioned kerosene-powered office refrigerator, spread my Corcoran’ s Alabama Case Law
Review on the windowsill, and fell to my studies. When | woke up it was 12:20, and | panicked for a
moment, thinking | was late for lunch. Then | remembered Candy was going to be late, too.

The Bonnie Baguette is alittle sandwich shop much favored by lawyers and red estate people, most of
whom tend to be old-line Huntsville folks who leave the Bypass to the NASA and university types. “I
wasworried,” | said as Candy and | both did into the booth at the sametime. “1 could tell you were
caling from Squirrel Ridge, and | was afraid that . . .”

Candy looked, as dways, spectacular in her nestly pressed Parks Department khakis. Some girlsare
pretty without meaning to be. Candy hasto work at it, and that makes her (for me) even more specid,
especidly after having awife who pretended, but only pretended, to despise her own beauty. But that' sa
whole other story. “Don’t worry,” Candy answered, cutting me off with that smile that had enticed meto
Alabamain thefirgt place, and atouch on the back of my hand that reminded me of our dmogt-intimacies
of the night before. “1 just had to Sign something, that'sall. A document. A formdity. A DNR, infact.”

| knew what aDNR was. A Do-Not-Resuscitate order.

“It's part of the process and everything, but ill, it' sweird, you know?” Candy said. “It hurts. You're
telling them—ordering them—not to keep your Daddy dive. Tolet himdie”

“Candy—" It was my turn to take her hand. “Y our father isninety yearsold. HE sgot Alzheimer’s. HE's
got cancer. His hair iswhite as snow. He sgot no teeth left. HE shad anicelife, but now . ..

“Eighty-nine,” Candy said. “Daddy wasn't quite sixty when | was born, and he hasn't had anicelife.
He shad aterrible life. HE sbeen aterrible man. He' s made life miserable for people in four counties.
But ill, he's...”

“He snot terrible anymore,” | said. Which wastrue. | had never met the Whipper Will everybody hated.
The man | knew was gentle and befuddled. He spent his days watching TNN and CM TV, perpetualy
smoothing a paper napkin across hisknee asif he were petting alittle white dog. “He' sasweet old man



now, and hisworries are pretty much over. It’syour turn to have anicelife. Mine too. Which reminds
me—I got a phone cal from Wu! Something about that astronomy project he' sworking on.”

“Wonderful,” Candy said. She loved Wu; everybody lovesWu. “Whereishe? Still in Hawaii?’
“Guesso,” | said. “Hedidn’t leave anumber. Not that it matters, Snce | don’t have outgoing.”
“I'msurehe’ll cal back,” said Candy.

At the Bonny Baguette, you don't order when you want to; you are called on, just like in grade school.
Bonnie, the owner, comes over hersef, with alittle blackboard on which there are five kinds of
sandwich, the same every day. Actudly, grade school was never that bad; they caled on you but they
never brought the blackboard to your desk.

“How’ syour Daddy?’ Bonnie asked.

“Thesame,” said Candy. “1 was out to Squirrel Ridge today—the nursing home—and they al agreehe’s
just become the swesetest thing.” She didn’t say anything about the DNR.

“Amazed, I'm sure,” said Bonnie. “Did | ever tell you about the time he took a shot at my Daddy? Out at
Squirrel Ridge Trailer Park.”

“Yes, Bonnie, you'vetold me, severa times, but he’ s gotten sweeter with Alzheimer’s,” said Candy. “It
makes some old people mean, but it made my Daddy sweet, so what can | say?’

“Heaso took ashot a my haf-brother, Earl, out at Willow Bend Traller Park,” said Bonnie. “Called him
a ”

“We should probably go ahead and order,” said Candy, “since | only get fifty-five minutesfor lunch, and
amost eleven aregone.”

“Well, of course.” Bonnie sucked her cheeks and tapped her little blackboard, ready to make chalk
marks. “What'll you two lovebirds have?’

| ordered the roast beef, as usua; Candy ordered the chicken sdlad, as usual. Each comes with a bag of
chipsand | got to eat both bags, as usual. “ Did you hear how she called uslovebirds?’ | whispered.
“What say we makeit official tonight? | propose | propose.”

“Bonnie cdls everybody lovebirds.”

Candy’ sasweet, old-fashioned Southern girl, atype | find fascinating because they never (contrary to
myth) blush. She had her own reasonsfor being reluctant to allow meto propose (with al the privileges
that entails). Thelast time Candy had been engaged, amost ten years before, Whipper Will had shown
up drunk at the wedding rehearsal and taken a shot at the groom and then at the preacher, cdling them
both s, and effectively canceling the wedding and ending the engagement aswell. Candy didn’t
want to evenhear aproposal again until she was sure she could accept it without worrying about her old
man and what he might do.

“Things are quiet, Candy. He' s settled into the nursing home,” | said. “We can get on with our life
together. We can make plans. Wecan. . .”

“Soon,” she said, touching my wrigt lightly, gently, perfectly! “But not tonight. 1t's Wednesday, and on
Wednesday nightswe go ‘grazing,” remember?’



| wasin no hurry to get back to the office and study for the bar, so after Bonnie went back to work |
stopped by the station and watched Hoppy replace the front brake pads on a Ford Taurus.

“Whipper Will’sYank,” he said, asaways.
And, asaways, | replied, “Right.”
But today Hoppy wasin amood for conversation, and he asked, “How’ s old Whipper Will?’

“Just fing” | said. “Méelow. Good as gold. He just watches CMTV and TNN dl day out at Squirrel
Ridge. Thenurang home.”

“Ever tell you about the time he took ashot a me? At Sycamore Springs Trailer Park. Cdled mea

“Seems he took a shot at everybody,” | said.

“Lucky he was such abad shot,” Hoppy said. “For atrailer park landlord, anyway. Meanest son of a
bitchin four counties.”

“Wall, he' snot mean anymore,” | said. “Hejust watchesCMTV and TNN dl day out at Squirrel Ridge.
Thenursng home”

“Thank God for Alzheimer’s,” Hoppy said. “ " Nuff said.”

He went back to work on the brakes and | strolled out into the sun and across the corner lot toward the
office. | wasin no hurry to start studying, so | stopped for alook at the broken-down beaded seat
cushion, my little reminder of New Y ork City. It definitely looked better. But how could that be? | knelt
down and, without touching anything, counted the beads on the fourth string down from what had beenin
better days, the top. There were nine wooden beads; judging by the length of the naked neoprene string,
it looked like another five or six had gotten away. | wrote9 on the back of my hand with my balpoint,
feding amogt virtuous. Next time | wouldknow . | would haveevidence . | was beginning to fed likea

lawyer again.

Back at the office, | took a Caffeine-Free Diet Cherry Coke out of the little refrigerator which was il
crowded with Whipper Will’smoonshinein pint jars. | never could figure out why he kept moonshine
refrigerated. | could only guessthat he didn’t want to take a chance on it aging; that is, getting better.

| spread my Corcoran’ s Alabama Case Law Review on thewindowsl|l and fell to sudying. When |
woke up, the phone was ringing.

It was Wu. “Wu!”
“Didn’t you get my message?’ he asked.

“I did, and it’ sgreet to hear from you, findly, but I couldn’t call back,” | said. “1 don’t have outgoing.
How' sthefamily?” Wu and hiswife have two boys.

“They’ re back in Brooklyn. Couldn’t take the weather.”
“InHawai?2?
“I’'m at the MaunaKea Observatory,” Wu sad. “We' re a twelve thousand feet. It slike Tibet.”

“Whatever,” | sad. “Wdl, how’ s business? Observe any meteorslately?’



“Remember what | told you, Irving?” Wu hardly ever calsme Irving; it usualy means he' sirritated.
“Meteorology isnot about meteors. It’'s about weather. My job is scheduling the observatory’ s viewings,
which depend on the wesather.”

“So—how’ sthe weather, Wu?’

“Great!” Wu dropped hisvoice. “Which is how come we found what | told you about.” He dropped his
voice further. “The Edge of the Universe.”

“Congratulations,” | said. | didn’t know it had been logt. “But why isit such abig secret?’

“Because of the implications. Unexpected, to say the least. Turns out we' ve had it in our sightsfor amost
amonth but didn’t realize it because it was the wrong color.”

“Thewrong color?’

“Thewrong color,” said Wu. “Y ou know about Hubbl€e' s congtant, the red shift, the expanding Universe,
right?” Wu asked with such confidence that | couldn’t bear to let him down.

“Sure” | said.

“Wdll, the Universe has stopped expanding.” After a pause, he added in awhisper: “In fact, according to
my caculaions, it' s starting to shrink. What' s your fax number? 1’|l shoot you the figures.”

Whipper Will had Huntsville s—maybe even Alabama s—firgt fax machine. About the size of an upright
piano, and not entirely eectricd, it sat in the far corner of the office, against awall whereit was vented to
the alley through a system of stovepipe and flex hose. | had aways been reluctant to look behind its
plywood sides, or under its duralumin hood, but | understood from Hoppy (who had been called in once
to fix it) that its various components were powered by an intricate and never since duplicated
combination of batteries and 110, clockwork, gravity, water pressure, propane, and charcoal (for the
thermd printer). No one knew who had made it, or when. | didn’t even know it worked until, seconds
after | gave Wu the number, | heard arelay click, and the upright fax began to groan; it began to whine.
It clanked and clattered, it sputtered and roared, it spat cold steam and warm gases, and a paper fell out
of thewickerIN bin, onto thefloor.

It was smeared with purple stains, which | recognized from grade school asmimeo ink, and it borea
formulain Wu'shand:

“What'sthis?’ | asked.

“Just what it looks like. Hubbl€e s congtant inconstant: reversed, confused, confounded,” Wu said. “You'll
note that the red shift has turned to blue, just likein the Elvis song.”

“That'sbluetogold,” | said. * “When My Blue Moon Turnsto Gold Again.” ”

“Irving, thisismore important than any Elvissong!” he said (rather sdf-righteoudy, | thought, sSinceit was
he who had brought up Elvisin thefirst place). 1t means that the Universe has stopped expanding and
darted to collapsein on itsdlf.”

“I see” | lied. “Isthat—good or bad?’
“Not good,” Wu said. “It’ sthe beginning of the end. Or at least the end of the beginning. The period of



expansion that began with the Big Bang is over, and we re on our way to the Big Crunch. It meansthe
end of lifeasweknow it; Hell, of existence aswe know it. Everything in the Universe, dl the sars, dl the
planets, dl the galaxies—the Earth and everything on it from the Hima ayas to the Empire State Building
to the Musée d’ Orsay—will be squashed into alump about the size of atennisbal.”

“That does sound bad,” | said. “When’ s this Crunch thing going to happen?’
“It will takeawhile”

“What's*awhile ?’ | couldn’t help thinking of Candy, and our plansto get married (even though | hadn’t
yet officialy proposed).

“Eleventofifteen billion years,” said Wu. “By the way, how’ s Candy? Are you two engaged yet?’

“Almog,” | said. “We regoing ‘grazing’ tonight. As soon her father’ s settled in the nursing home, | get to
pop the question.”

“Congratulations,” Wu said. “Or maybe | should say pre-congratula— Whoooops! Here comes my
boss. I'm not supposed to be using thisline. Give my best to Candy. What's‘grazing’ anyway . .. 7’

But before | could answer, he was gone. Everybody should have afriend like Wilson Wu. He grew up in
Queens and studied physics a Bronx Science, pastry in Paris, math a Princeton, herba medicinein
Hong Kong, and law &t either Harvard or Yae (I get them confused). He worked for NASA (Grumman,
anyway), then Lega Aid. Did | mention that he's six-foot two and plays guitar? We lived on the same
block in Brooklyn where we both owned V olvos and went to the Moon. Then | met Candy and moved
to Alabama, and Wu quit Legal Aid and got a degree in meteorology.

Whichisnot about meteors.

The Saturn Five SixPlex, in the Apollo Shopping Center on the Huntsville Bypass, with its half-dozen
identicd theaters half-guarded by bored teens, is perfect for “grazing,” an activity invented by Candy and
her friends some fifteen years ago, when the multiplexesfirg started hitting the suburbs of the bigger
Southern towns. Theideg, initidly, was to make dating more flexible, since teen girlsand boysrardy
liked the same movies. Later, as Candy and her friends matured and movies continued their decline, the
ideawasto combine severd featuresinto one full-featured (if you will) film. When you go “grazing” you
wear several sweaters and hats, using them to stake out seats and to change your appearance as you
duck from thester to theater. Dates always Sit together when in the same thester, but “grazing” protocol
demands that you never pressure your date into staying—or leaving. Boys and girls come and go asthey
wish, sometimes together, sometimes apart. That Wednesday night there was a teen sex comedy, a
tough-love ladies weeper, alawyer-in-jeopardy thriller, abuddy cop romance, asinging anima musica
cartoon, and aterror thug “blow-"em-up.” Thefilmsdidn’t run in the same time continuum, of course,
and Candy and | liked to “graze’ backward; we began with the car bombs and angled back acrossthe
hall (and across Time) for the courtroom confession, then split up for the singing badgers (me) and
Whoopi’ steary wisecracks (Candy) before coming together for teens nervousfirst kiss. “Grazing”
aways reminds me of the old days before movies became an art, when “the picture show” in Brooklyn
ran in acontinuous loop and no one ever worried about Beginnings or Ends. Y ou stayed till you got to
the part where you camein, then it was over. “ * Grazing' isalot like marriage, don’t you think?” |
whispered.

“Marriage?’ Candy asked, alarmed. We were together, watching the cops question alandlady. “Are you
pressuring me?’



“I'm not proposing,” | said. “I'm making acomment.”

“Comments about movies are allowed. Comments about marriage are considered pressuring.”
“My comment isabout ‘grazing,’ ” | said. “It'sabout . . .”

“Sssshhhh!” said the people behind us.

| lowered my voice. “. . . dout being together some of the time and gpart some of the time. About
entering together and leaving together. About being free to follow your own tastes yet always conscious
that there is a seat saved for you beside the other.”

| was crazy about her. “I’'m crazy about you,” | whispered.
“Sssshhhh!” said the couple behind us.

“Tomorrow night,” Candy whispered, taking my hand. Then shehdd it up so that it wasilluminated by
the headlights of a car chase. “What' sthis?’ She waslooking at the number on the back of my hand.

“That' sthere to—remind me of how much | loveyou,” | lied. | didn’'t want to tell her what it redly was; |
didn’t want her to think | was crazy.

“Only Sx?’

“You'reholding it upside down.”

“Thet's better!”

“Owl”

“ Ssssshhhhhh!” said the couple behind us.

We skipped dl thetitles and credits but caught al the previews. Candy dropped me off at midnight at the
Good Gulf men’sroom. Walking “home’ to Whipper Will’ s office across the corner lot, | looked up at
the almogt-full Moon and thought of Wu on his Hawaiian mountaintop. There were only afew sars,
maybe the Universewas shrinking. WU’ sfigures, though | could never understand them, were usualy
right. What did | care, though? A few billion years can seem like eternity when you' re young, and
forty-oneisn't old. A second marriage can be like a second youth. | stepped carefully over my old friend,
the beaded seat cushion, who |ooked better than ever in the moonlight; but then, don’t we al?

It was almost ten o' clock before | awoke the next morning. | made my way to Hoppy' s Good Gullf,
staggering alittle in the sunshine. “Whipper Will’s Y ank,” Hoppy said from the repair bay where he was
replacing the front brake pads on another Taurus.

“Right,” | muttered.
Hereplied “ *Nuff said” behind me, as| made my way back outside and started across the corner |ot.

| stopped at the beaded seat cushion. It definitely looked better. There seemed to be fewer loose beads
scattered in the weeds and on the path. There seemed to be fewer naked, broken neoprene strings and
bare spots on the seat cushion.

But | didn't haveto guess. | had evidence.
| checked the number on the back of my hand:9 .



| counted the beads four rows down from the top: eleven.
| checked both again, and again it came out the same.

It was creepy. | looked around in the bushes, half expecting to see giggling boys playing ajoke on me.
Or even Hoppy. But the bushes were empty. Thiswas downtown on aschool day. No kids played in
this corner lot anyway.

| spit on my thumb and rubbed out the9 , and walked on back to the office. | was hoping to find another
message from Wu, but there was nothing on the machine.

