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| NTRODUCTI ON

That the Wld Cards series is still alive and kicking after over is years

m ght be a surprise to sone, but not to nme. Then again, Int the creator of

| anes Spector. aka Denise, who died fromthe WIld Card virus but still managed

to stay alive |long enough to weak havoc through several volunes of the
series. The book you're getting ready to read. Deuces Douw, is not only the
first new WIld Card opus in quite sone tine but also proof that the story

i deas and concepts nurtured by the series' witers have a way of conming to
fruition eventually.

Let me digress for a monment to explain how | was |ucky enough to becone a WId
Cards author in the first place, since it beats to sone degree on Deuces Down.
When George R R Martin. Melinda Snodgrass. and the rest of the blew Mexico
witers and garners were creating the foundation for the series. George
cleverly decided to expand his group of participating witers beyond the
borders of the Land of Enchantment. Being either incredibly insightful or a
masochi st, depending on how you | ook at it. one of the first people George
turned to was his long tine buddy Howard \Wal drop, who wote "Thirty M nutes
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Over Broadway!" the lead story in Wld Cards. To know Howard is to | ove him
but his artistic tenperanent can best be described as inflexible, so it
doesn' t
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make himideal for teamprojects. Howard's plan was to wite his one story and
junp ship, which he did. Master agreenents and consortium points weren't part
of his ganme pl an.

At that time. Howard lived in Austin (of which |I'ma native and current
resident) and was one of the Turkey City witers. Turkey City was, and is, a
witers conference where friends sit around readi ng and then di smenbering each
other's stories in turn. Gven its Texas location. Turkey City was a bit nore
of a rock-em sock-emaffair than sone of the nore genteel witers
conferences, but to date no fatalities have been reported anong even the nore
brutalized participants. Another then-Austinite and Turkey Citizen was Lew

Shi ner. who George al so quickly got on board for Wld Cards. Lew | oved comc
books and was an up-and-coner on the science fiction scene, being (with Bruce
Sterling. also an Austinite and a Turkey City witer. |I'msure you' re getting
the general drift of this by now) one of the core group in the newy forned
cyberpunk noverment. Lew s character Fortunate, along with his antagonist. the
Astronomer, was an integral part of the first Wld Cards triad. Levi. Howard.
and | hung out a lot. including going on a weekly com c-buying run. Since

was al so a Turkey City regular. Lew knew | could wite, and sold George on
giving ne a shot at Wld Cards. How hard a sell he had to give George. |'m not
sure. George had net nme several times. read one of nmy early (unpublished and
unpubl i shabl e) stories, and agreed to see vihat | could do. | wasn't entirely
wi t hout credentials, having done sone work for DC Conmics that eventually
showed up in Wrld' s Finest and Hone of Mystery as well as having a short
story or two published.

Incidentally. | did the comic book witing under the name Bud Sinons, which is
what everyone calls me, although I'd been using Walton Sinons for ny fiction
This created m staken assunptions about nmy true identity later on, but how
vias | to know? In any case. | was conpletely psyched to be on the Wld Cards
team The notion of being in the same book as Roger Zelazny filled me with
glee, but | vias going to have to earn it. The first book WHO Cards was
already full, so |l went to wort on a Demi se story for Aces

"hi | NTRODUCTI ON

H gh that | cleverly tied into Levis Fortunato yarn. CGeorge bought it and |'ve
been | ucky enough to be a WIld Carder ever since.

Novi in those days, if you got a couple of Wld Cards witers together, sooner
or later (usually sooner) the conversation would drift to aces. jokers, and
upcom ng story ideas. The exception, as always, was Howard. who was far to
busy for all this folderol. other than to explain (in consumrate WAl dr opi an

| ogic) how his piece of the WId Cards pie would keep getting bigger over
time. Lew and on the other hand, spent a lot of time bouncing ideas off each
other. In the process, we cane up with Kid D nosaur and nost of the
Astrononer's ace cronies.

During one of the early sessions. | went off on an absurd tangent and nade up
characters like Sign Grl. who could stand up in front of a neon sign or

bill board. | ook Iike one of the letters. and di sappear, G ow Gip Mn, whose
hands becane enornous when he grabbed soneone, and Puddl e- Man. Puddl e- Man

|l ooks like ... well if you' ve read Bradbury's-Skel eton- you know vi hat he

| ooks like. If you want to find out how that might actually be useful. read
"Wal king the Floor Over You- later in this book

Whi ch brings us back to Deuces Down. As miters, we've been tal king about doing
this particular book in the Wld Cards canon for a long time. After all. for
every al pha ace power like those of Fortunato. the Turtle, and Gol den Boy,
there has to be an onega. M ght not the effect on those lives be as dramatic
as those fortunate enough to receive nore profound abilities? W al ways

t hought so. and you hold the result of that notion in your hands. Deuces Down



has anot her advantage in that its stories aren't all contenporary. The first
book covered the history of the Wld Cards universe during its first ferry
years or so. but since that tine the stories had remained firmy in the here
and now. Wth Desces Down those first four decades are opened up again to the
possibilities of the storytellers herein. W hope you enjoy the results.

Just for the record. Walton Sinobns is not a pseudonym for the wonderful ly

tal ented com c book anistjwiter Walt Sinonson. Not that | wouldn't give a |ot
to be able to draw as well as he does. "A

| NTRODUCTI ON

lot" doesn't include being a Wld Cards witer, which 1 don't think Ed trade
for much of anything short of world peace.

Wal ton Sinons February 22.2002

XSTORM NG SPACE By M chael Casst at

| ould that be M. Cash?" the voice behind ne said. surprising

i the hell out of ne. i | was in Haugen's Bakery on Hi ghway t4 getting ny
nmorni ng cup of coffee, though that's not why | stopped there. | didn'

ever like coffee nuch: it nmade ne jittery. and nade ny heavy lifting. tricky
at best al nbst inpossible. The owner, a joker of indetern Mate gender naned
"Fran". was hard on the eyes and nerves.

But Haugen's had this waitress named Evel yn. Welt her nane was pronounced
Evelyn: on her na nmetag it was witten, no fooling. "Eva-Lynne-. She was tal
and slimand bl ond and about 25 years old, and ny purpose in life, that
unseasonably hot day in Cctober t968. was to find out what nistake she made in
a past life that dunped her into a bakery in Mjave. California. Until then I
like the truckers passing through, continued to cone by for some really bad
cof fee, questionable pastries, and just a whiff of her per - fune. Perhaps a
throaty. "Thanks for comng in. Good to see you again." (She always seened on
t he verge of renenbering ny namne.)

You certainly didn't cone to Haugen's to have strange foreign nmen | oom up
behi nd you wi t hout war ni ng.

"TimP?" | said, or sonething equally articul ate.

STORM NG SPACE

"M. Cash Mtchell? The speaker was a man about forty. thin, dark. Indian.

judged. fromthe lilt to his voice. Not a joker, either

"Speaking." | said, foolishly, as if we were on the tel ephone. (I was noving
closer to ny encounter with Eva-Lynne.)

"Ah. good. | am Tonmi nbang. | wish to speak with you on a matter of great
urgency.- Ile shook nmy hand a bit too enthusiastically.

And | took another step forward. The customer in front of the custoner in
front of ne—a busy-1|ooking woma n of 35, alnost certainly a real estate

pr of essi onal —suddenly | aunched a conplicated series of orders at Eva-Lynne, no
doubt nosh for some norning neeting. | was trapped.

"I"'mlistening: | said to Tom nbang. If you saw nme. nedium hei ght. overwei ght.
gl asses, you would not be intimdated. But | had had a good coupl e of nonths
lifting various items for M. Warren Stal k() of Lancaster. Las Vegas. and
other municipalities, so | felt smug. | could not inmagine why this foreign man
woul d be talkingto ne: nore precisely. | suspected that any association

bet ween us was not going to make me rich. (This turned out to be painfully
ne.)

"M. Warren Skal ko reconmends you to ne." Tom nbang said.

| lost probably a third of ny attitude at the nention of my mentor. "I'm

al ways happy to neet a friend of M. Skalko's." | said. sunmoning as nuch

ent husiasmas | could. Just to be safe. "Where do you know himfron?" M.
Skal ko had several sorts of associates. sone fromhis noted (and legitinate)
charity work. others fromhis country club. and a few from bei ng what t hat
same popul ar press called "the crinme |lord of the southwest. -

"We were introduced on the first tee at Riviera." Tom nbang said. nam ng M.
Skal ko' s Los Angel es country club. and nicely slipping into the second

cat egory of Skal ko associates. "He mentioned your specific abilities as a nass
transporter—



Ile was interrupted by a conmtion not five feet away. Real Estate Wnman was
giving ny bel oved Eva-Lynne a hard tinme. "\Wat the hell do you expect me to
do? Carry it all by nyself?

The custoner in front of ne, sensing a | onger-than-usual wait for bad coffee,
shook his head and departed. At that nonent |
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caught Eva-Lynne's eye—and was struck by sonmething |I'd never seen there

bef ore.

Pani c.

She was trying to maneuver a heavy, unbal anced | oad of hot coffees and
pastry—enough food for a group of a dozen |ongshoreman. | judged—while behind
her a coffee nmachi ne sonehow nanaged to boil over and one of the bakers
chattered in her ear. Big bad Fran was busy el sewhere. "lI'msorry." she was
sayi ng. "Just give nme a—

-Let me help." | said, surprising nyself as | edged past the annoying Rea

Estate Wman and pl aced a hand on Eva-Lynne's shoulder. This is howny lifting
wor ks: physical touch. w th massto-be-noved proponional to the strength of ny
grip. The trigger is enotion, and anger or even general annoyance (nmy usua
state), is the nost reliable.

You can bet | was gentle. | didn't want hot coffee spewing all over us. Sure
enough, the load |ightened just enough so that Eva-Lynne didn't have to worry
about it. One lovely eyebrow arched in surprise. "Qut to your car?" | said to

t he Annoyi ng Real Estate Wman.

"No. why don't you just carry it over to Joshua Street for nme." Odinarily I
have little patience for sarcasm but being in actual physical contact with
Eva-Lynne had a nell owi ng effect

-Let me help:' | whispered to Eva-Lynne. since | had to remain in physica
contact to keep lifting. And we glided outside into the gravel parking like a
Kern County version of Fred and G nger

- Thank you." Eva-Lynne told ne, once the order was safely deposited on the
front seat of a new 1969 Ford LTD. and Annoyi ng Real Estate Wrman had

departed. "I really appreciate it." Her nose sort of crinkled, and she snil ed.
"Your name is Cash, isn't it?"

At last! 1'd made it across the banier, fromvaguely famliar fiveday-a-week
nmorni ng custoner to friend-wth-a-name! Who knew where this could lead! | was

just about to extend ny hand when Fran appeared in the doorway. "Eva-Lynne, we
have custoners?"

"Tack to the gfind." she said. heading back inside. | followed.
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Maybe it was thinking about what M. Tom nbang said. A flight to the Mon?

| was seven years old when the wild card turned, so aliens front another

pl anet were as real to ne as Rn Tin Tin or ny Founh grade teacher. My ol der
brother. Brad, used to force ne to play Buck Rogers with himthe tines we
weren't playing Wake Island. that is. W fought nmarsh creatures on Venus. dust
dragons on Mars, and even sone weird rock beings on the Mon

Brad wanted to expl ore space when he grew up. Wo cared thin the Takisians had
been there first? Human beings would go further, faster! He read all the Tak
Wirld novel s. which he then passed down to me. ft read them too. but under
duress.)

More practically. he went to college at Purdue. got his engineering degree in
"61l. then joined the Air Force. This was not long after the X- i A fiasco:
renmenmber himtelling ne that the US was edgi ng back into the space

busi ness—but in secret He had heard rumors of new students being recruited out
of Purdue.

Brad went off to Vietnam and di sappeared over Hai phong in January 1964. He was
still listed as Mssing in Action. And America's -secret" space progranf For
all I knew that day, we could have had a Beet of (lying saucers bonbi ng

Hai phong, maybe, or spying on all the freaks in Berkeley.

They sure weren't flying to the Mon



W were now so far into the wilderness that ny radi o reception was fading:
there was nention of a riot at some rock concert in California. There were

always riots in the news that year. | wouldn't have bothered to pay attention
but it said the Hell's Angels were involved. | knew the |ocal Angels: they
al so did some jobs for M. Sta Ito. Wen | changed channels, all | got was

country and western crap, or preachers, so | switched it off.

Besi des. Tomi nbang's car was turning onto a dirt road |eading to a pair of
di stant hangars at Tehachapi - Kern Regional Airport. W

STORM NG SPACE

In those brief-but-glorious nmonents of personal contact. | had forgotten about
Tom nbang. 'You are a gentleman. M. Mtchell."

"Not really.” | said, and | wasn't just being nodest. "Wat was it you wanted
to talk to ne about?"

"At ny project" he said, lighting up Iike a Mjave dawn. "I amthinking of

maki ng a Bight to the Mon."

Not hi ng | ess could have torn me away from Eva-Lynne. (And even then, it was
cl ose.)

Ve *

M. Tomi nbang's | ate nodel El Dorado was parked outside, right next to nmy '66
Mustang (the fruit of ny first lifting jobs for M. Skal ko, a shipnment of
color televisions that somehow fell off their truck). There was sone

di scussion as to whether | would ride with Tonm nbang ("Were are we goi ng.
exactly?") or he with me, until we conprom sed on having me follow him That
was a relief: if 1'd left the Mustang for, say, two hours, the next place
woul d have seen it would have been as pieces in one of the M. Skal ko's ot her
subsi di ari es, the Pal ndal e chop shop

Tom nbang headed north, then west on H ghway 58. toward the nether reaches of

greater Myjave. This was strange territory for ne: | live south of Pal ndal e.
which is itself south of Mdjave. in nmy little rat shack on the sl ope above
Pear bl ossom H ghway. | only found nyself frequenting Haugen's Bakery on

H ghway 14 thanks to visits to one of M. Skal ko's hi deout s—excuse ne.

resi dences.

No sooner had we cleared the collection of shacks, trailers and used auto pans
lots that is Myjave than | devel oped second thoughts. Maybe it was the wi nd.
whi ch was bl owi ng hard enough to nudge the Miustang off the centerline. (Did
you know that Tehachapi is the windiest nunicipality in the continental US?)
Maybe it was hearing Scott MKenzie singing, "If You' re Going to Jokertown"
for the hundredth tinme in a week, with its lyrics about taking that |ongshot
when you see it. (A guy like me doesn't have many opportunities with a girl
i ke Eva-Lynne.)
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had passed up a perfectly good asphalt road that led to a perfectly good

adm ni stration building and tower. | made a note to send Tominbang a bill for
any damage to the Mustang's undercarri age.
The wind was still blowi ng when we got out Tomi nbang's tie flapped noisily. |

wedged dust out of the corner of my eye as ny guide funbled a key out of his
pocket and spent an unnecessary anmount of time trying to open a padl ock

| looked at the two big hangars and what | couldn't see fromthe road—a set of
fuel tanks and ot her mechanical structures behind them along with a nmuch
better road that |led back to the airport proper. No other cars present, except
one battered blue Scout. "llene we are." Tomi nbang said proudly, wenching the
door open.

W had to pass through an anteroom of sorts to enter the hangar itself.
Actually a roomand a hallway, with Tonmi nbang flipping on lights as we went.

"Pl ease excuse." he said. "I have just acquired this property and have yet to
stall it conpletely."

"How many, uh, staff, are you going to have?" | asked, snelling nildew and
seeing rust and dirt wherever | | ooked.

"Perhaps three dozen. Perhaps nore."



Were forty peopl e enough to build a spaceship that could fly to the Mon?
doubt ed t hat

"Before we proceed. | nust ask ..." His voice trailed off as he pulled a

t wo- paged typed docunent out of the drawer of a battered netal desk. -This is
a non-disclosure agreenment certifying that you will keep what you are about to
see confidential. until such tine as it becones public.-

| 1 ooked around at the cold. unused office with its peeling paint. and tried

not to laugh. And signed. 'How rmuch is this all costing?" | said. handing the
docunent back to Tom nbang.
"The final price tag will be close to ten nillion dollars US." he said

casually. as if he were disclosing the price of a new suit of clothes.

Il e opened one | ast door, and we energed into a rather different space: a huge
space probably three stories tall. Bing, bing, bing, on went the lights.
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And sitting in the middle of this space was a strange vehicle |I can only
descri be as stubby-w nged and shaped |ike a punpki nseed. -This is Quicksilver:
Tom nbang said, proudly waving nme toward it. -A prototype space pl ane

devel oped at Tom in four years ago."

Not the "Never beard of it."

"It was secret."”

"Then what's it doing here?" And in the hands of a shady foreign national?
"The Quicksilver programwas cancelled |ast year. It proved to be technically
feasible to fly it fromthe surface of the earth into orbit and return, but at
a much hi gher cost than the Pentagon was willing to pay. Especially with a war
going on. This Quicksilver is supposedly being stored until the day it can be
di splayed in the Air Force Miseum"

"How the hell did you even hear about it?"

"Ah," Tom nbang said. very pleased with hinself. -ny business is conputers and
t el ecommuni cati ons. One of ny subsidiaries had the contract for the

Qui cksil ver ground stations."

So he knew about it legitimately. Well. sem -legitimtely.

Up close Quicksilver |ooked used: the paint was faded. There were what
appeared to be scorch marks on its skin. O course. those were just the
superficial details. "It was flown into orbit." Tom nbang sai d.

"Earth orbit b a long way fromthe Mon."

"That's where nmu cone in." a new voi ce said.

Qut of the shadows lurched a slim weathered man of sixty. O. once he stepped
into the light _a hard forty. H s hair was gray and ragged, like a mlitary
crewcut gone to weed. His eyes were pale blue. It was the web of |ines around
t hem (ha( made hi m seem ol d.

"AM Tom nbang said, with the sort of enthusiasm| used to have for Christnas
nor ni ng. " Commander Al Dearborn. | have found M. Cash Mtchell." Tom nbang
turned to me. "Conmander Dearborn is a Quicksilver pilot.-

W shook hands. His grip was surprisingly linp. -Call me Al.

8M CHAEL CASSLIT

Al my ex wives do.- He smiled. "Though they usually add 'that cheating son of
a bitchi"

skip that pan until | know you better. -

Dear born | aughed. perhaps a bit too hard. -That's good. You're gonna need a
sense of hunmor on this thing."

That statement al armed ne. and Tom nbang noted ny reaction. -Conmander
Dearborn is a noted hunorist.- he said. And drunkard. | wanted to add. -He was
the primary test pilot for Quicksilver."

-Actually. I was a Navy exchange test pilot for the bird at Tomin. The Air
Force project pilot was a buddy of mne. Mte Sanpson.”

| didn't |ike Dearborn's snmell and boozy appearance. so ny nornal sociability
was strained. "So why don't we have Sanpson here?"

-Maj or Sanpson is still on active duty at Tomin." Tom nbang said. quickly.
and with a nervous gl ance at Dearborn. Cbviously this was a delicate subject.



Dear born peered at ne as if we had not just been introduced. can't decide

whet her Um gonna |ike you or want to kill you: Utimately. he did neither

What he did was throw up on ny feet.

o o 4

I"'mnot a fastidious man: | generally wear T-shirts and jeans. to the
annoyance of M. Stalto, who clings to the sport coat | ook and seens to want a
"teamuni form for his associates. | also wear sandals, generally a w se

choice in the desert heat.

It was not wise on that day. Having my bare feet splashed with vonit violated
even ny | oose standards of hygiene. | practically screaned in disgust. Then
wi th Tom nbang's help. | found a nmen's nom and managed to rinse off.

Repeat edl y. The sickening odor. conbined with the ancient fetor of the nmen's
room al nost nmade nme pass out.

Tom nbang was nore upset than | was. He kept apol ogi zi ng for

9
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Dearborn. "lIle has a drinking problem But he is very capable. He has been
| ogged two hundred hours of Quicksilver test time, and made three orbita
flights."

"Can he stay sober |ong enough to do the job?

"I't was my inpression that he only drinks when he doesn't have a m ssion."
"You'd better get himto work faster.' | said. -1f he throws up on ne again.
' mwal ki ng out. -

Vo **A

If | expected an apol ogy from Dearborn. it would have to wait. He was passed
out—-+et's say sleeping—en a pile of canvas formerly used to protect the

Qui cksil ver vehicle. This gave ne ny chance to pin Tom nbang down. "So. what
exactly is the plan here? Can you really fly a spaceplane to the Mon?"

"Ch. yes, Wth your assistance. M. Mtchell.-

"You're |l osing ne.-

"Since Quicksilver is capable of orbital flight. it only requires ninor

nodi fications for |anding on the Mon. A |landing gear must be added.

Conmuni cati ons gear has to be beefed up. W need to obtain suitable space
suits. And the life support fittings need to be changed to acconmodate a crew
of three."

Everyt hi ng was maeki ng sense up to the last point. "Wiy do you need three
peopl e? Isn't this a one-man vehicl e?"

Tom nbang | ooked at the floor as if he were enbarrassed. "W will need the

pi | ot -Bearborn. W& will need a spacecraft specialist And I wish to go al ong. -
That was alarming. "You' re spending all this nmoney just so you can fly to the
Moon?"

"No. M. Mtchell. that would be crazy." he said, neaning nothing of the son
"I have a practical reason. | have nmade a fortune in allow ng certain

el ectronic financial transactions to pass through the off-shore offices of ny
conmuni cations firm But governnents have been naking that son of work nore
difficult and it
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wi Il soon be inpossible. | hope to set up the ultimate of fshore data recordi ng

and re-transmtting station."

| was about to say that that idea sounded crazier than sinply spendingStu
mllion for a ride to the Mbon. But Tom nbang | eaned cl ose again. "This is the
i nformation you nust keep confidential."

"No problem" | said, wondering just what subject | could bring up that woul d
lead to ny i mediate departure fromthe hangar. | mght even be able to stop
at Haugen's and resune that interrupted flirtation with Eva-lynne. "You were
about to explain why you needed ne."

"Because of your unique lifting ability. M. Mtchell. Quicksilver's power
plant can't blast it out of earth orbit, or off the surface of the Mon

Unl ess, at a key nonent, we can sonehow reduce its nmass to a fraction.-



| opened my mouth to |laugh, then closed it. The biggest object | had ever
lifted was a sem -trailer full of Johnny WAl ker and other fine beverages. (M.
Stal ko was unhappy with certain tariffs due himfromthe passage of this truck
through his territory.) That senm dwarfed Quicksilver

So the gig seenmed possible, in theory. Waich is all |I've ever had. (As ny
father used to say. "Cash, you violate the laws of gravitation." To which
usual |y answered: "I never studied |aw.) Neverthel ess, the very idea of
performing a lift while in space and sitting on a rocket—well, it made nme fee
as faint as when | was washing Dearborn's vomt off ny flesh.

1 don't know about this.- |I said. perhaps nore than once. It was one thing to

fant asi ze about kicking up the dust of Mars with your boots. It was quite
another to entrust your life to a crazy foreign man with nore noney than
sense, and a drunken pilot. Ch. yes, on a flight to the Mon

- The conpensation woul d be of the highest degree." Toni nbang was sayi ng,

per haps nore than once and in different ways.

| have many faults, anmong them slovenliness and | azi ness, but the greatest of
these is greed. So | said, "now rmuch?"

And then he mentioned a figure that would not only buy ny
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Dear born | aughed and sat back his feet up on the dash. 'You know, they've got
this new invention called "air conditioning,-

'"Never saw the need." | said. The high desert gets hot at nidday, but one of
the side effects of ny wild card is a | ower body tenperature. Except when |I'm
l[ifting. And | generally don't liti when driving.

"You're a deuce, huh?"

'Yeah. Want to get out and wal k?"

He pointed to hinself. -1've got a touch of it myself.- he said. surprising ne
for the second tine that day. | wondered what his power was? But he offered
not hi ng. "Besides. |1've worked with many a joker in nmy day." Ile pointed to
the south and east the general direction of TomMin Air Force Base. "Right over
(here. -

-1 didn't know we were allowed in the Air Force."

"Well. Crash, there's allowed, and then there's 'allowed' . The policy was
certainly against it. But sone got in. Stranger things have happened."

- Li ke Tom nbang getting hold of Quicksilver."

Dea thorn started |laughing. -Yeah, ain't that unusual? It's not as

t hough we have a lot of themsitting around. They built two, and

br oke one. There was al so sonme kind of ground spare. but that's it." 'So right
now. nobody's m ssing the Quicksilver."

-Hope. She's all ours, Crash.- He slapped ne on the back so

hard | al nost drove off the road. 'Hey," he said, suddenly serious.

"what the hell kind of name is Crash? For a flight project, that is." 'Don't
tell me you're superstitious.”

"Son. there isn't a pilot alive who isn't superstitious.'
said. "The nanme is 'Cash: not 'Crash,”

Ve *A

| was spared the indignity of adding "cook" to nmy new role as "host" when

Dear born suggested we nake a stop in Lancaster for an early dinner. Naturally.
he knew a little place just off the Stern
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cooperation, but ny silence and ent husiasm and that of everyone | know for at
| east a year. "M . Tom nbang." | said. -You ve got a deal.-

(I'f you're thinking that | thought I would find Eva-Lynne easier to inpress if
were a noderately richer man, you would be correct.)

Dearborn uttered a snort at this point. forcing ne to ook his way. 'And what
about hi nP"

"He has already agreed to the terms.- He shook his head. "He really just wants
to fly Quicksilver again."

"Don't worry."



| said "Oh," or something equally hel pful, then added. "Are we going to dry

hi m out? Seeing as how we'll be a quarter of a mllion mles fromhome and
dependi ng on his sobriety?"
"I amsearching for a way. | would take himinto my own residence. but ny

(ravel schedul e does not permt it."

"\What about Dearborn's situation? Does he have a wirer "Sadly, Comander

Dear born needs a place to stay."

| don't want to recount the rest of the conversation. | mnust have

been weakened by dollar signs, because | agreed to take hint in. Tenporarily.
"Doreen threw me out when | told her | had spent the weekend wi th Tom nbang."
Dearborn and | were headed back down Hi ghway 14 toward Pal ndale. It was

m d- aft ernoon, but he had awakened from his nap as fresh and perky as a

t eenager on a Sunday norning. If he had any reservations about going off to
l[ive with a man he had just met not to nmention vonmited on. he hid them "She
t hought that was sonme kind of code name for a Thai hooker, and that was it-
"Doreen sounds as though she's a bit suspicious. -

"Well:' Shoe said. "I may have given her reason to be. On other occasions.”
And he | aughed. "Hey, does this thing go faster than 557"
"Not when |I'mdriving it' | said. That was one of the hard |l essons | had

| earned in my association with M. Skal ko: keep a |l ow profile and avoid even
t he appearance of breaking the | aw.
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enough to say, "Don't watch too close now, Cash. | only had one neal in the
past twenty-four hours, and, as you will recall. | was unable to retain that
for long."

The beer had nmellowed ne to the point where | was able to smle at the nmenory.
| got Dearborn tal king about hinmself. partly to avoid having to tal k about
nmysel f. but also to hear the standard military shit-kicker war story bio.

was surprised. then. when Dearborn told ne he was from Chi cago and had grown
up in a privileged North Shore famly. H s father had been a senior executive
at Sears prior to the wild card, at which point he had been turned |l osing his
job and his noney. Dearborn was |ucky enough to win an appointnent to the
naval academy at Annapolis. After graduating in M. he becanme a naval aviator
He won his wings of gold too late to shoot it out over Korea, but served with
the fleet in the Mediterranean, then did a year of graduate work in nuclear
engi neeri nge before coming to Tomin in 195s to attend the test pilot schoo
as a navy exchange;

p.lot. -1 had just graduated and joined the project when they had the

acci dent. -

He neant the X- it A disaster. the spectacular md-air collision between a
prot ot ype space plane and its mother ship that killed pilots Enloe and Gui nan
and sparked a wild card hunt that destroyed the hone-grown American space
program O so |Id heard.

'That was a bad scene, for a long tine after. | stayed at Tom in flying chase
and pace on a few other progranms. They sure weren't eager to let the X-11 guys
get their hands on new aircraft. W were jinxed.- He smled. "I missed out on

three other accidents. There was quite a bad string there around t961, '62.
"But when General Schriever became head of Systens Command, he rammed through
the Quicksilver program | was the only X-11 pilot arounde and being in the
right place at the right tinme. got in on the ground floor." He smled. "Ruined
ny navy career, of Course

"Rui ned? Being one of the first Arericans to fly into orbit? Even if it was
secret, you should have had it nade!"

STORM NG SPACE

H ghway on Avenue |. | was reluctant, at first, until Dearborn offered to pay.
"Just because |'m honel ess don't nean |'m broke."

Wl |, given the fee Tom nbang offered. | was far from broke. too, though ny
riches were still theoretical—which is to say, nonexistent. "Besides,"

Dear born added. "I owe you. -



The restaurant was called Casa Carlos: it was a cinder block structure
surrounded by a pitted gravel parking lot. (Actually, that description fits

al nrost any structure in the area.) The junble of cars spilling beyond the

nom nal border of the lot testified to the joint's reputation for fine Mexican
cui sine, or possibly the lack of other dining options.

It was (lark. snoky and | oud when we wal ked in. The floor was sawdust. The
clientele a m xture of agro workers in stained shirts and cowboy hats, and the
| ocal gentry in short-sleeved white shirts and undone ties.

At first | expected one of those tiresone displays of famliarity. in which
Dear born, the Anglo regular. would enbrace Carlos. the Latino owner

exchangi ng a few | aughs and phrases in Spanish. At which point Carlos would
snap his fingers at a waitress and order her to bring "Senior A" the chi

m ckango special or whatever. It was the sort of arrival staged by M. Skal ko
across the width of the LA basin.

Not hi ng of the kind occurred. W slunk into the restaurant like two tourists
fromWsconsin. quietly finding a table off in one corner

Dearborn did take the seat that would keep his back to the wall. and his eyes
on the entrance. |'d seen that nmaneuver with M. Skal ko. too. "Expecting
someone?"

"As a matter of fact. | am An old buddy who eats here about four tines a
week. -

| let the subject drop as a waiter arrived. We ordered a beer each, then, when
the plates arrived al nost instantaneously, started in on the food. | should
say. | ate: Dearborn devoured a double conbination that seemed to consist of a
heap of refried beans and cheese the size of a football. At one point he

sl owed down | ong
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"You don't know much about the mlitart do you. Cash? Wen | joined
Quicksilver. | had already spent four years here at Tomin, which neant | was
working for the Air Force, not the Navy. | needed to do a tour at the Pentagon
and in 'Nam then conmmand a ship. If | ever wanted to command a carrier. which
is the whol e reason you beconme a navy avi ator

"I stayed at Tomlin through the first year of test flights. Me and the prine
Air Force guy. ny old buddy. M ke Sampson. Then the program got cut back, and
both of us were left twisting in the wind. Sanpson nmade out better than ne: he
went off to drive toss out of Cam Ranh Bay. and wound up getting a Purple
Heart .

"I was too old to go back to the fleet. Wiy waste time re-qualifying ne for
carrier ops? 1'd be eligible for retirenent before | finished a tour I|ike
that. So they assigned me to a missile test squadron at China Lake.- He sniled
bitterly. "That's when | started drinking. And drank nyself right out of the
cockpit, right out of the Navy, and out of marriage nunber two."

In spite of (bat, he had ordered a beer. (bough, to be fair. he had barely
sipped it. "lI'm guessing Doreen is nunber three?-

"Correct. | came back to southern California to work for Lockheed as a
civilian. since they had the support contract for Quicksilver. She was ny
first secretary..." Ile laughed at the menory. "CGuess | wasn't cut out to work
in an office. Too nmuch opportunity for mschief.”

I must have been feeling brave. | pointed at the beer on the table. -Are you
cut out for Tom nbang's project?"

Dear born smiled. picked up the beer and poured it on the sawdust floor. "Being
the first human on the Moon? | can give up drinking for that, no problem"”

H's voice (railed off and his expression grew tense. | realized he was | ooking
over my shoulder. "Well. well. well." he said. softly.

| turned and | ooked: all | could see was another man about Dearborn's age,

t hough smaller and | ess weathered, sniling and chatting with the hostess. Is
that the guy you were expecting?"

"Yes. Major Mke Sanmpson! Hey, 'Wong Way'!" He started his

M CHAEL CASSUTT



phrase in a conversational tone. but by the time he reached "Wong Way- he was
shout i ng.

-Wong Way" Sanpson-the conpact man at the entrance-turned with the

del i beration of a gunfighter being chall enged. Then he recogni zed Dear born.
and his face lit up like a harvest nmoon. Wirking his way to your (able, he
knocked over other patrons |like tenpins, stopping short of actually hugging
Dear born. Instead, he punched himthe shoulder. "You |lucky son of a bitch!" he
sai d.

-How much luck can | have. if you found me!" They exchanged similar sentinents
for several minutes. Eventually | was introduced: Sanpson wound up joi hing us.
It turned out that he had recently returned to Tonlin after recovering from
wounds received in combat. He was now head of something called a "joint test
force- at the flight test center. "Why didn't you just take disability?"

Dear born said

-Because | WON T di sabl ed: Sampson snapped. "Yeager fought his way back into
the cockpit after getting burned in that crash. and he was nmuch worse off than
me." He hesitated glancing in my direction, but sone invisible gesture from
Dearborn cleared himfor further revelation. "Besides. the Air Force has sone
very interesting stuff cooking. | want to be part of it-

" Nothing as interesting as what we're doing.- Dearborn said. shooting ne an
all-too-visible shit-eating grin. He then proceeded to violate every clause in
Tom nbang's confidentiality agreenent. telling Sanpson every detail of the
proj ect!

Sanpson absorbed the information silently. but appreciatively. nodding with
growi ng ent husi asm shoul d have known: he said. "Everybody was sayi ng. 'Poor
Al. he really screwed the pooch at China Lake: But | knew better. | said. "It
only means there's sonmething great conming along for him™"

Sanpson would go far in politics. because he al nost had ne

bel i eving him Dearborn chose to do the sane. -Thanks. buddy.

But | really pushed the envel ope on luck this tine. let nme tell you."

"We're older. AL Like pro athletes. the power isn't what it was."
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"We've both got enough juice for one | ast caper, especially sonmething |like
this. Are you in?"

"Hell. yes!" They shook on it. 'Qoviously. it will all be on the QT. Vacation
time or evenings."

"You al ready know the vehicle. so you shouldn't need nore than that."

After confirm ng various phone nunbers and some personal catchup—there was
fond nmention of a woman named Pegu, a nanme whi ch neant nothing to nme—Sanpson
went off to meet his original dinner conmpanions. who rmust have been furious by
that tine.

| was a little furious nyself. "What do you think you' re doing? You told him
about the project and signed himup as what? Your alternate?"

"Look. Tom nbang's putting out a lot of his own nmoney in this. And. let's face
it, Cash. I"'mnot the nost reliable individual. I'mthinking of the program at
| arge: Sanpson's good. Weird, but good. He'll be there only if we need him -
"Do you think we wll?"

"The one thing | learned fromflight test is this: nothing ever goes as

pl anned. | don't care if you're a nat, a joker or a deuce. Al ways, always,
al ways have a backup. -

Ve AA

My apartnent had two bedroons, and cane already furnished, so | was easily
able to make up a place for Dearborn to sleep. Or. to be nore precise, to
live.

Before turning in. he said. "Days on the flight line start early. Co-pilot."
Sonehow. between the pouring of the beer on the floor. and ny announcenent
that | had made up his bed. -Co-pilot- had becone Dearborn's nane for nme. 1
usual ly wanted to be at ops by six AM Since we aren't flying yet. | want to
be back at Tehachapi by seven."



Whi ch is why Haugen's Bakery appeared to be closed when we pulled in the next
nmorning. It was six-twenty—id-norning by
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bakery hours. Seeing lights and activity within. I got out of the car and
rapped on the front door. Dearborn got out to stand | ooking across the high
desert to where the sun was al ready up, shining down on the vastness that was
Tonml i n.

As | waited for Eva-Lynne. | wondered idly where she lived-a trailer out back
perhaps? O one of the grimlittle brick bungal ows scattered in hal f-assed
devel opnents anong the Joshua trees?

And did she live Intl: anyone? She wore no ring. And in all the hours | had
spent in her company, however renotely. | had never seen her with a boyfriend.
or seen her give any sign of having one.

A key rattled in the door: Eva-Lynne. brushing a stray wi sp of blond hair away
fromher face. -Ch. hil" A pause. 'Cash!" She | owered her voice ..
flirtatiously? -My hero. W're just opening. The usual ?"

'Yes, thank you. -

| followed her in. "You're early today." she said. slipping behind the
counter. though not without giving me a menorable retreating vision. 'New

j ob?"

-How di d you know?" The door opened and cl osed behind ne.

"Just a guess. You've always | ooked a little—at odds." she said. handing ne a
cup and my bag of Dani sh, and wavi ng away ny nmoney. "My treat, as a thanks for
yesterday."

| was so pleased by the nere know edge that Eva-Lynne had actually given ne
some thought that | al nost m ssed what happened next:

Dear born stepped up to the counter. He made no overt sign that he found
Eva-Lynne attractive. In fact he was painfully polite. as he asked for a large
cup of black coffee.

She spilled it. "Ch. God.- she said. reddening, "what's the matter with ne?"
Dear born quickly righted the cup and sopped up the pool of cof-

fee with a napkin before Eva-Lynne could deploy her counter rag. It was only a
noment. but it made ne sick. Dearborn's nere

presesce had unnerved Eva-Lynne.

| had to keep himaway from her
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| P* 4 4.

W said nothing about the events at the bakery as we drove the last few miles
up to Tehachapi-Kern Airport. Wat indeed, could | have sai d? Conmander

Dear born, please dour hen any contact with a woman | worship from afar?

He woul d have | aughed at ne. / would have | aughed at nme. Then we reached

Tom nbang' s hangar, and the subject no | onger seened as critical

In the hours since Dearborn and | had driven off. the Quicksilver team had

gai ned a nunber of new nembers. First off. a pair of steely-eyed security
guards in khaki and sungl asses quizzed us before we could get close.

There were at least thirty cars of varying age and make in the lot. The lights
were on in the hangar. People were scurrying around. apparently to great

pur pose. Tom nbang was the center of attention. introducing people to each
other. signing various pieces of paper. smling and noddi ng the whole tine.

Many of the new hires. | realized, were deuces. Possibly all of them 1 guess
Tom nbang's the only nat in the place:' | said to Dearborn

"Thi nk again. Co-pilot"

| hadn't spotted Tomi nbang as a deuce, but, then. | often fail to detect (bent

It nmade all the sense in the world, though. Wio el se woul d have conme up with
the idea of a flight to the Mbon as a solution to a financial problen?

Sure enough, spotting us. Tom nbang broke away fromthe fluid horde.
-Greetings. crew mates!" He was smiling so broadly that he seemed deranged, an
unfortunate inage. Certainly he was. now that | had been alerted to it.
clearly a deuce. "W are really rolling now"



Paral yzed by the troubling sight of Tominbang's smile. | could not respond.
Fortunately. Dearborn was nore resilient. "Were the hell did all these people
cone from T?"
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1 have been hiring themin Los Angeles for the past thrc' weeks. Today was the
day they were to report.”

I finally found ny voice. -Wat are they supposed to be doi ng?"

Tom nbang was |ike a car sal esman showi ng off the features of a new node

Bui ck. "That group." he said, indicating a group of five examni ning the
undercarriage of Quicksilver. -will perform mechanical nodifications to the
exterior of the vehicle."

- Landi ng gear.- Dearborn added, hel pfully. Obviously he had had nore extensive
conversations with Tonmi nbang than I.

A smaller clunp was busy | ooking into the open cockpit. "Thai teamw |l nodify
the Iife support systens, and al so the space suits.” | hadn't thought about
space suits. Cbviously we couldn'i walk on the Moon in our street clothes!
There were ot her groups in discussion—tegal, security and public relations,
Tom nbang said. | gave those issues zero thought al that tine.

The smal |l est group—a pair of jokers. one an honest-to-CGod hunman-sized
cockroach, the other apparently related. since he |ooked like a giant

bee—st ood nearby. watching us with what | took to be unnecessary interest.
-And what do they want?"

-Ah." Tom nbang said, as Dearborn chuckled, "our trajectory team These are
specialists from Cal Tech who will programthe maneuvers Comander Dea thorn
will make with the Quicksilver."

-The nay systemis primtive, but workable. Propulsion is the big question
mar k. "

1 thought propul sion was ny responsibility." |I said, foolishly. "Absolutely!"
Tom nbang said. -These two are your instructors!” | have never done well in
school . | have done spectacul arly

poorly with nat tutors. | could not inmagine myself working happily

with teachers who were jokers.

Before | could protest. however. Dearborn slapped ne on the back. "You better
get started, Co-pilot. We launch in sixty days."

V. AA
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Rosanmond. the tiny comunity to the south of Mbjave, at the entrance to

Tom in. Her favorite nusician was not as | had feared. one of the Mnkees or
possi bly Sinmon and/or Garfunkel. but "all those Mtown singers-.

And, a big surprise, she was not a refugee froma bad experience in Hollywood.
She had, in fact, never been to Hollywod. and didn't know if she wanted to
go. "Eren.tody keeps asking ne about it, so maybe |I should."

Whi |l e she was beautiful enough to conpete in that brutal environment | could
not in good conscience, advise her to try. "You' re the only reason people cone
to Mjave."

"Stop!" she said, blushing with what | hoped was pl easure.

What | didn't | earn was whether or not she would go out with me. Part of it
was due to ny own inability to utter an invitation. The sheer amount of foot
traffic al so made such a delicate conversation difficult.

It was on a Friday norning in early June. however, |ess than three weeks after
M. Tonmi nbang first approached me, that |I felt | had nmy opening. | had
arrived, as usual. at six-twenry, only to find Eva-1ynne with her eyes
red-rimred. | immediately asked if she was all right, but got no answer,
because Fran was already yelling at het a nore frequent occurrence. "Hey
beauty queen. get your ass over here!'’

| got ny coffee and Dani sh and sat down at one of the small tables by the

wi ndow. and w tnessed no further outbursts. |Imagine my surprise when. during a
qui et nmoment. Eva-Lynne suddenly sat down with ne. "Cash, do you mind if | ask
you a question?"



Only if | can ask vox ose rerun. The words appeared in ny brain, but stayed
there, stuck am dst the numbers. "Sure.- | said. pathetically.

"This new job you got—ould they use a secretary or something? Agirl to
answer the phones. maybe?'

I had no idea of Tomi nbang's staffing requirenents. But at Mai nonment in a fit
of arrogance. | decided i would pay Eva-Lynne's
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Before that day was out | was introduced to Bacchus. the bee-like joker, who
clained to have been a professor at Cal Tech in an earlier life. The roach was
naned Kaf ka, and he made sure | knew he had no degrees of any kind. "I'mjust
a honegrown genius." he said. without a trace of humlity.

Bacchus took the lead in nmy education, hissing and wheezing his way through ny
first ny first I essons in astro-navigation, naking it clear that |I. who could
hardy find the North Pole in the night sky would need to | earn the | ocations
of twenty "guide" stars. (Navigation and propul sion—which is to say, ny
lifting—were |linked, since the fills had to occur at precise locations in
space.)

It just got worse fromthat point on

The only bright spot in that first two weeks was that | was able to keep

Dear born away from Eva-Lynne. Well, it was not so nmuch a deliberate action on
my part as deliberate inaction. Even though | hated being | ocked in a room

wi th Bacchus and Kafka | began to prolong ny |lessons as late as | dared, and
within the first week Dearborn was so frustrated that he went to Tom nbang and
said he needed a car of his own.

Tom nbang obtained a t959 Cadillac convertible with fins nore suited to an
airliner. It was painted pink. Dearborn. ever practical and obviously secure
in his image, took it happily. He even went so far as to apol ogize to ne.
"Sorry. Co-pilot but for the next few weeks. I'm (lying solo. You ve won your
wi ngs." Sure enough. | saw less and |l ess of himat ny apartnent though he did
actually make it honme every night-sober. Now all | had to do was be sure to
arrive at Haugen's by six-thirty every norning, and linger there until | saw
Dear bor ns pi nk beast flash past

While the extra time spent at the bakery caused me to gain weight p was now
averagi ng two pieces of Danish per nmorning), it also allowed ne to approach
Eva- Lynne.

It was sl ow going: she had to work the counter. and she was, it seened,

i mensely popul ar. But over the course of a week | | earned the follow ng: she
was 24. She lived with a cousin in
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salary, if necessary. He was paying ne enough. -We sure do." | heard nyself

say. "It's only a tenporary job, though
"Anything to get me out of here sow "

"What time do you get off work?" | was able to ask her a question |like that as
| ong as the next phrase had nothing to do with a date.
" Two:

"Can you get a ride to the airport in Tehachapi ?"

She got a | ook on her face that suggested a hi dden power, one having nore
ancient roots than the wild card. "That won't be a problem'

| described Toni nbang's hangar, then told her | would alert our guards to be

| ooking for her around 2:30.

She | eaned forward, kissed ne on the forehead, and said, "You're a doll."

| drove to Tehachapi wapped in a gol den cl oud.

It wasn't until that afternoon, after Eva-Lynne. eyes alive and happy, arrived
for her appointment_ after | had spent the day in a tedious session with Kafka
concerning retrograde inpulses of the Quicksilver propul sion system that |
realized | had nmade a terrible mistake:

| had brought Eva-Lynne into daily contact with A Dearborn

It was only a gradual realization. Tom nbang woul d have hired Eva-Lynne on



sight (as my father used to say, he seened to have an eye for the | adies).

t hough he was not too proud to accept ny offer to underwite her salary. "
think she will prove to be an excellent addition to the team" he said. "If
you find any nore like her. please bring themto ne." For a variety of
reasons, | was not tenpted. (Besides, there was only one Eva-Lynne.)

She was i medi ately assigned to general office help. with special duty as ny
part-tinme assistant. (Bacchus and Kafka were burying ne in technical docunents
that required filing and organi zing.)
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Only then, once she had signed the nowfamliar non-disclosure agreenent, did
she [ earn what we were doing. "To the what?"

-The Moon." | said, the first time | had ever actually said such a thing

al oud.

-\Who? How?" She was genuinely astonished and. | think, a little frightened.
(As if this were nothing but a cover story for some rmuch nore mundane, but
very illegal activity.)

I showed her our Quicksilver. then introduced her to several nenbers of the
team She soon cane to be confortable with the idea of flying to the Mon
More confortable. | noted, than she seemed with the nunber and variety of

j okers and deuces.

It wasn't until the end of the workday, as | was preparing to offer Eva-Lynne
a ride back to Rosanond (after all, it was on ny way). that Dearborn appeared.
Three weeks wi thout drink—three weeks with the job of a lifetime—bad inproved
his | ooks and his energy, not to mention his manner. (No nmore vonmiting on
feet.) Ile gave Eva-Lynne a wave. as if she had worked there all al ong, and
turned to me. -We're going to take our bird out for a test hop tonight. What
do you say. Co-pilot?"

"Wuld a sinple, 'No, thank you. be sufficient?"

-W're not going into space. Cash. Just a little proficiency run around the
nei ghbor hood. 1.1b. no 'heavy lifting," He | aughed at his own joke, and turned
to Eva-Lynne. -WIIl we have the honor of your presence?"

-\What time do you want ne?" she said, forthrightly, eyes blazing, using
exactly those words. and breaking ny heart.

V e 44,
Qur small group noved into the hangar proper. where Tom nbang and the rest of
the team gathered. and | lost (rack of Eva-Lynne. | confess | got angry-—at

Tom nbang. for disrupting nty life and dragging nme into this stupid project:
at Dearbom for being everything | was not.
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Even, | nust admit at Eva-Lynne.

Darkness fell, and a huge orange Mon rose in the east—tike a giant jack
o'lantern rising fromthe desert. | had barely begun to study |unar geography,

but | could already recogni ze the dark snear that was the Sea of

St or nme—Qui cksilver's landing site.

On landing site, if |I had the stomach to turn around and face ny fears. (And
don't nean fears of death.)

So | did.

Qui cksilver was towed to the runway apron by a tractor with a sputtering

not or .

"You'd think they could afford a new tractor: Eva-Lynne said behind ne.

| was feeling nmildly heroic. proud of a chance to show off for Eva-Lynne. when
Bacchus appeared suddenly out of the shadows. handing ne two ring binders
filled with paper. | glanced at the pages. "I had to pencil in sone figures.
position of the Moon at launch time, stuff like that. But it should give you a
good sense of when to do your mass transfer."

"To what end?" | wasn't worried about doing the lifts. Al | had to do was

gl ance at the orientation of Quicksilver, its velocity, its reported position
in three axes, and wait for Dearborn to tap me on the shoul der

"For a proper simulation.” he said, clearly disgusted with ny |ack of



pr of essi onal i sm

| turned, hoping to re-connect with Eva-Lynne. but Commander Dearborn chose
this nmoment to emerge fromthe hangar

He was wearing a heaysc silvery garnent like a diving suit conplete with a
neck ring. Under one armhe carried white hel net He seemed conpletely focused
on the task ahead of him Iike a bullfighter I had once seen in Tijuana.
Tom nbang was a step behind him but conpared to Dearbonis glittering
presence, mght as well have been invisible.

(I noticed one strange face in the crowd, not far behind Dearborn: Sanpson
hi s backup pilot)

Dear born stopped and | ooked up at Quicksilver. which had now
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been towed to a distance of fifty yards fromthe hangar door. lie raised his
hel met, lowered it over his head, |locked it into place.

Sone of the team nenbers appl auded. | felt an unfaniliar surge of pride. From
what | could see of Tom nbang's face. so did he.

And, for a nonent, so did Il. | was part of that crew

The next half hour raced past. Dressed in street clothes (but carrying a crash
hel met handed to nme by Kafka). | joined Dearborn and Tom nbang aboard

Qui cksilver. | had never been inside the vehicle before, and had to be hel ped

down through the top hatch into the newy-installed airlock by Sanpson. (-This
is where the weapons bay used to be.") Then | craw ed forward into the cabin
and wrenched myself to the left-hand seat. (There were three, one forward, and
two behi nd.

-1 hope | don't have to get out of this thing in a burry: | said. half-joking.
-The pilot can bl ow the canopy for energency egress."” Sampson said, his eyes
bl and and al nost sleepy. | decided right then that | didn't rmuch like him
Maybe it was the air of truly unpredictable strangeness he radi ated-his "w ong
way" wild card, no doubt.

As the teamcl eared out. ny hel met radi o squawked. "Pilot to Co-pilot:

Dear born said, -that pistol grip tiller close to your right hand is your
lifting mechanism It is finely calibrated to connect with the center of mass
of this vehicle. Touch it only when you do your lifting."

lib. roger." | said, trying to sound astronauti cal

There was sone chatter on the radio that did not directly concern nme. Next to
me. Tom nbang practically bounced up and down |ike a restless child.

Dear born counted down to ignition. and pressed the start button. Flanme shot
out of the back of Quicksilver. In a cloud of debris. the punpkin-seed vehicle
started rolling down the runway. It rotated al nost inmediately. then headed
straight up into the night sky ..

| felt some pressure, but not nuch nore than on an airpl ane.

STORM NG SPACE

For the first few nonments, that is. The pressure kept building and buil di ng,
and to ny extrene disconfort, we rolled to our left and over on our backs.
"Way are we doing this?" | said between clenched teeth.

"Aerodynam cs don't apply here," Dearborn said, alnost cad-ling with glee. -It
just lets our radi o antennas comunicate with the ground."

Then he said. "First waypoint Co-pilot Gve her a little lift." As |I've said,
annoyance is ny perpetual state, and it quickly transitions to anger

W made a good test lift.

11. 44.
Twenty mnutes |ate we were back on the ground, hatch opened. As | wal ked
away, weak in the knees. | |ooked back to see Quicksilver glowing like a

canpfire coal on the runway.

A crowd surged toward us. Dearborn renoved his helmet, he handed it to ne.
"Flies great doesn't she. Co-Pilot?"

| couldn't help agreeing.

My elation was so profound that it wasn't until an hour later, as the crowd
finally thinned, as Quicksilver was towed back into the hangar, that |
real i zed Dearborn was gone



And so was Eva-Lynne.

Ve *

He didn't come home that night | know because | sat up until three.

Maybe that's why, when the phone rang at six AM. | was willing to face-no,
to wel come—y next challenge. "Yes, M. Skal ko."

Y. A F.
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M. Warren Skal ko gave no over sign of his power or his wealth. No flashy car
No expensive suits. No gold pinkie rings or neck: |lanms. No thick-necked

si deboys. (They were around, but you never saw them unless you happened to
realize that the occasional passing notorcyclist was probably one of them)
I1ls golf game was average. and his bets were small —ive-dollar Nassaus. Even
hi s physical person was nondescript: at SO he was of nediumheight. a little
overwei ght. balding, his eyes swi nmm ng behind thick glasses. If you net him
wi t hout knowi ng who he was, you woul d have thought yourself in the conpany of
an accountant. and not one who handl ed | arge accounts.

At one point early in our relationship. | was silly enough to ask hi mwhy he
did what he did, when he seened to live so nodestly. -1 can help nyself," was
his reply.

He al ways made his own calls, too. "Cash. Warren Skal ko here." he chirped.
"Sorry about the early hour. Wondering if you'd have tine to get together
later this nmorning. around eight at the usua

Fight it was, at the driving range of a ra try municipal par-three in
Lancaster. It was Cctober now, and the desert nights were cold enough to | eave
frost on the fairways and greens. So the crowd at the driving range was

spar se.

Only M. Warren Skal ko taking some swings with a seven-iron. "Tom nbang tested
his plane | ast night" he announced the instant | was within earshot (That was
anot her Skal ko trait: getting directly to the point.)

I think ny heart stopped for a good five seconds. Obviously Tom nbang had a

di stant connection to M. Skal ko. Less obvious was why M. Skal ko woul d have
any interest in his activities. Equally | ess obvious, but of nuch greater
concern to me was whether M. Skal ko was angry about ny invol venent. 'Yes."
-Think it's gonna work? This flying to the Mon?"

| couldn't help a reflexive smle. 1 hope so." It was, after all. ny life.
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"Ch, you'd be all right. That Dearborn fella. he's got the luck." Sw sh. M.
Skal ko | aunched a shot down the range. "But Emnot sure | like this deal." he
sai d.

This was not code for a stronger emotion. M. Skalko was a direct man: if he
really hated Tom nbang's project. he would have said exactly that.

"I"'mnot sure of the value, either: | said.

"Why are you doing it? The noney?" M. Skal ko knew everything he needed to
know about ny noney probl ens.

"Yes.- | said, then adding. because he would know, anyway. "And a girl.-

"Al't. That's even worse." Swi sh went the club. "Wen is the big day?"

"We're scheduled to take off in tw weeks. -

M. Skal ko exani ned the seven iron, and then, apparently deciding. he had had
enough fun at the driving range, slid it back into his golf bag. 'Tell you
what." he said, 'give ne a call when it |ooks as though you're ready to go. No
| ater than the day before, at the usual nunber." He sighed and | ooked around
at the countryside. "I need to think about what this neans."

There was never any doubt that | would agree to do whatever M. Skal ko want ed.
11, *44.

It was only after putting mles between ny car and M. Skal ko that | began to
feel troubled by ny new status as a spy inside Tonm nbang's project. My heart
began to beat faster, my breathing grew ragged. It was as if | had just run a
mile.



| woul d have been alarned. but | had learned to expect this reaction. All
could do was pull off at the first auto salvage yard | cane to.

Here were hundreds of Fords. Chevys. Buicks. complete with tail ftns and
chrone. all suitable for nmy brand of lifting. | started at the end of one row
and lifted seven in a row flip-
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pi ng each car onto its hood with a I oud bang!. Not only was it noisy, it was
dusty. But by the tine | had reached the end of the row, ny heart rate had
returned to normal. And ny enotions were spent.

Ve A

| drove past Haugen's Bakery p no longer had reason to stop). then directly to
t he hangar. where | al nobst wel comed the sight of Eva-Lynne tottering in,
giggling. wearing yesterday's dress. and on Dearborn's ann

My father used to tell nme | had no spine. an unfortunate phrase, given that it
literally applied to at least two of ny joker playmates. Perhaps that's why |
gave his judgnment so little credence for so |ong.

But various mistakes in ny life. beginning with flunking out of Harvey Midd
foll owed closely by a disastrous nmarriage, which led to excessive ganbling and
debts. and thence an unsolicited association with M. Warren Skal ko, had
convinced ne of the truth of ny father's eval uation.

| had been a coward. Or. if you find that too harsh. | had never faced a
chal | enge, either professionally or personally. Case nunber one. Eva-Lynne,
now |l ost to a man who enbraced chal l enges, or. if necessary, created them
Case nunber two—the flight to the Moon. Sone tine between Dearborn's wal kout

in his silver suit and ny "workout- at the auto sal vage yard. | decided that
this was the one challenge | had to face.
When | reached Tehachapi -Kern. | avoided any chance of contact with Eva-Lynne.

and i mredi ately searched out a technician naned Sobel, who had | eft nessages
for me for at |east a week.

He turned out to be sone sort of aquatic joker who actually had to wear a
bow -li ke helnet filled with water. as well as a bubbling device which
regularly uttered a disturbing noise |like a baby's cry. "Wuldn't you be
happier in the sear | asked him

STORM NG SPACE

"Never learned to swm" he said, conpletely deadpan. (Well, they do call them
jokers.) "Actually. | signed up when Tom nbang hired a friend of mne. Wo
woul dn't want to be pan of the first flight to the Mon?"

Whi ch nade ne feel bad that | had ignored his nessages. Wen | |earned that he
was the specialist in charge of space suits, that he had wanted me to conme in
for fit checks for a suit of my own. | felt

even MIV.

Fortunately, we got to work. and within two hours | |earned nore about the

operational aspects of the flight to the Moon than | had in three weeks. The
silver suit, made nostly of heavy rubber. was one of half a dozen originally
devel oped for the X-1 | A program a decade past, acquired, no doubt. through
some shady contact of Tom nbang's. "W're adding special boots, a white
coverall and a special helnet visor for use on the lunar surface."

"I'I'l be out on the surface?"

"At the nmonment only Dearborn and Tom nbang are schedul ed to wal k on the Mon
They will erect the relay station. But if they have trouble, you will have to
hel p them" Somewhat ashanedly. | found nyself hoping they woul d: why go al
the way to the Moon and not walk on it?

| bent nyself into various shapes in order to get my head through the hel net

ring. Then | was zipped tight. and i medi ately began to perspire. | could not
stand up straight either. "You'll be sitting nost of the time." Sobel said,

t aki ng sone neasurenents, like a tailor. then hel ping me out of the garnent.
"You'll either be hooked up to Quicksilver's cooling system or to a
backpack. "

Then a nmore practical question arose. "Wat about sanitary facilities?"
Sobel snmiled and held up a netal bottle and tube. Standard USAF catheter."



"And what about ... other functions?"

"You'll be on a low residue diet for the last few days prior to the flight."
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"How long will | be in this thing?" "Two days. tops."

That was sone relief.

V. AA

When | returned to ny office. |I found Bacchus |leering all over an al arned
Eva-Lynne. (I couldn't help noticing that she had, indeed. changed cl othes
fromthe previous night.) "I"Il be with you in a mnute. Doctor.- | told this
sex-crazed joker. "Eva-Lynne.1l need to talk to you in private."

As | closed the door. she said, "Thank God. |'ve net some aggressive nmen in ny
life—= | could only inmagine. "—but he is by far the worst. | don't even I|ike
havi ng hi m breathe on ne."

"Sorry. | should have warned you. -

"I"mnot sure a warning woul d have done much good. | probably woul dn't have

bel i eved you." She favored ne with the same snmile that had so bew tched ne
that first time | saw her. "But it's very sweet of you to protect ne.-

Seeing that she was about to leave. | cleared ny throat and prepared to

subj ect nyself to bad news. "Speaking of protection. did you get hone al

right I ast night?"

She whirled to face ne, and | saw a | ook on her lovely face that | had never
seen before. One |lovely gol den eyebrow rose slightly. The effect was far nore

wormanl y: if that's the word. Knowing. "Let's just say. | got where |I was
supposed to get."
I must have blushed. | certainly had no idea what to say. And | never. in

fact, got the chance to respond, because Eva-Lynne prevented it. She took ne
by the hand and said, "You know. Cash, | think you and | need to have a
picnic."

My protest was truly feeble. "There's nowhere to eat.- Mst of Toni nbang's

t eam packed | unches, or ate the offerings of the tiny cafeteria over at the

airport.

"Don't be silly, Cash. It's not about food.-
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11.444.

"I hope you weren't under the inpression | was a virgin," she said. once we'd
reached our picnic grounds. a flat area hal May up the hill a hundred yards
beyond the fence which ringed Tom nbang's hangar conplex. In one | ast stab at
bei ng a masculine provider. | had bought two bottles of Dr. Pepper fromthe
bui | di ngs vendi ng machi ne as we wal ked out.

"No.- | said, telling the truth. This was, after all, 1968. Virginity had
ceased to be in fashion about the tine of ny sophonore year at Harvey Midd
some years earlier. | had been married, and had been in several shorter sexua

rel ati onships myself, so | should have been beyond t he adol escent fear that ny
sexual skills would not nmeasure up. so to speak

"But you were hoping |I wasn't a slut.- Eva-Lynne said, articulating ny next

t hought before | could. My blush confinned her statenent.

She exhal ed. "Have you ever heard of Dianmond Butte. Arizona?" she said.
“Shoul d | ?"

"No reason. Wen | get through telling you about it. you'll probably w sh you
still hadn't heard it." Dianond Butte, she explained, was a tiny town in the
northwestern corner of Arizona a few nmles south of Utah. it's cut off front
the rest of Arizona by the Grand Canyon, but technically not in Uah. It's
kind of |ike—what's that tel evision show? The Twi light Zone. Nobody knows

whi ch set of laws to apply, because no one's there to enforce them

"Let me guess," | said. 'Nobody enforces either set."

"Right." She grimaced. 'Wich is why, for years, nost of the people in the
area were polygam sts. My famly, for exanple. My nother was ny father's
seventh wife. | had twenty brothers and sisters. And | was literallysold to a
man—y future husband-when | was fourteen. | becane his eleventh w fe when |



was si xteen."
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"And that's what you ran away fronm?" | said, hoping that was the end of the

story.
Eva-Lynne ignored me. -1t was bad. Pol ygamy may work for sone. | think ny
fam |y generally got along. But Roderick, my husband, was a bastard. | think

he woul d rat her have beaten us rather than slept with us.

"All of us tried to run off at one time or another. W all gel caught and
taken back, and it would be even worse.

"Finally one of the other nen in the town heard what was going on, and
chal | enged Roderick. But Roderick killed himand took his wves for his own.
-VWhich left himfree to get rid of us. He sold us to the Gaanbi ones. Cash.
They dragged us off to New York. Jokertown, where they had a brothel just for

jokers." Her voice had grown quieter as she spoke. By this tine there were
teats rolling down her cheeks. For her sake and mine. | wanted to her to stop
But no. "I spew three years there.- Now her snmile was savage."( was very

popul ar with the clientele.

"Eventually one of the girls died: a joker killed her. The Gaanbi ones had to
lie low for a few weeks: they shipped npbst of to San Franci sco.

-lA saved a little noney.- She hesitated for a noment. then said. in the
smal | est possible voice. "I used ny charnms. And | gel out. You wanted to know
how someone who | ooks |ike me winds up in Mjave? That's why."

had no idea."

gl ad. But now you know. And now you have good reason not to fall in love with
ne."

I munbl ed sonet hi ng. "What was that?' she said.

-My nother used to say. even after the wild card: 'love trunps allL"

Eva-Lynne gave a short. sharp | augh. tell you what

She was interrupted by the blare of a warning siren, the same one used the
night of the flight test. W both junped at the sound. and she said. "W'd
better get back."
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But one of the parties found out. "Some guy naned Warren Skal ko. Ever heard of
hi n?

"Yes." | said. In order to keep Dearborn from pressing further (since

doubted | could lie to him. | added. 'he's the | ocal godfather. Bad news."
The bad news explained the Hurry of activity in the hangar. Jokers and deuces
wer e shreddi ng papers: a burn barrel out back was a-flame. Every few nonents,
a car would launch itself out of the parking lot in a spray of gravel. 'You'd
think we were about to be bombed,' | said to Dearborn

"From what Tom i nbang said, that's a distinct possibility" 'How can we | aunch
tonight if he's not here?

"He's not naking the trip."

"Gven the situation. I'mnot sure I'"'mnaking the trip." In fact. | was, at
that nmoment, quite and sure | wasn't. | was two mnutes away from maki ng a
hasty departure from Tehachapi - Kern

"Well, Cash, as you know. w thout you, there is no flight to the Mon.- He

snmled to take the edge off what was clearly a threat "lI'd hate to have to

ki dnap you. -

"In that case.- | said. "when do we | eave?"

Dear born cl apped nme on the shoulder. 'That's the spirit!" Seeing one |ast
opportunity to put an end to this madness, | said. 'Can we operate Quicksilver

with a crew of two?

"Operate. yes. But the nass properties have been very finely calibrated to

your talents, Co-pilot. W' ve got to have a certain amount of nass in that

ri ght-hand seat. And. given that we can probably use the extra hands on the
Moon. 1'd rather not just fill it with a sack of cenent."

Just then. Bacchus wal ked in. brought by Eva-Lynne. 'You wanted to see ne?"
t he j oker physicist said.



"Yeah, how much do you wei gh?"

"I'n the mornings | mass 185 pounds." Bacchus said, his voice like a hiccup
"By evening that decreases to around 182. depending on ny fluid intake--
STORM NG SPACE

As we started down the hill, | let Eva-Lynne lead the way. thrilling to her
every step and sway. In spite of the revelation of her sordid or. at |east.
troubling past. | |oved her nore hopel essly than ever

As we reached the hangar. we saw that Quicksilver had been rolled into the
open. Eva-Lynne took my hand and said. "I can't believe you' re going to ride
that thing all the way to the Moon. -

"And. hopefully, back again: | said. She |aughed. For a nonent. everything
seemed possi bl e.

Then Kakfa scuttled up to us. 'Need to talk.- he hissed. O perhaps spat would
be a better word. He | ooked directly at Eva-Lynne. "Alone."

She took her dismissal with grace, and headed back to the office.