It was only ten-thirty, and | wasn't going to see Candy until lunch at the Bonny Bag, so | opened a can of
Caffeine-Free Diet Cherry Coke and spread out myCorcoran’s . | wasjust starting to doze off when
Whipper Will’ sancient upright fax machine clicked twice and wheezed into life; it sputtered and
shuddered, it creaked and it clanked, it hissed and whistled, and then spat a smeared-purple mimeo sheet
on thefloor, covered with figures:

Assoon asit cooled, | picked it up and smoothed it out. | was just about to put it with the other one
when the phone rang.

“Wdl?" It wasWu.
“More Big Crunch?’ | was guessing, of course.

“Y ou must be holding it upside down,” Wu said. “Thefigures| just sent are for the Anti-Entropic
Reverd.”

“Solsee” | lied. “Doesthisreversa mean there won't be a Big Crunch after dl?” | wasn't surprised; it
had aways sounded more like a breakfast cered than adisaster.

“Irving!” Wu said. “Look at the figures more closely. The AER leads up to the Big Crunch; itmakes it
happen. The Universe does't just shrink, it rewinds. It goes backwards. According to my calculations,
everything will be running in reverse for the next eleven to fifteen billion years, from now until the Big
Crunch. Treeswill grow from ashesto firewood to oak to seed. Broken glasswill fly together into
windowpanes. Teawill get hot in the cup.”

“Soundsinteresting,” | said. “Could even be handy. When does dl this happen?’
“It sadready darted,” said Wu. “The Anti-Entropic Reversd isgoing on right now.”

“Areyou sure?’ | felt my Caffeine-Free Diet Cherry Coke. It was getting warmer, but shouldn’t it be
getting colder? Then | looked at the clock. It was almost eeven. “Things aren’t going backward here,” |
sad.

“Of coursenot, not yet,” Wu sad. “It begins at the Edge of the Universe. It' slike aline of traffic starting
up, or thetide turning; firgt it hasto take up the dack, so in the beginning it will ssem like nothingis
happening. At what point does the tide turn? We may not notice anything for severa thousand years. A
blink of the eyein cosmictime.”

| blinked. | couldn’t help thinking of the beaded seat cushion. “But wait. Isit possible that something here
could aready be going backward,” | asked. “Rewinding?’



“Not very likdly,” Wu said. “The Universeisawfully big,and.. . .”

Just then | heard aknock. “Gottago,” | said. “There' s somebody at the door.”

It was Candy, in her trim Parks Department khakis. Instead of giving me, her soon-to-be-fiancé, akiss,
shewaked straight to the little kerosene-powered office refrigerator and opened a Caffeine-Free Diet
Cherry Coke. | knew right away that something was wrong because Candy loathes and despises
Caffeine-Free Diet Cherry Coke.

“Aren’'t we mesting for lunch?’ | asked.
“I got acal afew minutesago,” she said. “From Squirrel Ridge, the nursing home. Daddy hit Buzzer.”

| tried to look grave; | tried to hide my guilty smile. In my wishful thinking I thought | had heard “hit the
buzzer” (and figured it was alocd variant of “kick the bucket”). | crossed the room and took Candy’s
hand. “I'm so sorry,” | lied.

“You'renot half as sorry as Buzzer is,” Candy said, dready dragging me toward the door. “He sthe one
with the black eye.”

Squirre Ridge, the nursing home, stsin ahollow just north and east of Huntsville, overlooked by Squirrdl
Ridge, the mountain. It'samodern, Sngle-story establishment that looks like a grade school or amotd,
but smellslike—well, likewhat it is. The smell hitsyou as soon as you wak in the door: adismaying mix
of ordure and disorder, urine and perfume, soft food and damp towels, new vomit and old shests,
Beech-nut and Lysol pine. Next, the sounds hit you: scuffing dippers, grunts and groans, talk-show
applause, thering of dropping bedpans, the creak of wire-spoke wheels—broken by an occasional
panicked shout or soul-chilling scream. It sounds asif agrim siruggleis being fought at intervas, while
daly life shuffleson around it. And indeed it is. A struggleto the desath.

| followed Candy to the end of along hdl, where we found her father in the dayroom, smiling swestly,
strapped in achair in front of a TV watching Alan Jackson sing and pretend to play the guitar. “ Good
morning Mr. Knoydart,” | said; | could never bring mysdf to call him Whipper Will. Infact, | had never
known the Whipper Will who wastheterror of trailer parksin four counties. The man | knew, the man
before us, was large but soft—beef gone to fat—with no teeth and long, thin white hair (which looked,
thismorning, alittle grayer than usud). His pae blue eyes werefixed on the TV, and hisfingerswere
busy stroking a paper napkin laid across his knee.

“What happened, Daddy?’ Candy asked, touching the old man’s shoulder tentatively. There was, of

course, no answer. Whipper Will Knoydart hadn’t spoken to anyone since he had been admitted in

January, when he had caled the Head Nurse, Florence Gaithers, a“ stupid motherfucker, abitch, and a
,” and threatened to shoot her.

“I was helping him out of hiswheelchair to go to the bathroom, and he just up and dugged me.”

| turned and saw a skinny young black man in whites, standing in the doorway. He wore adiamond stud
in his nose and he was dabbing at ablack eye with awet rag.

“Hegot thislook in hiseye. Caled mea (excuse me!), and then he up and hit me. It was
amog like the old Whipper Will.”

“Sorry, Buzzer. Thanksfor caling meinstead of Gaithers.”
“It'sno big ded, Candy. Old folks with Alzheimer’ s have incidents.” Buzzer pronounced it with the



accent on thedent . “ Gaitherswould just get dl excited.”

“Buzzer,” said Candy. “1 want you to megt—" | was hoping she would introduce me as her
soon-to-be-fiancé, but | was disappointed. | was introduced as her “friend from New Y ork.”

“Whipper Will’'sYank,” said Buzzer, nodding. “I heard about him.”

“Sorry about your eye,” said Candy. “And | do appreciate your not calling Gaithers. Can | buy you a
steek to put on it?’

“I’'mavegetarian,” said Buzzer. “Don’t you worry about it, Candy. Y our daddy’ s not so bad, except for
thisoneincident. He lets me wash him and walk him around every morning just as Sweet as anything;
don’t you, Mister Knoydart? And we watch TNN together. He calls me whenever Pam Tillis comes on,
don’t you Mr. Knoydart? He wasn't dways so sweet, though. Why, | remember one time he took a shot
at my mother, when welived out at Kyber’s Creek Trailer Park. Called her a . Excuse me, but
hedid.”

“Buzzer and | are old friends,” Candy explained as we went back out to the car. “He was the first Black
kid inmy junior high, excuse me, African American, or whatever, and | was Whipper Will’ s daughter, so
we were outcasts together. | looked after him and he' s il looking after me. Thank God. If Gaithers
finds out Daddy’ s acting up, she'll kick him out of Squirrd Ridge for sure, and | won't have any placeto
put him, and we' |l be back to square one, and how would that be?’

“Bad,” | said.

“Wdl, hopefully it' sover. Just anincident.” She said it the same way as Buzzer.
“Hope s0,” | said.

“Funny thing is, didn’t you think Daddy |ooked better?’

“Better?’

“I think Buzzer’ s been putting Grecian Formulaon his hair. Buzzer dways wanted to be a hairdresser.
Thisnurdng homethingisjust asddine.”

We had managed to miss lunch. We made adate for dinner and “adrive’ (tonight wasto be my night to
pop the question), and Candy dropped me at the office. It was only three 0’ clock, so | opened a
Caffeine-Free Diet Cherry Coke and spread out my Corcoran’s on the windowsill, determined to make
up for lost time. | was awakened by arhythmic clacking, jacking, cracking, snorting, cavorting noise, and
afaint dectricd smell. Thefloor was shaking. Whipper Will’ s upright fax machine was spitting out a sheet
of purple-ink-smeared paper, which drifted to the floor.

| picked it up by one corner and studied it whileit cooled:

But before | could figure out what it meant (I knew, of course, who it was from), the phone rang.
“Ther€ sthe answer to your question,” Wu said.

“What question?’
“Y ou asked me if something here could aready be going backward.”



“Not there,” | said. “Here”

“By ‘here’ | mean hereon Earth!” Wu said. “ And asmy calculations show, it istheoretically possible,
Perhaps even inevitable. Y ou know about superstrings, right?’

“Sort of like superglue or supermodels?’ | ventured.

“Exactly. They hold the Universe together, and they are stretched to the limit. It' spossible that harmonic
vibrations of these superdtringsmight shake loose discrete objects, so that they would appear as bubbles
or reversasinloca entropic fidds.”

“Heds? What about vacant lots?’ | told \Wu about the beaded seat cushion.

“Hmmm,” said Wu. | could dmost hear hisbrain whirring. “Y oumay be on to something, Irv. Superstring
harmonic overtonescould be backtracking my sightline from the Edge of the Universe, and then following
our fax and phone connections. The same way glass breaks along aline when you score it. But we have
to be sure. Send me acouple of pictures, so we canquantify the— Ooooooops!” His voice dropped to
awhisper. “Here comes my boss. Say hi to Candy. I'll call you later.”

Therewas till plenty of afternoon light, o as soon as Wu hung up, | headed across the corner lot to
Hoppy’ s Good Gulf and borrowed the Polaroid he uses to photograph accident scenes. As| took the
picture, I quantified for myself, by counting. The eleven beads on row four had increased to thirteen, and
the other rows aso seemed to be much improved. There weren't many beadslying in the dirt. The seat
cushion looked most good enough to put in my car, if | had one,

It was creepy. | didn't likeit.

| returned Hoppy' s camera and took the long way back to the office, trying to make sense of it al. Were
thefalling leaves going to float back up and fasten themsealves to the trees? Was Candy’ s Volvo going to
have four speedsin reverse? | got so confused just thinking about it that | put the photo into the wicker
ouT tray of Whipper Will’ supright fax machine before | remembered—I guessrealized isthe
word—that | had no outgoing. | could talk to Wu on the phone (when he called me) but | couldn’t fax

him anything.

Perversdly, | wasglad. | had donewhat | could, and now | wastired. Tired of thinking about the
Universe. | had an important, indeed a historic, date coming up—not to mention abar exam to study for.
| opened a Caffeine-Free Diet Cherry Coke, spread my Corcoran’s on thewindowsil, and lost mysdf in
pleasant dreams. Mostly of Candy and that last little uniform button.

A Huntsville Parks Department professiona has many obligations that run past the norma nine-to-five.
Some of them are interesting, some even fun, and since Candy loves her job, | try to accommodate
(which means accompany) her whenever possible. That night we had to stop by the North Side Baptist
Union Fish Fry and Quilt Show, where Candy was the Guest of Honor in her neatly pressed,
knife-creased khakis. The fish was my favorite, pond-raised cat rolled in yellow cornmedl, but | couldn’t
relax and enjoy mysdlf. | kept thinking of later; | wasin ahurry to get up on Squirrd Ridge, the mountain.
But one good thing about Baptists, they don't last long, and by 9:15 Candy and | were parked up at the
Overlook. It was a cool night and we sat out on the warm, still-ticking hood of the P1800 with the lights
of the valley spread out below us like captured stars. My pams were swesting. Thiswasto bethenight |
would propose, and hopefully she would accept, with dl the privileges that entails.

| wanted the evening to be memorable in every way, and since the Moon was supposed to be full, |
waited for it to rise. As| watched the glow on the eastern horizon, | thought of Wu and wondered if the



Moon would risein the west after the “Reversal.” Would anyone notice the difference? Or would folks
just cdl the west the east and leave it at that?

It was too deep for meto figure out, and besides—I had other things on my mind. As soon asthe Moon
cleared the horizon, | got off the hood and dropped to my knees. | was just about to pop the question,
when | heard abeep beep .

“What'sthat?’ | asked.

“Buzzer,” said Candy.

“Sounds like a beeper.”

“Itis. Buzzer loaned me his beeper,” she said, reaching down to her waist and cutting it off.
“What for?’

“Y ou know whét for.”

There are no phones up on Squirrel Ridge, so we high-tailed it down the mountain with the SUs howling
and the exhaust barking, dternately. Candy’ s big fear was alerting Gaithers, who was on duty that night,
o0 werolled into the parking lot of Squirrdl Ridge, the nursang home, with the lights off. | stayed with the
P1800 while Candy dipped in through a side door.

She was back in half an hour. “Well?” | prompted.

“Daddy hit Buzzer,” she said (or Ithought she said) aswe drove out of the lot as quietly as possible.
“It'scoal, though. Buzzer didn't say anything to Gaithers. Thistime. | figure we ve got one more strike.
Three and we're out.”

“Where'd he hit him thistime?”

“Not hit,” shesaid.” Bit.”

“But your daddy doesn’t have any teeth!”
Candy shrugged. “ Seems he does now.”

And that wasit for what | had hoped would be one of the biggest evenings of my life. My proposd, with
its acceptance, with al the privileges that entails—none of it wasto be. Not that night. Candy needed her
deep since she had to leave early in the morning for the annua statewide all-day Parks Department
meeting in Montgomery. She dropped me off a Hoppy’s Good Gulf and | took along walk, whichis
amost as good as acold shower. It takes only twenty minutesto cover every street in downtown
Huntsville. Then | went back to the office, cutting through the corner lot. In thelight of the full Moon, the
beaded seat cushion looked amost new. The top rows of beads were complete, and there were only a
few missing on the lower section. | resisted the urgeto kick it.

There were two messages on Whipper Will’ sancient red-to-redl answering machine. Thefirst wasjust
heavy breathing. A random sexua harassment cdll, | figured. Or awrong number. Or maybe an old
enemy of Whipper Will’s; most of Whipper Will’senemieswere old.

The second message was from Candy. She had beaten me home. “Thisis going to be an al-day
conference tomorrow,” shesaid. “1 won't get hometill late. | gave your number to Buzzer, just in case.
Y ou know what | mean. When | get home, we' |l take care of ourunfinished business .” She signed off



with aloud smooching sound. For some reason, | found it depressing.

It was midnight but | couldn’'t deep. | kept having these horrible thoughts. | opened a Caffeine-Free Diet
Cherry Coke and spread myCorcoran’s out on the window ledge, overlooking the empty street. Was
there ever adowntown as quiet as downtown Huntsville? | tried to imagine what it had looked like
before the Bypass had bled away dl the business. | must have falen right to deep, for had anightmare
about downtown streets crowded with newlyweds walking hand in hand. And al the newlyweds were
old. And al the newlyweds had teeth.

The next morning, | woke up thinking about the beaded seat cushion. | decided | needed another picture
for Wu, to makeit abefore-and-after. After my morning ablutionsin the Good Gulf men’sroom, | found
Hoppy intherepair bay, fixing the front brakes on yet another Taurus. “Whipper Will'sYank,” he said.

“Right,” | said. | asked to borrow the Polaroid again.
“It' sin the wrecker.”
“Thewrecker' s locked.”

“You havethekey,” Hoppy said. “Y our men’sroom key. One key does everything around here. Keeps
lifesmple.’ Nuff said.”

| waited until Hoppy was busy before | took the camera out into the corner lot and photographed the
beaded seat cushion. | didn’t want him to think | was nuts. | printed the picture and put the cameraaway,
then hurried back to the office and placed the new photo next to the old one in the wickerouT bin of
Whipper Will’ sancient upright fax machine. If | had ever doubted my own eyes (and who doesn't, from
timeto time?), | was convinced now. | had photographic evidence. The beaded seat cushion wasinmuch
better shape in the second photo than in the first, even though they were less than twenty-four hours
gpart. It was un-decaying right before my eyes.

| kept having these horrible thoughts.
At least there were no messages on the answering machine. Nothing from Buzzer.

Even though | couldn’t concentrate, | knew | needed to study. | opened a Caffeine-Free Diet Cherry
Coke and spread my Corcoran’s on the windowsill. When | woke up it was amost noon and the floor
was shaking; the fax machine was huffing and puffing, creaking and groaning, rattling and whining. It
stopped and started again, louder than ever. A sheet of paper fluttered down from theiN bin. | caught it,
dill warm, beforeit hit thefloor:

While| was Hill trying to decipher it, | redized the phone wasringing.
| picked it up with dread; | whispered, “Buzzer?’ assuming the worst.