"We're | aunchi ng toni ght.- Kafka said.

"Toni ght? Si nce when?"

When Kaf ka got agitated, he began to scuttle back and forth. like a roach in a
jar. 'Tom nbang's orders. He says there are 'problens,"

"0dhat kind of problens?"

"I don't k sow Kafka hissed. "But we go tonight!"

| had prepared nyself to make the call to M. Skal ko. | had not expected to do
it so soon.

Ve AA

"Tomi nbang's in a lot of trouble.” A Dearborn told ne a few nonents |ater
Tom nbang had failed to appear for a lunch neeting. Instead he had tel ephoned,
and wound up telling Dearborn his sad story: he had not been using his own
nmoney for the Quicksilver-to-the-Mon program |nstead, he had dipped into
funds belonging to others. apparently in the hopes that profits fromthe first
Moon flight would allow himto pay back his unwitting "investors" before they
realized they' d been robbed.
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Dear born held up his hand. | could have told himthat wi th Bacchus. there was
no such thing as a short answer to a direct question. "Sony. That puts us over
our weight limt-"

Before | could even think it. much less say it. Eva-Lynne announced. "One
hundred and twenty pounds:

"What' s that?" Dearborn said.

"How nmuch f weigh."

Bacchus snorted. Dearborn and | |ooked at each other. "Do you know what we're
tal ki ng about?" | said.

"Going to the Moon. Cash.” As if she were tal king about a drive to Barstow. or
possibly as far as Las Vegas.

"Can we take a girl to the Mon?" | asked.

"I don't know about you. Co-pilot but I can't think of anyone |I'd rather have
al ong: He grinned at nme and Eva-Lynne. "Let's kick the tires and light this
candl e.”

Voeit., A

It was the evening of Friday. Decenber 20. | realized that Christmas was only
a few days away, and | had bought nothing for anyone-not even Eva-Lynne.
Dearborn and | struggled into our pressure suits. Eva-Lynne. after spending
several precious nonments w apping her blond tresses into sonme kind of braid,
wore hers as if she were born to it, | said as nuch as we wal ked toward
Quicksilver. "This suit is nothing. conpared to a girdle."

Thi nki ng of wonen's undergarnents triggered another worry: "OCh, what are you

doing to do about ... sanitary matters?"
Eva-Lynne stifled a | augh, and notioned ne close. "I hel ped raise a dozen
babi es. Cash. | know how to make a diaper!" My curiosity nore than satisfied.

I was about to clinmb into Quicksilver's cockpit when she added, too loudly for



nmy taste. "What are you guys using? Can-o-pees?"

Dearborn was already in the forward seat as | strapped into the
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left rear position. Then Eva-Lynne wedged herself into the one to ny

ri ght—Tomi nbang' s former seat.

Sobel was about to close the airl ock hatch when he | eaned in, agitated.

"Bi kers are stonning the gates!" he said. "Wat should | do?"

"Lock the dammed door and take cover." Dearborn grow ed. |le had al ready
started the engine.

Sobel froze with indecision for a | ong noment. Then, apparently deciding that
Dear born's order made sense, gave nme his hand. "Good |uck! Bring back sone
green cheese!"

He wi ggl ed out of sight and cl osed the hatch behind him W heard severa
clicks as the latches fired, and we were sealed in.

"One mnute," Dearborn said. "Hold on. people. You' re going to take the ride
of your Ilives!'

Eva-Lynne reached back to take my hand. | felt no fear: | was too convinced of
Dearborn's luck to think I could be killed in his presence. But | felt trapped
in the pressure suit, nmy nmovenents hanpered.

Sposg? Sonet hi ng struck Quicksilver! "Wat was that?" Eva-Lynn said.

"I think the SOBS are shooting at us:' Dearborn said. "Hang on. we're go." And
go we were

For perhaps a hundred yards down the runway. Even with my limted visibiliry.

| could see the flashes of bullets striking the pavenment in front of us. Then
one of them struck home, making the cockpit ring. Then |I heard hissing.

Red warning lights erupted on Dearborn's console. A bell sounded. "Goddamit."
he snapped. Wth i nhunan—-or joker—calm he tried to stop our rollout The whol e
vehi cl e shook as we skidded off the runway. Only then did | realize just how
fast we'd been going.

Qui cksilver stewed to the left and slammed into sonething i mobile. Eva-Lynne

and | were thrown to the left: | hit the bul khead. though ny harness and suit
protected ne frominjury. Eva-Lynne seermed to be fine.
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Not so Dearborn. Perhaps his harness had been |oose. In any case, he had hit
the instrument panel. He was breathing hard. waving weakly at the two of his
with a free hand. 'Get out!"

| obeyed, hitting the emergency egress switch on the canopy. |li flew off with
a muf fl ed thsnmpf The next few nmoments were chaotic as | unstrapped, hel ped
Eva-Lynne. and got both of us out of Quicksilver.

Li ghts blinded us. Shadowy figures boiled out of the darkness. swanning over
Qui cksil ver and Dearborn |ike insects.

Eva-Lynne and | were hustled to our feet. and hal f-dragged to the hangar

building. I still had my helmet on. so sounds were nuffled and vision was
i mpaired. | saw sone of the Quicksilver team nenbers |ined up against the
wal I, hands (or. in the case of Ka Ma. pincers) in the air, as beefy nats and

jokers in the black leathers of Hell's Angels held them at gunpoint.

| saw Sobel 1ying face-down on the ground just outside the hangar. a trail of
bl ood marking the path of his death craw .

W were shoved into the SUM equi pnent room where poor Sobel had hel ped us into
our suits not an hour earlier. W barely had tine to catch our breath when M.
Skal ko entered. acconpani ed by several of his thugs. "You: he said. pointing
to ne.

| was hauled to ny feet and essentially stripped of my suit. Then. wearing
not hi ng but a T-shin and shorts. | was marched out of the hangar. Dearborn and
Eva- Lynne remai ned behi nd.

"You cut it alittle close.- M. Skal ko said.

"Tom nbang noved up the launch.” I'msure | sounded angry. because | was. |
had assumed that Skal ko woul d take action once he knew the Quicksilver |aunch
was imrnent. | hadn't expected that action to be a nob shootout.



"I know that now. Good thing for you." I'm sure Skal ko knew
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al |l about Tom nbang's plans. For one thing, he had surely interrogated the

poor man. For another. | doubt | was his only spy inside the program "Kind of
a shame.- he said. He actually sighed. "I was still thinking about it when you
called."”

"My did you stop it? The noney?"

M. Stalto | ooked at ne with anusenent. "You mean, what he stol e?-

"Yes."

"I deal with stuff like that all the time. No. | had to kill this whol e idea.
Going to the Mon."

Now | was as intrigued as | was angry. "Way would you care?"

"One flight neans nothing. It's what happens after the flight." He | ooked at
me as if weighing ny worthiness. Apparently | was found worthy. "Once you' ve
proven you can do this, other people will follow They'll build a little

out post up there. Then a bigger one. Then a whole dam city.

"And to service that city, they will have a regular systemof transportation
that | can't control: He stood there, in the darkness of a desert night,

| ooking at the stars. "Things will cone into this country that | can't stop

That woul d be bad for mny business.”

| saw the point. Not that | cared. "Wat's going to happen to then?" | said.

nmeani ng Dear born and Eva-Lynne.

"I don't know yet" He saw that | was ready to go bad into the hangar. "I want
vox to go hone."
Ile tossed ne ny car keys. | don't know if he found themw th ny clothes, or

whet her he had his own set, which would have been a typical Skal ko touch. "Oh,
by the way.- he said, "we're ending our association."

In spite of the fact that | wanted our association to end—better yet. to hare
ended some time prior to this—+ started to protest M. Stalto held up his

hand. "You' ve done good work. You' ve been paid well. Rut | know people, and
this one is going to haunt you. Keep your nmouth shut and you don't need to see
nme again."

12M CHAEL CASSLI T

Ve 4.

| had just stepped out of the shower, having taken inventory of a new set of
brui ses, when | heard wheel s crunching on the gravel drive. By the tine |I was
dressed, there was a knock at my door

Dear born and Eva-Lynne. He was |inping, and Eva-Lynne was supporting him

Skal ko's nmen had let themgo. After all, the purpose of the attack had been to
stop the flight to the Moon. Tom nbang had al ready been puni shed.

I wanted both to spend the night but Dearborn shook his head. "Co-pilot we're
not out of the game yet. We need your car."

o o 44

The drive to Los Angel es took two hours. perhaps because it was Friday night,
with the holidays approaching. South fromny place in Lancaster. through the
Antel ope Valley into the San Fernando Valley. Then down the new freeway into
western Los Angel es. | asked Dearborn several times where | was heading, but
he just smiled (or grimaced: he was clearly in pain). All he would tell nme was
ny next turn

Eva-Lynne dozed in the back seat.

Eventually we arrived at Douglas Field. a snall airport in Santa Mnica
bordering the plant where so nany aircraft had been built over the decades.
The Dougl as Conpany had noved its manufacturing el sewhere, |eaving behind a
nunber of huge. enpty buildings. | was directed to drive up to one of them
Eva- Lynne woke as the car stopped. "Wat are we doi ng here?" she said.

Dear born post poned his answer until he had unl ocked a side door

W wal ked into a hangar much |ike the one at Tehachapi - Kern.
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Even nore strangely. a Quicksilver vehicle sat in this mddle of this one,



too. And ny old friend. Kafka. was busy in the cockpit!

"Here is where we're going to launch the first flight to the Moon: Dearborn
said, |ooking pale but satisfied. As Eva-Lynne and | stared in wonder—-and
began to recogni ze other nmenbers of the tea m from Tehachapi - Ker n—-he expl ai ned
that Tom nbang had always felt that M. Skal ko would eventually learn of his
pl ans. and strike at him So he had paid for nodifications to a second

Qui cksil ver vehicle, the 'ground spare" originally ticketed for the nuseum
That was astoundi ng enough. But then Eva-Lynne asked anot her question: 'You' ve
got another vehicle. Geat. But you can't possibly fly it."

"l know. - Dearborn said. "Mke!" he called.

A vaguely famliar figured emerged fromthe other side of Quicksilver. Mjor
Sanpson. Dearborn's old X-HA coll eague, his alternate.

"Remenber what | told you. Cash. Al ways. always, always have a backup. -

Ve JA

The preparations resunmed, alnost as if the horrifying incident at
Tehachapi - Kern had been nothing nmore than a foul ed-up dress rehearsal for sone
hi gh school drama. Dearborn assured Eva-Lynne and me that Sanpson was
perfectly capable of flying the mssion. Better yet. that he knew all about ny
l[ifting power and just how that integrated into the flight plans.

As the sun rose over the mountains to the east. on the cold norning of

Sat urday Decenber 21. 1968. Sanpson. Eva-Lynne and | once agai n donned our
suits (brought here from Tehachapi-Kern by Kafka) and boarded Quicksilver.

W were much nore business-like this time, due. | think, to our inproved
realization of the seriousness of what we were attenpting, and also to
Sanpson's nore disciplined nethods.
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At 6:51 a.m, the main rocket kicked in. and we started down the runway. On

Sanpson's order. | grasped the tiller. and we lifted.

VI 4*

Even though the test hop had prepared ne for the experience of flying into
orbit upside down. | was startled by the sight of Douglas Field. then downtown

Santa Monica and the Pacific. all of Southern California and finally the blue
earth itself growing smaller while rising to the top of the w ndow.

W were feeling heavy. of course. Kafka had told ne we woul d endure at |east 6
Gs. But we were strapped in so tightly that it was nmerely a mldly unpl easant
feeling, not sonething truly stressful

What wag unnerving was being able feel every burp and pop of our rocket notor
"Alittle instability there." Sampson said. far too casually, follow ng one pa
ni cul a dy w enchi ng exanpl e.

Qur flight on the rocket lasted |l ess than three m nutes. and ended with an
abrupt shutdown which flung us forward in our harnesses. (This was, for ne,
the single nost disquieting sensation of the whole voyage. | felt as though I
woul d fly right through the forward w ndows.)

' Everybody okay back there?" Sanpson asked. in that peculiar. fatherly tone of
hi s.

"l'iner Eva-Lynne answered brightly. | glanced over at her. and was rewarded
with her best smle.

"W're going to |l oop around the earth once." Sanpson expl ai ned. for
Eva-Lynne's benefit "then let Cash do his thing. That will send us toward the
Moon. In the nmeantine, enjoy the view | plan to.-

O course, being forward. Sanpson actually had a view. Though shortly even he
didn't have nuch to see, as we flew over the nightside of the earth. Bel ow us
was dar kness punctuated by a surprising nunber of |ightning flashes. Hundreds.
in fact.

Eva-Lynne and | renoved our helnmets and watched this display with enthusiasm
as Sanpson tended to the business of orienting
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Quicksilver. Rolling the vehicle tended to change our view, and, ultimately,
made ne ill.



In fact as we neared the conpletion of our first orbit, and Sanpson gave ne
warning that | would be lifting in ten mnutes.! realized | was too sick to do
anything. | opened ny mouth to say so. and pronptly repeated Al Dearborn's
greeting to net that first day at Tehachapi-Kern—I threw up.

"Ch. dear." Eva-Lynne said. Fortunately, she had noticed that | was turning
green, and had a paper towel and airsickness bag ready. The ness was bl essedly
mnor, and within mnutes | was feeling better.

Bett er—but nowhere near capable of doing a lift. "Two m nutes," Sanpson said.
"Are you ready back there?"

"I don't know. "

He twi sted and faced me. "Eva-Lynne, seal your helnet."

Wth a speed that astonished nme. Eva-Lynne did as she was ordered. Then
Sanpson turned hal fway toward me and began speaking in a voice so low |l could
barely hear himw thout ny hel met open. 1 know all about your phone call and
your friend, Sta Ito. But she doesn't. WAnt to see the | ook on her face when
she hears you sold us all out?"

| felt a sudden, and all-too famliar. surge of anger

"Now " Sanpson sai d.

My hand found the tiller, and we |ifted.

Ve d A

Because we had taken off earlier than planned. we sailed toward a Moon we
couldn't see. Wth his telescope. Sanpson clainmed to be able to see a dul
sliver Dinning the nightside, but | couldn't. "Don't worry," he said. "lts out
there."”

"Il just have to take your word for it," | told him

The day-1ong R ght would have been intolerable if we'd had to stay strapped
in. Fortunately. the airlock behind the two rear seats provided a certain
amount of room-and privacy.
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W all needed it especially Eva-Lynne. But | also craw ed inside the |ock
primarily to get away from Sanpson. | understood the rationale for his
nastiness in forcing ne to lift. He nmust have known that | needed a strong
enoti onal charge. however brief. to channel. But | didn't like himfor it.
Perhaps it was his general air of snug superiority: perhaps it was just
knowi ng he had a tool he could use agai nst ne again.

Perhaps it was the nagging feeling that we were dooned because the | ucky
Conmander Dear born had sonehow nanaged to niss the (rip, and we were left with
the man who woul d al ways be in the right place at the wong time. | spent the
entire flight fromthe Earth to the Moon feeling |like a man who has just been
told he has nmonths to live.

| dozed for a fitful couple of hours. and woke to find the Mbon not only
visible. but growing in size.

"Loots like we're here." Eva-Lynne said.

| had no difficult), getting in the proper nood to nake the braking lift: the
sheer spectacle of seeing the |unar | andscape provided all the adrenaline
needed. To my mind, we were falling lower and | ower. going faster and faster
about to crash into a bleak world of nmountains, craters and rocks. The craters
t hensel ves were filled with smaller craters as well as giant boul ders

| made the braking lift: Sanpson followed with a series of bursts fromthe
mai n engi ne. and we began our descent.

wish I could say | saw it but with Quicksilver in a wings-level. nose forward
position. only Sanpson could see the |unar surface. Eva-Lynne and | saw
not hi ng but the black sky of lunar night. until. at that |ast instant, the
sunlit peaks of the dark gray nountains appeared. "Thirty seconds," Sanmpson
told us. (He was giving us—not to nmention Dearborn and the rest of poor

Tom nbang' s team back on Earth-a terse conmentary the whol e way down.)

At the last nmonent it seemed that we were traveling far too fast. Sanmpson
announced. "Contact!"

And we scraped to a stop. rocking for a nonment as if on the edge of a cliff.
then settling gently.
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W had reached the Sea of Storns. 'Please be advised." Sanpson radioed. -we
have arrived.- | realized (bat Eva-Lynne had been clutching nmy hand the entire
tine.

Ve AA

No warning lights glared on Sanpson's console. W heard no unusual sounds. So
we stayed, our time on the lunar surface necessarily limted. After all, in
Tom nbang' s vision, we were nerely pathfinders denonstrating that it was

possi ble to reach the Moon—and return safely. Sanpson had the sinple task of
erecting Tom nbang's conmuni cations array, whether or not our unfortunate
backer ever used it.

In the original plans. Dearborn would have done the work. with Tomi nbang's
assistance. Now it was up to Sanpson and ne.

Wthin an hour. Sanpson energed fromthe airlock, stepping onto the surface
and uttering one sinple word: -Ww'

He went for a short scout while, with Eva-Lynne's help. | repressurized the
airlock and noved inside with the array package. "Sure you don't want to comne
out?" | said.

"Very sure. This is close enough for ne.
M ssion rules dictated that one of us had to renain inside Quicksilver.
Eva-Lynne had volunteered: | don't believe she had a great deal of faith in
her hastily-nodified pressure suit. (In fact once she | anded, she unzipped it,
and eventual |y shed the whol e thing.)

She gave nme a kiss, then closed the inner hatch

Once the air pressure had bled down. | opened the outer hatch and haul ed
nmysel f out. Moving was incredibly difficult not because of lunar gravity

(whi ch. thanks to the heavy suit, felt (he sane as Earth gravity to ne).

slid rather than clinbed down the side of Quicksilver. and fell to ny knees in
the lunar soil. | saw the slightest puff of gray dust which settled instantly.
"Ch. beautiful." Sanpson said, sarcastically. M CHAEL CASSUTT

I thought at first he was referring to ny inelegant first steps. but instead
he was | ooking at the undercarriage of Quicksilver

A shiny gash ran from back to front. The cause was obvious ... a small.
rounded rock that rose about a foot higher than the otherw se flat soft |unar
soil around it. -Did that do any damage?"

-Hard to tell.- Sanpson said, getting on his hands and knees and riving to

| ook under the vehicle. "There's a stain on the skin of the ship, but that
coul d have been there before | anding, or even before we took off.-

Sanpson's attitude suggested a nan who was confronted with. at worst, a flat

(ire. 1 envied that as | stared at what could only be a fuel |eak, know ng we
needed to fire the main engine before | could performa lift that would send
us flying back to Earth. -Wat do we do?" | said, trying not to sound as

terrified as | felt.

He was back on his feet bouncing toward the array package | had dropped.
"Conplete the mssion. W'll deal with the other probleminits turn."

Ve A.4

"It's too bad this had to happen.” Sanpson said abruptly. about hal fway

t hrough the construction of Tom nbang's array. Just when | thought he was
goi ng to address our problem he continued: "If the damm Taki si ans hadn't
arrived. this would be the biggest storeon the planet! 'Man on the Mon'! Can
you i magi ne? Thousands of people would be listening on the radio. W might
even have tel evision here.

and we would just be the first There woul d be other |andings. too. Scientists
woul d cone up here. Even tourists. Once the human race proved it could do
something like this, it would never turn back!"

| could have argued with him | wasn't too sure that the human race "woul d
never turn back-. We'd "turned back" every chance we got.
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O | could have told Sanpson that a certain nobster in southern California



agreed with himconpletely. But all | said was. -1f the Takisia ns hadn't
cone. seirker of us would be here.”

So we conpl eted our m ssion, performng an hour of pointless work under the
gl are of a naked sun. Only when we were starting bad toward Quicksilver did
pause to attenpt to appreciate the fact that | could die in a place no humans

had ever visited. | remenber thinking it was an honor | would rather have done
wi t hout .

Eva-Lynne woul d die, too, which made it even worse.

As Sanpson | oped ahead of me. | stopped and, using ny boot wote the follow ng
in the soil: -Cash + Eva-Lynne''. | wondered how long it would be before human

eyes saw it. If they ever sawit.

Sanpson was al ready back at his controls when | energed fromthe airlock. He
acted as if everything were fine. "Strap in. gang. No sense hangi ng around

| onger than we have to."

As | finished renoving ny suit (it was covered with dust, and ny oxygen tanks
were enpty). | put ny head close to Eva-Lynne's. "Did be—=2"

"I was listening," she said, finishing ny question. W had no time for further
conversation, because Sampson shapped, -Let's go back there!"

| was angry, but | strapped in. In fact. | tried to reassure Eva-Lynne. -1t

m ght be nothing,"” | said, whispering.

Sanpson finished his checklist, and with twenty seconds' warni ng, punched the
engine start button. Wth a dull drone, it started up

Then died. Now the warning lights flashed. -Mmc.- It was the first tine |
had heard Sanmpson use profanity. "W' ve got fuel. but we've got a leak in the
line that runs to the main engine.” Wich neant we didn't have enough eneru to
get off the surface of the Mon

| looked at Eva-Lynne: it was her turn to see panic in my face. For a nonment
she seemed | ost. Then that disturbing, yet attractive
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knowi ng | ook appeared on her face, and she | eaned close to ne. Her hair.
stirred by small breezes fromthe ventilation fans. stir-rounded ne, caressing
me. | forgot about the stale odor of the Quicksilver interior as | inhaled
per f ure.

And felt her warm breath on my neck and her hand on my chest. Her |ips brushed
my ear. | think I nunbled a syllable of protest. -Sshh.- she said. Then

"Col onel, why don't you step inside the airlock."

Sanpson didn't hesitate. Wth a | ook on his face that conbined di sgust and
hope, he crawl ed past us and into the chanmber. doggi ng the hatch

My straps seened to unbuckl e thensel ves. Eva-Lynne's undergarnment renoved

itself. as did mne. | took her in nmy arns. feeling her breasts against inc.
her nouth on m ne.

Morents later. | funbled for the tiller. and faster than any rocket we fired
off the Sea of Storrs.

Ve *A

That is the inside story of the first human flight to another world. This is,
as far as | know, the only record of it. None of the suppon teamtal ked. |
don't believe many of them knew what our true destination was.

| never saw or heard from Tom nbang again, though the relay station was fully
operational. Did he survive to nake his transactions?

Sanpson is now a major general, first chief of the new Space Conmand. He'll
never talk. at least not until he's safely retired. He was nortified at

wi t nessing ny |ove-naking with Eva-Lynne. W woul dn't neet our eyes on the
flight hone.) An association with our highly-illegal operation would also be
bad for his mlitar: career. which is going great. He took the | essons he

| earned from Quicksilver and applied themto a revanped vehicle called the
Hornet. which flies into orbit w thout the need of an assist froma horny
deuce.
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Nor will you find Eva-Lynne or Cash Mtchell on Paregrine's Perch telling



tales of that first flight to the Moon. Not as |ong as Warren Skal ko |ives.
St al ks never forgets.

Neverthel ess. | amforever grateful for ny small role in a secret history. |
not only found Eva-Lynne. | learned the truth of her lifelong | esson, the one
she alnost inparted to me on the hillside above Tehachapi-Kern Airport:

Sex tamps all.

TTFOUR DAYS | N OCTOBER
By John J. MIler
MONDAY. OCTOBER 13, 1969: OFF DAY
ONl MY DOMNS kept a straight face as he showed Sister
Aqui l oni a the Ebbets Field press pass his father had obtained for him It was
hard not to smile, but he knew the Sister would deemhiminsufficiently
serious if he did, and deny himleave from school
Sister Aquilonia, his ninth grade English teacher at Sanguis
Christi and the faculty advisor to the school newspaper. The Wek::
Cospel, was obviously inpressed by the pass, but still needed sone
convincing to sign himout of school for the day. Tommy didn’
know how he knew that, be just did. He was. he frequently told him
self. a good judge of character. It hel ped when he was hot on a story.

.- Sister Aquilonia stroked her vermllion chin. She
used to be a Negro, until the wild card virus had turned her a strik-
i ng orangey-reddi sh. Some of the boys said that it had changed her
body in other interesting ways, but it was inpossible to tell for cer-
tain because of her vol um nous habit. She did. Tommy noted, snell
rather sweet. but he wasn't sure if that was her actual odor, or
some kind of perfume. Nuns. he knew, generally didn't use per-
fume, but neither did he remenber her snelling so nice before. lie
t hought of conplinenting her on it. but something told himnot to.
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1 gotta get to Ebbets today. Sister: Tommy pressed his case. gotta take
advant age of this opportunity. My Dad went through a ot of (rouble to get ne
t he pass. -
Tommy's father was a salesman for a Cadillac deal ership over in Manhattan. Ile
was a real wheeler dealer. He knew howto get a little sugar for hinself when
he closed the deal, or in this case, for his son. Even though Tonmy was only
in the ninth grade there was no doubt that he was going to be a reporter when
he grew up. and he was al ready working hard to establish his credentials. The
Weekly CGospel was only his first step, as he sawit. on his way to
journalistic inmortality.
doubt: Sister Aquilonia agreed.
Tommy knew he al nmost had her. "Think of it. | bet I'mthe onry reporter on a
hi gh school paper with a Series press pass. The Gospel will have an excl usive:
Inside the Wrld Series through the eyes of Thomas Downs:
The idea of covering the Series appealed to himlargely because it neant four
days away from school, four days of freedom untramel ed by nuns and uniforns
and kids nostly bigger than hinmself. Not that Tommy wasn't a Dodger fan. There
was hardly a boy breathing in the city who wasn't a Dodger fan that sunmer.
Cellar dwellers for as long as Tormmy coul d renenber, the Dodgers had sonehow
catapul ted thensel ves out of the basenent and had taken the National League
East Division crown. Then they'd beaten the vaunted M | waukee Braves in the
first ever Divisional Series. and. as National League chanpions, were facing
the heavily favored Anmerican League chanmps, the Orioles. in the Wrld Series.
They'd already split the first two ganes in Baltinore. The next three were
schedul ed Tuesday. Wednesday. and Thursday for the Dodgers old park in
Fl at bush, a thirty mnute subway ride from Sanguis Christi. in Queens.
"Well..." The nun considered options w th agonizing deliberation. "Ckay.-
Tommy suppressed any signs of glee as Sister Aqui lonia scribbled on a rel ease
form tore it off the pad. and handed it to him "Here's a pass for the
day—good for noon. That should give
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figure out where it cane from It was just sonmetines there. tickling his nose
and proddi ng his consciousness, as it was doing now 1Ny, |ook." one of the
three said. 'it's Tomy boy."

Tomy recogni zed himfromaround Christi. He was known to all, even the nuns.
as Butch. The kids also called himButch the Bully, but not to his face. He
was a senior. nuch ol der than Tomry. who havi ng ski pped a year in grade
school. was young for a freshman. If runors were to be believed. Butch was

ol der than anyone el se in school. Fromwhat Tommy knew about hint, he was dunb
enough to have been held back a year. or even two. Dunb but big. And nean.
That was a bad conbi nation

Cnrere. Tomy boy. "

Tommy approached the three reluctantly. Butch was | ooki ng pseudo-serious. Hs
sycophants were grinning. Not a good sign. Tomrmy knew that anything froma
verbal hazing to a |unch noney shakedown to a serious beating was in store. He
al so knew that it'd be worse if he ran and they had to chase him

Butch straightened up fromthe sink he was | eaning against. Ile expelled a

| ong stream of snoke fromhis nostrils. It didn't snell |ike snoke froma rea
cigarette. Maybe that was where the sweet snmell was conming from

"How cone you're not in class. Tomy boy?"

He had six inches and fifty pounds on Tomry. He was as menaci ng as any nonster
out of nyth or novie. and nuch nore frighteni ng because he was there, he was
real, and Tommy knew he coul d kick the shit out of himw thout breaking a
sweat. Thai sudden. sweet order was strong around him It was coming off hint
in waves. Not fromthe hand-rolled cigarette he was sticking on. pulling the
snoke deep into his lungs, but fromhim None of the others scented to notice
it Sonewhere in a corner of his frightened m nd. Tomy wondered why.

"How cone. Tommy?" Butch the Bully repeated, a harder edge in his already edgy
Voi ce.
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you plenty of tine to get over to Brooklyn and run down your story."

Tommy hid his di sappointment Only noon? He'd nmiss |less than half the day? Welt
he phil osophi zed. that was better than nothisg. Knowing he had to stay on the
nuns good side, he pasted a smle on his face. -Thanks. Sister. get a good
story. you'll see."

"I"'mcounting on it."

"I won't let you down: Tomy said, as he pushed open the cl assroom door and
went into the corridor beyond. Let's see, he thought. first period stsdy hall.
The penguin's note will let ne report tote. No seed to hsrty.

Study ball was in the cafeteria. He didn't hate N. but it was boring. You had
to sit there for alnost an hour. being quiet, at |east pretending you were
doi ng something. Ile went down the silent enpty corridor. his footsteps
echoing loudly. At the intersection he showed his pass to the hall nonitor

al nost contenptuously. nere was no lower formof life at Sanguis duisti than
hall nonitors. They were all brown noses.

The nonitor checked his pass, waved hint on. Ile went down the hall. past the
second floor boy's bathroom Dare he go in. he wondered? Sometines you coul d
kill some time with the guys. but sonetines it wasn't the best place to be.

al I dependi ng on who was hangi ng. A sudden urge to pee decided him and he
pushed open the heavy door and ducked i nside.

Al most i mredi ately. he knew he'd made a mistake. By then it was too late to
back away. That woul d only have conpounded his m stake. making himl ook Iike a
scaredy-cat, and he couldn't afford to | ook like that.

The air was redolent with cigarette snoke, and sonething el se. Tonmy coul dn't
define it but he could snmell the wongness in the air. hidden in the cigarette
snoke. He couldn't define that smell, though the famliar odor had been
poppi ng up lately in unexpected. unexplained times and places. It was subtle.
He coul dn't
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"I have to pee: Tomy said.



Butch | ooked at his sycophants. "He has to pee." he repeated in an al nost apt

imtation of Tomy's higher, lighter voice. He | ooked back at Tonmy. "I hope
you don't pee your pants little boy."
H's voice was lilting, nocking. The other two | aughed. "Yeah, pee your pants:

one of them said.
Tommy gul ped, started to nove backward, and Butch cane towards him his
sycophants right at his heels. He had a bright weird | ook in his too-focused

eyes. Some bullies. Tomy knew. liked to have their henchrmen deliver beatings
for them Butch |ooked Iike he liked to hand them out hinmself. -Do you need a
diaper, little boy?" he said. grinning slow and | azy. "Only babi es need

di apers. -

/ hate this place. Tomy thought. closing his eyes.

Butch towered over him Backed up against the row of sinks, Tommy had nowhere
to go. Butch grabbed Tommy's shirt and pulled himup onto his toes with little
effort. Tommy closed his eyes against the tears that suddenly sprang up in
them Wbuld he rather take the humliation of a pants-wening, or the pain of a
beati ng? Consi dering. though. that they'd probably kick his ass no nmatter
what . . ..

You bastard, he thought. mu big dunb sgly bastab:

Butch put his face cl ose down al nost agai nst Tommy's. Tomy's eyes were stil
shut. but he could feel Butch's hot breath against his cheeks. "Piss your pa
ins. boy: the bully said, his breath oddly sweet as a field of flowers in My.
- Pi sssssssss—

Butch's final word was elongated. like a reptilian hiss. and it concluded wth
a strange, funny sound |ike a whi spered. gaggi ng, choke. Tommy opened his
eyes. Butch's suddenly stricken face was changi ng contours.

H s features slackened, then seened to stiffen and tighten. He screanmed into
Tommy's face as his head grew narrower, nore elongated. His hair fell out in
cl unps, down upon his shoul ders and chest. Butch screamed again and his tongue
fl opped out of his
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mouth. It was long and bifurcated. It caressed Tommy's face lite gentle
fingers.

- arence— one of his sycophants said, "Uh. | nean, Butch?" Everyone stared
at Butch as he started to twitch all over. Tommy got it first.

-He's turning a card!" Tomy pulled away fromthe bully's suddenly slack grip
and started to back away fast. It took the other two a nonment, then they
backpedal ed as Butch sank to his knees.

-Whu—whut ' s happening to me?" Butch asked plaintively. barely able to shape
the words with his suddenly lolling tongue and el ongated jaw. He shook like a
dog trying to throw off droplets of invisible water, but no one answered him
The boys ran fromthe bathroom Butch's conpani ons screaming |like they were on
fire. Tormy lost hinself in the ensuing excitenent, blending in as just
another ordinary kid in a group of ordinary, if excited. kids. Eventually
Butch was taken away by emergency medi cs. Tommy. watching safely fromthe
crowmd as they wheeled him past. saw that he was tied down to the dolly with
all but his head covered with a sheet Ile was still alive, at |east He tw sted
frantically against his bonds. alnbst as sinuous as a snake or lizard, hissing
all the tine.

Everyone was tal king about it. Tommy, after getting back to the bathroom and
unburdening his frightfully over-strained bl adder. kept silent about his
participation in the affair. He wondered about the strange smell Butch had
exuded |i ke a night-bl oomng orchid. As the norning progressed he managed to
get next to Sister Aquilonia for a noment. and took a deep sniff. She gave off
the sa me snell, but not as strongly. A couple others around Christi had it,
too. Tommy made careful inquiries among his classmates, and nobody seened
aware of Sister Aquilonia's perfune, or that of the strange girl in eleventh
grade who was quite pretty but had feathers instead of hair. As he checked out
of Sanguis to take the subway to Ebbets Field over in Brooklyn. Tonmy began to
wonder .
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Rut he hardly heard him hardly felt the man brush by. lie didn't even
recogni ze himas Pete Reiser. Dodger manager

Al'l he was thinking was. There's a secret ace ON the Brookl yx Dodgers? GCee,
what a story?

* 4a.

It had been quite a year for Pete Reiser. He'd received the call from
Cooperstown in January telling himhe' d been elected to the Hall of Fame in
his first year of eligibility. It wasn't unexpected because. when he'd retired
he'd had the nbst bits, nbst runs scored, and hi ghest batting average in
basebal | history, but it was still a stunning achi evenent for a poor boy from
the m d-west who'd wanted nothing more fromlife than to be a ball-player,
who, throughout his twenty-one season career, played like his pants were on
fire in every inning of every game. no matter the score, unafraid of opposing
pl ayers, head-hunting pitchers, or outfield walls.

What was unexpected was that as the first-year nmanager of a teamthat hadn't
been out of the cellar since '62 he was still managing in Cctober, his team
tied at one gane apiece in the Wrld Series. He could hardly hope for things
to get any better, but he did. He longed with all his heart to win the Series,
to bring the Dodgers back to the heights of glory that he knew with themin

t he 1950s.

And it just seemed possible that they mght do it.

He stood inside the doorway to the clubhouse. watching his teamunwi nd after a
[ight workout. They were a | oose bunch. mainly kids with a sprinkling of
veterans. built around a solid core of young pitching and little el se. Seaver.
Koosman. Ryan. Gates. and Drysdale. the glowering veteran brought in to
solidify the staff and. not incidentally, to teach how and when to throw

i nside, a |lesson that Seaver, the young superstar. had | earned quickly and

well... Jerry Gote, great at handling a staff and calling a gane. not so
great at hitting ... Tomy Agee, a gifted defensive center fielder ...Ron
Swoboda, a | ousy defensive right fielder with occa-

61

FOUR DAYS | N OCTOBER

Began to think if maybe detecting that odor was an ability he had alone. It
made himfeel queasy and excited at the sane tine.

Was he a wild carder? If so. he was one of the lucky ones. He wasn't one of
those pathetic msfit jokers, but nmore |ike Golden Boy. and that Eagle guy,
and Cycl one who had that cool uniform And the Turtle. of course, but no one
knew what he | ooked like. Maybe he was a creepy joker hiding in his shell, but
he, Tommy. was a normal kid. maybe just a little smarter than the others.
Tomy was running over the possibilities in his head as he arrived at Ebbets
Field and asked directions to the | ocker room The gate attendants were
skeptical that he was a reporter. but all he had to do was show hi s nagic pass
and they let himthrough

As he wal ked through the bowel s of Ebbets heading to the | ocker room his mnd
wasn't on baseball. It was whirling with notions of him Tomry Downs. actually
being a wild carder. being—tet's face it—an ace, with the secret power to
ferret out those infected with the vials.

God, he thought as he entered the | ocker room that woskl be great. f wonder
if I silo:rid get a cool uniformof sone kind, |ike Cyclone's?

He stood on the threshold of the | ocker room |ooking over the scene of bal

pl ayers undressing. They were | egends. too. Some of them anyway. Don
Drysdal e, Tom Seaver. Ed Kranepool. O hers were just faces to Tomy. who was
just a casual fan. Reporters wove in among them chattering, asking questions,
| aughi ng, taking notes. Real reporters, fromreal newspapers. Not rags like
The Weekly Cospel

Tomy swelled with a sudden pride. He could do sonething the real reporters
couldn't. He could sniff out wild carders. Mate. He took a deep breath, al nost
unconsci ously, and, al nost unconsciously. focused his nascent power. And in



anong the | ocker roomodors of dirty unifornms and sweaty athl etes and
oi ntnents and balns of a hundred acrid scents, he caught a weak whiff of what

he thought of as the wild card snell. and stood there stunned as soneone went
by and said. "Hey, kid. don't block the doorway."
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sional binges of pourer... Cleon Jones. their only .300 hitter ... A Wis.

t he hundred and sixty five pound infielder who couldn't hit his weight

Donn C endenon. bought fromthe expansion Expos to spell the grizzled Ed
Kranepool (he was only twenty-five but had been with the Dodgers for eight
seasons: that was enough to grizzle anyone) and provide some pop fromthe
right side of the plate ...Ed -The dider" Cha des. their ol dest everyday

pl ayer who could still pick it at third but whose bat had |l eft himtwo seasons
ago ... they were an odd and notl ey crew. but they managed to w n, sonehow,
with great but inconsistent pitching, tinely hitting. and an often suspect

def ense.

And excel l ent ()awning, of coarse. Reiser thought.

One of the excellent coaches, the pitching coach, was conversing with rookie
Jeff CGates at the youngster's |locker. Gates and nost of the pitchers called
him"Sir: Drysdale and Reiser and a few of the older players still called him
El Hacos. The Hawk. He'd gotten the name as a youngster. partly for the great
bl ade of his nose. partly for his sharp, black eyes. Canmpy had hung it on him
in the spring of 1950 when he'd been traded to the Dodgers fromthe Washington
Senators. He'd pitched for the Dodgers for fifteen seasons. many of them
great, sone of themawful, and finished his career with four years with the
power house Washi ngton Senators. Rei ser had watched himsave the | ast ganme of
the '68 Series for the Senators, throwing with guile and guts and not hi ng

el se. He could see that there was nothing left in the Hawk's arm but pain.

Rei ser knew that if he was going to make anything out of the mess that had
becorme the Dodgers, he needed El flacon. Not for this armanynore, but for his
sharp brain which had absorbed so much know edge over his twenty year major

| eague career. The one thing the Dodgers had was sone good young throwers. He
needed a pitching coach who could turn theminto pitchers. and he knew t hat

Fi del Castro was the man for the job.

Il e caught Castro's eye across the room and Castro acknowl edged himwth a
slight nod, offered a few nore words of wisdomto the young rookie, patted him
on the ass, and nade his way
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slowy across the room dropping a word here and there for Seaver and Drysdal e
and Gote.

-\What's your thoughts about tonmorrow. am go?" Reiser asked his pitching coach
in a low voice.

Castro's eyes were dark and earnest. Hs voice was that of a prophet supplying
wi sdomto his high priest. "W're one and one. Plenty of ganes left to play.
G with the Drysdal e tonorrow, then we can cone back with Seaver on three
day's rest for Wednesday. Keep Gates in the bullpen, with Ryan. just in case.
But Drysdale. he is ready.-

Rei ser nodded thoughtfully. 1 believe you're right. Hawk." H s gaze suddenly
narrowed as he | ooked across the | ocker norn. "Who's that kid talking to Agee?
Shoul d he be here?"

Castro | ooked. shrugged. "W knows, jefe? Maybe a new cl ubhouse boy."

Rei ser shrugged as well. He had nore inportant things to do than worry about
stray cl ubhouse boys. He had a Wrld Series to w n.

TUESDAY. OCTOBER 14. 1969: GAME 3

The next day Tommy decided to forego school entirely. If he didn't show up
they couldn't stop himfromleaving early. and he had something nore inportant
to do than waste his time on pbys ed. algebra. and G eat ExpectationsHe was on
the trail of a real honest-to-Jesus story. An exclusive about the Dodgers
secret ace. This was a story a real paper would be glad to print, and maybe
even pay big bucks for



Ile arrived at Ebbets Field early. and his press pass agai n got hi m past
skeptical security guards at the gate. The stadiumwas enpty and eerily quiet.
Tommy thought it downright spooky as he wandered around, trying to find the
manager's office. Ile got lota al nost i mediately. and probably woul d have
stayed lost until gane tine if he hadn't run into a clubhouse attendant
wheeling a cart of freshly washed unifornms to the honme | ocker room The
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attendant dropped Tomry off at the door of the nanager's office while on his
way to the adjacent |ocker nom and left himthere standing nervously in front
of the closed door.

Tommy was not a huge basebal |l fan, but every boy who grew up in New York and
had an atom of interest knew who Pete Reiser was. Besides Babe Ruth. maybe, he
was sinply the greatest player ever. Ruth held the career home run record. but
Rei ser had set marks in many ot her offensive categories while playing a
stellar center field. He'd done nost of that with the Dodgers, though his | ast
four years he'd spent with the Yankees as a pan-time outfield and

pi nch-hitter. He was a baseball god, and Tommy was reluctant to disturb himin
his santtuary.

But. Tommy thought. disturbing a god was ¢ small price to pay for a good stow
He nade hinmsel f knock on the door. There was an instantaneous reply of-Cone
in:' and Tonmy did.

The office was a lot smaller than he'd inmagi ned. The walls were covered with
bl ack and white photos of ol d Dodgers, going back to the real old days. There
was a rickety bookcase across the back wall cramed w th notebooks and thick
mani |l a fol ders and across the opposite wall an old | eather sofa with cracked
uphol stery. The room needed painting. Reiser was seated behind his desk pen in
hand, scow ing down at a blank line-up card on his neat desktop. He
transferred the scow to Tommy. "No autographs now, son. |I'mbusy.- he said
then | ooked back down at the card.

"I-- Tonmy's voice caught then he took a deep breath, trying to cal mhinself.

"I"'mnot |ooking for an autograph. I'mon a story." "Wat?" Reiser asked,

| ooki ng up agai n.

Tommy took a step into the room suddenly confident. "Yeah. |I'ma reporter.
See. -

He took the press pass fromthe pocket of his Sanguis Christi uniformjacket
and held it out for Reiser to see.

Rei ser frowned. "dist. | can't read that fromhere. Cone on in."

Tommy advanced into the roomuntil he stood across Reiser's desk. Reiser
studi ed the pass, frowning. "You sure you didn't steal that fromyour father?
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"No, sir. I'm Tommy Downs. | represent The Wekly Gospel." Reiser grunted. He
seened to notice Tomy's Sanguis Christi uniformfor the first tine. "Catholic
boy huh?

Actually he wasn't. Tommy's father just didn't want himin public school, and
the really private private schools were just a little too pricey. Sanguis
Christi fit the famly budget barely. But Tomry saw no sense into going into
all that. He could discern approval radiating from Rei ser when he eyed the
uniform He sinmply nodded vigorously to Reiser's question

"Well. | guess | can spare you a couple of mnutes. Sit down."

Tommy took the chair across the desk. and slipped the notebook out of his
pocket He opened it and poi sed his pen over the first page, and said, "Unmmmm"
He realized that he didn't know what to ask Reiser. He couldn't just ask him
if there was a sect ace on the Dodgers. Tomry suddenly had an awful thought.
Ww if Pete Reiser were the secret ace?

What if all season long he'd been manipulating a | ousy Dodger team nudging

t hi ngs here and there with the awesone power of his nmind, making a ball go
through the infield here. making a baiter strike out there, clouding a base
runner's mnd so that he tried to go on to third where he was easily thrown
out ?



Tommy surreptitiously took a | ong, shall ow breath.

Ile snell ed not hing unusual, discounting the stale odors seeping fromthe

| ocker room next door. Still. he was uncertain in this ability. It was newto
him He wasn't sure how reliable

Suddenly he realized that Reiser was frowning.

-Have | seen you before?" Reiser asked.

"I was in the | ocker roomyesterday."” Tommy said. "getting background for ny
story-

-Yeah. | remenmber you now," Reiser said. "So. what's this story you're talking
about ?"

"Story?" Tommy repeated. "Sure. | was just wondering. Wondering if, unmm
anyt hi ng strange has happened this season? Anythi ng unusual ?"

Rei ser | aughed. "Unusual ? Hell, son, the Dodgers were in |ast
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-Remenber." Reiser told him "You cone to ne first with the nane."
Iowill."

-Fine. Good |uck, Tomy."

- Thanks. -

Tommy trudged fromthe office. half-discouraged. hal f-angry. Not only hadn't
he advanced his investigation, he'd made hinself | ook |like a fool. Because he

could tell. he just knew, that Reiser was patronizing him He didn't believe
Tommy for one second. Ile didn't believe there was a secret ace on the
Dodgers, not at all.

V. AA

Just mller day is tile dugout, Reiser thought. but of course. it wasn't.
Ebbets hadn't seen a day like this since 1957.

The old park was jamed to over-flowi ng and the fans had cheered thensel ves
hoarse before the first pitch was throwm. Al the regul ar Dodger fanatics were
present: the five-piece band known as the Dodger Sym phony that played |oud
but al nost unrecogni zabl e tunes as they marched around the park the guy on the
third base line known as Sign Man, who could cause letters to appear on his

bl ank pi ece of white cardboard. and all the thousands of normal (and abnormal)
fans who' d experienced one of the great rides in baseball history as the '69
Dodgers fought their way to the National League pennant.

Rei ser, returned fromthe pre-gane conference at hone plate with the unpires
and Balti nore manager Earl Waver. pl opped down next to Fidel Castro in the
Dodger dugout. -How d he | ook warm ng up?-

-Drysdal e? Caliente, boss."

lie better be Mne." Reiser said. -W need this one.-

Drysdal e was one of the ol d Dodgers cone hone, probably to finish his career
He had started with the Dodgers in 1956 and put up sonme decent nunbers for a
fading team as well as garnering a
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pl ace | ast year. This year we won the pennant. |'d say the whol e dammed season
was pretty damed unusual. Um— Reiser hesitated. "Don't say 'damed' in your
article. Say 'darned:"

"Yes. | understand. But what |I'mgetting at ... what | nean ..
Rei ser waited patiently. Tonmy realized that the only way he could think of
saying it. was just by saying it. "What | wonder is if you suspect that maybe
someone on the team has sonme kind of power or ability that he used to help win
bal | ganes, like, maybe a secret ace or sonething?"

Rei ser stared at him "A secret ace? You think soneone on the Dodgers is an
ace?"

Tommy nodded. Rei ser suddenly turned col d.

"Using an unnatural ability to win a ball gane would be cheating." Reiser said
flatly. "ghat nakes you think someone on ny team would cheat |ike that?"

can— Tommy shut his mouth. He was about to say. | can smell him" and then he
realized how unbelievably dorky that sounded. Smell him

Rei ser just |ooked at him

"l can—+ can read their minds.-



"Real | y?" Rei ser asked, apparently unconvinced. -Can you read nmy m nd?"

Tommy shook his head. "No. Only the minds of wild carders. | can tell that
they're different than normal people. But. I'm uh, I"'mkind of newat it. I'm
just learning how, so, especially in crowds, it's hani to tell who's who."
That much, anyway, was true

Rei ser nodded. -Ckay. Well. 1'Il tell you what. You' ve got your press pass.
Hang around. Check things out. And conme back to ne first thing," he

enphasi zed, "when you di scover who the secret ace is. Because | want to know,
first thing, when you uncover him Al right?"

"Ckay." Tommy stood. There was no sense in questioning Reiser any |onger

Rei ser didn't know anything, and couldn't help the investigation. Tonmy was
sure of that.

66

JOHN J. M LLER

puzzl ement as Canpy, wearing his old. battered catchers mtt. faced the
outfield wall.

An arnored shell swooped over the rightfteld bleachers into the outfield and
cane to rest over the pitcher's mound. 'Ladi es and gentlenmen." the PA
announcer blared again. -we present The G eat and Powerful Turtle

There was a nmurmur of surprise that quickly grew into an appreciative

out pouring of wel come as the Dodger faithful greeted the city's great new,
unknown hero. All over the stands people turned to one another and said. 1
knew he was a Dodger fan. | just knewit."

A small porthole opened in the fore of the shell, and a baseball dropped,
hovered, and performed a series of swoops, turns, and arabesques, eventually
settling down soft as a feather into Canpy's outstretched gl ove

-LET"S GO DODGERS!' " the Turtle blared fromhis own set of |oudspeakers. Hi s
shell rose majestically and noved off to a spot right above the rightfteld

bl eachers where it stayed for the duration of the gane.

Drysdal e rose, took off his warmup jacket. 'Enough of this shit." he said.
-Let's go."

He stepped out of the dugout. and the rest of the teamran out onto the field
after him Castro, Reiser thought as Drysdal e humred his eight warnmup
pitchers. was right. D has his strip today. Ile retired the Oioles
one-two-three in the top of the first.

Jim Pal mer was pitching for the Orioles, the youngest of their three twenty
gane wi nners, and he | ooked good. too. as he warnmed up in the bottom of the
first inning.

Then Tomm e Agee stepped up to the plate and lined a homer into the | ower deck
of the center field bl eachers, and Reiser thought. Here W go again. This team
i s amazi ng.

Rat is it? a small voice in the back of Reiser's head suddenly asked. Is it
the team or was that kid right? Is it soneose mani pul ating things, jerking
puppet strings, with some kWo: power On themby the wild card?

Rei ser woul d never had thought of it. if it wasn't for that kid.
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reputati on as one of the nmeanest sons of bitches to toe the rubber. In one of
t he disastrous trades that marked the end of his general nanagerial ship,
Branch Rickey had traded himin 1960 to the Yankees for Mary Throneberry,
Jerry Lunpe. and pitching | egend Don Larsen who had (brown a perfect gane in
the 1956 World Series. then squandered his career on booze and broads.
Drysdal e had put up near Hall of Fane nunbers with the Yankees. while only
Throneberry had proved margi nally useful to the Dodgers. Wen the Yankees
disintegrated in the md-1960's. Drysdale went on to have sone good years for
the Cardi nal s. The Dodgers had bought himback in '69 to help anchor the fine
young pitching staff they were assenbling.

He sauntered in fromthe bull pen, a towel wapped around his neck to soak up
the sweat he'd already broken. He was a (all, lean, big-jawed man with a
ruthl ess disposition and will to win. He was one of Reiser's favorites. Reiser



knew better than to pep-talk himor pat his ass. That woul d just annoy him
take himout of the zone he carefully crafted where every ounce of
concentration, every erg of eners. was geared toward one thing: throw ng the
bal | where he wanted to throw it. That done. everything el se would sinply take
care of itself.

Drysdal e sat off to one side in his own world. The rest of the dugout was ful
of chatter, young nen pretending they believed they belonged in the Series.
veterans just enjoying their Christmas in Cctober and hoping that it would

| ast a few nmore days. Their energy was nearly pal pable. Reiser thought that if
you'd stick wires in their asses they'd light up the whole city.

"LADI ES AND GENTLEMEN. " the P.A. system bl ared, "please direct your attention
toright field. where the first pitch will be throwm by a very unusual special
guest. It will be caught by our own Roy Canpanella. first base coach and Hal
of Fame catcher from Dodger glory days!"

The cheers started again as Canpy, gone from stocky to just plain plunp,
strode out to a position m dway between honme and the pitcher's nmound. The
fans' ovation dw ndled into nurmured
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Sure. it's crazy to think that the kid was right. but the world was crazy. had
been since Septenber 1946 when the wild card Vil US had rai ned down out of the
skies of New York Gity.

Wld carders were banned frompro sports. A guy like CGolden Boy woul d nake a
nockery of the game. But what if others were subtle, even sly, in the use of
their powers?

Rei ser | ooked down the bench. The Hawk sat in his usual spot next to him
Beyond himwere the men who had fought so hard over the |long sumer to bring
pride and faith back to Brooklyn. Was one of them secretly manipul ating events
behi nd the backs of all the others, stacking the deck so that the Dodgers
woul d wi n?

Rei ser snorted aloud. Bullshit He knew these nmen. lied gone to war with them
all sumer long. They won and they lost and it was their skill. determ nation
and, yes, sonetinmes their luck that bought themtheir victories. That was
basebal | . Sometimes |uck was on your side and the little pop up off the end of
your bat fell in for a double down the line: sonetines it wasn't and your
screamng line drive sought out the third baseman's glove like a

| eat her - seeking m ssile.

Castro caught his eye. "lthatr

Rei ser shook his head. "De sada. -

But, sonmehow, he coul dn't shake the kid's question fromhis nind

Ve AA

Tommy Downs could tell that the Ebbets Field press box attendant was a wld
carder, and not only because of his sweet snell. The guy was about five and a
hal f feet tall and he was shaped like a snail without a shell. H s hands were
tiny, his arcs alnost stick-like in their frailty. Ile had neither |egs nor
feet but his body tapered down to a slug-like tail. He even had snail-like
feelers on the top of his head and a nmucous coating on his exposed skin. Hs
features were doughy but good natured.
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-H vya, kid." he said cheerfully as Tommy approached the press box. -1'm Slug
Mal i gne, ex-Yankee, press box attendant-

-Tormy Downs.- Tommy said routinely, holding out his press pass. "The Wekly
Cospel .' He paused as the joker's words sunk in. "Ex-Yankee? You nean, the New
Yor k Yankees?"

Sl ug nodded cheerfully, as if this were a subject he never tired of

di scussing. "That's right. | was with themfor twelve days in the spring of
'59. Even got into a gane. Yogi and Ellie Howard were both hurt. That was why
| was on the roster. | was playing for the Joker G ant Ki ngs—you know, the
barnstornmng team | played for themolln on for over twenty years—and we were

in town when Yogi and Ellie went down on consecutive days. Maybe | wasn't the



greatest hitter, but | was terrific defensively. Nobody could block the plate
like ne.- Slug said proudly. -Gane | played was the second gane of a

doubl eheader. Johnny Bl anchard caught the full game: we were w nning the
second twelve to two and | caught Duke Maas for the |ast two innings."

-Ww. " Tommy said. There was a story there, too—Fhe Forgotten Joker of
Basebal | -but he couldn't | ose sight of the story he was chasing. In fact,
maybe here was sonebody who could help hinm if he played his cards right.
-That's really interesting Say, do you think you could spot another wld
carder, if they were on the Dodgers?"

Slug frowned. -An ace. do you nmean? Because anyone could spot a joker like
me—and as far as | know I'mthe only one who nade it to the majors. even for a
singl e gane."

-Yeah." Tommy said. "An ace. Haven't sone funny things been happening on the
Dodgers this year?"

Sl ug' s upper body shimered, as if he'd shrugged tiny shoul ders. "Kid, you
hang around any teamfor a year. you'll see a lot of funny things. Wy, I
renmenber back in '56 when | was playing with the Joker G ant Kings--

A sudden roar again shattered the air

-Man." Tommy said. "I've really gotta follow what's going on with the gane.
Can we talk later?"
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"Sure. kid." Slug smled, and Tormy nade his way into the crowded press box
where rows of reporters were banging away at their portables.

"Watat'd | miss?" Tomy asked.

"Drysdal e doubled two in." one of the scribes said laconically. shifting his
cigar fromone side of his nmouth to the other. -Dodgers |ead three to nothing:
Ve AA

Rei ser didn't have to even think about managing until the fourth when Drysdal e
showed his first sign of weakness. He gave up a walk and a single. Wth two
outs Ellie Hendricks. the big, hard-hitting Oriole catcher. scorched a line
drive into left center. It |ooked like a certain two-run double, but Tonme
Agee came out of nowhere with his snooth center-fielder glide that ate up the
ground under his feet. reached his gl ove back-handed across his body, and
snow coned the ball in the webbing, robbing the stunned Orioles of two runs.
Sign Man held up his sheet of cardboard and the word - SENSATI ONAL' . appeared
upon it in thick, black, sans serif letters. The Sym phony broke into a
spirited rendition of ... sonething ... as Agee trotted smlingly into the
dugout and the Ebbets faithful shouted thensel ves hoarse all over again.

"What do you think?" Reiser asked Castro as Drysdal e cane into the dugout put
on his warmup jacket, and sat down on his end of the bench

Castro shook his head. "Don't worry. yet He's throwing smooth. His notion is
| oose. lie's got a couple nore innings in hint"

Once again, the prophet was right. It was the seventh before Drysdal e ran out
of gas. He retired the first two batters, but then walked three in a row

Rei ser hardly needed Castro's confirmation. It was tinme for the veteran to
come out.

Rei ser strolled out to the nound, and signaled for the right-bander, the
twenty-two year old flanmethrower out of Alvin. Texas.
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a tall angular kid named Nol an Ryan. Ryan coul d throw harder than anyone since
Bob Feller. The only probl emwas, he didn't have much of an idea where the
bal | was going once he released it. He struck out nore than a batter per

i nning pitched. but wal ked nearly that many. and with the bases | oaded and a
three run Dodger |ead. there was no roomfor error

-W need one out" Reiser told Ryan as he handed himthe ball. Ryan nodded
calmy, like he always did, and started his warm ups as Rei ser headed back to
t he dugout.

-It had to be Blair up next; Reiser said as he sat down next to Castro. The
Hawk, understandi ng what Rei ser neant, only shrugged.



Paul Blair was a veteran, a patient hitter. He'd know Ryan was prone to

wi | dness, and test himby taking a pitch or two. But today the kid seened to
have his control. He poured over two fastbal Is for strikes as Reiser

wat chi ng. gripped the bench, trying to squeeze sawdust out of it.

Castro nuttered, -Waste one now, hermaso. Make him go fishing. Waste one ..
But Ryan. perhaps overly confident in his stuff. cane with heat right down the
mddle. Blair junped it. He connected solidly. driving the ball on a line to
right center. and Reiser knew that this one was going into the gap and woul d
clear the bases for sure.

But Agee didn't. Ile ran to his left with the effortless stride of the born
center fielder. Reiser. watching, seened to see the year. fall away and it was
as if he hinself was out there again, running down the ball. Agee, mindless of

the outfield wall as Reiser ever was, dove. skidded. and bounced on the
war ni ng track. and sonehow nanaged to spear the ball right before it hit the
ground, turning an inside the park home MD into an out, and the end of the

i nni ng.

| f Ebbets had gone crazy before. now it becanme totally delirious. Sign Man's
sign read -DIDt SAY Se: SAMNA/T. and the Sym phony's percussioni st dropped his
base drumand it rolled down the bl eacher's concrete steps runbling |ike

t hunder. In the sky above
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The Turtle's speakers bl ared-Happy Days Are Here Again.- The fans del uged Agee
wi th appl ause. Reiser and Castro just |ooked at each other and shook their
heads as Ryan strolled calmy off the nound.

The inning was over, and so for all intents and purposes was the ganme. Ed
Kranepool hit a homer in the eighth, making it four to nothing. Ryan went two
and a third innings. giving up only one hit and striking out four. and the
Dodgers were up two ganes to one.

As the team charged the nound at the end of the ninth, engulfing Ryan in a
swar m ng mass of | aughing, junping, huggi ng bodies. Reiser sat in the dugout
and smil ed.

Just anot her day, he thought. at the ballwd.

WEDNESDAY. OCTOBER | SM 1969: GAME 4

The press box was oddly quiet as the ganme started. Tom Seaver, who in only his
third year with the Dodgers was al ready known as "The Franchise." had taken

t he mound agai nst the veteran screwbailer. Mke Cuellar. another of the
Oioles' plethora of twenty-game wi nners. Reporters were nostly sitting before
their portabl es wondering what woul d be the next inprobable turn of event. who
woul d be the next unlikely hero.

Tommy found Slug in his favorite perch in the back of the press box, where the
joker could see the action on the field below the action in the box, and the
action at the buffet where managenment fed the reporters hotdogs, burgers.
fries, pretzels, and soda. -H, Slug."

"Hiya, kid:' the joker replied with a jolly snle. "Want a hot dog?"

"Sure."

"Hel p yoursel f."

Tommy fixed hinself a dog fromthe covered serving tray and took a bite.
savoring for a monent his favored status as a nenber of the fifth estate. For
t he payi ng customers dogs were fifty cents each. And he coul d have as many as
he wanted. For free.
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'l ake a coke to wash it down with," Slug said.

" Thanks:

But being a reporter wasn't all free dogs and cokes, clearly. He was getting
nowhere with his story. He had managed to suite naybe about ten names off his
list of possible aces. and even then he couldn't be sure he was right. He
didn't trust his nascent power. It seermed to be working pretty well now.
standing next to Slug. Ile could snmell the wild card odor cone off himin
waves. dampened only a little by the nucous |ayer which covered his body. But



in the |l ocker roomit was confusing. Today he'd only managed to get close
enough to Jerry Grote. Tommy Agee, and Al Wis to cross themoff his list. If
he had the tine, maybe he'd eventually be able to elimnate all the innocent
Dodgers. But he had only the rest of today and tonorrow. If he couldn't find
the culprit by then. bye bye story.

He needed help. Ile needed a strategy, a way to approach the hunt that m ght
lead himto the nore |ikely suspects. There nust be some way to elininate sone
of them If anybody knew. Slug. who had seen all their home ganes. m ght.

1 | ooked you up in The Baseball Encyclopedia this norning." Tomy said. It
wasn't much of an entry. One gane for the 1997 Yankees, zero at bats, four

put outs. But sonehow Tomy knew that Slug would be pleased if he mentioned it.
And he was. The joker nodded happily. -That's right. It wasn't much of a
career. but it's nore than any of those joes had," he said. waving his
frail-looking armat the | egion of reporters before them He |ooked at Tonmy.
"You know, sonic people think the Yankees put me in a game assort of a joke.
You know, 'Look at the joker. ain't he sonmething? " Slug shook his head. "But.

if they did. the joke was on them M. | get to say | was a major |leaguer. I'm
in the Encyclopedia. | still have ny Yankee hat. Qut of all the nmillions and
mllions of kids who grew up playing and | oving baseball, | could say | nade
it. | was a big | eaguer."

Tommy nodded. This was exactly the mood he wanted Slug to be in. "And you know
a | ot about baseball."

to
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nore of the operation, but he was never as sharp as the Mahatnma. Wen Ri ckey
died in 1962 the Dodgers started their long stretch on the bottom of the

| eague. "

"But what was special about this year? How conme they won the pennant?" Tomy
asked.

Sl ug | aughed. "Hell, kid. if | knew for sure I'd wite it down in a book and
somebody' d pay ne ten thousand dollars for it-

-Do you think." Tonmy said carefully. 'someone could be, well. manipul ating
things ... using sone kind of power to change the outcome of the games?"
"What, |ike an ace or sonethi ng?"

Tomy nodded. -O sonething. "

Sl ug | aughed again. giggling like a bow ful of jelly. if they were, kid.
they're doing a hell of a job. Listen. |I've watched themall season. They w n
ganes every way i magi nabl e. Wy one night Carlton struck out twenty men!
Twenty! That's a record. But he lost four to two because Ron Swoboda hit two
two run homers—

- Then Swoboda— Tonmy interrupted eagerly.

"Swoboda hit .237 with nine honme runs for the season. Does he sound like a
secret ace to you?"

"Anot her time they had a doubl eheader. They won both ganes one to nothing. In
bot h ganes the pitcher knocked in the run. Jerry Koosman and Don Drysdale. -

- Then—=

Sl ug shook Ins head. "All 1'msayings kid. is that these guys win by every
means i magi nabl e. By pitchings by clutch bittinge by hustling on every play.
It isn"t one man.- Slug gestured down to the field, where Seaver had retired
the Oioles one-two-three again and was running off the nmound. "Not even him
And he's great. Ile's terrific. But the Dodgers didn't win in '67 or '68 when
they had him And this year he's still their greatest player, their on:: great
pl ayer. Nope. Nobody's pulling any strings behind the scenes.”

Tr

FOUR DAYS I N OCCTOBER

"It's been ny life." Slug said sinmply. 'l played it for over twenty years.
Wasn't a greatly renmunerative life, barnstornming around the country with the
Joker G ant Kings. Sonetines we barely got out of town with a nickel between
us all ... but the places we seen, the things we did, the boys we played

agai nst "



"What about the Dodgers?" Tomry asked, steering the conversation back at |east
to basic rel evancy. 'Wiat happened to then? They were so great in the fifties,
then they got bad ... real bad. How conme?"

Sl ug shrugged nearly non-exi stent shoul ders. "Nature of the ganme. Tomy.
Branch Ri ckey bought the team when Walter O Malley turned into a pile of ooze
back on that first Wld Card Day in 1946." Slug shuddered. He | ooked
remarkably like a bow of sentient jello. '"Every tinme | feel sorry for nyself.
| think of what could have happened, and | feel grateful. Anyway—Ri ckey was a
great man. A great thinker. They called himthe Mahat ma because he was so
clever. He bought the col ored man back into the major |eagues. Jackie and
Canpy and Don Newconbe and the rest. Other teanms foll owed hi mquickly, but he
was there first and he got the best It gave hima couple of years where he was
ahead of everybody. He nade sonme great trades. He kept the Dodgers together
"But nothing |asts forever in baseball, kid. The Dodgers won their | ast
pennant in '57. They came close in '58. Finished second to M| waukee. who
they'd just beaten the year before. But after that it just went bad. Al of a
sudden the team seenmed to get old. all at once. Jackie was gone, retired after
'57. Canpanella battled age and injury. He hung on for a few years. but he was
just a shadow of hinmself. Pee Wee. Newk, Carl Furillo, all faded. Only Reiser
pl ayed on. but one man can't carry a team Their only decent pitchers were
Drysdal e and Castro. and Rickey traded Drysdale. In a last attenpt to capture
past glory. Rickey traded Duke Snider for five prospects, none of whom panned
out. Rickey was in his seventies then. and not as sharp as he used to be. H's
son. who they called The Twig (but not to his face), took over nore and
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—What about Reiser?" Tommy said quietly.