“Buzzer?’ It was Wu. “Are you impersonating adevice, Irving? But never mind that, | have amore
important question. Which one of these Polaroidsis number one?’

“What Polaroids? Y ougot them? That' simpossible. | never faxed them. | don’t have outgoing!”

“Seemsyou do now,” Wu said. “I was faxing you my newest calculations, just now, and as soon as |
finished, here came your Polaroids, riding through on the self-checking backspin from the handshake
protocol, | guess. Y ou forgot to number them, though.”



“The crummy oneisnumber two,” | said. “The crummier oneis number one.”

“So you wereright!” Wu said. “It’sgoing from worse to bad. Even in downtown Huntsville, light years
from the Edge, the Universeisdready shrinking in isolated anti-entropic bubble fields. Anomaous
harmonic superstring overtones. The formulal just faxed through, as |’ m sure you can see, confirmsthe
theoretica possibility of alinear axis of the Anti-Entropic Reversal Field following a superstring fold from
the Edge of the Universe to downtown Huntsville. But observation isthe soul of science, and by using
your Polaroids, now | will be able to mathematically caculatethe. . .”

“Wu!” | broke in. Sometimes with Wu you have to break in. “What about people?
“People?”’

“People,” | said. “Y ou know. Humans. Like ourselves. Bipedswith cars, for Chrigt’s sakel” Sometimes
Wuwasimpossible.

“Oh,people ,” hesaid. “Well, people are made of the same stuff astherest of the Universe, aren't they?
| mean,we . The Anti-Entropic Reversal meansthat we will live backward, from the grave to the cradle.
Peoplewill get younger instead of older.”

“When?’

“When? When the Anti-Entropic Reversal Wave spreads back, from the Edge through the rest of the
Universe. Like the changing tide. Could be severa thousand years, could be just afew hundred. Though,
asyour seat cushion experiment demongrates, there may beisolated bubbles dong the linear axis
where. .. Whoops! Here comes my boss,” Wu whispered. “| have to get off. Give my best to Candy.
How’ s her dad, by the way?’

Wu often signs off with aquestion, often unanswerable. But this one was more unanswerable than most.

Lunch at the Bonny Bag was strange. | had awhole booth to mysdlf. Plusalot on my mind. “Where's
Candy?’ Bonny asked.

“Montgomery,” | told her.

“The gtate capita. That lucky dog. And how’ s Whipper Will? Still sveet asever?’

“l sure hope so,” | said.

“Did | ever tdl you about the time hetook ashotat my . . .”

“I think s0,” | said. | ordered the chicken sdlad, just for the adventure of it. Plus two bags of chips.

Back at the office, | found two messages on the red-to-redl answering machine. The first was heavy
breathing. The second was ranting and raving. It was dl grunts and groans, and | figured it was probably
one of Whipper Will’sold enemies. The only words | could make out were “motherfucker” and “kill”
and “shoot.”

Nothing from Buzzer, thank God.

| opened a Caffeine-Free Diet Cherry Coke and spread my Corcoran’s onthewindowsll. | kept having
these horrible thoughts, and | knew the only way to get rid of them wasto study for the bar. When |
woke up it was getting dark. The phone was ringing. | forced mysdlf to pick it up.



“Buzzer ... 7?7 | whispered, expecting the worst.

“Buzzzzzzzzz!” said Wu, who sometimes enjoys childish humor. But then he got right down to business.
“How far apart are these two Polaroids?’ he asked.

“Intime?’ | did some quick figuring. “ Eighteen and three-quarter hours.”

“Hmmm. That checks out with my rate-of-changefigures,” he said. “Mathematicsisthe soul of science,
and beads are easier to count than stars. By counting the beads, then subtracting, then dividing by the
phase of the Moon over eighteen and three-quarters, | can calculate the exact age of the Universe. Are
you on Central or Eastern Standard time?’

“Centrd,” | said. “ButWu. ..

“Perfect! If | get aNobel, remind meto shareit with you, Irv. The exact age of the Universe, from the
Big Bang until thisingtantis. ..

“Wu!” | broke in. Sometimes with Wu you have to break in. “1 need your help. Isthere any way to
reverseit?’

“Reversswhat?’

“The contraction, the Anti-Entropic Reversal, or whatever.”

“Turn around the Universe?’ He sounded dmost offended.

“No, just the little stuff. The anoma ous harmonic supersiring overtones.”

“Hmmm.” Wu sounded intrigued again. “Localy? Temporarily? Maybe. If itisdl ongrings. . .” |
couldn’t tell if he was talking about the beaded seat cushion or the Universe,

Whipper Will’ supright fax machine grumbled. It rumbled. It growled and it howled. The floor shook and
thewall creaked and awarm sheet of paper came out of theiN bin and fluttered toward the floor.

| caught it; | was getting good at catching them:

“What' swith the Chinese?’ | asked.

“Multi-cultural synergy,” Wu sad. “I" ve combined my caculations of the relative linear sability of the
remote Anti-Entropic Fields on the superdtring axes, with an ancient Tien Shan spdll for precipitating
poisons out of awell so that camels can drink. A littletrick | picked up in school.”

“Medical school?’

“Caravan school,” said Wu. “It’ stemporary, of course. It'll only last afew thousand years. And you'll
have to use an Anti-Entropic Field Reversal Device.”

“What' sthat?’

“Whatever’s handy. A two by four, ajack handle. All it takesisashort sharp shock. The problemiis,
there’ sno way to tell what other effects might— Whoooops!” His voice dropped. “Here comes my
boss—"



After Wu hung up | sat by the window, waiting for night to fall. Waiting for Buzzer to cal. | kept having
these horrible thoughts.

When it was dark, | walked downstairs and into the corner lot. | carried ashort length of 2x4 with me. |
sguared off and hit the ground beside the beaded seat cushion, just once. A short, sharp shock. Then
again, on the other sde. Another short, sharp shock. | resisted the urge to destroy it with akick; it was
an experiment, after dl.

| tossed the 2x4 into the weeds. The Moon wasrising (dill in the east) and a dog and a cat were standing
sde by side on the path, watching me. Asthey trotted off together, still side by side, achill gripped my
heart What if | had made things worse?

Hoppy’ s Good Gulf was closed. | used the men’s room and went back to the office. There were two
messages on the machine. Thefirst wasavoicel had never heard, but | knew exactly who it was.
“Whereisthat vicious pissant daughter of mine? Are you listening to me, bitch?1 swore by God if you
ever put meinanursng home | would kill you, and by God I will!”

The second message was from Buzzer. “We ve got aproblem here, Yank,” hesaid. “Theold manis
uncontrollable. He threw achair through a glass door and got into Gaither’ s office, and now—"

There was a sound of more glass breaking, and a scream, and athud. | heard abeep and | redlized that
the message was over.

The phonewasringing. | picked it up and heard thefirst voice again, but thistimeit waslive: *Y ou devil
motherfucker bitch bastard! Whereismy Oldsmobile? Did you giveit to this nursang home nigger?’

| heard Buzzer shout, “No!”
“Y ou fucking "

Then | heard ashot. | hung up the phone and ran out the door, into the night.

When you haven't driven for awhile, it can seem amogt like athrill. I wasn't worried about the police; |
figured they wouldn’t stop Hoppy’ s Good Gulf wrecker, aslong asthey didn’t notice who was driving.
So | turned on the red light and drove like abat out of Hell out the four-lane toward Squirrel Ridge, the
nursing home.

| 1eft thetruck in thelot with the engine running and the red light spinning. | found Whipper Will in
Gaither’ s office. He had gotten the gun out of her desk. It was abrand-new pearl-handled .38, aladies
specia. Whipper Will was holding it on Buzzer, who sat bolt upright behind the desk in one of those
rolling office chairs. Therewas abullet holein thewal just to the left of Buzzer’ s head.

“Takedl my money and put mein a God damned nursing home! That rotten little I” Whipper
Will raved. He was talking about Candy—his own daughter. His hair was almost black and he was
standing (I had never seen him standing before) with his back to the door. Buzzer was facing me, making
elaborate sgnaswith his eyebrows and diamond nose stud—asif | couldn’t figure out the Stuation on
my own! | tiptoed across the floor, trying to avoid crunching the broken glass.

“Wait till I get my hands on that cold-hearted, conniving little black-hearted I”

| had heard enough. | rapped Whipper Will on the side of the head, firmly. A short, sharp shock. He
sagged to hisknees and | reached around him and took the .38 out of hishand. | was just about to rap
him again on the other side of the head, when he dumped dl the way down to the linoleum.



“Good going,” said Buzzer. “What' sthat?’
“An Anti-Entropic Field Reversa Device” | said.
“Lookslikeaflashlight in atube sock.”

“That, too,” | said aswe dragged Whipper Will, as gently as possible, down the hall toward his room.

It was dmost ten 0’ clock the next morning when | woke up in Whipper Will’ s office, on the couch |
called my bed. | got up and went to the window. There was the wrecker, parked under the sign at
Hoppy’s Good Gulf, right where| had l€ft it.

| pulled on my pants and went downstairs, across the corner |ot. The beaded seat cushion was missing
severa rows of beads along the top, and at least half of the bottom. Wooden beads were scattered in the
red dirt. | stepped carefully, even respectfully, around them.

“Whipper Will’s Yank,” said Hoppy, who was replacing the front brake pads on yet another Taurus.
“Right,” | said.
“How’ sold Whipper Will?’

“About the same, | hope,” | said. | decided there was no point telling Hoppy about borrowing the truck
the night before. “'Y ou know how it iswith old folks.”

“ "Nuff said,” hesad.

When | got back to the office, there were two messages on the machine. Thefirst one was from Buzzer.
“Don’'t worry about Gaithers, Yank,” he said. “1 told her astory about a burglar, and shewon't cal the
cops because it turns out that the .38 in her desk isillegal. So no problem about that holein thewall and
fingerprints and stuff. | don’t see any reason to bother Candy about thisinci dent, do you?’

| didn’t. The second message was from Candy. “I’'m back. Hope everything went well. Seeyou at the
Bonny Bag at twelve”

| opened a Caffeine-Free Diet Cherry Coke and spread out my Corcoran’s on thewindowsill. When |
awoke it was dmost twelve,

“I had agreat trip,” Candy said. “ Thanks for looking after things. | stopped by Squirrel Ridge on the way
into town this morning, and—"

“And?’ And?

“Daddy looksfine. He was degping peecefully in hiswhedlchair in front of the TV. Hishair isamost
white again. | think Buzzer washed dl that Grecian Formulaout of it.”

“Good,” | said. “It seemed inappropriate to me.”

“| fed like things are settled enough,” Candy said. She touched the back of my hand. “Maybe we should
go up to Squirrel Ridgetonight,” she said. “ The mountain, not the nursing home. If you know what |

“What' 1l you two lovebirds have?’ Bonnie asked, chalk poised. “How' s your Daddy? Ever tell you
about thetime hetook a. . .”



“Youdid,” | told her. “And we |l havetheusud.”

If I were making this story up, it would end right here. But in redl life, thereis aways more, and
sometimesit can't beleft out. That evening on our way out to Squirrel Ridge, the mountain, Candy and |
stopped by the nursing home. Whipper Will was sitting quietly in hiswhedlchair, stroking anapkin,
watching Pam Tillison TNN with Buzzer. The old man’s hair was white as snow and | was glad to see
there wasn't atooth in his head. Buzzer gave me awink and | gave him the same wink back.

That diamond looked damn good.

That night up at the Overlook | got down on my knees and—well, you know (or you can guess) therest,
with al the privileges that entails. That might have been the end of the story except that when | got back
to the office the fax was whirring and stuttering and snorting and steaming, and the phone was ringing,
too.

| was dmost afraid to pick up the phone. What if it was Buzzer again?
But it wasn't. “ Congratulations” Wu said.

| blushed (but I’'m an easy blusher). “ Y ou heard dready?’

“Heard?| can seeit! Didn’'t you get my fax?’

“I'mjust now picking it up off thefloor.”

It wasin purple mimeo ink on still-warm paper:

“Must bethe Butterfly Effect,” Wu said.

Even though butterflies are romantic (in their way), | was beginning to get the ideathat Wu wasn't talking
about my proposal, and its acceptance, and dl the privilegesthat entails.

“Whatare you talking about?’ | asked.

“Chaos and complexity!” Wu said. “ A butterfly flapsitswingsin therain forest and causes asnowstorm
over Chicago. Linear harmonic feedback. Look at thefigures, Irv! Numbers are the soul of science! You
have set up a superstring harmonic wave reversd that hasthe entire Universefluttering like aflag inthe
wind. What did you hit that beaded seat cushion with, anyway?’

“A two by four,” | said. | didn’t see any reason to tell him about Whipper Will.

“Wdll, you rapped it just right. Thered shift isback. The Universeis expanding again. Who knowsfor
how long?’

“I hope until my wedding,” | said.
“Wedding??Youdon'tmean...”

“I do,” I said. “I proposed last night. And Candy accepted. With dl the privilegesthat entails. Will you fly
back from Hawaii to be my best man?’

“Sure” Wu sad. “Only, it won't be from Hawaii. I'm starting college in San Diego next week.”



“San Diego?’

“My work here as ameteorologist is done. Jane and the boys are dready in San Diego, where | havea
felowship to study meteorologica entormology.”

“What' sthat?’
“Bugsand weether.”
“What do bugs have to do with the weather?’

“I just explained it, Irving,” Wu said. “I’ [l send you the figures and you can seefor yoursdlf.” And hedid.
But that' sawhole other story.

Get Metothe Church on Time

T he best way to approach Brooklyn isfrom the air. The Brooklyn Bridgeis nice, but let’s admit it, to
drive (or bicycle, or worse, walk) into homely old Brooklyn directly from the shining towers of
downtown Manhattan isto court deflation, degjection, even depression. The subway isno better. You
ride from one hole to another: There' s no in-between, no approach, no dramaof arrival. The Kosciusko
Bridge over Newtown Creek is okay, because even drab Williamsburg looks lively after the endless,
orderly graveyards of Queens. But just as you are beginning to appreciate the tarpaper tenement
rooftops of Brooklyn, thereshe isagain, off to the right: the skyline of Manhattan, breaking into the
conversation likeatdl girl with great hair in alow-cut dresswho doesn’'t have to say aword. It shouldn’t
be that way, it’snot fair, but that’ stheway it is. No, the great thing about a planeisthat you can only see
out of onesde. | liketo st on theright. The flights from the south come in across the dark wastes of the
Pine Barrens, across the shabby, sad little burgs of the Jersey shore, across the mournful, mysterious bay,
until the lights of Coney Idand loom up out of the night, streaked with empty boulevards. Manhattan is
invisible, unseen off to the left, like a chapter in another book or agirl a another party. The turbines
throttle back and soon you are angling down across the streetlight-spangled stoops and back yards of my
legend-heavy hometown. Brooklyn!

“Thereitis” | saidto Candy.

“Whatever.” Candy hatesto fly, and she hadn’t enjoyed any of the sghts, dl the way from Huntsville. |
tried looking over her. | could see the soggy fens of Jamaica Bay, then colorful, quarrelsome Canarsie,
then Prospect Park and Grand Army Plaza; and there was the Williamsburg Tower with its
adways-accurate clock. Amazingly, wewereright on time.

| wished now | hadn’t given Candy the window sest, but it was our Honeymoon, after dl. | figured she
would learnto lovetofly. “It' sbeautiful!” | said.

“I'msaure” she muttered.

| was anticipating the usua long holding pattern, which takes you out over Long Idand Sound, but before
| knew it, we were making one of those heart-stopping wing-dipping jet-plane U-turns over the Bronx,
then dropping down over Rikers Idand, servos whining and hydraulics groaning as the battered flaps and
best-up landing gearclunked into place for the ten thousandth (at least) time. Those PreOwned Air 707s
were seasoned travelers, to say the least. The seat belts said Eastern, the pillows said Pan Am, the barf
bags said Braniff, and the peanuts said People Express. It dl inspired a sort of confidence. | figured if
they were going to get unlucky and go down, they would have done so aready.



Through the window, the dirty water gave way to dirty concrete, and then the whedls hit the runway with
that happyyelp so familiar to anyone who has ever watched amovie, even though it's a sound you never
actudly hear inred life.