Slug frowned nmonentarily. 'Reiser? Well, no one was greater themhim No one
wanted to win nore than him | don't know, kid. What kind of power would he
have? The will to wi n? How woul d that work?"

Tommy shrugged. As it happened. Tommy knew that Reiser couldn't be the secret
ace. lle snelled totally normal. Unless. Tommy thought. sonehow he, Reiser was
(goading his Tomy's nmind. Tonmy sighed. Best not stun thinking Iike Met, he

t hought. That way | ay craziness.

"Uh-oh: Slug said with some concern. "Looks |ike Seaver could be getting into
trouble.”

Ve AA

In the ninth inning the Dodgers were up one to nothing. Seaver needed only
three nore outs to nail down the Dodgers' third win. He retired | ead-off man
Don Buford, but then Blair got only his second hit of the Series. Frank

Robi nson foll owed with another single, putting men on first and third. "He's
tiring: Reiser said.

Castro nodded. "Let himgut it out:

Rei ser bl ew out a deep breath. going to go talk to him W can't let this
one go."

Castro nodded. and Reiser sauntered out to the nound, taking his time. The
bul | pen was up and working. Gven a few nore m nutes and Gates and MG aw
woul d both be ready, but Reiser didn't want to take Seaver out. You had to
show faith in the youngsters You had to let themwork out of their own
trouble, or else they'd never learn howto do it. He'd | earned that |esson
under Leo Durocher, his first Dodger nanager, and it was a | esson he'd never
forgotten.

When he got to the nound the |l ook in Seaver's eyes told himeverything he
wanted to know. Very few pitchers would actually ask to be taken out. Their
eyes told the real story, whether they were tired, hurt, or scared. Seaver's
eyes told Reiser that he was just inpatient to get back to work. Reiser
nodded.
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"Right." Reiser said. "I just wanted to make sure you were okay. and |I'm sure.
Remenmber —Boog Powel | is up. Jamhim jamhim and jam himagain, but if the



pitch catches any of the plate on the inside he'll hit it out. If you want to
waste one, waste it outside, far outside. Don't let the big son of a bitch get

his arms extended. If you do, he'll hit it out."
Qut of the corner of his eye he saw the unpire hustling up to the nound to
break up the conversation. He | ooked at Seaver. who still had that sonewhat

far-away | ook of glassy-eyed concentration. He | ooked at G ote, who snapped
off a nod and a wink. Grote couldn't hit rmuch, but he was a great defensive
catcher and called the finest game in the majors. He'd nake sure Seaver kept
his wits about him

-Ckay: Reiser said. He turned and strolled back to the dugout as Powell
approached the plate.

Boog settled into the batters box and punped the bat twice. three tinmes at the
mound. Seaver stared into his catcher's glove |ike an automaton, then went
into his windup and unl eashed his armlike an arbolast blasting a rock at a
castle wall. The ball whistled out of his hand, fastball, inside, on the

bl ack.

Boog cut at it, unleashing his long, furious swing. and the bottom of the bal
sliced off the top of the bat handl e, backward, foul. whistling just over
Grote's shoul der and by the unpire's head.

Boog hal f- st epped out of the box, swinging the bat |oosely in his hands. "That
boy sure is fast. Gve ne another of those:

Gote smled. -Ckay:

He put a single finger down, hidden between his thighs, and the runners took
off front first and third. Seaver wound up and punped another fastball to the
same spot, maybe a little lower. maybe a little nore inside.

Boog swung agai n, one of the fastest bats in the | eague, and caught it square,
but the ball was right where Seaver wanted it to be, inside, off the black
and Powell hit it right off the handle. The bat shattered. the end

hel i coptering out somewhere near second. the handle still in his hand as he
started to run to first.
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Boog was strong. If anyone else had hit that ball it was just a little pop-up

to the second baseman. infield fly and two out, but Boog was strong. Wiss.

pl ayi ng second. knew the ball was over his bead, knew he had no chance to get
it. but ran out into right field anyway, |egs punping desperately. He gl anced
into the outfield and saw Ron Swoboda running right at him furiously, eyes
clenched on the ball as it floated softly up and out. Swoboda was a solid
two-ten, a one-tine ballyhooed slugger who didn't quite make it. He was one of
the three or four rotating Dodger right fielders. He was by far the worst
fielder. Wiss was a slightly | ess robust one-sixty-ftve, a utility infielder
who had a very light stick but a great glove. He figured if anyone woul d catch
it. it would have to be hint, so he kept going, though Swoboda was thundering
at hint |ike an aval anche of doom and the ball was dying out there in no-man's
| and beyond second base but hardly into the outfield. kind of in center but
Agee was nowhere in the picture and kind of in right but there was no way
Rocky was going to reach it. no way in hell, and suddenly Swoboda was di vi ng,
was springing forward parallel to the ground as the ball was com ng down so
softly it would barely dent the grass when it hit but it didn't hit the grass
as just an inch or two fromthe ground Swoboda stabbed it, reaching out
back-handed, hit hard, tunbled over, and held on

For a second there was silence in the stadium No one seened to believe what
had happened. Blair. on (bird, had kept his presence of m nd, and as Swoboda
caught the ball and bounced along the turf. came in to score on the sacrifice
fly, cursing all the way. Frank Robinson. on first, had gone half-way to
second, then turned and went back when he was sure Swoboda had held onto the
ball, cursing all the way. Boog. standing near first with the handl e-hal f of

t he broken bat still in his right hand, stopped, and cursed.

Castro. in that one calm utterly quiet nmonent. turned to Reiser and said.
'Even the man with hands of stone can flash | eather when you need it nost"



i ke he was quoting fromsone forgotten book of the Bible.
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Then, as Swoboda stood and tossed the ball back into second. Ebbets Field
erupted into unbelieving appl ause, the fans pouring their hearts out to the
man who stood in right, the front of his uniformstained with grass and dirt.
It was |like Mays' over the shoul der catch against Wertz in '54. Reiser against
Mantle in '56 anong the nonuments in center. Agee's the previous day. But.
hell, those guys were fielders. They could catch the ball. Swoboda. for al

his |l ovable determination. was a butcher. He couldn't catch nmeasles if you put
himin a hospital ward full of spotted children

Sign Man flashed "%n at tx FLNI BUSH: the band played sonethi ng, nobody was
quite sure what, and the fans yell ed thensel ves hoarse. Again. Brooks Robi nson
cane to the plate, and had to step out because the noise still surged over
Ebbets |i ke an unanswerable tide, until Swoboda. hands planted firmy on hips,
touched his cap in acknow edgment There was one | ast crescendo of approval,
and then the noise dulled to a nuted background ninble that peaked agai n when
Seaver dispensed with B. Robby with three pitches and the Dodgers trotted back
to the dugout.

right." Reiser shouted. 'We'll get it back, we'll get it back." but the
Dodgers didn't. They went down in the ninth, and. the score one to one, the
fourth gane of the 1969 Wrld Series went into extra innings.

'You okay." Castro said to Seaver in the dugout as he took oti his wai mup
jacket, and the young pitcher nodded at the tone Castro used which was nore
statenment than question. He went out into the field and disposed of the Os
with no problens in the tenth.

Gote led off the bottomof the tenth for the Dodgers. the seventh man in the
batting order. Reiser wondered how much | onger the gane woul d go—ikely | onger
than ten since this was the weakest part of a rather weak Dodger batting
order, and the 0's had a strong, well-rested pen

Grote hit an easy fly ball to left, and Reiser was thinking that maybe Seaver
could go another inning, maybe not. Then lie real-
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i zed that Buford. nornmally a fine outfielder. was standing rooted to the spot.
When he finally started after Gote's fly-ball, he didn't have a chance to
catch it. and it dropped in front of him The in the Schaefer Beersign on the
top of the fight centerfield scoreboard flashed to signify "hit" but Reiser
knew t hat base runner was a gift

Gote didn't hit very well and couldn't run very fast but he bustled on every
play so by the tinme the ball got back into the infield he was standing on
second base.

"Hayes." Reiser shouted. MIton Hayes. defensive replacement and pinch runner
went out to second for Grote. -We need this run, we need it." Reiser said
tensely to Castro

"We'll get it"

Weiss, hitting eighth, was intentionally wal ked. bringing up the pitcher's
spot in the batting order. Seaver was out in the on-deck circle.

"We've got to get that run." Reiser called Seaver back

"You could leave himin to bunt." Castro said, but Reiser shook his head.
"We' || create nore doubt if we put in a pinch-hitter to do the bunting." He

| ooked down the bench. The Dodgers had a weak bench, but there was one man who
m ght be able to do the job, and, at the sanme tine, plant the maxi mum anount
of doubt in the Oioles' mnd. Reiser called to Don Drysdale. -You're hitting.
| want you to get the bunt down. Ignore whatever the signs say. just get the
bunt down. W need those nen noved over."

"Yes sir," Drysdal e said.

He marched out of the dugout and took his place in the batter's box. The D's
bought in a right-hander to pitch to the righty-hitting Drysdal e who pronptly
pl opped the first pitch down the first base line. He took off as fast as he
could. Ellie Hendricks sprang out from behind the plate, quicker than seened



possi ble for a man his size. pounced on the ball, and threw it to first.
Drysdale's arnms were punping like a sprinter's but his feet were noving with
somewhat | ess speed. His left arm punped downwards just as Hendricks rel eased
the ball, and his throw hit Drysdale on the wi st
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Hendri cks wat ched unbelievingly as the ball trickled towards second base. Davy
Johnson and Boos Powel| scanpered after it but Hayes. clapping his hands |ike
a madman, crossed the plate by the time Johnson picked up the ball. There was
no one even covering the plate. and the Dodgers had won two to one.

Ebbets Field went insane. The words flashed on Sign Man's cards, -AMAZI NG
AMAZI NG AMAZI NG - as the Dodgers celebrated in a mass dance around hone

pl at e.

THURSDAY. OCTOBER | STH. 1969: GAME 5

Tommy knew this was his |ast chance to uncover the identity of the secret ace,
to get the story of alifetine and start hinmself on the pathway of fame and
fortune.

The gane had al ready begun. Koosman was pitchi ng agai nst MNally, Tonmy
thought. He didn't really know. Ile was losing track of the uninportant stuff
and focusing in on the big picture: the identity of the secret ace.

Slug Mall ow seened like a nice guy for a joker, and he sure knew his baseball.
He didn't believe that a secret ace was nolding events for the Dodgers. But
maybe he was being just a little naive. Even though he was young. Tomy
figured he had a pretty well-devel oped detective sense, and he knew a scam
when he snelled one. And he could snell one at Ebbets, all right.

Only he couldn't pin the snell down to a specific individual. There were

al ways too many peopl e around. The scent itself was rather weak, but it had to
stick to the clothes and bel ongi ngs of whoever it cane from I|f he could check
out the lockers on the quiet take a whiff of the equipnment the players' street
cl othes. maybe he could finally track down the ace who'd been mani pul ati ng

t hi ngs behi nd the scenes.

He'd come to believe that Slug was right about one thing. though. It probably
wasn't one of the big nane players. He'd managed to eliminate sone of the
nanes concl usively. Some he wasn't sure of. But it had to be, he figured, one
of the little guys, one of
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the newconers to the Dodgers. Otherw se. why hadn't they played their cards
bef ore? Why hadn't they built success for themand their teamin the past?
Swoboda, for exanple. or Ed Charles. Wiy would they wait for this year to
start pulling their tricks?

He had a couple of people in mnd. He waited his chance and slipped behind a

| aundry hanper in the corner of the trainer's roomwhile no one was | ooking,
then it was a matter of quiet patience until the |ocker roomcl eared out right
before ganme time. He had to be careful. He had to be quiet and subtle because
occasionally a player would pop into the | ocker roomto go to the bathroom or
somet hi ng. but Tonmy had good ears. He could bear them com ng down the hal

and he was quick to hide. The | ockers thensel ves presented no obstacl es. They
were stalls rather than real |ockers, nade of boards and wire fencing, totally
open in the front. Some were messy enough to briefly hide in if soneone cane
into the room

It was nerve w acking, but Tommy thought you needed nerves to be a good
reporter, and he had plenty.

He' d checked the first two guys on his list—Nathan Bright, the third string
catcher, and Steve Garvey, a young third baseman the Dodgers had called up
late in the season mainly for pinch-hitting duty—and found nothing out of the
ordi nary, except that Garvey seemed to get an inordinate anount of fan nail
fromgirls who liked to include their photos with their autograph requests. He
found hinmsel f lingering over a couple of the photos, alnpbst tenpted to pocket
one or two—Garvey'd never niss them—dntil a sudden roar fromthe crowd outside
wrenched his mind back to his quest



Ile put the photos back. There was one nore nane on his list of suspects. MIt
Hayes. He'd been in the majors for a couple of years, and was a fringe tal ent
The Dodgers mainly used himas a pinch-runner and defensive specialist in the
outfield. Maybe. Tommy thought. he figured his time is the big | eagues aw s
l[imted. Maybe he salt the Dodgers had a chance this year and he figured to
get that one chonmplossizip ring in his career. Mbste-

"Can | help you. kidrJOHN J. MLLER

Tommy strai ghtened up from Hayes' |ocker. a startled. guilty |look on his face.
He turned to see Don Drysdale staring down at him a | ook of concern
conpounded with wonder on his stern features. Dl ysdale was big, raw boned and
said to be downright nasty. He nmust nore quieter thas a ssatw, too, otherw se
he uvul dn't hare caught ne. He stared at Tonmy with a hard glare that had
intimdated nore than a few major | eague batters.

lib, gee. no. M. Drysdale.- Tomy said, "I was, W, | was—+ have a press
pass!" Tommy held it out like a magic talisman in front of him

Drysdal e nodded uncertainly. "Unh-huh. Well, kid, | suggest you get your butt
back up to the press box, then, with the other per:s and dunks. | don't think
you're going to get much of a story out of sniffing sonebody's street pants.”
If °sly i could tell you. Tommy said to hinmself. But he knew he couldn't.

"Yes sir, yes sir: he said, sidling past the player, who turned to keep an eye

on himas he scuttled for the | ocker roomdoor. Ile was al nost there, when
suddenly it hit him
The snell. What he'd been | ooking for. Them was no doubt about it whatsoever.

He | ooked at the name over the |ocker, and was stunned.

Il e was sure Drysdal e t hought he was nuts when he started to | augh

e ¢ 4 a.

Tommy heard another roar fromthe cromd before he could ma te his way up to
the press box. but it had a sort of downcast. nobaning note to it. so Tonmy
knew t hat what ever had happened was bad for the Dodgers.

"What happened?" he asked Slug Maligne, who was perched in his usual spot in
t he box.

'Where you been. Tommy?" Slug asked. "You've nissed half the gane. -
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"Wirking on nmy story." Tomy said.

Sl ug shook his head. -You're mssing the story. Tonmy. The game is the story.
kid. If you want to be a reporter you have to renenber that, first and
forenpst. What happens down there on the field, where men give their hearts.
where sonetimes they | eave pieces of thenselves, all in search of that nonment
of perfection. whether it's a throw or a catch or swing of the bat. (hat's the
story kid. Everything else is just lipstick on a pretty girl."

Tommy was pretty sure he didn't believe that. The story, to him was a secret
found and exposed, but he didn't feel |ike discussing the philosophy of
journalismw th Slug, who wasn't a journalist so couldn't be expected to
understand such things. 'Well.- Tomy said, "what'd | niss?"

"First McNally hit a two-run honer for the Orioles.- "MNally?"

"Yeah. McNally. You know, the Oioles pitcher?"

"Um yeah."

"Now Frank Robinson just hit another one. It's three to nothing for the
Oioles.”

Tommy wanted to shake his head and | augh, but he didn't. That woul d upset
Sluge and he did son of |ike the guy.

"Don't worry.- he said. -The Dodgers are going to win."

Slug smiled at him "I like a fan with faith in their team -

Sire, they're going to win. Tomy thought. The secret ace will take contro
any time sow. He settled back to watch and wait.

As the game wore on. McNally | ooked invincible. Koosman found his groove and
gave up nothing nore. But McNally was still in total conmand as C eon Jones.
who hit .349 during the season but was having a poor Series. stepped up to

| ead-of f the sixth. McNally threw one of his sharp-breaking curves and it



bounced in the din at Jones' feet. Play halted as the ball rolled towards the
Dodger dugout. and Jones got into a discussion with the plate unpire.

"What's goi ng on?" Tonmy asked.

"Looks like he's claimng the pitch hit him- Slug said.
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Suddenly Pete Rei ser bounced out of the dugout and showed the ball to the

pl ate unpire. The unpire | ooked at, and waved Jones to first, Earl Waver ran
out of the Orioles dugout his face already red, but turned back w thout a word
as the unmpire silently showed himthe ball.

-\What = Tonmy began. and Sl ug shrugged.

"You got ne, kid. The ball probably hit Jones on the foot. Maybe it got shoe
polish on it. Miust have. It'd take sonething |ike that to shut Waver up so
suddenl y. -

Donn C endenon, the on-deck batter who'd been watching with interest stepped
to the plate and i medi ately jacked a two-run shot into the stands.

Sl ug shook his head, as if in disbelief. 'Can you believe this shi—stuff? MW
God, has this been scripted?”

The next inning Al Wiss, the utility infielder who'd hit two honme runs al
season. hit another one out, and Tommy suddenly knew it was all over but for
the question of the final score.

it's like they're blessed.- Slug said.

Tommy smiled to hinmself. That's one way of putting it, he thought.

The Dodgers settled it in the eighth with two runs. Like nost of their scoring
that season, it was a teameffort with a Jones double. a C endenon ground out
bl oop singles. and ground ball errors on the pan of the Oioles.

The Dodgers took the field in the ninth leading five to three. The tension was
so great that the stadiumwas virtually silent. Frank Robinson led off the
inning with a wal k, and Boog Powel| cane up as the tying run

It always seened to be the way of the gane. The big man canme to bat with the
gane on the line. If Powell was feeling the pressure. he didn't showit. He
took a mghty swing at Koosma ifs first offering. Ile hit the ball hard, but
on the ground, up the mddle. Wiss. ranging far to his right at second base.
dove. stopped it got up and threw to Harrel son covering the bag. Robi nson
barrel ed down and Harrel son had to | eap over himas he hit the bag in a hard
slide. 1/e
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couldn't make the relay throwto first. One out. Powell safe at first. The
gane wasn't over yet. but Tomry knew that. really. it was. The secret ace

woul dn't | et the Dodgers | ose.

Br ooks Robi nson, a tough hitter with decent power. lifted an easy fly to Ron
Swoboda. who circled under it (Tomy held his breath. as did every Dodger fan
in the stands) and caught it with a smle

Davy Johnson followed Brooks to the plate. He was a tough hitter with decent
power for a mddle infielder. but he. too. managed only an easy fly to medi um
left field. Ceon Jones went right to the spot where the ball would come down,
canped under it. caught it. and touched his knee to the ground as if in
prayer. G ote ran out to the nound where the Dodgers' senior citizen third
baseman Ed "The dider Charles was already doing a dance of inexpressible joy.
and it was as if suddenly soneone threw a switch and turned the sound on and
the stadiumerupted with an out-pouring of cheers and screanms and shouts that
Br ookl yn hadn't hea nl in years and years. On the third base line Sign Man
held up his sign and it said. -THERE ARE NO WORDS. - and. indeed, there were
none.

Ve JA

The | ocker roomwas |ike some scene out of a madcap version of bell, or at

| east pandemoni um Hal f-naked pl ayers ran around whoopi ng and shouting |ike
little boys, spraying thenselves with chanpagne and beer and shavi ng cream
The utter joy of the nonment al nost over-whel ned Tommy. He snuck a bottle of
chanpagne for hinmself. and swallowed a bit. but it was cheap stuff. rather



stinging and bitter. not at all how Tomry imagined it would taste, and he
ended up surreptitiously spraying it all over the | ocker room

He wanted to join in the cel ebration openly but the other reporters were at

| east trying to keep thensel ves sonewhat al oof fromthe partisan festivities.
They were wandering around the room (nost surreptitiously sw gging beers)
aski ng what Tommy t hought

88JCHN J. M LLER

were nostly inane questions of the players. Slug' s shoe polish theory was
confirmed, but Tommy heard not hing el se of inportance.

Tommy was determ ned to keep the surprise to hinself, not to | et anyone el se
in on his secret. He wanted to confront Reiser with his certain know edge, and
get the manager's reaction. Then. The Wekly Gospel would get their exclusive,
and what an exclusive it would be: Mracle Dodger Victoty Engi neered by Secret
Ace!

Wl |, perhaps he would have to work on shortening that headline.

In the end, it was surprisingly easy. Tomry hung around in the rear of the
room in the shadows. watching as the cel ebrati on wound down without really
ending as the players showered. dressed, and left the | ocker roomstil

clearly high on enotion and crazed energy. It took awhile, but the | ocker room
enptied of players and reporters and finally the only ones left in the
clublious.. were those who also usually arrived first at the ballpark. Tomy
found themin the manager's office, sipping beer and snoking thick, fragrant
Cuban cigars.

"l know who the secret ace is.'
Voi ce.

Rei ser, |ounging behind his desk with his feet up and a cigar in his nouth,
groaned and sat up straight. "You. again? Jesus, kid. there ain't no secret
ace. |'ve been over it in ny head. |'ve watched everyone. There just ain't no
secret ace."

'Real | y?" Tommy said archly as he cane into the room "How do you account for
all the strange things that happened during the Series? The spectacul ar
catches. the bad throws and Oriole errors. the unexpected hone runs, the shoe
pol i sh incident?"

Rei ser shrugged. "It's baseball, kid. It's the nature of the ganme. Strange

t hi ngs happen. Sonetinmes players rise to the occasion. Sonetinmes occasions
rise to the players. You can't explain it. No one can. -

- Then how do you explain the way he smells?" Tonmy asked dramatically pointing
at Fidel Castro. who was sitting across the desk from Reiser, cigar in one
hand. chanpagne bottle in the other

Tommy said in a dramatic. al nbst accusatory
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Rei ser shrugged. "I don't know. How about a season's ticket for next year?"
"Well ..." Tomy wasn't much of a baseball fan, but his fa tiler was. And

ot her people were. Wth the Dodgers being world chanps. tickets would be tough
to come by next year. They'd be hot itenms. People might be willing to tell him

things, to do things for him if he had tickets for inmportant ganes. "How
about two season tickets?"

Rei ser shrugged. "All right-

-Ckay." Tommy nodded, absorbing the notion that he could just as easily be
paid for not revealing something, as for revealing it. 1 guess | should go
wite ny story now. -

"Your story with no secret aces." Reiser said.

"My story with no secret aces: Tomy agreed. Flexible tendons weren't a
footnote, let alone a whole story. Al so. he suddenly realized, he'd have had
to reveal how he discovered Castro was a wilder carder—by snelling him Maybe
he shouldn't tell the whole w de world about his tal ent

Tomy smiled to hinmself. As it turn on he thought there is a secret ace in the
story after all. M.

He left the two nen in the nanager's office, celebrating their victory. He had
his story to wite, his own victory to celebrate. Maybe it wasn't as glorious



as he'd hoped it would be. There'd be no blazing headlines, no by-line in a
real newspaper, but Dodger World Chanps wasn't exactly chopped liver. and it
was a nore nmanageabl e headl i ne.

It's so cool, Tommy Downs thought, being a reponer

He strolled down the corridors of Fbbets Field, dream ng of the thousands of
stories to cone.
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"The way he snells?" Reiser asked.

Skit. Tommy thought | blewit. 1 mean— He realized there was no sense in

lying now. It was better to stick to the truth. "Yeah. | should have told you
before. | can snell people who are affected by the wild card--

"That's ridi cul ous— Reiser began, but Castro interrupted him "No. He's
right."

Rei ser turned to his old friend. "What'?"

"I ama wild carder”

Tomy couldn't restrain hinmself fromsaying, "See? | told you, | told you!" He
could barely restrain hinmself fromdoing a little dance of joy. \isions of
headlines ran in his head. Screw The Wekly CGospel. He'd take this to The
Daily News. And he was only in the ninth grade! \isions of future Pulitzers
danced in his head.

"But | am not an ace. -

"What ?" Tonmmy's face fell. "I don't believe you."
Castro shrugged. it's true. | never knew Pd been infected with the virus unti
last winter. | went to see the doctors about ny arm They did tests and

di scovered | had the wild card. They di scovered nmy 'power' when exam ning ny
ann. "

"'Mat is it?" Reiser asked.

Castro shrugged again. "My tendons and |iganents are maybe twi ce as flexible

as an ordinary man's." He illustrated by bending back the fingers in his right
hand. They bent back pretty far. "But nmore flexible or not, they were finished
inm pitching arm M armwas dead, useless for pitching. So. | retired."

"Fl exi bl e fingers?" Tommy asked weakly. "That's your power?" "M/ el bow too:
Castro said, taking a reflective puff of his cigar
"Hmm That's not nuch of a story." Reiser said.

"Still ..." Tommy said, but hope was fading even as he tried to grasp it.
Rei ser | ooked at himthoughtfully. "Look. maybe we can. uh, make this up to
you if you keep it our own little secret.” "How?" Tommy asked.
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By Wl ton Sinons

T he club was crowded, but a little | ess boisterous than usual

Audi ence menbers whi spered to each other or played with

their drinks. but they weren't giving the girl at the mcrophone the kind of
attenti on she needed.

A lot of the customers were snoking, but Carlotta's routine was doing the
opposite. It wasn't the material, and her delivery was spot on. Well, as good
es it ever was, anyway.

She was gorgeous, though. Carlotta had creany skin, delicate features, and a
body that, as the joke went 'would make a bi shop kick out a stained-glass

wi ndow. - Her honey-bl onde hair was cut in a Louise Brooks pageboy, fram ng her
face to ideal effect. Bob | eaned back into the polished bar rail and sighed.
If he didn't have a personal interest in her, it would be easy enough to fire
her. N(: much chance of that, though

In every crowd there was sonebody who | ooked |ike they didn't bel ong. Toni ght
it was a pair of guys sitting together to the left of the stage, just away
fromthe light's edge. They were young and | ooked |ike FBI agents dressed in
particularly loud disco garb. One had a face with a hound-like quality and his
conpani on was taller and thinner. Mentally. Bob dubbed them Mutt and Jeff.
Nei t her man was | aughing or even smiling at Carlotta's material, although
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they were certainly keeping their eyes on her. Bob decided to pay them a
visit.

He navigated the floor over to their table. "Enjoying the show gentlenan?"
The tall thin man | ooked up at him expressionless. "Geat." Ire said.

Bob cleared his throat. "It's traditional to laugh at the jokes."

-My friend has a nedical condition that keeps him from | aughing."” The thin man
smled. It wasn't pleasant. "So | don't either. just to keep himfromfeeling
bad. -

"That expl ains why you're patroni zing a conedy club."” Bob wasn't sure what he
wanted fromthese two, but knew he wasn't going to get it if they had their
way. -Pay attention." He gestured to Carlotta. "You mght just enjoy
your sel ves. "

"I"msure nost of you can tell I'"mnot fromaround here." Carlotta | ooked down
ashanedly fromher mke. -The truth is. I'mfromAnerica' s heartland, the
great state of |owa."

"That woul d explain why you snell like pigs." A deep male voice. slightly

slurred, cane fromthe back of the audience. Bob wal ked in the genera
direction of the heckler. He'd done this plenty of tines and woul d have the
creep pinpointed quickly.

Carlotta tried to work the interruption to her advantage. "If there's one
thing I've learned since being in the Big Apple. it's that no one can survive
very long with a well devel oped sense of snell." Small |augh. "Getting back to
lowa. This is the truth. | swear to god. They held a contest in ny hone state
for a new tourism slogan and asked lowans to help them out."

-You suck, you corn-fed bitch." The heckl er was even | ouder this tinme around.
Bob picked out a | arge sandy-haired man in a tank top and faux | eather pants
sitting by hinself a couple of tables away on the left Bob pulled a small
flashlight front his jacket pocket and noved in.

"Really.- Carlotta continued. ignoring himthis tinme around, "you' d be amazed
at the cruelty of responses fromthe folks in lowa. These are people with a
real sense of hunor. One was '|owa.
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"That's a fact ny dear. After six nonths here. I'd think you' d come to expect
it. New York's reputation didn't manifest itself out of thin air:

Carlotta headed for her tiny dressing room Bob followed. "God help nme if

ever get used to rude assholes."” she said wi thout |ooking back at him -The
dirt. yes. The noise, yes. Even the | ack of anything green outside of Centra
Park or the Aid . But jerk-off nmorons are always going to piss this girl off.-
She turned around at the doorway of her tiny dressing room "l haven't got
time to talk. |'m neeting soneone.”

"You're certainly not a very traditional girl." Bob fingered his watch and
waited for a reply. but received only a roll of the eyes. "Mst people suck up
to their boss a bit. unless they're very, very good at their job. You
certainly don't have nore than one 'very' and possibly none at alt.-

-You're not going to get rid of me just yet M. Cortland," she said. and

cl osed the door with finality.

Too true, Bob thought to hinmself. He wandered back over to the bar and poured
hi nsel f a hal f-shot of scotch, wondering what would be like to win a round
with her. She certainly wasn't smarter than he was. Well probably not. But he
couldn't match her obstinacy. -To good hunmor." he said quietly. "Mne. And
pati ence. -

He saw her flash out the rear exit in a short blue dress and al nost-matching
heel s bl onde hair bouncing, and decided. with the help of the scotch, to try
anot her approach on her. He had until he caught up with her to figure out just
what that m ght be.

Once outside. the July heat swallowed himlike a chip of ice in a cup of
steanmi ng coffee. Even in the early momnig hours, the still. fumace-like air
sucked the life out of everyone and everything. Carlotta was di sappeari ng down



the al |l eyway, but stopped short on the far side of a dunpster. Two nen emnerged
fromthe darkness and stepped into her path. Bob couldn't see themwell and
slipped into the shadows on the dark side of the alley. carefully renoved a
Yr
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gateway to Wsconsin:" She sold the joke with a broad sweep of her arm but
didn't get much for the effort.

"Go the fuck back where you came from" yelled the heckler. Bob was standi ng
directly behind himand briefly turned on the flashlight over the

troubl emakers head. Carlotta was |ooking in his direction and nodded.

"My favorite slogan by fat though, was 'lowa, it makes you want Dubuque.™’
This got a pretty good response fromthe audi ence but the heckler started to
| augh uproariously. He knocked his drink over. spilling ice and al cohol onto
the floor, and grabbed onto the edge of his (able, |aughing convul sively. He
| ooked up at Bob, with something close to panic in his w dening eyes. Bob
grabbed the man under his sweaty arnpits and haul ed himinto a standi ng
position, then guided himtoward the exit. The heckler got his |egs under

hi nsel f qui ckly and Bob was afraid he mght try to resist being ushered out
the door. Luckily the man seemed relieved as Bob pushed himoutside into the
heat .

"I wouldn't come back: Bob said, as a parting shot. and gave the man a
practiced stare for good neasure. The heckl er said nothing, but walked slowy
away down the pavenent.

Carlotta was | eaving the stage to scattered appl ause when Bob made it back to
the interior of the club. Mutt and Jeff had di sappeared, which was okay wth
Bob. ' Thank you | adi es and gentl emen; he said to the audi ence. "She's here
Friday. Saturday, and Sunday. Tell your friends.-

Bob met her backstage with a half-smle. "Not your best. but not awful, given
the circunstances: He'd guessed Carlotta's wild card ability and had bl uffed
the truth out of her a few weeks earlier. She couldn't do any real harmwth
it: make a crowd giggle, a few people |augh out Ioud, or—f she focused it on
one person—onpletely incapacitate them

"Right." Carlotta w ped her forehead and conbed back her danp hair. "Thanks
for the help, but I had himspotted. Jerks seemto grow on trees in this
burg. -
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smal | revolver fromhis right jacket pocket It felt bigger in his hand that it

really was. |le was hoping the same psychol ogi cal phenonenon applied to the
men he was going to try to stop
"You're coming with us. Any trouble. | hurt you.- The taller of the two nen

grabbed Carlotta by the arm She (tied to wench away, but was pinned by his
grip.

Bob nmoved out from behind the dunpster and trained his weapon on the man

hol ding Carlotta. recognizing the pair as Mutt and Jeff "Let her go." he said,
in as even a tone as he could manage. "lIIl shoot you both if I have to."

Mutt stared at him unblinking. "Now why don't | believe that?"

Taki ng a deep breath. Bob pointed the end of the revolver slightly to one side
of the man and pulled the trigger. The gun ki cked unconfortably in his sweaty
hand and the bullet ricocheted off the brick alley wall and into a pile of
crates. spraying chips of wood. "Because you're stupid." he suggested.

The pair turned and bolted toward the street Bob aimed the gun toward the
Mutt's recedi ng back, realized he wasn't up to that put the safety back on

and slipped the weapon back into his pocket.

Carlotta still stood unnoving, fists clenched. Bob quickly put his arm around
her and got her noving back toward the club door. "You never have any shortage
of admirers. Ever seen them before?"

She let out a deep breath. "No. Not until tonight. Show business isn't al

it's cracked up to be.- Carlotta | ooked into his eyes for a second, then
turned her head. "Thanks."



"You want to tell me anything?" Bob tried to make eye contact with her. but

she | ooked away and wal ked slowy back into the club. 'Sonehow. | didn't think
so. "
ce A4 4.