And thiswasred life. New Y ork!

“Y ou can open your eyes,” | said, and Candy did, for thefirst time since the pilot had pushed the
throttles forward in Huntsville. I’ d even had to feed her over the Appalachians, since she was afraid that
if she opened her eyesto see what was on her tray, she might accidentally look out the window. Luckily,
dinner wasjust peanuts and pretzels (atwo-course medl).

Wewere cruising into thetermind like abig, fat buswith wings, when Candy finaly looked out the
window. She even ventured asmile. The planewaslimping alittle (flat tire?), but thisfina part of the flight
she actualy seemed to enjoy. “At least you didn’t hold your breath,” | said.

“What?’
“Never mind.”

Ding! We were aready at the gate, and right on time. | started to grope under the seat in front of me for
my shoes. Usudly there s plenty of time before everyone startsfiling out of the plane, but to my surpriseit
was dready our turn; Candy was pulling at my arm, and impatient-looking passengers, jammed in the
adebehind, werefrowning a me.

| carried my shoes out and put them onin theterminal. They'reloafers. I'm till alawyer, even though |
don’t exactly practice.

“New York, New York,” | crooned to Candy as we traversed the tunnel to the baggage pickup. It was
her firgt trip to my home town; our first trip together anywhere. She had ingsted on wearing her Huntsville
Parks Department uniform, so that if there was a crash they wouldn’t have any trouble 1Ding her body
(whoever “they” were), but she would have stood out in the crowd anyway, with her trim good |ooks.

Not that New Y orkersaren’t trim. Or good looking. The black clad, serious-looking people racing by
on both sdeswere a pleasant relief after the Kmart pastels and unremitting sunny smiles of the South. |
was glad to be home, even if only for avisit. New Y orkers, so dien and menacing to many, looked
welcoming and familiar tome,

In fact, one of them lookedvery familiar . ..
“Studs!”

It was Arthur “ Studs’ Blitz from the old neighborhood. Studs and | had been best friends until high
school, when we had gone our separate ways. | had goneto Lincoln High in Coney Idand, and he had
goneto Carousd, the trade school for airline baggage handlers. It looked like he had donewell. His
green and black baggage handlers uniform was festooned with medals that clinked and clanked as he
bent over an access pandl under the baggage carousel, changing a battery in acellular phone. It seemed a
funny placefor aphone.

“Studs, it' sme, Irving. Inv!”

“Irv the Perv!” Studs straightened up, dropping the new battery, which rolled away. | stopped it with my
foot while we shook hands, rather awkwardly.

“From the old neighborhood,” | explained to Candy as| bent down for the battery and handed it to



Studs. It wasa5.211-volt AXR. It seemed afunny battery for aphone. “ Studsis one of the original
Ditmas Playboys.”

“*Playboys ?’ Candy was, Hill is, easily shocked. * ‘Perv' 7’
“Therewere only two of us,” | explained. “We built atree house.”
“A tree housein Brooklyn?But | thought . . .”

“Everybody thinksthat!” | said. “Because of that book.”

“What book?’

“Movie, then. But infact,lots of trees grow in Brooklyn. They grow behind the gpartments and houses,
where people don’'t see them from the Street. Right, Studs?’

Studs nodded, snapping the battery into the phone. “Irv the Perv,” he said again.
“Candy ismy fiancée. Wejust flew in from Alabama,” | said. “We re on our Honeymoon.”
“Fancée? Honeymoon? Alabama?’

Studs seemed distracted. While he got adia tone and punched in anumber, | told him how Candy and |
had met (Ileaving out my trip to the Moon, astold in“ The Holein the Hole™). While he put the phone
under the carousal and replaced the access pand, | told him how | had moved to Alabama (leaving out
the red-shift and the nursing home, astold in * The Edge of the Universe”). | was just about to explain
why we were having the Honeymoon before the wedding, when the baggage carousdl started up.

“Gottago,” sad Studs. He gave me the secret Ditmas Playboy wave and disappeared through an
AUTHORIZED ONLY door.

“Niceuniform,” said Candy, straightening her own. “ And did you see that big gold medallion around his
neck?Wasn't that a Nobel Prize?’

“A Nobd Prizefor baggage? Not very likey.”

Our bags were dready coming around thefirst turn. That seemed like agood sign. “How comethereé sa
cell phone hidden underneath the carousdl?” Candy asked, as we picked them up and headed for the
door.

“Some specid baggage handlers' trick, | guess” | said.

How little, then, | knew!

Flying into New Y ork islike dropping from the twentieth century back into the nineteenth. Everything is
crowded, colorful, old—and dow. For example, it usualy takeslonger to get from LaGuardiato
Brooklyn, than from Huntsvilleto LaGuardia

Usudly! On this, our Honeymoon trip, however, Candy and | madeit in record time, getting to curbside
for the#38 busjust asit was pulling in, and then catching the F train at Roosevelt Avenue just asthe
doorswere closing. No waiting on the curb or the platform; it was hardly like being home! Of course, |
wasn't complaining.

After ashort walk from the subway, we found Aunt Minnie sitting on the steps of thelittle Ditmas Avenue
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row house she and Uncle Mort had bought for $7,500 fifty years ago, right after World War 11, smoking
acigarette. She' sthe only person | know who still smokes Kents.

“You gill go outsde to smoke?’ | asked.

“Y ou know your Uncle Mort,” she said. When | was growing up, Aunt Minnie and Uncle Mort had been
like second parents, living only ablock and ahaf away. Since my parents had died, they had been my
closest rdatives. “ Plus, it swritten into the reverse mortgage—NO SMOKING! They have such rules!”

Borninthe Old Country, unlike her little sster, my mother, Aunt Minnie ftill had the Lifthatvanian way of
ending astatement with a sort of verba shrug. She gave me one of her smokey kisses, and then asked,
“So, what brings you back to New Y ork?’

| was shocked. “Y ou didn’t get my letters? We re getting married.”
Aunt Minnielooked a Candy with new interest. “To an airline pilot?’
“ThisisCandy!” | said. “ She’' swith the Huntsville Parks Department. Y ou didn’t get my messages?’

| helped Candy drag the suitcases ingde, and while we had crackers and pickledlifthat at the oak table
Uncle Mort had built years ago, in his basement workshop, | explained the past six months asbest |
could. “ So you see, we' re here on our Honeymoon, Aunt Minnie,” | said, and Candy blushed.

“Firgt the Honeymoon and then the marriage? ?” Aunt Minnierolled her eyestoward the mantel over the
gasfireplace, where Uncle Mort' s ashes were kept. He, at least, seemed unsurprised. The ornate
decorative eye on the urn al but winked.

“It'sthe only way we could manageit,” | said. “The caterer couldn’t promise the ice scul pture until
Thursday, but Candy had to take her days earlier or lose them. Plus, my best man isin South America,
or Centra America, | forget which, and won't get back until Wednesday.”

“Imaginethat, Mort,” Aunt Minnie said, looking toward the mantel again. “Little Irving is getting married.
And hedidn't eveninviteus!”

“Aunt Minnie! Y ou're coming to the wedding. Here' syour airlineticket.” | did it across the table toward
her and shelooked at it with darm.

“That’ sapretty chegp fare”

“PreOwned Air,” | said. Shelooked blank, so | sang thejingle,“ Our planes are old, but you pocket
the gold.”

“You' ve seentheads,” Candy offered.

“We never watch TV, honey,” Aunt Minnie said, patting her hand. “Y ou want usto go to Mississippi?
Tonight?’

“Aldbama,” | said. “And it’snot until Wednesday. We haveto stay over a Tuesday night to get the
midweek nonstop supersaver roundtrip pricebuster Honeymoon plus-one fare. Thewedding ison
Thursday, at noon. That gives ustomorrow to seethe sightsin New Y ork, which means we should get to
bed. Aunt Minnie, didn’t you read my letters?’

She pointed toward a stack of unopened mail on the mantel, next to the urn that held Uncle Mort’s
ashes. “Not redlly,” she said. “ Since your Uncle Mort passed on, | have sort of given it up. He made



|etter openers, you remember?’

Of course | remembered. At my Bar Mitzvah Uncle Mort gave me aletter opener (which irritated my
parents, since it wasidentica to the one they had gotten as awedding present). He gave me another one
for high school graduation. Ditto City College. Uncle Mort encouraged meto go to law school, and gave
me aletter opener for graduation. | still have them al, good as new. In fact, they have never been used.
It'snot like you need a specid tool to get an envel ope open.

“Aunt Minnie,” | said, “1 wrote, and when you didn’t write back, | caled, severa times. But you never
picked up.”

“I must have been out front smoking acigarette,” she said. “Y ou know how your Uncle Mort is about
second-hand smoke.”

“Y ou could get an answering machine,” Candy offered.

“I haveone,” Aunt Minnie said. “Mort bought it for me at Forty-Seventh Street Photo, right before they
went out of business.” She pointed to the end table, and sure enough, there was alittle black box next to
the phone. Thered light was blinking.

“Y ou have messages,” | said. “ Seethe blinking red light? That’ s probably me.”

“Messages?’ she said. “Nobody told me anything about messages. It' san answering machine. | figureit
answers the phone, so what’ sthe point in me getting involved?’

“But what if somebody wantsto talk to you?’ | protested.

She spread her hands; she speaks English but gesturesin Lifthatvanian. “Who' d want to talk to alondy
old woman?’

While Aunt Minnie took Candy upstairs and showed her our bedroom, | checked the machine. There
were deven messages, al from me, dl telling Aunt Minnie we were coming to New Y ork for our
Honeymoon, and bringing her back to Alabamawith us for the wedding, and asking her, please, to return

my cdl.
| erased them.

Aunt Minni€' s guest room wasin the back of the house, and from the window | could see the narrow
yardswhere | had played asakid. It was like looking back on your life from middle age (dmost,
anyway), and seeing it literdly. There were thefences | had climbed, the grapevines | had robbed, the
corners| had hidden in. There, two doors down, was Studs s back yard, with the big maple tree. The
tree house we had built was till there. | could even see aweird blue light through the cracks. Was
someoneliving init?

After we unpacked, | took Candy for awalk and showed her the old neighborhood. 1t looked about the
same, but the people were different. The Irish and Italian families had been replaced by Filipinos and
Mexicans. Studs s parents house, two doors down from Aunt Minni€'s, was dark except for alight in
the basement—and the blue light in the tree house out back. My parents' house, ablock and a half away
on East Fourth, was now arooming house for Bangladeshi cab drivers. The gpartments on Ocean
Parkway werefilled with Russians.

When we got back to the house, Aunt Minnie was on the porch, smoking aKent. “ See how the old
neighborhood has goneto pot?’ she said. “All these foreigners!”



“Aunt Minniel” | said, shocked. “Y ou were aforeigner, too, remember? So was Uncle Mort.”
“Thet sdifferent.”

“How?

“Never youmind.”

| decided to change the subject. “Guesswho | saw at the airport yesterday? Studs Blitz, from down the
block, remember?’

“Y ou mean young Arthur,” said Aunt Minnie. “He dtill livesa home. Hisfather died acouple of years
ago. Hismother, Mavis, takes in boarders. Foreigners. Thank God your Uncle Mort’ s benefits spared
methat.”

She patted the urn and the cat’ s eye glowed benevolently.

That night, Candy and | began our Honeymoon by holding hands across the gap between our separate
beds. Candy wanted to wait until tomorrow night, after we had “done the tourist thing” to “go all the
way.” Plus, shewas dill nervous from the flight.

| didn’t mind. It was exciting and romantic. Sort of.

“Your Aunt Minnieis sweset,” Candy said, right before we dropped off to deep. “But can | ask one
question?’

1] S,]mt.”

“How can ashes object to smoke?’

Our return tickets were for Wednesday. That meant we had one full Honeymoon day, Tuesday, to see
the sights of New Y ork, most of which (al of which, truth be told) are in Manhattan. Candy and | got up
early and caught the F train a Ditmeas. It came right away. We got off at the next-to-last stopin
Manhattan, Fifth Avenue, and walked uptown past St. Patrick’s and Tiffany’ sand Disney and the Trump
Tower; dl theway to Central Park and the Plaza, that magnet for Honeymooners. When we saw dl the
people on the front step, we thought there had been afire. But they were just smoking; it wasjust like
Brooklyn.

We gtrolled through the lobby, peering humbly into the Palm Court and the Oak Room, then started back
downtown, still holding hands. Candy wasthe prettiest girl on Fifth Avenue (one of the few in uniform),
and | loved watching her watch my big town rush by. New Y ork! Next stop, Rockefeller Center. We
joined the crowd overlooking the skaters, secretly waiting for someoneto fdl; it’slike NASCAR without
the noise. Candy was eyeing the line a Nelson’s On the Rink, where waiters on Rollerblades serve
cappuccinos and lattes. It'srictly atourist joint; New Y orkers don't go for standing in line and
particularly not for coffee. But when | saw how fast the line was moving, | figured, what the Hell. We
were seated right away and served right away, and the expense (we are talking four-dollar croissants
here) waswell worth it.

“What now?’ asked Candy, her little rossbud smile delicioudy flaked with pastry. | couldn’t imagine
anyone | would rather Honeymoon with.

“The Empire State Building, of course”

Candy grimaced. “I’m afraid of heights. Besides, don't they shoot people up there?’



“We re not going to thetop, slly,” | said. “ That’ satourist thing.” Taking her by the hand, | took her on
my own persona Empire State Building Tour, which involves circling it and seeing it above and behind
and through and between the other midtown buildings; catching it unawares, asit were. We Started
outsde Lord & Taylor on Fifth, then cut west on Fortieth dongside Bryant Park for the sudden glimpse
through the rear of anarrow parking lot next to American Standard; then started down Sixth, enjoying
the angle from Herald Square (and detouring through Macy’ s to ride the wooden-treaded escaators).
Then we worked back west through “little Korea,” catching two dramatic views up open airshafts and
one across a steegp sequence of fire escapes. Standing aone, the Empire State Building looks stupid, like
an oversized toy or aprop for a Superman action figure. But initsmilieu it ismgedtic, like an Everest
tantaizingly appearing and disgppearing behind the ranges. We circled the greatmassif in atightening
spird for dmast an hour, winding up (so to speak) on Fifth Avenue again, under the big art deco facade.
The curb was crowded with tourists stlanding in line to buy T-shirts and board buses. The T-shirt vendors
were looking gloomy, since the buses were coming right away and there was no waiting.

| had saved the best view for lagt. I’ sfrom the middle of Fifth Avenue, looking straight up. Y ou haveto
timeit just right with the stoplights, of course. Candy and | were about to step off the curb, hand in hand,
when amessenger in yelow-and-black tights (one of our city’s colorful jesters), who was straddling his
bike beside arack of payphones on the corner of Thirty-Third, hailed me.

“Yol!”

| stopped. That's how long I"'d been in Alabama.
“Your namelrv?’

| nodded. That’show long I’ d been in Alabama.

He handed me the phone with a sort of awink and asort of a shrug, and was off on his bike before |
could hand it back (which was my firgt instinct).

| put the phoneto my ear. Rather cautioudy, asyou might imagine. “Hello?’
“Irv? Findly!”

“Wu??" Everybody should have afriend like Wilson Wu, my best man. Wu studied physics at Bronx
Science, pastry in Paris, math at Princeton, herbsin Taiwan, law at Harvard (or wasit Yde?), and
caravans a aGobi caravansary. Did | mention he's Chinese-American, can tune atwelve string guitar in
under aminute with alogarithmic caculator, and is over six feet tall? 1 met him when we worked at Legd
Aid, drove Volvos, and went to the Moon; but that’s another story. Then he went to Hawaii and found
the Edge of the Universe, yet another story still. Now he wasworking as ameteorologica entomologist,
whatever that was, in the jungles of Quetzalcan.

Wherever that was.

“Who'd you expect?” Wu asked. “I'm glad you findly picked up. Y our Aunt Minnietold meyou and
Candy were in midtown doing the tourigt thing.”

“WEe re on our Honeymoon.”
“Oh no! Don't tell me | missed the wedding!”

“Of coursenot,” | said. “We had to take the Honeymoon first so Candy could get the persona time.
How’ d you persuade Aunt Minnie to answer the phone? Or me, for that matter? Are you in Huntsville

dready?’



“That’ sthe problem, Irv. I'm ill in Quetzalcan. Therain forest, or to be more precise, the cloud forest;
the canopy, in fact. Camp Canopy, wecal it.”

“But thewedding is Thursday! Y ou’ re the best man, Wul! I’ ve dready rented your tux. It' swaiting for
you a Five Points Formal Wear.”

“I know dl that,” said Wu. “But I’'m having a problem getting away. That’ swhy | called, to seeif you can
put the wedding off for aweek.”

“A week? Wu, that’ simpossible. Cindy has already commissioned the ice sculpture.”
Wu swife, Cindy, was catering the wedding.

“The hurricane season isamost upon us,” said Wu, “and my figures are coming out wrong. | need more
ti rre”

“What do the hurricanes have to do with your figure?’ | asked. “ Or with meteors or bugs, for that
metter?’

“Irving—" Wu aways called me by my full name when he was explaining something hefelt he shouldn't
haveto explain. “Meteorology isweather , not meteors. And the bugs have to do with the Butterfly
Effect. We ve been over thisbefore.”

“Ohyes, of course, | remember,” | said, and | did, sort of. But Wu went over it again anyway: how the
flap of abutterfly’ swing in the rain forest could cause a storm two thousand milesaway. “It wasonly a
matter of time,” he said, “before someone located that patch of rain forest, which iswhere we are, and
cloned the butterfly. It samoth, actudly. We have twenty-two of them, enough for the entire hurricane
season. We can't stop the hurricanes, but we can delay, direct, and divert them alittle, which iswhy
ABC flew usdown here.”

“ABC?

“They bought the television rights to the hurricane season, Irv. Don't you read the trades? CBS got the
NBA and NBC got the Super Bowl. ABC beat out Ted Turner, which isfine with me. Who needsa
Hurricane Jane, even upgraded from atropical ssorm? The network hired usto edge the ’ canes toward
the weekends as much as possible, when the newsis dow. And State Farm is chipping in, Snce any
damage we can moderate ismoney in their pocket. They are footing the bill for thislittle Hanging Hilton,
infact. ‘Footing,” so to speak. My feet haven't touched the ground in three weeks.”

“I built atree house once,” | said. “Me and Studs Blitz, back in the old neighborhood.”
“A tree housein Brooklyn?" interjected a strangely accented voice.
“Who'sthat?’ | asked.

“Dmitri, stay off thelinel” barked Wu. “I’ll explain later,” hesaid to me. “But I’'m losing my signa. Which
way are you two lovebirds heading?’

We were heading downtown. Our first stop was Sweet Nothings, the bridal boutiquein New York's
historic lingerie digtrict. Candy made me wait outside while she shopped. Inspired, | bought a
Honeymoon Bungee at the Oriental Novelty Arcade on Broadway. (“What'sit for?’” Candy asked
apprehensively. | promised to show her later.) Feeling romantic, | took her little hand in mine and led her
back over to Sixth and presented her with the world' slargest interactive bouquet—a three-block stroll



through the flower market. We were just emerging from atunnel of flowering fernsa Twenty-Sixth,
when the payphone on the corner rang. On ahunch, | picked it up.

When you get hunches asrarely as| do, you follow them.
“Irving, why do you take so long to answer?’
“I picked up on thefirst ring, Wu. How’ d you manage that phone thing, anyway?’

“Software,” Wu said. “1 swiped the dgosfor handwriting recognition out of an Apple Newton and
interlaced them into aGPS (Globa Positioning System) satellite feed program. Then | ran your mail order
consumer profile (pirated from J. Crew) through afuzzilogica bulk mail collator macro lifted off aZIP
code CD-ROM, and adjusted for the fact that you' ve spent the past six monthsin Alabama. A friend in
the Mir shunts the search feeds through the communications satellite LAN until the“IRV” probability field
collapses and the phone nearest you rings. And you pick it up.Voil& ”

“I don't meanthat,” | said. “1 mean, how’ d you get Aunt Minnie to answer the phone?’

“I changed thering!” Wu said, sounding pleased with himsdlf. “It took alittle doing, but | was ableto
tweak acdler ID macro enough to toggle her ringer. Made it sound like a doorbell chime. Somehow that
gets her to answer. I'll send you thefigures.”

“Never mind,” | said. “The only figure | want to seeisyou-know-who'sin her Sweet Nothings’ (Candy,
who was pretending not to listen, blushed) “and yoursin awhite tux at noon on Thursday! There' sno
way we can change the wedding date.”

“Can’'t you put it off a least acouple of days, Irv? I’ m having trouble with my formula.”

“Impossible!” | said. “Theice sculpture won't wait. Let the butterflies go and get on back to Huntsville,
One hurricane more or less can't make dl that much difference.”

“Moths” said Wu. “And it'snot just hurricanes. What if it rains on your wedding?’
“Itwon’'t,” | said. “It can’t. Cindy guarantees clear skies. It sincluded in the catering bill.”

“Of courseitis, but how do you think that works, Irving? Cindy buys wesather insurance from Ido Ido,
the Japanese wedding conglomerate, which contracts with Entomol ogical Meteorological
Solutions—that’ s us—to schedule outdoor ceremonies around theworld. It'sjust asddinefor EMS, of
course. A little tweaking. But | can't release the first moth until the coordinates are right, and my numbers
are coming out dippery.”

1] S i pmy?l

“The math does’t work, Irv. The Time axis doesn't line up. In asystem as chaotic as wesather, you only
have one congtant, Time, and whenitisn't...”

But we werelosing our sgnd, and Candy was |ooking a me suspicioudy. | hung up.

“What are dl these phone callsfrom Wu?’ she asked, as we headed downtown. “Is something wrong
with thewedding plans?’

“Absolutely not,” | lied. There was no reason to spoil her Honeymoon (and mine!). “Hejust wants meto
help him with a—ameath problem.”

“I thought he was the math whiz. | didn’t know you even took math.”



| didn’t, not after my sophomore year in high schoal. | wastotally absorbed by history, inspired by my
favorite teacher, Citizen Tipograph (she wanted usto cal her Comrade, but the principal put hisfoot
down), who took uson field trips asfar afield as Gettysburg and Harper’ s Ferry. Every course C.T.
taught, whether it was Women'’ s Labor History, Black Labor History, Jewish Labor History, or just plain
old American Labor Higtory, included at least onetrip to Union Square, and | grew to love the seedy old
park, where| can sill hear the clatter of the horses and the cries of the Cossacks (which iswhat C.T.
caled the cops) and the stirring strains of thel nternationale . | tried to share some of this dramawith
Candy, but even though she listened politely, | could seethat to her Union Square was just scrawny
grass, dozing bums, and overweening squirrels.

Candy couldn’t wait to get out of the park. She was far more interested in the stacked TVsin the display
window at Nutty Ned's Home Electronics, on the corner of University and Fourteenth, where dozens of
Rosie O’ Donnells were chatting silently with sciencefiction writer Paul Park. There s nothing better than
atalk show without sound. We both stopped to watch for amoment, when al of the screens started
scrolling numbers. Over Rosie and her guest!

On ahunch, | went into the store. Candy followed.

Nutty Ned's clerkswere firing wildly with remotes, trying to tune the runaway TVs. Thedisplaysal
changed colors but stayed the same. It was strange, but strangdly familiar:

| figured | knew what it was. And | wasright. At precisely that moment, an entireFINAL SALE table of
portable phones started to ring. It made aterrible noise, like anursery filled with children who decide to
cry dl at once.

| picked up one and they dl quit.
“Wu?Isthat you?’

“Irv, did you see my figures? I’ m shunting them through the midmorning talk net COMSAT feed. See
what | mean? |’ m getting totally unlikely dates and placesfor these hurricanes, al down theline. Not to
mention rainy weddings. And it' sdefinitely the T.”

“TheT?

“The Time axis, the congtant that makes the Butterfly Effect predictable. It's become amaverick variable,
too long here, too short there. Speaking of which, 1 wish you wouldn’'t make me ring you twenty times.
It sannoying, and | have other thingsto do here, living in atree house, like feed the flying—"

“I picked up on thefirst ring.”
“TheHédl you did! The phone rang twenty-six times.”

| did aquick count of the phones on therINAL SALE table. “ Twenty-six phonesrang, Wu, but they each
rang only once. And dl at once.”

“Whoa” sad Wu. “I’'m coming through in pardlel? That could mean there satwigt.”
“Atwigd?’

“A twistinloca space-time. It's never happened but it’ stheoretically possible, of course. And it just
might explain my dippery T axes. Have you noticed any other tempora anomalies?’



“Temporary comedies?’

“Waeird time stuff, Irving! Any other weird time stuff happening therein New Y ork? Overturned
schedules! Unexpected delays!”

“Well, New York'sdl about delays,” | said, “but asamatter of fact—" | told Wu about never having to
wait for the subway. Or the bus. “ Even the Fifth Avenue bus comes right away!”

“The Fifth Avenue bus! I’'m beginning to think there may be more than atempora anomaly here. We may
belooking at afull-fledged chronologicd sngularity. But | need more than your subjectiveimpressons,
Irv; 1 need hard numbers. Which way are you two lovebirds going?’

“Downtown,” | said. “It'samost lunchtime.”
“Perfect!” he said. “How about Carlo’s?’

When Wu and | had worked at Lega Aid, on Centre Street, we had often eaten at Carlo’s Cdamari in
Little Italy. But only when we had time to take aloooong lunch.

“Noway!” | said. “It takes forever to get waited on at Carlo's”
“Exactly!” said Wu.

| felt atap on my shoulder. “Y ou plan to buy this phone?’ It was Nutty Ned himsdlf. | recognized his
nosefromthe TV ads.

“Noway,” | said.

“Than hang it the fuck up, please.”

“We got amenu as soon aswe sat down,” | said. | was speaking on the model Camaro phone at
Carlo's, while Candy poked through her cold seafood salad, setting aside everything that had legs or
armsor eyes, which was most of the dish.

“Impossiblel” said Wu.

“We ordered and my primavera pesto pasta came right away. Maybe they haveit aready cooked and
they just microwaveit.” | said thislow so the waiter wouldn't hear. He had brought me the phoneon a
tray shaped like Sicily. It was beige, flecked with red. Dried blood? Carlo’'sisamob joint. Allegedly.

“What' sright away?’
“1 don't know, Wu. | didn’t timeit.”

“I need numbers, Irv! What about breadsticks. Do they still have those skinny hard breadsticks? How
many did you eat between the time you ordered and the time the food came?’

“Three”
“Three apiece?’
“Three between us. Does knowing that realy help?’

“Sure. | can useit elther as one and one-hdf, or asthree over two. Numbersdon't lie, Irv. Parale or
serid, I’'m beginning to think my T-axis problemis centered in New Y ork. Everything there seemsto be



speeded up dightly. Compressed.”

“Compressed,” | said. When Wu istaking he expects you to respond. | dwaystry and pick afairly
innocuous world and just repedt it.

“You'vegot it, Irv. It'slikethoseinterviewson TV that are alittle jumpy, because they edit out al the
connective time—the uhs, the ahs, the waits, the pauses. Something’' s happened to the connective timein
New Y ork. That’swhy the phone rings ten times for me here—actualy an average of 8.411—and only
oncefor you.”

“How can the phone ring more times for you than for me?’
“Ever heard of Rdativity, Irving?’
“Yes but...”

“No buts about it!” Wu said. “ Theoretically, a ninety-degree twist could cause aleakage of Connective
Time. But what iscausing thetwig? That'sthe. . .”

Hisvoice was garting to fade. Truthfully, | was glad. | wasready to concentrate on my primavera pesto
pasta.

“Pepper?’ asked the waiter.

“Absolutdy,” | said. | don't redlly carefor pepper, but | admire the way they operate those big
wrist-powered wooden machines.

Candy lovesto shop (who doesn't?) so we headed across Grand Street to Soho, looking for jeans on
lower Broadway. Since there was no waiting for the dressing rooms (maybe Wu was on to something!),
Candy decided to try on one pair of each brand in each style and each color. We were about athird of
the way through the stack, when the salesgirl began to beep; rather, her beeper did.

“Your name Irv?’ she asked, studying the readout. “Y ou can use the sales phone.” It was under the
counter, by the shopping bags.

“How’ sthe coffee?” Wu asked.
“Coffee?”

“Aren’t you at Dean and Del_ucca?’
“We'reat ZigZag Jeans.”

“On Broadway at Grand? Now my fuzzilogical GPS transponder is showing dack!” Wu protested. “If
I"m three blocks off already, then that means. . .”

| stopped listening. Candy had just stepped out of the dressing room to check her Levisinthe store's
“rear view” mirror. “What do you think?’ she asked.

“Incredible” | said.

“My reaction exactly,” said Wu. “But what else could it be? The bus, the breadsticks, the F train—all the
numbers seem to indicate adow leak of Connective Time somewherein the New Y ork metropolitan
area. Let me ask you this, was your plane on time?’



“Why, yes” | said. “ At the gate, asamatter of fact. Thelittle bell wentding and everybody stood up at
7:32. | remember noticing it on my watch. It was our exact arrival time.”

“Seven thirty-two,” repeated Wu. “ That helps. I'm going to check the airports. | can patch into thelr
security terminals and interlace from there to the arrival and departure monitors. I'll need alittle help,
though. Dmitri, are you there? He' ssulking.”

“Whatever,” | said, giving the ZigZag girls back their phone. Candy was trying on the Wranglers, and me,
| wasfdlinginlovedl over again. | rarely see her out of her uniform, and it isamagnificent Sght.

In the end, S0 to spesk, it was hard to decide. The Levis, the Lees, the Wranglers, the Guess Whos, the
Calvins, and the Glorias al cosseted and caressed the sameincredible curves. Candy decided to buy one
pair of each and put them al on my credit card, Snce herswas maxed out. By thetimethe ZigZag girls
had the jeans folded and wrapped and packed up in shopping bags, it was 3:30—amost timeto head
back to Brooklyn if we wanted to besat the rush hour. But Wu had given me an idea.

Even guyslike me, who can't afford the Isragli canta oupes or free-range Pyrenees sheep cheese at Dean
and Del_ucca, can spring for acup of coffee, which you pick up at amarble counter between the
vegetable and bread sections, and drink standing at tall, skinny chrome tables overlooking the rigoroudy
fashionable intersection of Broadway and Prince.

D&D’sismy ideaof class, and it seemed to appea to Candy aswell, who was back in uniform and
iciting (as usua) many an admiring glance both on the street and in the aides. | wasn't halfway through
my Americano before the butcher appeared from the back of the store with along, skinny roll of wheat |
thought at first was miniature butcher paper (unborn lamb chops?), but wasin fact thermal paper from the
old-fashioned adding machinein the meat department. The key to Dean and Del_ucca s snooty chamis
that everything (except, of course, the customers) isdightly old-fashioned. Hence, therma paper.

“Youlrv?
| nodded.

He handed methelittle scroll. | unrolled it enough to see that it was covered with tiny figures, then let it
roll back up again.

“From Wu?’ Candy asked.
“Probably,” | said. “But let’ sfinish our coffee.”

At that very moment, aman walking down Broadway took a cellular phone out of his Armani uit,
unfolded it, put it to his ear and stopped. He looked up and down the street, then in the window a me.

| nodded, somewhat reluctantly. 1t would have been rude, even presumptuous, to expect him to bring the
phone inside the store to me, so | excused mysalf and went out to the sireet.

“Did you get my fax?" asked Wu.

“Sort of,” | said. | made a spinning motion with one finger to Candy, who understood right away. She
unrolled thelittle scroll of therma paper and held it up to the window glass.

“Wdl?



“Wel!” | replied. That usudly satisfied Wu, but | could tell he wanted more thistime. Sometimeswith
Wu it helpsto ask aquestion, if you can think of an inteligent one. “What' stheoON TIME ON TIME ON
TIME Stuff?” | asked.

“Those arearport figures, Irv! LaGuardia, to be specific. All the planesare ontime! That tell you
something?’

“Theleak isat LaGuardia?’ | ventured.

“Exactly! Numbersdon’t lie, Irv, and as those calculations clearly show, the connective tempora
displacement at LaGuardiais exactly equd to the Time axistwist I'm getting worldwide, adjusted for the
Earth’ srotation, divided by 5.211. Whichisthe part | can’t figure.”