He was in his favorite seat at the club, lazily rubbing his thunmb over a
cigarette burn on the table's hard wood finish. Bob was
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fired and it was only late afternoon. The excitement of the previous night had
kept himfrom sl eeping. Not that insomia was unusual for him It even hel ped
if you ran a | ate-ni ght business. Even though he'd put on fresh clothes, he
felt runpled

Carlotta had seenmed nore scared than he woul d have expected if Mitt and Jeff
were just muggers, and she didn't spook easily as far as he could see. Not to
mention the fact that conedy clubs like his didn't really pay very well and
any thief with half a brain would know that. Sonething was up. he was sure of
that but he didn't have a clue what it mght be. Maybe Carlotta just rmade him
stupid. He took a sip of lukewarmcoffee. It was his fourth cup of the day. If
he had to be fired, at |east he would be alert.

Vi es the bartender wal ked over with a hal f-enpty pot of coffee and gave Bob a
war nup, then headed back to his work cleaning gl asses behind the bar. A native
New Yor ker. Wes was physically large, but not particularly good-Iooking, |oved
to laugh, and only poured heavy for regulars and attractive wonmen. He was the
fuse person Bob had hired when he opened the Village Idiot and the only
original enployee the place still had.

'"Wes, am | an idiot?" Bob asked, wi thout |ooking for inspiration in the steam
swirling in his cup.

"No, boss. No one who has the good sense to hire me could possibly be an
idiot."

Bob knew Wes coul d have made a comment about Carlotta. The bartender had a
good pair of eyes and a quick mnd. "Tha it. Ws." 'How about a niser

"Don't hurt ne, Wes. You know how things are. -

Bob heard a key turn in the front door and Carlotta stepped in. Even in the
dimlight. he could see she was pal er than usual. She was wearing a royal blue
halter-top that was sweat-soaked to the skin and her hair was plastered to the
si des of her face.

"What the hell are you doing here?" Bob asked. "You look like. well, Iike |ast
ni ght"

"Funny about that- Carlotta clutched a chair back and took a deep breath.
'Because that's how | feel."
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Bob picked up his brandy and drained the small glass. -Then lets' go. W' ve
got sonebody to see.™

Ve

Carlotta hadn't been excited about a trip to Jokenown, but the fact that she
hadn't protested either indicated to Bob that she was genuinely scared. Not

t hat Jokenown was that bad these days. In fact it was one of the few areas of
the city that didn't live in fear of the '44 Caliber Killer known as the Son
of Sam There were a few nut-balls suggesting a joker was the nurderer, but
nost people weren't buying it pa nicularly in Jokertown.

"Pull over next to the newsstand,' Bob told the cab driver. The cabbi e whi pped
the car over, his tires squealing slightly as the rubber net the concrete
curb. Bob handed hima twenty, too nmuch really for such a short ride. and

hel ped Carlotta out onto the sidewal k.

No place on earth. at |east that Bob had seen. was |ike Joker-town. The
streets and buil ding | ooked and snelled a lithe different and the residents
ranged from al nost passably normal to grotesque, but that wasn't what struck
himevery time he came here. It was that the rul es were sonehow not quite the
same inside Jokertown, and outsiders never knew where the |ines of acceptable
behavi or | ay.



One of the few people he did know and trust down here ran this newsstand. Bob
wal ked over with Carlotta in tow. The proprietor was wearing one of his
trademark Hawaiian print shins. Even in the gathering shadows of dusk. the
colors | ooked electric. "Jube." Bob said. extending his hand. "Got a m nute?"
Jube, who resenbl ed nothing nore than an upright, badly dressed. walrus,
extended a bl ubbery gray hand. "Well. if it isn't the owner of the Jokertown
Idiot."

The wal ms al ways gave Bob grief over the fact that the Village Idiot was
technically closer to Jokertown than Greenwich Village. even after Bob

expl ained that a club naned the Jokenown I di ot
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"Ckay. Sit down and tell ne about it.
to drink?"

"A shot of brandy woul d be nice.-
"Corning up:' Wes grabbed a glass and a bottle. "Anything for you. M.

Cortl and?"

"Not just yet Wes.- Ile put a finger under Carlotta's chin and raised her
head. "Let's hear it.-

Carlotta took the glass of brandy Wes had hurried over and had a sip. 'Ckay.
' m shoppi ng on Eighth Street. Checking out sone cl othes and whatnot. and
wind up in a bookstore. This guy cones up to ne and starts tal king. Gorgeous
guy. Tall. Blonde. You'd hate him -

"I do." Bob said. take that brandy after all, Wes.-

"Right Wll we really hit it off and he asks if | want to get a cup of coffee.
| figure he's looking to get laid, which isn't exactly objectionable in ny
mnd. so just entertain the possibility and see how it goes."

"Playing hard to get again."

"Forget that, okay." Carlotta shot himan agitated glance. "I don't need you
toride me right now In any case, we're having coffee and it turns out he
likes the same things as nme. Russian conposers, and Mnet. and Wody Allen
and iced coffee: She ticked off the coincidences on her fingers as she naned
them 'And | realized that this was beyond Kisnet and into sonmething really
creepy. This guy cane after ne. sane as those goons |ast night Only he was
usi ng sugar instead of trying to strong-armme." She paused and took a deep
breath. then another swall ow of brandy.

"So where is he now?"

"Dammed if | know " Carlotta said. 'I crawl ed out the wi ndow of the |adies
room at the coffee shop to get away from himand canme straight here."

"AU right" Bob said. nodding. "Do you think there's any chance you're being
paranoi d or overreacting because of |ast night?"

"No way."

t oo

Ile notioned to Ws. "You want anything
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not only wasn't clever sounding but would fold in |l ess than a nonth.

"Thanks. | need your help. Actually.- he indicated Carlotta. "she does."
Tube's lips tightened appreciatively across his tusks and into a snile

"What cha need?"

Carlotta | ooked Jube up and down and lightly shook her head. "You didn't tel
me he was a redhead." She pointed to the crinmson tufts on Jube's head. -Could
be nmore trouble.”

Jube gave a deep. tunbling chuckle. "She's a live wire. Bob. One of yours?"
Bob nodded. Ile was relieved Carlotta hadn't shed her sense of hunor. "Yes.
but only as an enpl oyee,"

There was a rapid skittering noise behind them .A coin Hew up over the lip of
t he newsst ands wooden front and | anded in Jube's open palm Sonething thin and
sem -transparent whi sked away a copy of the Jokenown Cry. A short.

i ndi stingui shable form fol ded the paper and shot across the street into the
shadows.



"Thanks. Speedy" Jube said, tossing the quarter into the register. He tutted
back to Carlotta. "Now, where were we?"

"We; Bob said, enphasizing the word. "need soneone for a protection job.
Soneone very good."

"tvimm " Jube | eaned forward. "And cost?"

"I's a consideration, but not a deterrent to hiring the best,"” Bob had an Uncle
Scrooge vision in his mnd of dollar bills flying away on angel w ngs.

"Il pay you back, don't worry.- Carlotta snmoothed her hair back with both
bands. "Just tell us who to see.-

Jube pulled out a beat-up notepad and wote a name and address on it. -He's
the best | know of. Doesn't ask too nmany questions and gets results.-

"I sense a qualifying 'but' com ng here.- Bob said.

"No, not really. He's a ... changeabl e guy, but reliable. Just pay himwhat he
asks and tell himwhat he needs to know to do the job
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and you'll be fine.- Jube tore the paper fromthe pad and handed it over.

Bob turned the paper around and peered at it, unable to ma le out the letters.
"What's his nane? Starts with a 'C? Can't quite read it.-

-Croyd. just Croyd. I'Il call ahead and | et hint know you're com ng- Jube
said. "Hey, you know how many jokers it takes to screwin a |ightbul b?"

1 don't have tinme to find out. Thanks, Jube."

Ve 4.

VWhoever Croyd was, he didn't have a standard address. Rob wal ked carefully
down the alleyway with Carlotta a couple of steps behind. Dunpsters, baked by
the incessant beat, clogged the alley with the actively unpl easant snell of
accel erated decay. Rob checked Jube's instructions with his flashlight and
kept noving forward, |ooking for a door

-Are we there yet?' Carlotta was trying to maintain her sense of hunor, but
Bob wasn't | aughing, or even smling.

-Just about. | think." he replied.

-1"d turn back if | were you." the voice canme from behind a stack of

hal f-enpty boxes. There was an old. bearded man sitting there, nursing a
bottle of something. H s threadbare clothes were soiled with what | ooked Iike
a decade's worth of stains. He | ooked themtip and down and then turned back
to his bottle.

1 do believe in spooks. | do believe in spooks. | do. | do. | do believe in
spooks.- Carlotta's voice had a bit of the spunky tone Bob associated with
her, which was okay because his courage and confidence were begi nning to head
south. He cane to a door and rapped hesitantly on it.

"Eyre rows." cane a deep. raspy. voice fromthe other side. Bob opened the
door and stepped into a small. high-ceiling room There was a lowlight |anp
in one corner next to a large
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mattress and the opposite corner was screened off. Sonething was sitting in
agai nst the wall opposite the door. covered in a massive gray-brown tarpaulin.
There was an odd snell. but no Croyd was visible.

"W did hear sonebody, right?" Carlotta was right on his heels.

"Yes, you did." canme the sane deep voice. What Bob had thought was a tarpaulin
began to slowy unfold into two massive, |eathery w ngs, spreading until they
al nost touched either wall. Between them was a humanoi d-type creature with a
horned head, slated, yellow eyes, and a fanged nmouth. One of the yell ow eyes
wi nked and the nmouth curled into sonething of a smle. Except for a small
belted garnent at the waist, the creature was naked, not that it mattered.
"You nust be Jube's friends."

"Yes.- Carlotta said. "Wll. he is anyway.'
to get his mouth to shut.

Croyd stood up on feet thate although sporting four clawed toes each, were
nmore or |ess human. "He said you need protection. Afraid the Son-of-Samis
after your

She pointed to Bob. who was trying



"No.- Bob said, finally able to speak. -He doesn't work Manhattan anyway. |

t hought Tube woul d have explained. M ... Croyd." Bob then covered the story
of the heckler in the alley for the second tine that night.

"Do you have any enem es that you know on- Croyd turned his horned head lazily
toward Carlotta.

"No. I'mfromlowa. -

"Well, you seemto now. Nothing |I can't handle. though.- He gently placed a
tal oned finger under her chin. 1 ainms to please." He enphasized the word
"ainms." obviously aware that it was a town in |owa.

Eret 3tody's a conedi an. thought Bob. "And your fee for protecting Mss DeSoto
will be?" He was trying to get Croyd's attention. The last thing he needed was
someone else trying to horn in on Carlottae literally or figuratively. That
line was al ready | ong enough

"She's not a DeSoto.- Croyd gave Carlotta the sl ow once over, which she didn't
seemto mind at all. '"Wth curves like that she's
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nore |ike a Mustang." Croyd cleared his throat. It was an unpl easant noi se.
"You can have nme for five hundred a day, one day's pay in advance and the rest
when the job is over.- He walked in an ungainly fashion to the panitioned area
of the room Bob heard the sound of a bottle-cap coming off and being

repl aced, a drawer opening. Then Croyd energed with a small anber bottle held
bet ween a nassive thunb and forefinger. He carefully opened and dabbed some of
the Iiquid contents on one his lingers, then scooped Carlotta's blonde hair
back and applied it gingerly behind her ears. 'Er, rect. -

"What's that for?" she asked, sniffing. "It's definitely not C ha net-

Croyd handed her the bottle. -No, but if someone does get their mtts on you.
the scent will help ne track you. so take good care of the stuff.-

Bob was equal parts tired, suspicious. and annoyed. If Julie hadn't vouched
for Croyd, there was no way he'd deal with himat all. Not because he was a

hi deous joker. but because in spite of that fact he was still charm ng

1 don't have that amount of cash with me.- Bob said. -Bui once Mss DeSoto is
safely hone, you can follow ne to my business. I'll pay you there.-

"And just what is your business?" Croyd | eaned his head toward Bob's face.

Bob held his ground. in spite of Croyd's unusually hot breath on his face. "I
own a comedy club in the Village. the Village Idiot. I'll neet you in back of
nmy place. show you what happened and where, and gi ve you your retainer."

"You know." Croyd said. 1 find the fact that the name of your club is the
Village Idiot to be conpletely believable."

1 work there." Carlotta said. stifling a yawmn. "So show sone respect By the
way, you do fly don't you? Those wi ngs aren't for show?"

Croyd | aughed. It was a deep. boom ng sound. and in spite of the source. Bob
liked it. "I fly like a bat-out-of-hell, just wait and
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"You're a New Yorker in denial. you nean.- She shook her head. "You spent
what. two years in England after you were born and have been here the rest of
your life. You're just a New Yorker with a slightly different pedigree. Live
withit." Carlotta pointed to her filet with the fork. "This is great. by the
way. Thanks."

"You're wel come. and |I'm English, thank you very much. My parents lived there
for ten years before we noved to NYC, and raised ne to be a repressed,

cul tured snob. "

"Bet your nmom woul d smack you if she heard you say that. You' d deserve it
too." She gave hima lascivious snle that prom sed only tornment. "At | east
you' re right about the repressed part™

"Cb. that's great, conmng fromthe Ado Annie of lowa. You wouldn't know
repressed if it bit you on the ass. and it's probably the only thing that
hasn't."

"No.- she said. smiling. "That would be you."

Bob wagged a finger in her direction. "No dessert for you.- The lights inside



the restaurant flickered and went out tried to cone back on for a second. and
then went conpletely dark

"Looks like they've blown a fuse.- Carlotta said.

Bob turned and | ooked out the windows toward the street. There was |ight, but

it was fainter than it should be. "I think the whole area has a power outage.
The street lights are gone. too."
The waiters were noving fromtable to table. lighting candles. One

particularly lanky fellow nade it over to where Bob and Carlotta were seated
to furnish the couple with their neager source of |ight.

"Any idea what's going on?" Bob asked.

"No.- the waiter replied, shaking his head, "and woul dn't you know the nanager
woul d be of f today. Like he didn't knowit was the 13th. Soneone's on the
phone though. checking into it W' Il pass on any word we get." He hurried off
to anot her table.

"A man after your own heart" Bob said. smling. Carlotta's face. lit by the
flickering candle. had an al nbst sinister cast. Her round features. lit from
beneath. rem nded himof the face in the mrror from Di sney's Snow Wite.
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see. And if you spot something on a building that | ooks |like a m splaced
gargoyle. don't worry. It neans pmon the job."

"You can't cover her 24 hours a day." Bob said, hoping the conment didn't

reveal his paranoia. "Wen you' re asleep. |I'll take
Over:
"I won't be sleeping on this job.- Croyd said. "Later. I'll sleep later.-

There was a hint of sonething in Croyd' s denon voice that to Bob al nost
sounded sad Wth that thought in his bead, he sniled.

V¥
They hadn't seen Croyd since hiring him although Carlotta said she thought
maybe she'd spied hima tine or two, a dark. still shadow on the rooftop of

t he buil ding opposite her apartnment. Bob was fine with the situation. Qur of
sight, on of mnd, as far as he was concerned. A grand every other day was a
steep price, but sooner or later the Miutt and Jeff. or maybe the pickup arti st
who spooked Carlotta. would try again. If Croyd did his job as adverti sed.
that woul d be their m stake.

He'd offered to buy her dinner at a steak house off Central Park West. know ng
she'd have a hard tinme saying no. Bob knew what she took hone in pay, and it
didn't allow roomfor passing up a free nmeal. She also had to overcone the
fact that it was the 13th of the nonth and she was deathly superstitious.

They got to the restaurant early enough to beat the crowd, and darkness was
settling in over Manhattan when their food arrived. Bob had ordered a t-bone
snothered in onions. while Carlotta had gone for the filet mgnon. It was to
ounces and he hoped she'd I et him poach off her plate if she wasn't up to
finishing it

"This is one thing ny people could never get right, cooking nmeat" he said
after downing a particularly tasty bite.

"Your peopl e?"

"The English." He dabbed a spot of juice fromhis chin. "I'"'ma Brit, you know
t hat . -
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t he subways are going to be usel ess. Maybe we shoul d reconsi der our plan.”
"We're not going anywhere until the power cones back on." She headed across
Central Park West. noving around the cars that were nonentarily at a
standstill. "Mght as well kill the tine as best we can. -

"Alright.- Bob said, "wait for ne.-

After half an hour wandering al ong the edge of Central Park | ooking for an

i ce-cream vendor. Bob was ready to give up. He'd also noticed a group of kids
followi ng themat a distance. Even if they were just wandering in the sane
direction. it made hint uneasy. He was glad to still be carrying the revol ver.



A sharp snappi ng noise, followed quickly by another. stopped themin their
tracks. Screans began to drift through the still. hot air front nearby.

"What the hell is going on?" Carlotta asked. |ooking quickly fromside to
side. "It's just a blackout™

A dark shape appeared at the tree line and grew in size. Myre snapping. Bob
realized it was the sound of branches being split. Several people were
sprinting directly at them One of them screamed "The ope! It's | oose."

Bob knew in an instant how nuch trouble they were in. The giant ape had been a
mai nstay at the Central Park Zoo for over a decade. Every now and then it
broke | oose and started | ooking for a young, blonde woman to clutch to its
massi ve chest. After abducting its Fay Way stand-in, the beast invariably
headed in scripted fashion for the top of the Enpire State Building. H s mind
regi stered that the nonster ape had first appeared during the blackout in
1965, but there was no tinme to dwell on coincidence. He grabbed Carlotta by
the wist and bolted for the street. She had no troubl e keeping up, matching
himstride for stride in the race to reach the hoped-for safety of a building
interior.

A kid running full-tilt crashed into a garbage container and sent it rolling
inatight sem-circle right into their path. Bob felt a pain in his knee and
sprawl ed headl ong. Carlona's hand w enched
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"I'f you want to make jokes. you should get up on stage and try it sometine."
She took another bite of steak. Bob's hope of |eftovers was quickly

di sappearing. "You don't have any superstitions?"

"No. Only fact-based fears." One of them that Cadona woul d conpletely finish
her steak, had already been realized. He raised his armand waved it in an
exaggerated fashion. Hying to flag the waiter. who noticed after a few nonents
and wove his way expertly through the nostly enpty tables toward them

"No word yet, sir, but |I believe it's city-w de. -

"Thanks. Could we have the check?"

"Certainly, sir: he said, and quickly disappeared in the three-lion of the
register.

Bob fingered his shirt's topnmost button unconfortably. "It's getting pretty
warmin here without the a/c. Want to stop by the park and see if we can get
sone ice-crean®?"

"Sure. My relatives in Wsconsin would tar-and-feather ne if they found out |

passed up a dairy product. | wonder what it's going to be like on the
streets?" Carlotta pulled a con/pact out of her purse and checked her face
briefly. "Li ke anyone will be able to see ne:’

Their waiter returned and set the tray with their bill in front of Bob. "CQur
credit card machine is down, sir. | hope cash won't be inconvenient."

"Not a problem™" Bob said. pulling out his wallet. "Thank you." He carefully
stacked several twenties onto the tab and hel ped Carlotta out of her seat.
"Let's have a | ook outside."

The street was unreal in the dimnoonlight. People stood in small groups
talking quietly. and a fam |y, probably out-of-towners, waved in vain for an
avai | abl e cab. The traffic was crawing at best but drivers were stil
jockeying fromlane to lane. trying to find an opening. Bob | ooked up and saw
the stars. Normally. the city lights washed them out conpletely, but now they
were clear and distinct. In contrast Central Park |oomed darkly across the
crowded, hot asphalt.

"It's going to be nurderous getting you hone." Bob said. "Even
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fromhis grasp. There was an animal roar that rattled his fillings and he
scranbled to his feet.

The ape knuckl e-wal ked toward them its eyes fixed on Carlotta and her bl onde
hair. She struggled to stand and backed slowly away fromthe nonster. Then

st opped. -Knock-knock: she yelled. The ape bared its teeth and snorted. -Wo's
there? Carlotta answered to her own question, at the top of her voice.



Bob pulled the revolver and pointed it between the ape's |um nous, yell ow
eyes. She'd panicked and was trying to use her power on it. "You can't nake a
gorilla laugh: he yelled. 'Run."

The giant ape regarded himfor a second. then returned his attention to
Cadona, taking another giant step in her direction. -Banana, banana, banana,
banana: she continued, ignoring Bob's advice.

He tightened his finger on the trigger, and the ape lunged for Carlotta,
scooping her up with a giant, hairy paw. She screaned and then went |inp. The
ape gingerly propped up her head with a single finger and nade what m ght have
been soot hing vocalizations in ape | anguage. The nonster turned suddenly and
saw Bob. It snarled and bared its teeth.

Bob suddenly felt very al one, the useless gun heavy in his hand. He'd be a
dead man in a few seconds and the punch line to a bad joke for years to cone
if he didn't do sonmething. So he got flat

Ile didn't lie flat; (ha( would have been no help at all. As a particularly
shy teen-ager. Bob had been forced by a zeal ous drama teacher to take a role
in a Mdliere conmedy. During a dress rehearsal, he felt sick with stage fright
and, right before his entrance, literally flowed puddle-like to the floor
Thesensation of giving up his physical formwas even nore frightening than
perform ng on stage. H s vision and hearing becane al nbst non-existent. Wrse,
he coul dn't nmove any nore than a beached jellyfish. After a few | ong nonents.
he'd reconstituted, naked, as he'd puddled right out of his clothes. A few of
his fell ow students saw what happened, or thought they did, but the schoo

kept it quiet. He was dismissed fromthe play and told his parents it was
because he called Mliere an over-praised, hunorless Frog. Over the years
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he'd worked with his ability in secret, and had even nmastered a sort of
pseudopodal novenent. Bob assumed part of his attraction to Carlotta was the
fact that they'd both been touched by the wild card, albeit a glancing bl ow
Bob had a feeling that flat or not. if the giant ape stepped on him he'd be
crushed to death. He felt the thunderous footsteps nove toward, and then past
him He waited until the vibrations seenmed a safe distance away and pul |l ed

hi nsel f back together. The few people who hadn't left the area were | ooking at
t he ape, which was about a hundred yards distant. Bob hurriedly donned his
clothing and put the gun back into his pocket. The ape was mat; ing good tine.
Bob knew he'd never catch it on foot, and with traffic snarled because of the
bl ackout. a car was out of the question, too.

He heard a horse neigh and turned to see an enpty carriage not far away.
Abandoned by its driver. the horse, coal black with a white patch on its
forehead. regarded Bob warily as he approached. He noved slowy toward the
spot on the ground where the reins lay. The horse snorted as he gathered the
slim leather |eads into his hands.

- Good boy: Bob said. clanmbering up into the carriage. Once seated, he tried to
plot a course in the direction the ape and Carlotta had taken and then shook
the reins.

The horse didn't so nuch as twitch. Apparently, he didn't have the voice of
authority. "Yaah!" he yelled, and tossed the reins violently. Nothing.
-I"mnot in the nmood for this.- Bob said. pulling the pistol fromhis pocket.
He fired off a round into the air and the horse i nmedi ately bounded away at
full tilt, hooves pounding the earth. Bob's back was slamed into the driver's
seat by the carriage's abrupt start and he fought to pull hinself back into a
position to drive. not that he had any idea what he was doing. The hot summer
air whistled in Bob's ears and he noticed (hey were veering a bit to the left
of his best guess at the ape's path. so he pulled on the right-hand rein but
got no response from his chargi ng steed.
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"Dam. - he said, and pulled harder, but the horse galloped hellbent onward.
Bob saw what | ooked |ike a curbed pathway directly ahead and reached for the
side of the carriage to brace hinself for the inpact. but his reaction was a
second too slow The carriage's front wheels slammed into the curb and the



front of the vehicle vaulted into the air. tossing Bob out of the carriage and
down onto the grass on the far side of the sidewalk. He rolled to a stop and
sat up. The now riderless carriage was di sappearing into the darkness. Bob |et
out a deep breath and there was a rush of air around himthat raised a cloud
of heavy dust.

Croyd | anded next to him chuckling. 'Can't even keep a girl safe at dinner
eh?"

Bob bit back on his anger at Croyd' s nonchal ance. He needed help to save
Carlotta and Croyd was it. "If you were watching, why didn't you do
somet hi ng?"

"I"mtough, but no match for a giant gorilla. Keep your shirt on, though. As
many tinmes as this has happened, not once has the ape's captive bl onde been
hurt, unless you count soiled clothing." Croyd hel ped Bob to his feet, a glint
in his yellow eyes. "There's a bit nore to you than | thought."

Bob felt sick. He'd guarded his secret for years and Croyd was one of the |ast
peopl e he woul d have picked to share it. "That's not inponant now Let's get
goi ng. "

"You da boss." Croyd slipped his tal oned hands under Bob's armpits and began
beating his wings. The pair rose slowy from Central Park

Bob felt more than saw the world falling away. The noi se | evel faded as they
headed into the sky. Car headlights lit the streets and avenues at ground

| evel but everything el se was inky black, except for the occasional di mw ndow
he assuned neant soneone inside had lit a candle or two. To his relief the air
cooled a bit as Croyd carried himupward. Conbined with the rush of Croyd's

wi ngs, the sensation was al nost refreshing.

"You're not going to throw up are you?" Croyd's breath was warmon the top of
Bob' s head.

| eWALTON SI MONS
-No. |I'm okay."
are we goi ng?"
"Enpire State, M. Village Idiot. The ape always clinbs it. if he gets that
far. And we can pick up some reinforcenents there. Me | said. | can't handle
hi m al one. "

" Aces Hi gh?" Like everyone el se. Bob had heard of the fampus restaurant atop
the Enpire State building and knew that as often as not there was an ace or
two havi ng dinner there.

"G ve the boy a cigar." Croyd's breath was beconming a bit raspy. 'You' re not
exactly a lightweight. This whole thing is going to cost you extra, by the
way. Not exactly what | signed on for. Mght cut you a deal for a couple of
rounds with your girlfriend. though.-

-Have you even got genitalia?" Bob snapped.

Croyd let go of Bob with one hand and | owered himlevel with the denon's
crotch. "Care to check?"

Bob grabbed hold of Croyd's sinew armw th both his hands and clutched it
tightly. 'Okay. okay. You made your point. -

Croyd made a sibilant noise that sounded like a giggle. -An attitude and
altitude adjustnent. Good thing. You'd feel l|ike one stupid shithead during
the tine it took you to fall. Here we are.”

The observation deck of the Enpire State Building stood out in faint shades of
gray and silver. They |l anded softly on the concrete and Croyd took a deep
breath. Bob was both happy and sorry to have his feet on sonething solid
again. Nothing else he'd experienced was quite like the flight he'd just had.
-Here's howit's going to work. 1'mgoing to shadow the ape and grab Carlotta
on the off chance he makes a mistake. How, fucking likely that is I don't
know, but we can't count on it. You go inside and tell Hiramthat | sent you.
See what help you can round up and have it waiting when our hairy friend shows
up." Croyd grabbed Bob by the shoul ders and spun hi maround, then gave hima
shove toward the door. -Do it." Then he was gone again.

Bob opened the door and groped his way down the stairs as quickly as he coul d,
and when he reached the first landing felt

Which was true as long as he didn't think or | ook down. "Were
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around for a doorknob. He couldn't turn it and started pounding on it as hard
as he could. "Open up. | need help: Ile was silent a nmonent to try to hear any
sound front inside but there was only silence. Ile was groping for the
handrail when he heard a door open not far bel ow him

"Who's there?" The voice was deep, male, and in'itated.

"Afriend of Croyd's," Bob said, his hand finding the metal of the railing. He
was hal fway down the flight of stairs when a flashlight came on. blinding him
monentarily.

"Afriend of Croyd's who isn't a woman? That's a novel ty.
sonmewhat nore ami able tenor. ' Cone inside.-

The man hol di ng the door open for himhad to be H ram Wrcester. Bob had seen
pictures of himin the papers and magazines. H ramwas tall and broadly built
with a distinctive spade-shaped beard. Even in the candlelight spilling from
the restaurant Bob could tell every aspect of H ramwas perfectly grooned,
right down to the crisp lines of his white tuxedo.

"Thanks. - Bob stepped into Aces H gh and was taken aback by its el egance. The
tabl es, punctuated here and there by exotic-looking plants or objects d'art.
were ideally situated to provide patrons with a view of the entire
establishment while still maintaining a degree of privacy for conversation
Aces High was illumnated with the flickering |ight of |east a hundred

candl es. reflecting polished crystal and silverware. giving the restaurant a
romantic. ethereal gl ow

"Have a seat." Hiramsaid, gesturing to an enpty table. '"And tell ne what's

The voice took on a

goi ng on. -
Bob sat down and took a deep breath. 'You heard the ape is | oose?
H ram shook his head. "No. | told Em| to listen to the radio and let ne know

what's going on. but he clearly hasn't done it. Wuld you like a brandy. by

t he way?'

"That woul d be great. -

H ram caught a waiter's eye and raised two thick fingers. The
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man nodded and di sappeared. -So what do you have to do with Croyd and the

gi ant ape?"

"me ape has ny girlfriend." Bob was surprised to hear himself refer to
Carlotta that way, particularly since it was far fromtrue. "And Croyd is.
well, in my enploy. He flew me here and then took off to see if he could get
Carlotta away fromthe ape. Mst likely it's clinbing the building by now Are
there any ot her aces, beside yourself. who mght be able to hel p? Croyd said
there m ght be." Each of Bob's phrases cane out quicker than the one before.
lie hoped he didn't sound hysterical

The brandies arrived and Hramtook a sip of his. Bob drained half of the
liquid in his snifter and the bracing quality of the |liquor nmade himfee
instantly calner. "You can see we're a bit | ess crowded tonight than usual
but there's someone here who m ght be hel pful." Hiram gestured toward a young
worman sitting al one at a table.

Except for her magnificent. curled wi ngs, or maybe because of them she was
the nost beautiful girl Bob had ever seen. He'd seen her on the Toni ght Show
and in Playboy, repeatedly. H's mnd groped for her name. "Ptarm gan." he
said, realizing the nane was wong the instant it passed his |ips.

H ram smiled and t ook another sip of brandy. 'Peregrine. actually. I'lI

i ntroduce you, but let me do the talking."

They wal ked over to Peregrine, who Bob was shocked to siee al one, given her

| ooks and notoriety. "Peri, we've got a bit of a situation: Hiramsaid. 'A

gi ant ape is headed here with a captive blonde, this gentleman's girlfriend."
Ile indicated Bob. 'W're going up to the observation deck to rescue her
Wul d you nmind hel pi ng?"

"Sounds like fun." Peregrine stood and ki cked off her heels. then studied her
gown. which was a shimrering aqua and tighter than a Scotsman with his | ast



ni ckel . She fingered a slit in the dress that rose to md-calf one side and
tore it open by another fifteen inches. "That should help." She carefully
renoved a pair of meta
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tal ons from her purse and slipped themover her wist. 'Let's go."

Hramled the way up the stairs with his flashlight and hel ped open the door
to the observation deck for Peregrine and Bob to step outside.

"Peri. why don't you see what you can see.- Hiram suggested, but at that
nmonent a gi ant paw appeared over the railing in front of them Peregrine shot
into the air and Hiram hustled Bob around the corner. Bob heard the netal
railing buckle behind them and breathing so heavy only a fifty-foot ape that
had just clinmbed a hundred story building could have nade it.

The ape scal ed the building' s domed apex and roared. Bob picked out a pair of
flying shapes darting around above them but Croyd and Peregrine, either
together or singly. didn't seemto Bob |ike nuch of a threat to the nonster

H ram agreed out loud. -They'll never be able to get her away fromit. | w sh
the Turtle were here. This would be no trouble for him"

Bob and H ramcraned their necks to follow the flying figures darting by the
ape. It kept the beast |ooking up instead down at the deck where they were.

Al though it was too dark to really be able to tell. Bob thought Croyd was
payi ng as nuch attention to Nregrine as he was to the ape, who stood unmovi ng
except for the swiveling of his head to keep its enemes in sight.

The ape looked like it was going to set Carlotta down. She was consci ous
agai n, but not struggling very nuch. Croyd swept in and the ape thrust out a
giant armout to fend off the perceived attack, catching Croyd with the back
of his hand and sendi ng hi m spi nning down toward the street. Peregrine
instantly disappeared after him

H ram sighed. "I suppose that |eaves nme." He turned to Bob. "Unless you do
somet hi ng. "

"I stay out of the way pretty well.'
anyt hing you' ve got in mnd."

H ram | ooked up and slowy nade a fist. The gorilla's broad shoul ders sl unped
and its arns dropped to its sides. "A bit heav-
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Ter." Hramsaid, nore to hinself than Bob. The top of the building began to
creak under the strain of the extra weight H ramwas adding. "Now, - he said
and the ape | eapt upwards, al nost appearing to hover in the air nmonentarily.

It dropped Carlotta and grabbed at the top of the building with both paws. its
monentum carrying it to the other side of the done. "And heavy again." Hiram
nmused. The ape slanmmed into the top of the done, sending fragnents of stone
and metal onto Rob and Hiram

"Up the | adder and get her: Hiramsaid. "Ell keep our guest where he is."

Bob did as he was told. He gathered Carlotta into his arns and tried not to

| ook down and he guided her to the | adder. They were joined on the observation
deck by Peregrine. Bob pulled the winged beauty to one side. "How is Croydr he
whi spered. afraid to hear the answer.

"Not too bad." Peregrine said. "He |l anded on one of the setbacks about ten
floors down but rmust have got his wings going right before he hit. He can't
fly, though, so going to take him hone."

"Thanks." Bob reached to pat her shoul der. then stopped, realizing her w ngs
prevented R "I really do appreciate it."

"My pleasure. See you soon. Hram" Peregrine fluttered into the air and then
down into the darkness at the building s edge.

Rob returned to Carlotta's side. "W need to get you hone."

"The sooner the better." Carlotta said, sniffing her hands. "God, | snell Iike
that thing." She extended her hand to Hiram "Whoever you are, thank you."

"Hi ram Wrchester." He gave Cadona's hand a shake and | ooked back up at the
ape. who's breathing was again | abored. "WII| you stay for dinner, once this

Bob replied, "but I"'mwlling to try



is fully taken care of ?"

"Some other time.- Carlotta said. turning to the doorway. "I don't think I
could really appreciate it right now -
"ElI'l ook forward to it," H nmsaid, smling
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Rob ai med off the transistor radio and set it down on the coffee table.
"Anyt hi ng new?" Carlotta poked her head out of the kitchen area. In spite of
the heat, she'd insisted on cooking as nuch food as possible to keep it from
spoi | i ng.

"Not really. The ape is back at Central Park Zoo. They're keeping hi msedat ed
until the cage is repaired.”

1 hope Croyd is okay. It's good for a girl's health. not to nmention her ego.
to have a protector like that" There was a nmonentari pause. Bob figured she
was expecting a jeal ous comment and kept his mouth shut. "Anything el se?-
"Mpjor fires in Jokertown and the Bronx. Looting. Rioting. JOSi your average
day in New York." Rob wal ked over to the open. third-story w ndow and | ooked
out onto the street. It was |late afternoon and the power had been out over 20
hours, but residents and visitors in the Village were treating it like a
hol i day. People were nilling about. sharing stories over warm beer, or
clustering around a radio for news. "Doesn't seem bad at all around here?
"Good." she said, stepping into the living room "W've got plenty to eat for
di nner this evening. but | never got my ice creamlast night and |'mfeeling
sugar - deprived. "

"I"'mnot sure there's any unnelted ice creamleft in this town. but | could
use the exercise." Bob | ooked at her. Even in sweat stained clothes she was an
attracti ve wonman

"First things first. I'mtaking a shower." She started unbuttoning her bl ouse.
"Want to join me?"
Bob delighted in what he was | ooking at but his back still hun fromthe hours

he'd spent trying to sleep on her couch the previous night. "You' re just
taunting me."

Carlotta took her top off and fingered the snap on her bra. Her |ovely curved
flesh lowered Rob's 1.Q 20 points or so. "You're right. I am Wuld it kil
you to play al ong?" She disappeared into the bedroom and there was the
del i ci ous sound of running water

"You never can tell.- he said. suddenly aware of just how nice it would fee
to get clean. even wi thout Cadona's conpany. Ile wal ked into her bedroom
whi ch had several candl es burning. as
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much to take a look at it as for proximty to the bathroom It was tidy, with
a couple of tasteful but inexpensive art prints on the wall. probably fromthe
MoMA. Ot her than the garnents she'd just stripped off to shower, all her other
cl othes were put away. there were several franed pictures of the fol ks back
hone on her dresser and bedside table. Nothing that |ooked Iike a boyfriend,

al t hough she'd had plenty of those since coming to New York. -1'm next.- he
said | oudly.

"Ckay by me." she yelled back

Bob si ghed.

\Y

The heat was as bad as it had been all week with tenperatures in the | ow
hundreds. The concrete and asphalt gave it nowhere to go but into the air and
the living things on the island of Manhattan. Carlotta had made a point of
putting on the scent Croyd gave her. Rob still wasn't sure whether or not to
tell her Croyd was out of action indefinitely.

"Have you wondered why | had sex with so many other men. but not your Carlotta
flashed hima challenging snile,

"Why no. that hadn't even occurred to me. OF course. |'mnot sure why you're
fixated on ice-cream either." Bob raised a single eyebrow a trick he'd

t eamed wat ching Vincent Price novies as a kid.



"For that | should keep you in the dark. but | figure you deserve to know. -
She crossed the street to avoid a cascade of water from an opened fire
hydrant. Bob foll owed. -Nunber one, you're a smarnms. Nunmber two, you're the
boss." She paused, maybe to give hima chance to object to nunber one. He
didn't -And nunber three, you've got possibilities.-

Rob' s eyebrow shot up again, this time of its own accord. "Wat do you nean,
possibilities?"

"Long termpossibilities.-
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Her comment hung in the air like a float at Macy' sThanksgi vi ng Day Parade.
-Wait a minute.- Rob said, and was on the verge on | aunching

into a tirade when he felt a strong hand on his shoul der

-No, you wait a mnute, tough guy.- The hand had an acconpa-

nyi ng voi ce, and, unfortunately, he recognized it as Jeff the bad guy. Bob
turned his head slightly and saw that Carlotta had com

pany, too. Miutt had her by the el bow. She was casting her eyes

upward, | ooking for help Bob knew woul dn't be coming. Ile felt

somet hing press firmy into his back. A brand new lino pulled up

beside themand its rearnost door on their side opened up. -Get inside."

He and Carlotta slid onto the | eather seat between their captors. The tinted
wi ndows were | ess than conforting and the truly hunorl ess men surroundi ng t hem
were even | ess so.

Jeff slid Bob's revolver fromhis pocket, holding it firmy by the barrel-end.
- Know what happens next ?"

-You all commt suicide.- Carlotta said, and there were several giggles.

-Not now," Bob thought. and then consciousness fled his body through a porta
of blinding pain as the gun smacked into the side of his head.

\Y

He was |ying down when he came (o. Bob opened his eyes with deliberate

sl owness. He was lying on a couch and Carlotta was sitting opposite himin a
st rai ght - backed wooden chair, a concerned | ook on her face. "Were are we?" he
said quietly. his head throbbing.

-In a house." She reached over and pushed Bob's hair out of his eyes.
-Alittle nore informati on woul d be appreciated, if you' ve got it." He eased
hinself into a sitting position
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"Ckay a big house. An estate. Big walls, wought-iron gate. you know t he type.
I think we're on Long Island."

"That's not good." Bob realized that if they hadn't bothered to keep Carlotta
from descri bing where they'd been taken, they weren't expecting her, or either
of them to be able to talk to the police later. Ile | ooked around the room
for exits. There were two wi ndows. both barred, and one door. "Who are these
peopl e, and what do they want w th you?"

"Like they'd tell me that.- Carlotta said. "But that one guy, the tall one, he
really doesn't |ike you.-

"( have no trouble believing that." The pain in Bob's skull was spreading into
his jaw and neck. "We have to cone up with a plan to get out of here. Cearly,
maki ng themlaugh in the lino didn't work,"

"No. They gagged ne with a stupid little plastic ball thing. My power doesn't
work at all if I can't talk. | don't know how they knew that," Carlotta stood
and wal ked over to the wi ndow, staring into the darkness.

The door opened and three men stepped in. Bob recognized Mutt and Jeff. The
third man was a head shorter than Bob, and was casually dressed in a pricey,
dapper manner. He was bal ding on either tenple, and there was a qui ckness
about his novenents that was al nost birdlike.

"Hell 0. Jane.- He sat down in the chair Carlotta had been occupyi ng.

"Jane?" Bob said, nystified. "Look friend. | don't know what your game is. but
her name is Carlotta Desoto. So your goons obviously bundl ed the wong peopl e
out here. Let us go and maybe we won't press cha rges.-



"I should have known it was you." Carlotta' s eyes were livid with anger. "MW
nane was |l egally changed, and |1'd appreciate it if you'd call me Carlotta. -
Bob felt |ike whatever play he was in had just dropped a scene. "VWat in

bl azes is going on here?"
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"My name is Breton Earle. Carlotta,"” he said the name as derisively as
possible. Is ny wife."

"Ex-wife." Carlotta corrected, folding her arns. -That part was legal. too.
Your money doesn't change the fact that you're a loser and a jerk. -

Bob couldn't believe that all they'd been through the past few days was
because of a jeal ous ex-husband. "Sounds like her mnd is nmade up. M. Earle
so why don't you just let us go. Like | said. we'll |eave the police out of
it."

Earle turned to Jeff. "M. Mieller. who is this?"

"Robert Cortland. He owns the club she worked at."

Earl e nodded. "You and M. Layden will have to take care of himon your own
dinme."

-No problem™

-\What do you mean, no problen?" Carlotta wal ked behind her captors. The suited
men kept a careful eye on her. "You kidnapped ne. That's a federal crine."
Earl e laughed, but it wasn't Carlotta's doing. "You' re welcome to address your
grievances to the police if you' re ever in a position to do so, but | don't
think you will be. -

"Why did you bring Bob?" Carlotta shook her head. "He doesn't mean anything to
you. -

"He does to ne," said Mieller. 1 don't |ike anyone taking a shot at ne.-

-Why do you want her back?" Bob was stalling for time, trying to come up with
some plan of action. If there was one thing smug egonani acs |ike Earle shared
with entertainers, it was the need for an audi ence.

"I"mglad you asked ne that question. | could say she makes ne | augh, or that
the sex was incredible." Earle feigned a yawn. "But that's not it. The truth
is, she made ne look ridiculous. A man with ny position in life can't have one
of his acquisitions |eave himof its ow accord. That's all she was to ne, an
attractive acquisition. So. in return for her disloyalty | want to make her

m serabl e and
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want the pleasure of seeing her m serable every day of her wetched life. My
it be along one."

"You're a fool: Carlotta said. "lIt's a damed shame noney can't buy sense.
Maybe t hen you' d understand.”

Breton Earle folded. -Wth ny noney. |'mhardly restrained by your idea of
what's sensible. Mss Desoto.-

"Don't have to go begging to daddy anynore?" Carlotta gave Earle a nasty
smile.

Earl e eyes took on a bard quality -My father died 19 nonths ago. After the
estate was fully executed | gave sonme of ny best nen the job of finding you.

whi ch they did. |I bought this house to work from It's a nobre expensive prison
than you deserve, but who knows where |'Il ultinmately keep you."

"Asshol e: Carlotta said.

"It's a shame you didn't fall for our blond Adonis. Ile was very disappointed

when you di sappeared fromthe coffee shop." Earle shook his head. "You're such
a slut You'd have enjoyed that"

Carlotta raised her chin. 'The last person in the world to know what |'d enjoy
is you. Breton."

"What exactly are you going to do to her?" Bob planned on keeping the
guestions comng as long as Earle was in an answering nood.

"Whatever it suits nme to do at any given tinme. |I'msure whatever it is. it

will be better than what happens to you." He headed for the door. "Shall we.
gent | emen?"



Miel | er bent down and whi spered in Bob's ear. betting we've got an oil drumin
your size. If not, I'll just have to break some of your bones to get you in.-
He grinned and foll owed Earle and Layden out of the room The door clicked
shut and Bob beard a | ock being set.

"Ckay" he said, renmoving his shirt and shoes. 'Put these away. They'll be back
ina mnute."”

"What ?"

Ile tossed her his pains. "Hide then"
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She picked up his clothing and gave hima long |ook. "So. you're going to die
and I'mfacing a fate worse than death and you want to score with ne as a
dyi ng requestr

Bob dropped his underwear at her feet. -No."

Carlotta stared at his crotch and Bob realized that the adrenaline had gotten
to himin an unexpected way. "Those who are about to die salute you." she
sai d. wonder you're the boss,"

It was good she was still cracking jokes, however |ame, but now was not the
time. going to show you sonething, and | don) want you to freak out. Ckay, ny
dear ?"

"You' ve al ready showed ne sonet hing, but okay."

Bob puddl ed, waited a few seconds, and reconstituted.

"Holy shit. You're one too: Her mouth cl osed and eyes narrowed. 'You never
told me, even after you knew about me, you never told ne." She slapped him
Bob raised a cautionary finger. "My head really hurts, so don't do that again.
| was going to tell you, after we had sex the first tine."

-0Ob. that's cute. | can't believe you didn't tell ne sonething that

i mportant." Carlotta sat down. "So where does this get us?"

'"Qut with any luck.- Bob padded over to the door and pressed his ear to it He
heard footfalls approaching at a brisk pace and ran to the far corner where
there was a large, heavy ng with a Mddle Eastern design. "Don't tell thema
thing, and try to keep them from stepping on nme." The door began to open. He
centered the rug on the top of his head and got fl at

The vibrations were heavy, frantic and all around him He prayed not to get
trod on, fearing one of his vital organs m ght he turned to paste. Bob would
have held his breath, but he was doing the equival ent anyway. H s flat body
was i ncapabl e of respiration and the oxygen to his tissues was quickly
depl et i ng.

After what seened to himlike the eternity of a bad conedy routine. Bob
resuned his normal form Ile was alone in the darkened room He heard voices
out side the door. but they were growing fainter. He had two options for
escape, the door and the wi ndow. After groping his way to the door. he tested
the knob, bra
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it was still |ocked. Judging by the crack of light under the frane. he m ght

be able to slide under, but it would be quite a squeeze and he mi ght w nd up
inthe lap of Earle's goons. He funbled under the couch where Carlotta had
tucked his clothes and pulled them out then noved to the wi ndow and slowy
opened the blinds. It would be no problemfor himto get under the bars, but
that would still |eave himon the outside | ooking in. Doubtless, they were
searching the grounds for himright now, possibly wth dogs, although he was
relieved not to hear the sound of any barking.

He unl atched the window, lifted it silently up a foot or so. and pushed his

cl ot hes out under the bars. Decision made. Bob thrust his a ms under the bars
and began to slide out. By the tinme he was conpletely flat, enough of his body

ext ended past the wi ndowsill that he was dragged down the wall and onto the
ground. The inpact didn't bother himand Bob pulled hinmself together and
hurriedly put on his clothes. The tiny flashlight was still in his pocket but

along with his car keys, those were his only tools.



He circled the perineter of the house, amazed and di sgusted at the size of the
pl ace. Al though only one story. Earle's mansion had to be five or six thousand
square feet of house, mnimm Most of the roons were dart and he quickly
passed them by. He cane to a well-lit corridor that was, for the nonent

anyway, deserted. The wi ndow was unl ocked and unbarred. Taking a deep breath,
he opened the wi ndow and went in. There was a door on either side of the
hal | way. but Bob decided to nove further into the interior of the house, maybe
catch the sound of voices and overhear sonething about Cadotta. More Ilikely,
he'd get caught or shot, but he wasn't going to run for it He wouldn't ever be
able to live with that. About 20 feet in was a large living area, lit by a
single lanp. The ceiling arched upward fromall sides to an oval skylight.

He heard a noise behind him then to his left was a sound better than anythi ng
he coul d have expected, laughter, rising into hysteria and nearly convul sive
choki ng. Bob ran to where he heard the noi se and opened the door. ready to get
flat if he had to.

Carlotta was kneeling on the floor. chewing at the duct tape on
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her wists. She |looked up at him clearly surprised. "Cl ose the door. and get
me out of this."”

Layden was curled up drooling on the floor. his eyes red, his barrel chest
heavi ng. Bob rolled himover and put a knee into the nan's back. He reached
behi nd and funbled to get the Layden's shoel aces off. contorting hinself
unconfortably to do so, then used themto bind his captive's hands behind him
"Me now." Carlotta held out her hands. Bob used the edge of one of his keys to
saw t hrough the tape. It was tough work and took the better part of a mnute.
Ile got up and cl osed the door. "Wy didn't they gag your 'Weft they did.- She
i ndi cated a robber ball and a handkerchief on the floor

Bob wrinkled his brow 'How did you get himto take it of f?"

"You don't want to know. - She pulled the remains of the tape off her wists
and snatched up the red ball, then pushed it firmy in the bound man's nout h.
Bob pi cked the silk handkerchief up off the floor and tossed it to Carlotta.
-OfF that, I'msure. Tie this around his mouth, just to nmate sure he doesn't
start yelling." Ile noved to her side and checked the man's pockets,
retrieving a revolver fromhis inside coat pocket. "Come to daddy.- he said.
recognizing it as his own weapon. Ile took a deep breath and stood. and hel ped
Carlotta to her feet.

"Time to get out of here." she said. "Let ne go first, just in ense sonmeone's

wai ting."

"What's the point of that?" Bob asked. but she was already out the door
"Don't nove, bitch." Mieller's voice was clear. steady. and close. "If you so
much as open your nouth. 1'Il put a bullet init"

Bob pulled out his gun and readied it, then stepped into the ball. H s |large
nenesi s had drawn down on Carlotta, but shifted his weapon's aimto Bob when
he saw him Mieller was standing on the far side of a couch in the living
area. Bob's finger tightened on the trigger. He wondered if he could squeeze
off a round and gel flat before the return shot nailed him "Drop it.- Bob
said. knowing it was overly optimstic.
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"No chance. I'mbetter at this than you." Mieller |owered his head a bit so

that he could sight down the gun's barrel. "Don't bet the fa m." Carlotta
sai d.

Miel | er snarled. -One nore word and you' re dead, |ady. End of stop."

Dar kness swal l owed them as the |lights went out. Bob dragged Carlotta to the
floor. "I don't fucking believe it." he said. -Not again."

"What now?" Carlotta whispered.

Bob pondered for a nonment and thought he caught a glint of something in the
dar kness. He kept his voice low "Start telling a joke and follow ny | ead.
Stay behi nd sonet hing or keep noving so you don't get shot."

"If I can't see him | can't make himlaugh: Carlotta said. "Just do it."



"What do you call a hundred | awers at the bottom of the ocean?" Carlotta's
voi ce didn't sound strong, but that m ght be because she was behi nd sonet hi ng.
Bob started | aughing.

"A good start. -

Bob i ncreased the pitch and tenor of his laughter. noving in the general
direction of the glint he had seen

"Layden, is that you?"

Bob could hear the confusion in Mieller's voice, which was exactly what he was
hoping for. He intentionally gave his laughter a raspy. desperate quality.
"Why did the chicken cross the road?"

There was a shot in Carlotta's general direction. Bob popped off two rounds of
his own, but the nuzzle flash from Mieller's gun put stars in his eyes and
spoiled his aim One of the slugs hit something breakable, a | anp maybe, and
Miel l er started screaming. "My eye. Get over here. Layden. I'mhit in the
eye. -

Bob reached out and caught Mieller's wist, steadied it. and before the man
knew who he was dealing with. Bob swung and nailed himon the tenple with his
revol ver. 'Lights out. Are you okay?" he asked loudly of Carlotta.
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Bef ore she could answer the skylight shattered and sonething fell through. It
| ooked to Bob like it might be a person, but in the sem -darkness he coul dn't
be sure. Someone groaned and Bob heard gl ass crunching. He pulled out the
flashlight, but didn't turn it on. It would nake him an easy target.

"A nonster." cane a nearly hysterical voice. Bob recognized it as Earle's.

' Soneone save ne."

'Monster?" Bob didn't need another problemat this point. 'That would be ne,"
cane a voice front above. A w nged shape

dropped down through the shattered skylight into a crouching

position. -lie-ft-fo-fum | snell a good |ooking woman, yumm" -Croyd."
Carlotta said, like his nane was the answer to a prayer. 'A couple of mnutes
ago woul d have been tinelier." Bob was

happy to hear the sound of Croyd's voice just the same. 'Conpl ai ni ng about ny
tinting will cost you extra." Croyd said.

fol ding his wi ngs against his scaly back.

Earl e was whi npering on the floor. but pulled hinself together sufficiently to
start crawling away. Unfortunately it was in the direction of Bob. who trained
the beam of his flashlight on Earle's tear-stained face.

"Stop right there. M. Earle: Bob said. "Or we'll feed you to our denon."

" Your demon?" Croyd snorted and fluttered across the roomto where Bob
Carlotta, and Earle were faced off. "I am mi ghty hungry. though. -

"No.- Earle covered his eyes with his fists. it's not fair."

Croyd picked up Carlotta in his massive arns and sniffed delicately behind her
ears. "If there's one thing that gets nme hot. it's a wonan who actual ly does
what she's told." He turned to Bob. "Can you handle hint for a mnute?" He
jerked his head at Earle.

-No problem but where are you..." Croyd shot up through the hole in the roof
with Carlotta."... going?" Bob trailed off.

There was a noban from across the room Mieller was comng to, which Bob did
not want to allow "Tinme for your second hel p-
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"Please. You can't just kill me." Earle |ooked fromface to face. "I didn't

hurt anybody"

-Rich boy and | have a date with the Atlantic Ccean.- Croyd sl apped Earle hard
on the back. lie's going to do sone notivational swmm ng."

140. | don't swmwell at all.- Ea de protested.

111 meet you at your club later, and you can pay me then. What | did tonight
falls under the bonus clause. just in case you didn't know - Croyd flew up
with Earle and was quickly lost in the darkness. The screans of protest from
Earl e faded quickly. Bob got into the passenger side of the vehicle and shut



t he door.

"You know how to get us hone?"

-Watch ne." Carlotta said. Bob turned on the radi o when they hit the main

hi ghway. The version of "N ght on Bald Muntain" from Saturday N ght Fever was
playing. He drifted off to thoughts of a white-suited Croyd dancing with
Carlotta.

Ve 4.4

The confort of seeing the New York skyline lighting the horizon vani shed when
they finally made it back to the club. They'd ditched the car just north of
Jokenown. taken the subway up, and been greeted with a burned-out building
surrounded by yellow police tape. Bob wal ked to the center of what once had
been his club, still-warm ashes crunching under his feet. Carlotta wal ked
quietly behind himfor a few nonents, then gave hima hug.

-What to you think Mckey and Judy woul d do?"

-You'd have to hit me with your deuce to make me | augh now. " Bob crouched and
pi cked up a handful of burned rubble.

They stood there silently for a few nminutes. ignoring the people on the
street. the cars. and the other sounds of the city. Wth a rush of |oathe*,

wi ngs, Croyd dropped down next to them

140 riots around here. Maybe a parting shot fromEarle's goons.- Croyd shook
hi s homed head synpathetically.

[won't be able to pay you until tonorrow. - Bob said. |can go to the bank and
get the noney."
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ing." He brought the pistol butt on forcefully down onto Miellers head with a
stingi ng whack. Bob | ooked down at Earle. Rich boy's eyes were still shot

t hrough with fear.

Croyd swooped back into the room and cl apped his hand over Breton Earle's
mouth. "Don't bite, or I'Il bite you back." Croyd bared his sizable yellow
fangs. The nessage got though. Earle didn't even whi nper as he was carried out
into the open air.

Bob waited an unconfortably long tine. Mieller was beginning to make a | ot of
noi se and there nust be other people searching through the darkness of the
hone. Croyd dropped back into the roomjust as Bob's paranoia was beginning to
bl oom

"You cut the power." Bob said.

Croyd grabbed hi munder the arnmpits. 'leave it to M. Village Idiot to state
the obvious." Bob felt a rush of air as they rocketed into the warm ni ght. The
sense of being airborne was nagical and slightly wary given Croyd' s unusual
nat ur e.

They | anded far fromthe house, by Carlotta and Earle. whose hands were bound
behi nd his back with Carlotta's bra. Bob gave her an accusatory | ook.

"We had to use sonething." she explained. -Or he mght have am off."

"When | took it off. I couldn't really see that much, but we may have to
rectify that later. as part of nmy paynent.- Croyd kissed his fingertips.

"Pl ease leave nme alone. 1'Il give you noney." Earle was enough of hinself to
try to strike a bargain.

Croyd | aughed. -1've got business with M. Earle. So we'll have to figure out
a way to get you two back to the city. I'll bet neither one of you can
hot-wire a car."

"Figures." He flew over to a nearby sedan and opened its driver's side door. A

few nonents | ater the engine turned over and the headlights cane on. Bob
grabbed Earle by the collar and led himover to the car. Carlotta was ahead of
him She was fromlowa, so she actually knew how to drive.

"What are you going to do with hinP?" Bob handed Fade over to Croyd.
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"Good. If not, Ill have to kill you.- Croyd tangled his fingers in Carlotta's

hair. "Or take it out in trade.-



Carlotta | aughed.

"I know that | augh." Bob said. -You' re out of |uck where she's concerned."
"Tormorrow. " Croyd said, and he was gone.
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Bob had paid Croyd off handsonely, and Croyd had suggested the he and Carlotta
get out of New York and adopt new identities. Croyd had plenty of useful tips
on creating another persona that woul d be undetectable by the authorities or
people like Earle. Croyd didn't nuch care for Earle and remarked that the
mllionaire peed better than he swam

After settling with the insurance company. Bob and Carlotta hit the road, with
her at the wheel, of course. Driving was one thing he'd proni sed he was goi ng
to learn how to do. He didn't know where they were going to end up. but he
wanted to get away from New York for good. They stopped off to visit his
parents on the way out and were now headed to lowa to see hers. He wondered if
he could tolerate that much homespun Anericana. After Carlotta had
denonstrated to himthe benefits of "long-termpossibilities" he was ready to
try.

The sun was com ng up across the plains when they entered her hone state.

"How many New Yorkers does it take to screwin a light bulb." she asked.

"Only one, if the right person asks."

Carlotta sniled at that "Want to hear some new ' knock-knock' jokes?"

To Bob's surprise, he actually did.

02A FACE FOR THE CUTTI NG ROOM FLOOR

By Melinda M Snodgrass

D 1.151 filtered down fromthe rafters, shaken | oose by the grips

who scurried like a tribe of apes along the ancient wood cat -

wal ks. It glittered and spun gold in the bright work lights. Bradley Finn
stared mesmerized at the spinning motes and wi shed he'd spent |ess of the

ni ght drinking Tequila Sunrises down in Santa Mnica.

Finn and the rest of the Myth Patrol were perched on a fabricated cliff. Bel ow
them sat the deck of the Argo. The nat actors. including the stars of Jasos
and rue Argot:ants. David Soul and Arnold Schwarzenegger, were back in their
trailers sipping Evian and keepi ng cool. The excuse for keeping the jokers was
that they were hard to lighte and the D.P. wanted another crack at it.

Finn sighed and tried to find a nore confortable position on his platform

whi ch wasn't easy since he was a pony-sized centaur. The action called for him
to rear. He wasn't relishing the prospect. The wood didn't offer nuch traction
for his hooves, and he'd let) his rubber booties at hone. Not that Roger Comm
was going to let himwear booties in the shot

So Bradley figured he was going to pitch backwards off the platform fal
twelve feet to the floor. break his back, and end up with a little wheel ed
cart so he could drag his back |egs, There
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were five jokers in the cast, but the EMT. wasn't certified in joker
medi ci ne. Finn knew. He'd checked. Wich nmeant he'd probably he dealing with
any injuries to the Myth Patrol —unl ess he was the nyth who was down.

It was a sweltering August day in southern California. and Ire could feel danp
on the pal omino hide along his flanks. The stink of rancid mate-up. stale
coffee and donuts just added to his joy. Me big air conditioning unit on the
roof of Sound Stage t7 cane to lifc with a grind and a ninble that shook nore
dust out of the rafters.

Cl ops | ooked up front his copy of Variety. H's single eye was magnified to the
size of a goose egg behind the fol d-down | ens which was nounted on an old

fashi oned surgeon's headband. Ii was tough to be an actor when you were that
near sighted.
O cosrse Cps hod ot her di sadvantages—Ii ke being seven fee: tall, and haring

only ose eye ix the center of his forehead. Finn thought.
-You realize that dust nay have been around when Mary Pick-ford was a star. -
t he cycl ops said.



"I don't think Pickford was ever at Warner's" Coathead responded.

"Il mbitiza r muffel wanda; said Ceo. She was |lying on her stomach while one
of the snakes which sprouted from her head gave her a neck massage. C eo.
whose full name was Cl eopatra Reza. was Turkish. didn't speak a word of
English. but never lei that stop her. She commrented on everything. The other
jokers jusi agreed with her. and so far none of the men had gotten sl apped.
When Finn had first been introduced all he could think was that her parents
nmust have hated her. It would hare been Iike nam ng me Seobiscuit, Finn had

t hought. aw why C eopatra and no: Medused ops thought it was because
Cleopatra had (lied fromile bite of an asp, and because C eo was
breat ht aki ngly beautiful while Medusa was so hi deous that she turned nen to
stone. Finn had to adnit that Ceo was very beautiful—-if you could ignore the
tangl e of snakes growi ng out of her head.

qi
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"You know what | nean. This is historic. This sound stage was built in 1927."
d ops said.

"Yeah, well, | wish we were on a new sound stage with real air conditioning
that we didn't have to turn off for every shot: Coat-head groused. Coathead
was your basic asshol e who never mssed an opportunity to trash anything and
everybody. Finn just wished he wouldn't cut at C ops. who was a gentle soul
and conmpletely star-struck. Cops had left his Kansas hone at seventeen and
headed west determined to be a star. Except he was sexes feet tall, and hod
one eve.

Fi nn quashed the thought and gl ared at CGoathead. hopi ng the other joker would
correctly interpret the | ook as a stop pissing on Cops's birthday coke.
Apparently he did, for CGoathead nuttered that he was bung-over, which for
CGoat head anpbunted to an apolou. Cleo rattled off another of her

i nconpr ehensi bl e coment s.

The D.P. threwthe lights, and there was a magnificent geyser of sparks from
one transforner. Firemen rushed forward with extinguishers. but the sparks
were all she wote.

"Shit!"

"Fuck!"

"Hel . "

"Damm r

The curses rose fromall over the stage, erupting fromthe D.P, the First AD.,
the director's assistant. and Goat head. Finn got the assistant's attention
"Mary. can we please take a break?" Finn pl eaded.

"Sure, go ahead. Nick, when do you want the Myths back?" she shouted at the
D. P.

"G ve nme an hour."

Cl ops just clinmbed down the front of the plaster cliff. It wasn't that far for
him He then reached bad up and, handling her as if she were made of spun
glass, he lifted eo to the floor. She gave himher thousand watt smle. if
only it weren't snakes. Finn thought. and si ghed.

Fi nn and CGoat head had a ranmp off the back of the cliff. Their
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hooves rang hollowy on the wood, and Finn felt the ranmp sag under his weight.
H s stomach was suddenly too light. and heading for the back of his throat.
Finn froze. waiting or the ranp to break. After a nonent where not hi ng
happened. Bradl ey resumed his cautious descent.

Once Finn was safely on the floor he trotted over to the craft services table.
H s stomach had been too off for breakfast and now he was starving. He
surveyed the array. Met Ms. stale donuts. Oreoes. peanut butter, jelly and
bread. A jar of pretzels. Commwas known for being a tightwad. Finn decided to
head over to sound stage 23 where his dad was shooting The French Liestenon's
Wman. Finn Senior kept an el aborate spread, but of course he was making a
twelve mllion dollar extravaganza staring Grace Kelly and Warren Beatty, not
a cheesy B action novie.



Finn slipped out the stage door, into the hazy but intense California
sunshine. The white walls of the stages |ooned |ike breakers on either side of
the street. He kicked it into a |lope, and went clattering past Teansters
tossing around footballs. (he got the usual calls of H Ho Silver. which was
annoyi ng because he was a pal om no) past stars in their golf cans and lines of
St ar Waggons parked against the sides of the street. Spinning red lights

i ndi cated they were shooting on the various stages. There were a | ot of

lights. The novi e busi ness was booni ng

He waited in front of his dad's stage until the |light went out so he could
enter the set. Pulling open the door. he stepped into a Victorian drawi ng room
conplete with dark wood, red velvet and innunerable knick knacks on every
avai |l abl e surface. Grace Kelly. looking like a swaying calla lily in her white
gown, was gliding off the set. Stan Vihitehorn-Hunmphries. dapper in his bow
tie and tweed jacket, was blotting her nake-up as she wal ked.

She passed close by Finn. and he caught a scent of sweat under the perfune. It
was sonehow conforting to know that soneone that beautiful was still human
enough to perspire. Kelly stopped. Finn gaped at her. Stan, a smile |urking
beneat h the brush of Ins
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whit e nustache, gave a nod, and Finn realized his pony's ass was bl ocking the
door. Muttering an apol ogy. he swung his hindquarters out of the way. Kelly
glided out. and Stan gave hima w nk.

"You' ve just seen an exanple of what they mean by 'stunningly beautiful.’
said to the elderly nmake-up artist.

"She is quite remarkable, isn't she?" Stan gazed for an instant at the cl osed
door as if conjuring a picture of the star. "So who did your make-up? You | ook
dead.- Fifty years in Hollywod hadn't blunted his upper-class British accent.
O course it was an affectation after all this time, but no one cared. It was
part of the | egend of Stan Wit ehorn-Hunphries.

"I'"m supposed to | ook scary." Finn said.

"Sony, dead. Cone over to the (railer after you get a bite and sup, and |'I
touch you up." Witehorn-Hunprbies wal ked away before Finn could thank him
Finn cut through the set. admiring the design. Next week the production was
schedul ed to nove to England for the exteriors. Finn would | ove to go al ong,
but he badly needed to repl enish his bank account before the fall senmester. He
gl anced over to where his father was discussing the set-up for the next shot.
and briefly wi shed his dad had been the typical Hollywdod parent justthrow
nmoney at your kids and hope they don't enbarrass you. But G Benton Finn had
clung to his md-western roots, and believed his kid appreciated what he had
to work for and disdai ned what he hadn't He would pay for Bradl ey's nedica
school tuition, but if his son wanted to |live away from honme he had to sw ng
it hinself.