“I’ve seen that number somewhere before,” 1 said. | dimly remembered something rolling around. “A
shoe size? A phone number?’

“Try to remember,” said Wu. “That number might lead usto the leak. We know it’s somewhere at
LaGuardia; now dl we haveto doispinpoint it. And plug it.”

“Why plugit?’ | said. “ This no-ddlay business just makes life better. Who wantsto wait around an
arport?’

“Think about it, Irving!” Wu said. There was an edge to hisvoice, like when hethinks | am being supid
on purpose. In fact | am never stupid on purpose. That would be stupid. “Y ou know how alow-pressure
area sucksair from other areas? It sthe same with Time. The system istrying to stabilizeitsdlf. Whichis
why | can’t get the proper EM Sfiguresfor Hurricane Relief, or 1do Ido, for that matter. Whichiswhy |
asked you to delay your wedding in thefirst place.”

“Okay, okay,” | said. | was so excited about my upcoming Honeymoon that | had totally forgotten the
wedding. “So let’ s plug it. What do you want meto do?’

“Go to LaGuardiaand wait for my call,” hesaid.
“LaGuardia?? Aunt Minnieis expecting usfor supper.”
“| thought she was Lifthatvanian. They can’'t cook!”

“They can so!” | said. “Besides, we' re sending out for pizza. And besides—" | dropped my voice,
“—tonight' sthe night Candy and | officidly have our Honeymoon.”

Honeymoon is one of those words you can't say without miming akiss. Candy must have been reading
my lipsthrough the Dean & Del_ucca swindow, because she blushed; beautifully, | might add.

But Wu must not have heard me, because he was saying, “As soon asyou get to LaGuardia. . .” ashis
voice faded away. Wewerelosing our connection.

Meanwhile, the guy whose phoneit was, was looking at hiswatch. It wasaMovado. | recognized it
fromtheNew Yorker ads. | kept my subscription even after moving to Huntsville. | gave him his phone
back and we headed for the subway station.

How could Wu expect me to hang out a LaGuardiawaiting for hiscall on the night of my Honeymoon?
Perhapsif the Queens-bound train had come first, | might have taken it, but | don’t think so. And it
didn’t. Taking Candy by the hand, | put us on the Brooklyn bound F. It wasn't quite rush hour, which
meant we got a seat as soon as we reached Delancey Street. Did | mention that the train came right



away?

Even though (or perhaps because) | am aborn and bred New Y orker, | get alittle nervous when the
train stopsin the tunnel under the East River. This one started and stopped, started and stopped.

Then stopped.
Thelightswent out.
They came back on.

“Thereisagrumbashievous willin brashabrashengobrak our signd,” said the loudspeaker. “Please
wooshagranny the dday.”

“What did she say?’ asked Candy. “Is something wrong?’
“Don’t worry about it,” | said.

Turns out we were in the conductor’s car. The lights flickered but stayed on, and she stepped out of her
tiny compartment, holding aphone. “ Ashabroshabikus Irving?’ she asked.

| nodded.

“Frezzhogrigtis quick,” she said, handing me the phone.
“Hdlo?’ | ventured. | knew who it was, of course.
“Irv, | need you in baggage clam,” said Wu.
“Inwha?’

“I’'m cloging in on the Connective Time leak. | think it’'s a phone somewhere on the Baggage Claim and
Ground Transportation level. | need you to go down there and see which payphone is off the hook, so
wecan. .. What' sthat noise?’

“That' sthetrain starting up again,” | said.
“Train?| thought you were at the airport.”

“| tried to tell you, Wu,” | said. “We promised Aunt Minnie we would come homefor dinner. Plus,
tonight’s my Honeymoon. Plus, you' re not looking for a payphone.”

“How do you know?’

“The5.211. Now | remember what it was. It was a battery for acell phone. It wasrolling and | stopped
it with my foot.”

“Of coursel” said Wu. “What afool | am! And you, Irv, areageniusl Don't makeamoveuntil | ..."
But wewerelosing our Sgnd.

“Makeif sharanka bresh?’ asked the conductor, alittle testily. She took her phone and stepped back
into her tiny compartment and closed the door.

Every bad pizzais bad in its own way, but good pizzaisal dike. Bruno’s on the corner of Ditmas and
MacDonald, under the e, ismy favorite, and Aunt Minni€ stoo. A fresh pie was being popped into the



oven as Candy and | walked in the door, and Bruno, Jr., assured usit was ours.

We were headed for home, box in hand, when a battered Buick gypsy cab pulled up at the curb. |
waved it off, shaking my heed, figuring the driver thought we' d flagged him down. But that wasn't it.

The driver powered down hiswindow and | heard Wu' s voice over the static on the two-way radio:
“Irv, you can head for Brooklyn after dl. | found it. Irv, you there?’

The driver was saying something in Egyptian and trying to hand me alittle mic. | gave Candy the pizzato
hold, and took it.

“Pressthelittle button,” said Wu.
| pressed thelittle button. * Found what?’

“Thelegk. The5.211 wasthe clue,” said Wu. “1 should have recognized it immediately as aspecia
two-year cadmium silicone battery for alow-frequency, high-intensity, short-circuit, long-distance cdllular
phone. Once you tipped me off, | located the phone hidden undernegth the old Eastern/Braniff/Pan
Am/Piedmont/People baggage carousd.”

“I know,” | said, pressing the little button. “| saw it there. So now | guess you want meto go to
LaGuardiaand hang it up?’

“Not so fadt, Irv! The phoneisjust the conduit, the timeline through which the Connective Timeisbeing
drained. What we need to find is the number the phone is calling—the source of the leak, the actual hole
in Time, thetwidt. It could be some bizarre naturd singularity, like achronologica whirlpool or tornado;
or even worse, someincredibly advanced, diabolica machine, designed to twist ahole in space-time and
pinch off apiece of our Universe. The open phone connection will lead usto it, whatever it is, and guess
what?’

“What?'

“The number it' scaling isin Brooklyn, and guesswhat?’
“What?’

“It’ sthe phone number of Dr. Radio Dgjerm!”

He pronounced it rah-dio. | said, “Help me out.”

“Theworld-famous Lifthatvanian resort devel oper, Irving!” said Wu, impatiently. “Winner of the Nobel
Prizefor Red Estatein 1982! Remember?’

“Oh, him. Sort of,” | lied.

“Which was later revoked when he was indicted for trying to create anillega universe, but that’ s another
sory. And guesswhat?’

“What?’

“Helives somewhere on Ditmas, near your aunt, as ameatter of fact. We're dtill trying to pinpoint the
exact address.”

“What acoincidence,” | said. “We re on Ditmas right now. Wejust picked up apizza.”
“Withwha?’



“Mushrooms and peppers on one side, for Aunt Minnie. Olives and sausage on the other, for Candy. |
pick at both, sincel like mushrooms and sausage.”

“What acoincidence,” said Wu. “| like it with olives and peppers.” He sighed. “1 would kill for ahot
pizza. Ever spend six weeksin atree house?’

“Ever spend six monthsin aspace station?” asked astrangely accented voice.

“Butt out, Dmitri,” Wu said (rather rudely, | thought).

“Aren’t you supposed to be looking for that address?’

“| spent three nightsin atree house once,” | said. “Meand Studs. Of course, wehad aTV.”
“A TV inatree house?’

“Just black and white. It was an old sx-inch Dumont from my Uncle Mort’ s basement.”

“A sx-inch Dumont!” said Wu. “Of course! What afool | am! Irv, did it have. . .”

But wewerelosing our signdl. Literdly. Thedriver of the gypsy cab wasleaning out of hiswindow,
shouting in Egyptian and reaching for the phone,

“Probably hasafareto pick up,” | explained to Candy as he snatched the little mic. out of my hand and
drove off, burning rubber. “Let’s get this pizzato Aunt Minnie beforeit gets cold. Otherwise she'll cook.
And shecan't.”

Different cultures ded with deeth, dying, and the dead in different ways. | was accustomed to Aunt
Minni€' s Lifthatvanian eccentricities, but | was concerned about how Candy would take it when she set
Uncle Mort’ s ashes at the head of the table for dinner.

Candy was cool, though. As soon as supper was finished, she helped Aunt Minnie with the dishes (not
much of ajob), and joined her on the front porch for her Kent. And, | supposed, girl talk. | took the
opportunity to go upstairs and strap the legs of the twin beds together with the $1.99 Honeymaoon
Bungee| had bought in Little Korea. The big evening was amost upon us! There on the dresser wasthe
deek little package from Sweet Nothings. Candy’s Honeymoon negligée. | was tempted to look inside,
but of course| didn’t.

| wanted to be surprised. | wanted everything to be perfect.

From the upstairswindow | could see the big maple treein Studs' s back yard. It was getting dark, and
bluelight spilled out through every crack in the tree house, of which there were many.

| heard the doorbell chime. That seemed strange, since | knew Candy and Aunt Minnie were on the front
porch. Then | redlized it wasthe phone. | ran downgtairsto pick it up.

“Diagond, right?’
“What?’

“The screen, Irving! On the Dumont you had in the tree house. Y ou said it was asix-inch. Was that
measured diagondly?’

“Of course” | said. “It' saways measured diagonally. Wu, what’ s this about?”



“Blonde cabinet?’

“Nice blonde veneer,” | said. “The color of aDreamsicle™. It wasared old set. It wasthefirst one
Aunt Minnie and Uncle Mort had bought back in thefifties. It even had little doors you could close when
you weren't watching it. | always thought the little doors were to keep the cowboys from getting out.”

“Cowboysin Brooklyn?’ asked a strangely accented voice.

“Butt out, Dmitri,” Wu said. “Irv, you are agenius. We have found the twist.”

“| an? We have?’

“Indubitably. Remember the big Dumont console payolarecal scandd of 19577
“Not exactly. | wasn't born yet. Neither were you.”

“Wadl, it wasn'treally about payolaat dl. It was about something far more sgnificant. Quantum physics.
Turns out that the #515-gauge boson rectifier under the 354V 67 vacuum tube in the Dumont six-inch
console had afrequency modulation that set up an interference wave of 8.48756 gauss, which, when
hooked up to household 110, opened an oscillating 88-degree offset permesbility in the fabric of the
Space-time continuum.”

“Atwig?

“Exactly. And close enough to ninety degreesto make asmal lesk. It was discovered, quite by accident,
by alowly assistant at Underwriters Laboratory eleven months after the sets had been on the market.
Shipped. Sold.”

“| don't remember ever hearing about it.”

“How could you? It was covered up by the powers-that-be; rather, that-were; indeed, that-still-are. Can
you imaginethe panic if over aquarter of amillion people discovered that the TV set in their living room
was pinching aholein the Universe? Even atiny one? It would have destroyed the indudtry initsinfancy.
Y ou better believeit was hushed up, Irv. Degp-sixed. Three hundred thirty-seven thousand, eight
hundred seventy-seven sets were recalled and destroyed, their blonde wood cabinets broken up for
kindling, their circuits melted down for new pennies, and their #515-gauge boson rectifiers sealed in glass
and buried in an abandoned sat mine 1200 feet under East Gramling, West Virginia”

“So what are you saying? One got away?’

“Exactly, Irv. Three hundred thirty-seven thousand, eight hundred seventy-sevenwere destroyed, but
337,878were manufactured. Numbersdon’t lie. Do the math.”

“Hmmm,” | said. “ Could be that Aunt Minnie missed the recall. She hardly ever opens her mail, you
know. Studs and | found the set in Uncle Mort’ s basement workshop. It hadn’t been used for years, but
it ssemed to work okay. Wedidn't notice it twisting any holein Time.”

“Of coursenot. It'satiny hole. But over along period, it would have acumulative effect. Precisdy the
effect we are seeing, in fact. Many millions of connective milli-seconds have been drained out of our
Universe—perhaps even stolen deliberately, for al we know.”

| wasrelieved. If it wasacrime, | was off the hook. | could concentrate on my Honeymoon “Then let’'s
cdl thepolice” | sad.



Wujust laughed. “ The police aren't prepared to dedl with anything likethis, Irv. Thisis quantum physics,
Feynman stuff, way beyond them. We will haveto handle it ourselves. When Dmitri finds the addressfor
Dr. Dgierm, | have asuspicion we will aso find out what became of the legendary Lost D6.”

“lsn’'t thisabit of acoincidence?’ | asked. “What are the odds that the very thing that is messing you up
in Quetzacanisright herein my old neighborhood in Brooklyn? It seems unlikely.”

“That’ s because you don’t understand probability, Irving,” said Wu. “Everything isunlikely until it
happens. Look at it thisway: When there' s aten percent chance of rain, there’ saninety percent chance
itwon't rain, right?’

“Right.”

“Thenwhat if it starts raining? The probability wave collapses, and the ten percent becomes ahundred,
the ninety becomes zero. An unlikely event becomes a certainty.”

It made senseto me. “Thenit' sraining here, Wu,” | said. “ The probability waves are collgpsing like
crazy, becausethe TV you arelooking for is till in the tree house. Turned on, infact. | can seethe blue
light from here. It'sin the maple tree in Studs s back yard, three doors down.”

“On Ditmas?’
“On Ditmas”
“So your friend Studs could be involved?’

“That' swhat | wastrying totell you!” | said. “He runsthe baggage carousd at LaGuardiathat the phone
was hidden under.”

“Theplot thickens” said Wu, who lovesit when the plot thickens. “He must be draining off the
connective timeto speed up hisbaggage deivery! But whereisit going? And what is Dgjerm’srolein
this caper? We' |l know soon enough.”

“Wewill?

“When you confront them, Irv, at the scene of the crime, so to speak. You said it was only three doors
a’\lw_”

“Noway,” | said. “Not tonight.”

“Why not?’

“Guesswho?’ | fdt hands over my eyes.
“Candy, that’swhy,” | said.

“Right you are!” Candy said. She blushed (even her fingertips blush), and her voice dropped to a
whisper: “Coming upgairs?”

“Y ou mean your Honeymoon?’ Wu asked.

“Yes, of course | mean my Honeymoon!” | said, as| watched Candy kiss Aunt Minnie goodnight and go
updtairs. “1 don’t want to confront anybody! Any guys, anyway. Can't you just turnthe TV off by
remote?’



“There’ sno remote on those old Dumonts, Irv. Y ou' re going to haveto unplug it.”
“Tomorrow, then.”

“Tonight,” said Wu. “It’ Il only take you afew minutes. If the leak is plugged tonight | can redo my
cdculations and release the first moth in the morning. Then if | catch the nonstop from Quetzalcan City,
I’[l make Huntsvillein timeto pick up my tux. But if | don't, you won't have abest man. Or aring. Or
maybe even awedding. Don't forget, this moth works for 1do Ido, too. What if it rains?’

“Okay, okay,” | said. “Y ou convinced me. But I’m just going to run over there and unplug it and that's
al.” 1 kissed Aunt Minnie goodnight (she degpsin the barcalounger in front of the TV with UncleMort’'s
ashesin her 1ap), then cdled up the stairsto Candy, “Be up inaminute!”

Then headed out the back door.

I’ll never forget thefirst time| visited my cousin Lucy in New Jersey. Lots of thingsin the suburbswere
different. The treeswere skinnier, the houses were lower, the cars were newer, the streets were wider,
the yards were bigger, and the grass was definitely greener. But the main thing | remember was my
feeling of panic: Therewas nowhereto hide! The picture windows, one on each house, seemed to stare
out onto aworld in which nobody had anything to conced, aterrifying ideato a pre-teen (I was eeven
going on fifteen) since adolescence isthe dow, unfolding triumph of experience over innocence, and teens
have everything to hide,

| was glad to get back to Brooklyn, where everyone knew who | was but no one was watching me. |
had the same safe fedling when | dipped out the kitchen door into Aunt Minni€ stiny (and sadly
neglected) back yard. The yardsin Brooklyn, on Ditmas at least, are narrow divers separated by board
fences, wire fences, dat fences, mesh fences. Adulthood in Americadoesn’'t involve alot of fence
climbing, and | felt like akid again as| hauled myself carefully over asagging section of chainlink into the
Murphys' yard next door. Of course, they weren't the Murphys anymore: They were the Wing-Tang
somethings, and they had replaced the old squedling swing set with anew plastic and rubberoid play
center in the shape of a pirate ship, complete with plank.

The next yard, the Patellis , was even lessfamiliar. It had aways been choked with flowers and weedsin
adizzying, improbable mix, under agrape arbor that, properly processed, kept the grandfather mildly
potted al year. The vines had stopped bearing when “Don Patelli” had died the year | started high
school. “Grapes arelike dogs,” Uncle Mort had said. “ Faithful to the end.” Everything Uncle Mort knew
about dogs, he had learned from books.

A light came on in the house, and | remembered with darm that the Patellisno longer lived there, and that
| was no longer aneighborhood kid; or even akid. If anybody saw me, they would call the police. |
stepped back into the shadows. Looking up, and back a house or two, | spotted a shapely silhouette
behind the blindsin an upstairswindow. A girl undressing for bed! | enjoyed the guilty, Peeping Tom
feding, until | redized it was Candy, in Aunt Minni€' sguest room. That made it even better.

But it wastimeto get moving. Unplug the stupid TV and be done withit.

Theloose plank in the Patdllis ancient board fence still swung open to let me through. It was alittle
tighter fit, but | made it—and | wasin the Blitzes' yard, under the wide, ivy-covered trunk of the maple.
The board steps Studs and | had nailed to the tree were still there, but | was glad to see that they had
been supplemented with aten-foot auminum ladder.

At thetop of the ladder, wedged into alow fork, was the tree house Studs and | had built in the summer



of 1968. It was atriangular shed about six feet high and five feet on aside, nailed together from scrap
plywood and pallet lumber. It was hard to believe it was dlill intact after amogt thirty years. Y €, there it
was.

And herel was. There were no windows, but through the cracks, | saw abluelight.

| climbed up the aluminum ladder. The door, asheet of faux-birch paneling, was padlocked from the
outside. | even recognized the padlock. Before opening it, | looked in through the wide crack at the top.
| was surprised by what | saw.

Usudly, when you return to scenes of your childhood, whether it' s an elementary school or aneighbor’s
yard, everything seemsimpossibly small. That' swhat | thought it would be like with the tree house Studs
and | had built when we were even. | expected it to look tiny inside.

Instead it looked huge.

| blinked and looked again. Theinside of the tree house seemed as big asagym. In the near corner, to
theright, I saw the TV—the six-inch Dumont console. The doors were open and the gray-blue light from
the screen illuminated the entire vast interior of the tree house. In the far corner, to the left, which seemed
at least ahaf ablock away, there was a brown sofa next to a potted pam.

| didn’t likethelooks of it. My first impulse was to climb down the ladder and go home. | even Sarted
down one step. Then | looked behind me, toward Aunt Minni€' s upstairs guest room window, where |l
had seen Candy’ s silhouette. Thelight was out. She wasin bed, waiting for me. Waiting to begin our
Honeymoon.

All I had to do was unplug thedamn TV.

It sfunny how the fingers remember what the mind forgets. The combination lock wasfrom my old
middle school locker. Assoon as| started spinning the did, my fingers knew where to start and where to
stop: L-5, R-32, L-2.

| opened thelock and set it aside, hanging it on the bracket. | leaned back and pulled the door open. |
guess| expected it to groan or creak in acknowledgement of the years since | had last opened it; but it
made not a sound.

Thelast stepisalong one, and | climbed into the tree house on my knees. It smelled musty, like glue and
wood and old magazines. | |eft the door swinging open behind me. The plywood floor cresked
reassuringly as| got to my feet.Look who' s back.

Theingde of the tree house looked huge, but it didn’tfeel huge. The sofaand the potted pamin the far
corner seemed dmogt like miniaturesthat | could reach out and touch if | wanted to. | didn’'t want to.
They sort of hung intheair, either real smdll, or redl far away, or both. Or neither.

| decided it was best not to ook at them. | had ajob to do.

Two steps across the plywood floor took me to the corner with the TV. It was better here; more familiar.
Here wasthe ratty rag rug my mother had donated; the Farrah Fawcett pinups on thewall. Here wasthe
gtack of old magazines Motor Trend ,Boys Life ,Playboy ,Model Airplane News . Here were the ball
gloves, thewater guns, right where Studs and | had |eft them, almost thirty years before. It al looked the
same, inthiscorner.

The TV screen was more gray than blue. There was no picture, just asteady blizzard of static and snow.
The rabbit-ears antenna on the top were extended. One end was hung with tinfoil (had Studsand | done



that?), and something was duct-taped into the cradle between them.

A cdlular phone. | wassure we hadn’t donethat. They didn’t even have cdllular phones when we were
kids; or duct tape, for that matter. Thiswas clearly the other end of the connection from LaGuardia. And
there was more that was new.

A green garden hose was attached to a peculiar fitting on the front of the TV, between the volume control
and the channel sdlector. It snaked across the floor toward the corner with the brown sofa and the potted
palm. Thelonger | looked at the hose, the longer it seemed. | decided it was best not to look at it. | had
ajobto do.

The dectrical power in the tree house came from the house, viaa“train” of extension cordswinding
through the branches from Studs s upstairswindow. The TV was plugged into an extension cord dangling
through aholein the ceiling. | was reaching up to unplug it when | felt something cold againgt the back of
my neck.

“Put your hands down!”

“ Suds?

“Irv, istha you?’

| turned dowly, hands dill inthear.

“Irv the Perv? What the Hell are you doing here?’

“I cameto unplug thetelevison, Studs,” | said. “Isthat ared gun?’
“Damntootin’,” hesad. “A Glock nine”

“Sothisishow you got al your meddd” | said scornfully. My hands till intheair, | pointed with my chin
to the six-inch Dumont with the cell phone taped between the rabbit ears, then to theimpressive array
across Studs s chest. Even off duty, even at home, he wore hisuniform with al hismedas. “ That’ s not
redly your Nobe Prize around your neck, either, isit?’

“Itisso!” he said, fingering the heavy meddlion. “ The professor gave it to me. The professor helped me
win the others, too, by speeding up the baggage carousd at LaGuardia. Y ou'relooking a the Employee
of the Y ear, two yearsin arow.”

“The professor?’

Studs pointed with the Glock nine to the other corner of the tree house. Thefar corner. | was surprised
to see an old man, sitting on the brown sofa next to the potted pam. He was wearing agray cardigan
over blue coverdls. “Where d he come from?’ | asked.

“He comes and goes as he pleases,” said Studs. “It'shisUniverse.”
Universe? Suddenly it al came perfectly clear; or dmost clear. “Dr. Radio Dgjerm?”’
“Rah-dio,” the old man corrected. He looked tiny but his voice sounded neither smal nor far away.

“Mother took in boarders after Dad died,” Studs explained. “One day | showed Dr. Dgjerm the old tree
house, and when he saw the TV he got dl excited. Especialy when he turned it on and saw that it il
worked. He bought the cell phones and set up the system.”



“It doesn't redly work,” | said. “There sno picture.”

“All those old black and white shows are off the air,” said Studs. “Dr. Dgjerm had bigger thingsin mind
thanl Love Lucy , anyway. Like cregting anew universe.”

“Isthat what' s swelling up the insde of the tree house?’ | asked.

Studs nodded. “And incidentally, helping my career.” His medas clinked as his chest expanded. “You're
looking at the Employee of the Y ear, two yearsin arow.”

“You aready told methat,” | said. | looked at the old man on the sofa. “Ishered smadl, or far awvay?’
“Both,” said Studs. “He sin another Universe, and it’snot avery big one.”

“Not big yet!” said Dr. Dgjerm. His voice sounded neither tiny nor far away. It boomed in my ear; |
found out later, from Wu, that aeven asmall universe can act as asort of resonator or echo chamber.
Like ashower.

“My Universeissmdl now, but it’s getting bigger,” Dr. Dgjerm went on. “It'sa Leisure Universe,
created entirely out of Connective Timethat your Universe will never miss. In another year or so, it will
attain critica mass and be big enough to survive onitsown. Then | will disconnect the timelines, cast
loose, and bid you dl farewe|!”

“Wedon't have another year,” | said. “1 haveto unplug the TV now.” | explained about the Butterfly
Effect and the hurricanes. | even explained about my upcoming wedding in Huntsville. (1 left out the part
about my Honeymoon, which was supposed to be going on right now, aswe spoke, just three doors
down and a half afloor up!)

“Congratulations,” said Dgjerm in hisrich Lifthatvanian accent. “But I'm afraid | can’t dlow you to
unplug the D6. There are more than afew hurricanes and weddings a stake. We re talking about an
entire new universe, here. Shoot him, Arthur.”

Studsraised the Glock nine until it was pointed directly at my face. His hand was darmingly steadly.

“I don't want to shoot you, Irv,” he said gpologeticdly. “But | owe him. He made me Employee of the
Y ear two yearsin arow.”

“Y ou aso took asacred oath!” | said. “Remember? Y ou can’t shoot another Ditmas Playboy!” This
wasn't just alast-ditch ploy to save my life. It wastrue. It was one of our by-laws; one of only two, in
fact.

“That was along time ago,” said Studs, looking confused.

“Time doesn't matter to oaths,” | said. (I have no ideaiif thisistrue or not. | just made it up on the spot.)
“Shoot him!” said Dr. Dgjerm.

“There sanother way out of this. ..” said avoice behind us, “. . . amore civilized way.”

Studsand | both turned and looked at the TV. There was afamiliar (to me, at least; Studs had never met
him) facein grainy black and white, wearing some sort of jungle cap.

“Wul” | said. “Where d you come from?’

“Redl-timeInternet feed,” he said. “Video conferencing software. My cosmonauit friend patched mein on



arogue cable channe from adigital switching satellite. Piece of cake, once we triangulated the location
through the phone signas. Although cellular video can be squirrdly. Lots of frequency bounce.”

“Thisisatree house? It' sasbig asagymnasum!” exclaimed an oddly accented voice.
“Shut up, Dmitri. We ve got aStuation here. Hand methe gun, Blitz.”
“You can seeout of aTV?’ | asked, amazed.

“Only alittle” Wu said. “Pixel inversion piggybacked on the remote locationa eectron smear. It'slikea
reverse mortgage. Feeds on the electronic equity, so to speak, so we haveto get on with it. Hand methe
gun, Studs. The Glock nine.”

Studs was immobile, torn between conflicting loydties. “How can | hand agunto aguy on TV?" he
whined.

“You could st it on top of the cabinet,” | suggested.
“Don’t doit, Arthur!” Dr. Dgjerm brokein. “ Give the gun to me. Now!”

Studs was saved. The doctor had given him an order he could obey. He tossed the Glock nine acrossthe
tree house. It got smaller and smaller and went dower and dower, until, to my surprise, Dr. Dgierm
caught it. He checked the clip and laid the gun across histiny, or distant, or both, lap.

“We can settle thiswithout gunplay,” said Wu.
“Wilson Wu,” said Dr. Dgjerm. “ So we meet again!”
“Agan?’ | whispered, surprised. | shouldn’t have been.

“I was Dr. Dgjerm’ s graduate assistant at Bay Ridge Redlty Collegein the late seventies,” explained Wu.
“Right before he won the Nobd Prize for Real Estate.”

“Which wasthen stolen fromme!” said Dr. Dgjerm.

“The prize was later revoked by the King of Sweden,” explained Wu, “when Dr. Dgjerm was indicted
for trying to creste an illegal universe out of unused vacation time. Unfairly, | thought, even though
technically the Time did belong to the companies.”

“The charges were dropped,” said Dgjerm. “Buit try telling that to the King of Sweden.”
Studs fingered the Nobel Prize meddlion. “It’ snot red ?’

“Of courseit'sred!” said Dgjerm. “When you clink it, it clinks. It hasmass. That’ swhy | refused to give
it back.”

“Y our scheme would never have worked, anyway, Dr. Dgjerm,” said Wu. “I did the numbers. There's
not enough unused vacation timeto inflate a universe; not anymore.”

“Y ou dways were my best sudent, Wu,” said Dgjerm. “Y ou areright, as usud. But asyou can see, |
came up with a better source of Time than puny pilfered corporate vacation days.” He waved his hand
around at the sofa, the potted pam. “Connective Time! There' s more than enough to go around. All |
needed was away to make a hole in the fabric of space-time big enough to dip it through. And | found
it!”



“TheD6,” said Wu.

“Exactly. | had heard of thelegendary Lost D6, of course, but | thought it was amyth. Imagine my
surprise and ddight when | found it in my own back yard, so to spesk! With Arthur’ shelp, it wasa
smple bandwidth problem, duicing the Connective Time by phone from LaGuardia, whereit would
never be missed, through the D6’ s gauige boson rectifier twist, and into—my own Universel”

“Butit'sjust asofaand aplant,” | said. “Why do you warnt to live there?’

“Doestheword ‘immortality’ mean anything to you?’ Dgjerm asked scornfully. “It’ struethat my Leisure
Universeissmadl. That's okay; the world is not yet ready for vacationing in another universe, anyway.
But red estateisnothing if not awaiting game. It will get bigger. And while | anwaiting, | age at avery
dow rate. Lifein auniverse made entirely of Connective Timeisas closeto immortdity aswe mortas
can come.”

“Brilliant,” said Wu. “If you would only use your geniusfor science instead of gain, you could win another
Nobd Prize”

“Fuck Science!” said Dgjerm, histiny (or distant, or both) mouth twisted into asmirk as hisgiant voice
boomed through the tree house. “1 want my own universe, and | aready got aNobd Prize, so don't
anybody reach for that plug. Sorry if I" ve thrown off your butterfly figures, Wilson, but your Universe
won't missafew more milli-minutes of Connective Time. | will disconnect minewhenit isbig enoughto
survive and grow on its own. Not before.”

“That' swhat I’'mtrying to tell you!” said Wu. “ The more universes, the better, asfar as|’m concerned.
Look here...”

Wu'sfaceonthe TV screen stared straight ahead, as a stream of equations flowed down over it:

“Impossiblel” said Dgjerm.

“Numbersdon’t lie,” said Wu. “Y our figures were off, professor. Y ou reached critical mass 19.564
minutes ago, our time. Y our Leisure Universeisready to cut loose and be born. All Irv hastodois—"

“Unplugthe TV?’ | asked. | reached for the plug and a shot rang out.
BRANNNGGG!

It was followed by the sound of bresking glass.

CRAARH!

“Youkilled him!” shouted Studs.

At firgt | thought he mean me, but my head felt OK, and my hands were OK, one on each side of the
gtill-connected plug. Then | saw the thick broken glass on the floor, and | knew what had happened. Y ou
know how sometimes when you fire awarning shot indoors, you hit an appliance? Wdll, that’ swhat Dr.
Dgjerm had done. He had meant to warn me away from the plug, and hit the television. The D6 was no
more. The screen was shattered and Wu was gone.

| looked across the tree house for the sofa, the potted pam, the little man. They wereflickering alittle,
but il there.



“Youkilled him!” Studs said again.

“It was an accident,” said Dgjerm. “It was meant to be awarning shot.”

“It was only avideo conferencing image,” | said. “I’m sure Wu isfine. Besides, he wasright!”
“Right?’” they both asked at once.

| pointed a Dr. Dgierm. “The TV isoff, and your Leisure Universeis dill there”

“For now,” said Dgjerm. “But the timeline is till open, and the Connective Timeis sphoning back into
your Universe.”” As he spoke, he was getting either smaller or farther away, or both. Hisvoice was
sounding hollower and hollower.

“What should we do?’ Studs asked franticaly. “Hang up the phone?’

| was way ahead of him; | had dready untaped the phone and was |ooking for theorr button. As soon as
| pushed it, the phone rang.

It was, of course, Wu. “Everything dl right?” he asked. “1 lost my connection.”

| told him what had happened. Meanwhile, Dr. Dgjerm was getting smaler and smaler every second. Or
farther and farther away. Or both.

“You haveto act fast!” Wu said. “A universeislikeabdaloon. You haveto tieit off, or it'll shrink into
nothing.”

“I know,” | said. “That’swhy | hung up the phone.”

“Wrong timeline. The phone connects the baggage carousd to the D6. There must be another connection
from the D6 to Dr. Dgjerm’ s Leisure Universe. That' s the onethat’ s still open. Look for analog, narrow
bandwidth, probably green.”

Dr. Dgjerm was standing on the tiny sofa, pointing franticaly toward the front of the TV.
“Likeagarden hose?’ | asked.

“Could be)” saild Wu. “If so, kinking it won't help. Timeisn't like water; it’ sinfinitely compressible.
You'll haveto disconnect it.”

The hose was attached to a peculiar brassfitting on the front of the set, between the channdl selector and
the volume contral. | tried unscrewing it. | turned it to the lft, but nothing happened. | turned it to the
right, but nothing happened. | pushed. | pulled.

Nothing happened

“It saspecid fitting!” said Dgjerm. * Specid order from Chrono Supply!” | could barely hear him. He
was definitely getting smaller, or farther away, or both.

“Let metry it!” said Studs, his panic showing his genuine affection for the swiftly disgppearing old man.
Heturned thefitting to the left; heturned it to the right. He pushed, he pulled; he tugged, he twisted.

Nothing happened.
“Can| try?’ asked afamiliar voice.



“Shecan't comein here!” shouted Studs.

It was Candy, and Studs was right:NO GIRLSALLOWED was our other by-law. It was the bedrock of our
policy. Neverthless, ignoring his protests, | helped her off the ladder and through the door. Studsand |
both gasped as she stood up, brushing off her knees. | had seen Candy out of uniform, but thiswas
different. Very different.

She was wearing her specia Honeymoon lingerie from Sweet Nothings.

Neverthdess, shewasdl business. “It’ s like achild-proof cap,” she said. She bent down (beautifully!),
and with one quick mysterious wrist-motion, disconnected the hose from thefitting. It began to flop likea
snake and boom like thunder, and Candy screamed and dropped it. Meanwhile, Dr. Dgjerm was hauling
the hosein and coiling it on the sofa, which was beginning to spin, dowly at first, then more and more
dowly.

| heard more booming, and felt a tremendous wind sweep through the tree house.
| heard the sound of magazine pages fluttering and wood splintering.
| felt thefloor tilt and | reached out for Candy as Studsyelled, “1 told you so! | told you so!”

The next thing | knew, | waslying on apile of boards under the maple tree, with Candy in my arms. Her
Sweet Nothings Honeymoon lingerie was short on elbow and knee protection, and shewas skinned in
severa places. | wrapped her in my mother’ s old rag rug, and together we hel ped Studs to hisfedt.

“I toldyou s0,” he said.
“Told who wha?’

Instead of answering, he swung at me. Luckily, he missed. Studs has never been much of afighter. “The
by-laws.NO GIRLSALLOWED . Now look!” Studs kicked the magazines scattered around under the tree.

“It wasn't Candy!” | said. “It was your precious professor and his Leisure Universel”

Studs swung a me again. It was easy enough to duck. A few lights had come on in the neighboring
houses, but they were dready going off again. The back yard was littered with boards and magazines,
ball gloves, pinups, water guns, and pocketknives. It was like the debris of childhood—itwas the debris
of childhood—all collected in one sad pile.

Studs was crying, blubbering, really, as he picked through the debris, looking (I suspected) for alittle
sofa, aminiature potted palm, or perhaps atiny man knocked unconscious by afal from acollgpsing
universe.

Candy and | watched for awhile, then decided to help. There was no sign of Dr. Radio Dgjerm. We
couldn’'t even find the hose. “ That'sagood sign,” | pointed out. “ Thelast thing | saw, hewas coiling it up
on the sofa”

“S0?’ Studstook another swing at me, and Candy and | decided it wastimeto leave. We were ducking
down to squeeze through the loose plank in the Petdllis’ fence, when | heard the phone ringing behind
me. It was muffled under the boards and plywood. | was about to turn back and answer it, but Candy
caught my arm—and my eye.

It was still our Honeymoon, after all, even though | had a headache from thefal. So, | found out |ater,
did Candy.



| thought that was the end of the Ditmas Playboys, but the next day at LaGuardia, Studs was waiting for
us a the top of the escalator to Gates 1-17. He had either cleaned or changed his uniform since the
disagter of the night before, and his medal's gleamed, though | noticed he had taken off the Nobel Prize,

At firg | thought he was going to take aswing a me, but instead he took my hand.
“Your friend Wu cdled last night,” he said. “Right after you and what’ s-her-name left.”

“Candy.” | said. “My fiancée.” She and Aunt Minnie were standing right beside me, but Studs wouldn’t
look at them. Studs had always had ahard time with girls and grown-ups—which iswhy | was surprised
that he had become so attached to Dr. Dgjerm. Perhaps it was because the brilliant but erratic
Lifthatvanian redtor was, or seemed, so smadll, or far away, or both.

“Whatever,” said Studs. “Anyway, your friend told methat, asfar as he could tell, the Leisure Universe
was cast |oose and set off safely. That Dr. Dgjerm survived.”

“Congratulations” | said. “Now if you'll excuse me, we have aplaneto catch.”

“What anice boy that Arthur is,” said Aunt Minnie, as we boarded the plane. | felt no need to respond,
snce shewastaking to Uncle Mort and not to me. “And you should see dl those medals.”

The departure was late. | found that oddly reassuring. Candy sat in the middle, her eyestightly closed,
and | let Aunt Minnie have the window set. It was her firgt flight. She pressed the urn with Uncle Mort's
ashesto the window for the takeoff.

“It shisfirg flight,” shesad. “I read inReader’ s Digest that you' re less nervous when you can see
what’ sgoing on.”

“I don't believeit,” muttered Candy, her eyes closed tightly. “ And how can ashes be nervous, anyway?’

The planes may be old on PreOwned Air, but the interiors have been re-refurbished severd times. They
even havethelittle credit card phones on the backs of the seats. There was nobody | wanted to talk to
for fifteen dollarsaminute, but | wasn't surprised when my phone rang.

“It' sme. Did the plane leave late?’
“Eighteen minutes,” | said, checking my notes.

“Numbersdon’t lie!” said Wu. “Things are back to normd. | dready knew it, in fact, because my
caculations came out perfect thismorning. | released the first moth intherain forest at 9:14A.M. , Eastern
Standard Time.”

| heard aroar behind him, which | assumed wasrain.
“Congratulations,” | said. “What about Dr. Dgjerm and his Leisure Universe?’

“It looks like the old man madeit okay,” said Wu. “If his Universe had crashed, my figureswouldn’t
have come out so good. Of course, we will never know for sure. Now that our Universe and hisare
separated, there can be no exchange of information between them. Not even light.”

“Doesn’'t sound like agood bet for aresort,” | said.

“Dgilermdidn’t think it dl the way through,” said Wu. “Thiswas dways hisweakness asaredtor.
However, hewill liveforever, or dmost forever, and that wasimportant to him aso. Y our friend Studs



cried with relief, or sadness, or both when | told him last night. He seems very attached to the old man.”
“He snot exactly afriend,” | said. “More like a childhood acquaintance.”
“Whatever,” said Wu. “How was your Honeymoon?’

| told him about the headache(s). Wu and | have no secrets. | had to whisper, since | didn’t want to
upset Candy. She might have been adeep, but there was no way to tell; her eyes had been closed since
we had started down the runway.

“Wadll, you can dwaystry again after the ceremony,” Wu commiserated.

“Il intend to,” | said. “ Just make sure you get to Huntsville on timewith thering!”
“It Il betight, Irv. I'm cdling from atrimotor just leaving Quetzalcan City.”
“AnL1011? A DC-10?7" Theroar sounded louder than ever.

“A Ford Trimotor,” Wu said. “I missed the nonstop, and it'sa charter, the only thing | could get. It'll be
tight. We can only make 105 mph.”

“They stopped making Ford Trimotorsin 1929. How can they have cdll phones?’
“I’'m in the cockpit, on theradio. The pilot, Huan Juan, and | went to Flight School together in Mukden.”

Why was | not surprised? | leaned over to look out the window, and saw the familiar runways of Squirrel
Ridge, theairport, far below.

“WEe re getting ready to land,” | said. “I’ll seeyou at the wedding!”

| hung up the phone. Aunt Minnie held the urn up to the window. Candy shut her eyes even tighter.

Divorcesare dl dike, according to Dostoyevsky, or some Russian, but marriages are each unique, or
different, or something. Our wedding was no exception.

It started off great. There' snothing like amorning ceremony. My only regret was that Candy couldn’t get
the whole day off.

The wesether was perfect. The sun shone down from acloudless sky on the long, level lawn of the
Squirrel Ridge Holiness Church. Cindy’ s catering van arrived at ten, and she and the two kids, Essand
Em, started unloading folding tables and paper plates, plastic toothpicks and cut flowers, and coolers
filled with crab cakes and ham biscuits for the open-air lunchtime reception.

All Candy’ sfriends from the Huntsville Parks Department were there, plusthe friendswe had in
common, like Bonnie from the Bonny Baguette (who brought her little blackboard; it was like her brain)
and Buzzer from Squirrel Ridge, the Nursing Home, complete with diamond stud nosering. My friend
Hoppy from the Hoppy’ s Good Gulf, who happened to be a Holiness preacher, was officiating.

(“ " Course I'll marry Whipper Will’ syoung-un to Whipper Will’s Y ank. ' Nuff said.”)

Aunt Minnielooked lovely in her colorful Lifthatvanian peasant costume (red and blue, with pink lace
around the deaves) smdling faintly of mothballs. Even Uncle Mort sported agay ribbon 'round hisurn.

It was dl perfect, except—where was Wu?

“He' ll behere,” said Cindy as she unpacked the ice sculpture of Robert E. Lee' shorse, Traveler (the



only thing the local ice sculptor knew how to do), and sent Ess and Em to arrange the flowers near the
dtar.

“He sonavery dow plane” | sad.

Findly, wefdt like we had to get started, best man or no. It was 11:55 and the guests were beginning to
wilt. I gave arductant nod and the twin fiddles struck up “The Wedding March”—

And here camethe bride. | hadn’t seen Candy since the night before. She looked resplendent in her
dress-white uniform, complete with vell, her medas gleaming in the sun. Her bridesmaids dl wore khaki
and pink.

Since | was short aring, Hoppy dipped me the rubber O-ring from the front pump of a Ford C-6
transmission. “Usethis, Yank,” he whispered. “Y ou can replace it with the red onelater.”

“Brethren and sistren and such, we are gathered heretoday . . .” Hoppy began. Then he stopped, and
cocked his head toward a distant buzzing sound. “Isthat a Ford?’

It was indeed. Thereisnothing that stopsawedding likea* Tin Goose” setting down on achurch lawn.
Those fat-winged little airliners can land dmost anywhere.

This one taxied up between the ham biscuit and punch tables, and shut down al three engineswith a
couple of backfires and aloudcough-cough . The silence was deafening.

The little cabin door opened, and out stepped a six-foot Chinaman in a powder-blue tux and a scuffed
leather helmet. It was my best man, Wilson Wu. He took off the helmet as he jogged up the aideto palite

applause.
“Sorry I'mlatel” hewhispered, dipping methering.
“What'swith the bluetux?’ | knew it wasn't the one | had reserved for him at Five Points Forma Wear.

“Picked it up last night during afue stop in Bozeman,” he said. “It was prom night there, and bluewas al
they had left.”

Hoppy was pulling my deeve, asking me questions. “Of course | do!” | said. “You bet | do!” Therewas
the business with the ring, the real one. (“Isthat platinum or just white gold?’ Cindy gasped.) Then it was
timeto kissthe bride.

Then it wastimeto kissthe bride again.

As soon as the ceremony was over, the twin fiddles struck up “Brand-New Tennessee Waltz,” and we
al drifted back to the tablesin the shade of the Trimotor for refreshments. We found an unfamiliar
Mayan-Chinese-looking dude eyeing the shrimp, and made him welcome. It was WU’ s pilot friend, Huan
Juan. Ess and Em served the congedled sdlad, after shrieking and hugging their father whom they hadn’t
seen in SX weeks.

“I should have known better than to worry, Wu,” | said. “But did you say Bozeman? | thought that was
in Montana.”

“Itis” hesad, filling his plate with potato salad. “It' s not on the way from eastern Quetzal can to northern
Alabama, unless you take the Great Triangle Route.”

| knew he wanted meto ask, so | did: “Thewhat?”’



Smiling proudly, Wu took astack of ham biscuits. “'Y ou know how a Gresat Circle Route looks longer on
amap, but isin fact the shortest way acrossthe rea surface of the spherical Earth?’

“Uh huh.” | grabbed some more of the shrimp. They were going fast. The twin fiddleslaunched into
“Orange Blossom Specid.”

“Well, inal my struggleswith the Time axesfor EMS, | accidentaly discovered the shortest route across
the negatively folded surface of local space-time. Locad meaning, our Universe. Look.”

Wu took what | thought was amap out of the pocket of histux and unrolled it. It was covered with
figures

“Asyou can seg, it' ssort of counter-intuitive,” he said. “It meansflying certain strict patterns and
dtitudes, and, of course, it only worksin athree-engine plane. But thereit is. The shortest Greet Triangle
Space-Time Route from Quetzalcan City to Huntsville traverses the high plains and skims the edge of

Chesapeake Bay.”

“Amazing,” | said. The shrimp, which are asbig as pistal grips, are grown in freshwater pondsin western
Kentucky. | couldn’t stop egting them.

“Numbersdon’t lie,” said Wu. “Not counting fuel ssops—and with aFord Trimotor there are lots of
those—it took Huan Juan and me only 22 hoursto fly 6476.54 milesin a plane with atop speed of 112
mph. Let metry one of those giant shrimp.”

“That'sgreat,” | said, looking through the thinning crowd for Candy. “But it'salmost 12:20, and Candy
hasto be at work at one.”

Wu looked shocked. “No Honeymaoon?’

| shook my head. “Candy traded shiftsfor the trip to New Y ork, and now she has to work nights, plus
al weekend.”

“It'snot very romantic,” said Candy, edging up beside me. “But it was the best we could do. Huan Juan,
have you tried the giant shrimp?’

The pilot nodded without answering. He and Wu were consulting in whispers. They looked up &t the
clear blue sky, then down at the calculations on the unrolled paper.

“They areintimately entwined,” | heard Wu say (I thought he was talking about Candy and me; | found
out later he was talking about Time and Space). “ All you have to do to unravel and reversethemis
subgtitute this N for this 34.8, and hold steedy at 2622 feet and 97 mph, air speed. Can you fly it?’

Huan Juan nodded, reaching for another giant shrimp.
“What'sgoing on?’ | asked.

“Let’stakearide” sad Wu, snapping hisleather helmet under hischin. “Don’t look so surprised. This
Trimotor’ s equipped with aluxury Pullman cabin; it once belonged to a L atin American dictator.”

“Wherearewe going?’ | asked, pulling Candy to my sde.

“Nowhere! We are going to fly a Great Triangle configuration, compressed and reversed, over Squirrel
Ridge for twenty-three minutes, and you will experienceit as, let’ ssee—" He squinted, figuring, “—two



point six hours of Honeymoon time. Better bring aong some giant shrimp and ham biscuits”
Cindy handed Candy a bouquet. Hoppy and Bonnie and all our friends were applauding.

“What about—you know?’ | whispered to Candy. | meant the Honeymoon lingerie she had bought at
Sweet Nothings.

With ashy smile she pulled me asde. While Em and Esstied shoesto thetail of the plane, and while
Huan Juan and Wu cranked up the three ancient air-cooled radia s with a deafening roar, and while the
rest of the guests polished off the giant shrimp, Candy opened the top button of her tunic to givemea
glimpse of what she was wearing undernesth.

Then we got on the plane and soared off into the wild blue. But that’ s another story atogether.

—ThelE nd—
Other eBooksfrom ElectricStory.com

Michael Bishop
Unicorn Mountain
No Enemy But Time

Terry Bisson
Bears Discover Fire and Other Sories

Tony Danid
The Robot’ s Twilight Companion

Mark Jacobson
Gojiro

Paul Park

Soldiers of Paradise

Qugar Rain

The Cult of Loving Kindness

Rudy Rucker
The Secret of Life

L ucius Shepard

Beast of the Heartland and Other Sories
The Golden

The Jaguar Hunter

Richard Wadholm
Astronomy

Howard Waldrop
Dream Factories and Radio Pictures