Fi nn stepped delicately over the snaking wires and cords, and got a glinpse of
the craft service table. Ile broke into a smle. Fromhere he could see

sal non. cream cheese. bagels, fresh fruit. and an assortment of pastries and
cooki es. There was a gaggle of nat starlets gathered around the (able. Two

bl ondes. a redhead and a brunette. The taffeta dresses hissed and crackl ed as
t hey noved. and they were showing a |ot of bosomfor Victorians. Still, with
bosonms like that you didn't wont to hide them These girls were stunners.
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Finn briefly wondered if his father had ever availed hinself of the casting
couch. A noments consideration. and Finn decided that Finn Senior probably
had, but nom had sense enough to | ook the other way. There were a | ot of
tenptations and vices in Tinsel Town. You picked the ones you could tolerate
and lived with them

"I looked it up, she was born in
over the final power cord

"That means she's....- The brunette's brow furrowed.

-Fifty-two." said one of the blondes. She was tinier then her compani ons, and

Fi nn

28." one girl was saying, as Finn stepped



she rem nded Finn of the figure in a nmusic box. perfect in every detail. Then
he got a | ook at her eyes.

A florin constructed out of hard glass, he thought, as he waited for themto
react to him Jokers. even rich ones. learned to gauge a liars reaction before
appr oachi ng too cl ose.

"She's got to be an ace." nunbled the brunette around a nout hful of cookie.
"Its illegal for themto be in professional sports.- said the redhead. "They
shoul d have done that in Holl ywood. -

"Then Col den Boy coul dn't have had a career." objected the zaftig bl onde.

"Anot her good argunent for banning wild cards.- nurnured the

petite blonde dryly. Finn swallowed a chuckle. This girl was quick. "Kelly's
never said she's an ace." offered the brunette. "Never said she isn't"
countered the redhead.

"There's a blood test that will tell if you ve got the wild card.” rnused the
ginm et eyed bl onde, alnost to herself

The redhead picked a shrinp out of the melting ice and savagely chewed her way
to the tail. 'You'd think she'd want to nove on.- The girl bit off the words
with the sane force she had shown to the shrinp.

Again the tiny bl onde answered. -Wy? Wiy woul d she? She's been a star for
thirty years. Every nmjor role has been hers. Wy quit?-

"So some of us could have a chance- said the brunette. "I wouldn't do it."
said the gimet eyed bl onde.
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"Yeah. but we all know you'd kill your nother for a pan." shot back the
brunette.

The bl onde gave her a look that clearly said. Aid what's your point?

This time Finn couldn't hold back the |augh. That did get their attention. The
brunette and the zaftig bl onde | ooked di sgusted and wal ked hurriedly away. The
redhead gave hima nervous smile. then made a show of checking the brooch

wat ch which was part of her costume and hurried away. The tiny bl onde held her
ground.

He grabbed a plate and started | oading up. "I'msure you believed that watch
really worked.- remarked the bl onde.

Finn lifted his shoul ders and dropped them "Hey. at |east she pretended to
have an excuse. -

"You're M. Finn's son. aren't you?"

"The one and only. -

"I'''m Tanya."

Fi nn shook the proffered hand. "rm Bradl ey Finn. Pleased to neet you.-
"Well. | better go and wal k off sone of this." she indicated the table..
spread. "

"It's really hot out there. It's not so bad when you' re down by the beach.
was at Santa Mnica last night, and it wasn't bad. It's always worse in the
valley. I'"'ma native Angelino and we know to avoid the valley.- Finn realized
he was babbling. He tried to bite back the inane flow only to have the worst
of the inanities escape. "So. where do you live?"

"Ch. don't worry. Bradley. |I've got the right area code and an acceptabl e
Beverly Hills address. The casting directors call. -

"I"'msure they do." and he knew there was no way that line was going to cone
across as anything but a leer. Bradley cringed. He'd grown up talking to
actresses. He wasn't usually this gauche.

That's because war gonads are tal king, pmdope. And she thinks you' re a freak
so shut up!

She surprised himby saying. "lI've never had a decent meal or good tine in
Santa Moni ca. Maybe | need native guide. N ce neet-
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ing you." She gave a little wave with the tips of her perfectly manicured
fingernails and wal ked away.

A freak whose daddy is a director, Finn's cynical side anended. Still. Finn



figured he'd get her nunmber. He was nmale and twenty-three. and she m ght be
advent ur ous.

V *AA

Finn came ironing down the sidewal k toward his Spani sh bungal ow apartnment. and
checked at the sight of the nman standing in the shade of the trailing
bougainvillea. It wasn't that he | ooked threatening. No one that short could
be threatening. It was nore the fact that he | ooked |ike a garden gnone.

The man's face was a full moon with the wide. surprised eyes Ma child. A
fringe of graying brown hair ringed a bald pate. An open necked shirt reveal ed
a mat of graying chest hairs mashed flat by a tangle of gold chains. The
barrel chest was supported on an even broader belly. Finn noted the Rol ex

wat ch and the expensive slacks. then boggled at the sight of the high topped
red tennis shoes.

The man surged out frombeneath the brilliant red flowers with the rolling
gait of a sailor. "Harry Gold." he announced. and Finn found a card thrust
into his hand.

Shiny slick red paper with the name enbossed in gold and the title PRODUCER
beneat h t he nane.

1 don't have any input with nmy father on his projects.'
automatical | y.

1 don't want your dad ... not that he isn't a great director. but | don't want
him | want you. -

1 have an agent." Finn began sidestepping toward the safety of his front door
"Of course you do. You're a savvy kid, but I knew he wasn't going to let ne
get near you." Gold replied. "So | decided to talk to you nyself."

Far from being alarned by this adm ssion. Bradley found hinsel f anmused. He now
had a pretty good idea of the kind of novies
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that Harry Gold produced. There was a bubble of laughter filling his chest He
forced it down, and propped his hindquarters on a nearby planter

"That's right, take a load off, though it's gotta be easier with four than
two." CGold said. "Were was |?"

"Wanting to talk to nme."

"I don't want to just talk to you. I want you to star in nmy next film What do
you think of thaw The little man's chest puffed out |ike a satisfied pigeon's.
The devil was in Finn pronpting himto ask. "A speaking role?" "Absolutely.
That's what makes you so perfect. You can talk." "Harry do you make porno

novi esr Finn asked.

The little man drew hinself up. 1 make nale an filns."

Fi nn heaved hinself back onto all four feet. "Thanks. but |I'm not interested.-
"I'l'l pay you ten thousand dollars."

It was a ton of noney for a porno flick. Aid you' d get some, said the bad

El mer Fudd who suddenly appeared on Finn's |left shoulder. He pictured his
father and nother's reaction. How woul d they erer know?

Because sone teanster or grip would talk.

Fi nn hunched his shoulders. trying to dislodge his baser self. "Sony Hany,
can't do it." Ile unlocked the door of his apartnent.

"You' ve got to. You know how hard it is to train a real pony?" cane the

di sconsol ate cry as Finn closed the door

Ve 44 A

"The frightening thing is that a woman woul d probably rather fuck a pony than
a joker." Goathead said the next nmorning when Finn finished telling them about
his meeting with Gold. They were in the extras' nake-up area. C ops flushed to
his eyebrow at the use of the profanity and cocked his head significantly
toward the joker worman seated near-by.

"What ?" Coat head demanded. C ops cocked his head further
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this time and waggl ed his eyebrow. "Then? Hell, they don't want to fuck a

j okereither." Goathead said. upping the volume even further

Fi nn sighed and | ooked up at the rafters. CGoathead' s attitude was definitely

Fi nn said



starting to wear thin. On the other band. Goathead had grown up poor in
Detroit while Finn had grown up in Bel Aire. a child of privilege blessed with
parents who had never treated hint as different. He had had pl aymates and
girlfriends....

Aid how many of themwere with yos because your daddy is a janoss
director?canme the hateful little voice. They did always end up wanting to be
"friends" and only one had ever put out and Finn |ater heard she'd been busted
in one of LA's nore notorious sex clubs.

G ops | ooked pained. "I don't think that's true. There are whol e magazi nes
about us." He held up a copy of Aces to prove his point.

Coat head stuck a nicotine stained finger under the title. A C E S.." he
spel l ed. "Aces. You see a mmgazine called Joker?!'e you dunb shit? No."

"Wwuld you sit still?" the make-up man grunbled. trying to glue on Goathead's
horns. Despite the | egs and hooves of a goat. the joker |acked horns. and
Corman wanted big horns on his satyr.

O ops shook his head. 1 think women pick nmen because of what's on the inside,
not on the outside.-

"Ch. CGod you are such a goober." CGoathead said. "And |ike how often are you
getting any?" Cops flushed again and ducked his head. "Never? Ri ght?"

The make-up man made a moue of distaste. "You' re done. Go away.- He nade
shooi ng nmotions with both hands, and Goathead went clattering away on his

cl oven hooves. Finn reflected that they were going to have to refinish the
anci ent wood floors after eight weeks of his and Goathead' s hooves.

The terribly sweet boy who was doing Finn's nake-up smoothed the foundation
over his nose. and reached for the powder. "D d you hear about the comotion
over on the Lieuteian: set?" He punctuated every word with a little gusting

br eat h.

Finn knew it was stupid. It was just a nmovie. But it was his
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dad's nmovie, so he felt his stomach clench down into a small tight ball.
"What ?"

"Sonmebody broke into the production offices |last night."

Finn blinked. Ile had been prepared for a dead star. a fire on the set. |ost
film "Was anything taken?"

"They don't think so. The files drawers were all open, and they found the
petty cash box by the open wi ndow, but all the noney was there.-

It was an odd enough occurrence that Bradley decided to talk to his dad when
the Argo: nuts broke for |unch

\Y

There was a cafeteria on the Warners | ot where extras, day players and the

bel ow-the-1ine people went to eat. The food was plentiful and cheap. You woul d
often see witers in there, which said sonmething about the self-inmage of
Hol | ywood writers.

Then there was The Warner's Restaurant. Table clothes. |inen napkins, w nes
and gourmet food. This was where the powerful "did lunch.” Finn swng on down
the street to the entrance to that restaurant. Steps led up to the etched

gl ass doors. The doors opened out. and he had to | ower his hindquarters down a
step to make nmom for the swing of the door. Eventually he was inside. They had
just repainted the place in azure blue and creamw th pal e bl ue uphol stery on
the furniture. Beneath the scent of fresh cut gardenias in a vase on the
maitre d's desk there was the tang of newly dried paint.

Tony, the maitre d'. grinned. 'Hear you been slumm ng over at the cafeteria.”
Fi nn sl apped his gut beneath the Hawaiian shirt "I couldn't take too many nore
gournet meals and keep ny boyish figure. Dad here?"

Tony indicated the direction with a cock of his head. 'Coner right."
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"Thanks. -

Finn mnced his way between the tables, exchanging hellos with various actors.
directors. producers and studi o heads. He had practically grown up on this
lot, and in fact been the focus of a |aw suit between D sney and Warner's in



the late fifties. Warner's had used Finn in sone of their pronotiona
material. and Di sney had screamed infringenent of trademark, citing Fan-task.
Since Finn had been two at the tinme, he wasn't sure how

had all been resolved. He just knew it was a favorite dinner tale of his
father's.

H s dad was eating with Ester Flannigan. the nost perfect or persona
assistants. There was a slight frown on his long, lantern jawed face, and he
seened to be tal king nore than he was eating. Which neant Ester was taking
short hand i nstead of eating. Finn cane up behind her, placed his hands on her
shoul ders, and gave her a kiss one winkled cheek. "Doesn't the union have
somet hing to say about working through | unch?"

Benton Finn | ooked down at their virtually untouched plates and gave Ester an

apol ogetic smles. "Sorry, we'll finish this after lunch."
"What's got your shorts in a twist?" Finn asked as he swi ped a cherry tomato
off his dad's salad plate. Ile bit down and savored the tan/sweet expl osion

He swal | owed and added. "The break in?"

-So it's all over the lot. is it?" Finn asked.

"l don't know. It's at Corman's."

it's all over the lot; Ester broke in. '"Jenny called to ask about it and she's
over in the bungal ows."

-Way is this a deal ?" Finn asked. "Nothing was stolen."

' Because eveobing on Lieurenan has to go snoothly and if you | ook cl ose enough

at any production you'll find problens. and Coppola will use Ester said in
sing song voice while Benton glared at her

Finn gave his dad a | ook. "Ww, you are being paranoid.- 'Coppola wanted this
novi e. and Bernie told nme Coppola told

i K
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the Chainnan | didn't know how to pull sonething new and fresh out of Kelly.
Kelly doesn't need to be new and fresh. She just needs to be Kelly."

"You've directed her in three other filns. These other guys don't know how to
work with someone fromthat generation,” Finn soothed.

Ester closed her eyes briefly. then mouthed to Finn !mug thing to say.
"Meani ng what ?" Benton asked | ow and col d. "That al so fromthat
generation so | know how?"

"No, that you're a gentleman and Kelly is a real |ady" Finn babbled. and hoped
his dad woul d accept this statenment of the public's view of Kelly even though
everyone in the industry knew she slept with every hot young star who cane

al ong. ' These young ... er, new guys don't know how to work with soneone |ike
that."

Benton | ooked nollified. 'You' re sure right about that. These new guys are
punks. They have no respect for the institutions...."

Fi nn cocked a back foot for greater confort and settled in to listen. He al so
hel ped hinself to the sole alnadin on his dad's plate.

Finn heard the sharp clatter of high heels on concrete, and suddenly an arm
was slipped beneath his. The redhead fromthe Lieutesant set had attached
herself linpet-like to his side.

"Hi: The word energed on a puff of coffee scented breath. "Sorry | had to inn
of f back there. By the way. I'mJulie." "Pleased to neet you." Bradley said.
He waited to see if Red would ask for his name, but apparently she had

di scovered that the joker with the pony's body was the director's son, and she
wasn't bright enough to realize that she needed to pretend that she hadn't.
Finn had | ong ago stopped being angry over these sudden shifts in attitude
from eager young starlets. What he hadn't totally resol ved was whether to

l augh or cry about them
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-So. are you in the business?" she asked as she tried to adjust her steps to
match Finn's length of stride.

-No. not really.- He watched the glow of interest in her eyes die. "Ern in
nmedi cal school.- A touch of interest returned So we're established what



notivates you, Js lie. Looks like . . . Wich is probably good because you
sure can't act.

-So. how do you like it out here as conpared to the Bronx?" Bradley asked.
Julie pouted. "Oh. pooh! I've been working so hard to | ose the accent:

fn your dreanms, baby. "And you have." Finn said diplomatically. "It's nore
intuition. Native Angelinos are few and far between:

-So you were born like ... here.- the girl suddenly anended.

*Yeah. born at the Holl ywood Presbyterian hospital. Went to Hol |l ywood Hi gh
And | expressed ny wild card monments after birth. Wi ch was good, because if
it had happened in the binit canal | would have killed nmy nother. and that
woul d have really sucked." He smiled at her brightly. She bl anched at the

i mge his words had elicited. Wich showed she had sonme imagi nation

-So it sounds like you really know the ropes here, and that's good because
could sure use sone advice." It was the dogged delivery of a rehearsed |ine,
whether it fit into the conversational flowor not. It also made it very clear
rel ati onshi p she envisioned—friend, nmentor. confidant.

"Sure." Finn answered. "My cards are in my briefcase on the Jason set. | just
keep a wallet in ny pocket." He taped the breast pocket on his Hawaiian shirt.
Julie's eyes flicked toward his gl eani ng pal om no haunches.

Years ago the sisters at his elementary school had forced himto wear pants.
H s father had declared that Finn |ooked Iike a bad clow act, and they'd
found anot her school. Finn was careful to keep his penis sheathed, but nothing

could hide his balls, and even pony sized they were still the envy of every
mal e and a terror to nost wonen.
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"Why don't you cone back after shooting, and I'll get you a card.- H's bad
angel prodded hint to add. -W coul d have dinner."

"Uh. Fin busy tonight. Sony. 1'll get the card ... later.- She glanced hastily

at her wristwatch. 'Welt gotta go.
hurried off between the stages.
Finn allowed hinmself a laugh. It felt a little holl ow

Ve A A

The next day Corman was shooting coverage on Jason and his merry band of
Argonauts. Finn decided to use the free time to head down to UCLA and buy his
books for the fall senester. He enjoyed nedical school, but it seened |like the
sumer had just started, and he wasn't quite ready for the grind yet

Il e stood between tall bookcases, his anus stretched around a gi ant stack of
books. squinting at the class |list perched on top, and realized he only had
hal f the required texts. Ile wondered if he could nmake it to the front of the
store for a cart, or if he should just | eave the books here and come back. But
there had only been one copy of the epidem ol ogy text and sone bastard woul d
probably swipe it if he left them

"Man, these suckers are hear'." a voice suddenly said. Startled. Finn let out
a yell and dropped the precariously bal anced stack of books.

Harry Gold was peering around a bookcase |ike a nal evol ent | eprechaun. He

st epped around the case. and began to gather up the strewn books. "You
shouldn't try to carry these things. You'll herniate yourself. You should get
a cart."”

"Thanks.- Finn gritted.

ol d had stopped stacking, arrested by the picture of Dr. Tachyon on the back
flap of his introductory text on Joker Medicine. "l hear this guy is a rea
stud. but he sure | ooks like a poufftah." Gold said."( tried to make a novie
about the Four Aces back in the fifties. but Universal shut nme down because of
their novie. Actually it worked out great because after their novie cane out |
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could do a parody and they couldn't touch ne. The Four Deuces. Gol den |1l otdog.
the Enema. Cock Tease and Black Stallion.” CGold smled fondly at the nmenory.
He pi cked up another book and did an el aborate double take at the price.
"seventy-five bucks? These suckers are expensive. -

She gave him a perky smle, waved, and



"Yes. and heavy." Finn said.

'Look. 1've been thinking about it. and now that | see the kind of expenses
you got | realize | wasn't being fair. I'll give you twelre thousand dollars
to be in ny novie.-

'M Gold. | don't want to be in your novie. Fmnot an actor....-

"I can teach you. -

-Look. M. Gold. | was trying to be polite. I"'mnot interested in being in a
porno movie. | couldn't face ny famly, ny friends.

"You could wear a mast" Gold was charmed with the idea. "Yeah. like Zorro....-

It was hard to get out the words past the laughter. "Like nobody woul d
recogni ze ny big pal om no ass bouncing up and down on the screen. How nany

j oker centaurs do you think there are?"

"One. Which is why | need you. Look. | specialize in wild card porn. | got
guys with double dicks, and gals with three boobs, but you're unique."

' Goodbye. M. Gold. -

Finn took the joker medicine text out of the producer's hands and set it on
the top of the stack. He slowy bent his forelegs until he was resting on his
knees and picked up the pile of books.

"You' re being very unreasonabl e about this." Gold grunbled. "I"'mtelling you
ponies are a pain in the ass."

I"msure vosr star would think so too. Finn thought, but successfully resisted
the inmpulse to say it. Instead he replied. "So get two guys and a horse suit."
' That woul d | ook cheesy," Nam conpl ai ned.

Li ke your nmovie won't? Finn thought. but he didn't say tint either
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| ed his nose and cheek. He could snell the hair spray. 'Anne; Julie replied.
"Hi. Anne." Finn waved at the brunette. She gave hima tense snile

'"Nice party”

It wasn't that he heard her, but years at these events had | augh' hima form
of ESP crossed with lip reading. It was the safest and nost inane thing the
brunette could say so Bradl ey suspected that was what she had said. He gave
her a broad snile and nodded enthusi astically.

Tanya was wat ching him The intensity of her gaze was such that he found

hi nsel f | ooking at her rather than at Julie, who was trying to talk with him
Since he was only catching one word in four. it wasn't working. Tanya lifted
her chanpagne gl ass, quirked an eyebrow at him and jerked her head toward the
bar. Finn nodded. He nake his excuses to Julie. From her expression when he
wal ked away he gathered she hadn't gotten the drift.

Tanya | ed himaround the bar where it dovetailed into a corner. Amazingly it
was al nbost quiet in the cubbyhole. Finn | ooked around at the rows of
glittering bottles, and the racked gl asses hanging |i ke bul bous stalactites. A
short hallway ran past themleading to the bathroonms. It nade for an odd nixed
snell of spilled beer and toilet bow freshener

"How di d you know about this?"

"Used to tend bar here." Tanya answer ed.

"A woman of many talents." Finn cringed again.

Tanya gave himsmile. Her |ips quirked up higher on one side than the other
whi ch gave her a ganmin |look. "You really keep wal king into them don't you?"
"Sorry. I'mnot usually this gauche."

"Should | take that as a conplinent?" Tanya asked.

"Yes. You're quite beautiful and you fluster ne."

' Good. Can you fluster your dad for ne?"

Fi nn was di sappointed. He'd thought this girl mght avoid the
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' +44.

Benton Finn was footing the bill for a bon voyage party at Cty. one of LA's
nore trendy restaurants down on Ml rose Boul evard. Personally Bradl ey hated
the place. It bowed to the newtrend in interior design which decreed there



shoul d be no color. no fabric. no softness and no warnth. There were concrete
wal I s and floors. exposed pipes in the ceiling, gleam ng netal track |ighting,
and bl ack netal tables. The wealth of hard surfaces anplified every sound. so
forks connecting with china became a hail storm the drone of conversation a
roar, and the background rmusic an irritating beat with no discernible nel ody.
Wrse. fromFinn's point of view, was the footing. The floor offered no
traction so he was forced to wear his booties, and while they were practica
he thought they | ooked dorky. especially with a French cuffed shirt, tuxedo
jacket and bl ack bow tie.

He spotted Julie sitting with the same group of fermales fromthe set. Since
two of the four had indicated they would tolerate himhe decided to head over.
The plunmp bl onde spotted himfirst grabbed up her plate and bolted for the
buffet. Finn found hinself watching her behind in the satin sheath dress and
t hought nastily a few nore runs to the chow line and she'll be vying for the
Shelly Wnters roles.

Julie gave hima too blight, too |arge smle. Tanya coolly surveyed him and
the brunette eyed himnervously but this time held her ground.

"EVENI NG LADI ES," Finn bel | owned.

"H ." Julie shouted back. The brunette's mouth opened and cl osed, but he
couldn't hear what she said. Tanya just inclined her head with air of a queen
Again Finn felt respect for the girl. She knew how to avoid | ooki ng

ridicul ous.

Finn bent at the waist and put his lips close to Julie's ear. 'Wo's your

friend?" Ile indicated the brunette with a jerk of his chin. Julie turned to
pl ace her nouth near his ear. Wsps of hair tick-
193
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worst of the actress clichés. He realized she was watching hint very closely
with a measuring expression.

"I's this a test?" Finn asked.

"Yeah. | figured Ed do it for Julie and save both of you the enbarrassment-
"I never use the relationship on anyone's behal f. -

Tanya pul l ed down a bottle of scotch and poured a couple of fingers into her
chanpagne glass. "I'll pass the word."

"Quess this neans | won't be hearing from ber.- Finn said.

"Ch cut the crap. If you really want to connect with wonen that way you'd be
maki ng prom ses whet her you could keep themor not."

Grace Kelly canme gliding down the hall fromthe bathroons. Stan followed a few
steps behind. He was shoving a small make-up case back into his shoul der bag.
The el derly make-up artist made hinmsel f unobtrusive and slipped away al ong the
back wall. Kelly gave Finn and Tanya a snile, then swept on and rejoi ned
Harrison Ford at their table. She had arrived with the actor, so Finn figured
the fling with Beatty was over. Finn |ooked back down at Tanya and found her
staring across the roomat Stan WhitehornHunphries where he sat alone at a
smal | tabl e.

"So, you want to dancer Finn asked.

Tanya kept looking at Stan. "I don't think either of us want to | ook that
absurd- It stung, but Finn had to admt it was an accurate assessnent.
"Actually I think I'mjust about funned out. See you around. Bradley"

She waved her fingertips and slipped away. Finn | ooked back at Stan. The
Engl i shman was wat ching Kelly. H s expression was both fond and regretful
Stan had never nmarried. Finn now thought he knew why. Bradley |ooked from
Kelly gl owi ng and radi ant as she | eaned agai nst Fonts shoul der, to the

wi t hered ol d man who watched her with such |onging. They were separated by a
vast gulf of age and status and it wasn't going to be bridged. Finn glanced
back al ong the length of his horse body. He | ooked at all the pretty girls.
Suddenly he was all funned out too.
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V e 44,

Three days Finn had a late call, four pm He parked his van, and backed the



length of the stripped interior and out the rear doors. There was a tendril of
snoke hanging over the hills of Giffith Park, and the hot Santa Ana w nds
carded the acrid scent of burning.

The high walls of the sound stages bl ocked out the wind, and Finn's shirt was
soon sticking to his back. Ile trotted toward stage 23, and stopped dead when
he saw the knots of people banging around in the street. The small groups
woul d split apart and coal esce in new configurations. Cigarettes were being
nervously puffed, flipped onto the pavenent and crushed. New ones were lit.
Finn knew what this |ooked like. It |ooked |ike trouble.

Edgar Burksen, Finn Senior's favorite director of photography. was pacing in
small circles outside the stage door. Finn joined him

"Hi. what's up?" Finn asked the Dutchman. 'Warren shut down the production?"
The rising star was known for his insistence on perfection

'"No. Kelly.-

Finn goggled. In all the Iong years of her career the actress had never shut
down a production. "Wat happened?"

-We don't know. She won't cone to the stage. She won't let your father in the
trailer." The D.P. gave a very European shrug.

A big black Iinp cane nosing down the street and stopped al nost at the door of
Kelly's trailer. The driver clinbed out and knocked. The door of the enornous
Star Waggon abruptly swung open and with such force that it slanmed against
the netal side of the trailer Everyone junped, then stared as G ace Kelly
emer ged.

Her head and neck were swathed in scarves and enornmous sungl asses hid her
eyes. She alnost junped the two feet separating the trailer fromthe Iinp, and
dove into the back seat. The back door was closed. the driver took his place
and the car rolled away. Nothing could be seen through the darkly tinted

wi ndows.
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Everyone rel eased a pent up breath and began tal king at once. Finn stared at
Edgar. "She | ooks like Marilyn dodging the press." Finn said.

"At least with Marilyn you knew why she was shutting you down—pills and booze:
Edgar said. "This is just a glanmour fit." "About what?" Finn asked.

"Stan didn't show up to work today, and she won't | et anyone el se do her
make- up. " Edgar expl ai ned.

"Di d sonebody check on hint?"

"Your dad sent a P.A over to his house. He wasn't there."

There was a tingle of concern down the Iength of Finn's human back and into
his horse back. It manifested in his white tail beginning to swish madly. "O
he coul dn't answer. Stan's seventy if he's a day. -

"We can't exactly break in.- Edgar answered.

"Does he have fam|y?"

Edgar gave the shrug again.

Finn felt really bad. Because Benton had directed so many Grace Kelly novies,
and because Stan was her preferred make-up artist. Finn had gotten to know the
English emgre pretty well. He had always treated Finn with courtesy and
respect, and not just because of who his dad was or how nuch noney they had.
Fi nn hoped the old man hadn't had a stroke or a heart attack. Finn glanced at
his watch. and realized he was |late for his call

"Keep me posted." he said to Edgar and kicked it into a gallop

V***

"Coppol a has already been over to Diller's office telling himthat he knows
how to handle a real star. That's he's an 'actors director,"” Finn senior
provided the quotes with his fingers, then twisted his lips in disgust.

"Be sure to seed the cucunmbers,” Alice Finn said, as she bustled past Finn
where he stood chopping salad fixings at the marble cutting board. "They give
your father gas.-
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"I"mdiscussing the em nent end of my career. and you're discussing
cucunber s?" Renton Fi nn demanded



Alice paused to kiss her husband on the top of the head. "Actually your
reaction to them" she said, and headed across expanse of marble floor to the
oven.

The famly was gathered in the giant kitchen of the Bel Aire house. Mack
granite counters stretched out in all directions like an alien nonolith. There
were two ovens, a convection oven, a mcrowave oven, and an open hearth
rotisserie. The refrigerator was hidden behind cherry wood panels, and gl ass
fronted cabinets threw back the light fromthe track lighting. It |ooked |ike
a novie set, but for the incongruity of a battered Formi ca breakfast table

wi th cheap chrome chairs which sat in the bay w ndow of the breakfast nook.
Benton Finn was seated at the old table norosely drinking w ne.

"So what is the deal with Stan?" Finn asked as he sprinkled on dressing. The
pungent scent of vinegar and pepper made hi m sneeze.

"God Mess you." said his nother placidly.

"Who knows?" Benton replied. "The cops say they can't enter the house unti

he's been m ssing twenty-four hours. By then ny career will have ended."
"By then Stan might be dead if he's fallen or had a stroke." Finn said.
Benton flushed. "1.00k. I'mworried about Stan too. but I've gmtwo hundred

peopl e working for ne...
"Wuul d you get the butter. dear?" Alice sang out to her husband as she pulled
t he pot roast out of the oven.

Benton started for the refrigerator. The phone rang. Benton answered it,
"Grace. nmy God. we've been so worried...." H s voice broke off abruptly, and
he began listening intently. Finn stood holding the salad. Alice held the
roast. The aroma of roasted potatoes and gravy filled the room It was so
quiet in the roomthat Finn could hear the tick of the grandfather clock in
t he hal | way.

1 don't think Dr. Tachyon is the right choice.- Benton finally said. "You're
not a wild card." Benton listened again. "You think you caught it this

nmorni ng?" Hi s father rolled a desperate eye at Finn

155

A FACE FOR THE CUTTI NG ROOM FLOOR

Fi nn shook his head. % hat the actress was describing was virtually

i npossible. If she had sonmehow caught a spoor she'd be dead ... or a joker
Whi ch m ght expl ain her demand for Tachyon
"Look. 1.11 try to get himhere, but it'll take a day...." There was obviously

some kind of explosion fromthe other end of the |line. because Benton broke
of f abruptly. H s father was nodding, rmuttering uh huh, uh lish: finally
Benton blurted out. "My son is in medical school. Specializing in wild card
nmedi ci ne. Let me have himtake a | ook at you."

lin going to lose ny license before | ever get it. Finn thought.

"Ckay. just hang tight: Benton was saying. "We'll be right over.- The director
hung up the phone, and headed past his wife and son. "Let's go." he snapped to
Fi nn.

"Dad. I'mstarting ny second year of medical school. | barely know how to find
t he pancreas."

"And dinner's ready." Alice protested.

Benton didn't pause. He slanmed out the pantry door into the garage. Finn
heard the whi ne of the garage door going up. He | ooked at his nother and
shrugged. The horn of the van started blaring in sharp staccato honks. Finn
put the salad on the table. and headed out.

"Oh ... Holy... Shit ... Ilee

It probably wasn't the nost diplomatic thing his father could have said, and
it had the effect Finn expected. Gace Kelly started to cry.

The tears went washi ng down her cheeks, catching in the net of winkles around
her eyes and racing down the crevasses on either side of her nouth. It wasn't
that the wrinkles were so deep: what was shocking was that they were there at
all. Fromher debut role in Fourteen Hours in 1951 she had never changed. At

| east not physically. Her acting had becone nore el egant and nuanced, but the
perfect face had retained the snoot hness of porcelain. Wth
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ot her actresses of her generation it was apparent the winkles were being
tucked away beneath their hairline. Not with Grace. She was perpetually
twenty-t wo.

Now she was fifty-one. A beautiful fifty-one, but not the stunning ingenue
currently staring in The French Lie:trendy's Wms.

Benton Finn was staring blindly at the far wall of the living roomof the Los
Fel iz mansion. He was unconsciously conbing Ins hair with his fingers. Gace.
huddl ed on the curved sofa, pulled on' a handkerchi ef and bl ew her nose. Finn
shifted his weight fromfoot to foot to foot to foot, his hooves sinking in

t he plush beige carpet. He wondered how |l ong the silence was going to |ast.
Is this the wild card?" Benton finally rasped out.

Finn and Kelly's eyes net. Her expression was desperate pleading. She drew in
a shaky breath and said. "No.-

Then why the hell did you want Tachyon?- the director asked. 1 was hoping he
m ght know an ace or a shot or sonmething that could ... fix me. Gve ne back
nmy youth."

Now it was Benton's turn to give his son the desperate | ook. "Do you think
there is such a thingr he asked.

140: Finn |l ooked at Kelly. "I'd say Ms. Kelly had the market on the Fountain
of Youth cornered.”

"So what the hell happened? Benton demanded. Ile sw ped his hand through his
hair again. It |looked |ike a gray/blond haystack

Fi nn thought furiously. It couldn't be a substance or ()di mwould have

di scovered it. Kelly's demand for Tachyon indicated it was wild card rel ated.
Which neant it had to be ..

"Stair' Finn blurted. "It's Stan. isn't it?"

Kelly stared at himwith the air of deer caught in the headlights. bit her
lip, and finally nodded.

H s father stared at him his brow furrowed in confusion. Benton pointed at
Kelly's face. 140 make-up man is this good." Kelly gave a gusty sob and held
t he sodden handkerchi ef to her eyes.

"He is if he's awild card.”" Finn replied. He | ooked back at Kelly. "I'm
right, aren't |?"
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The actress nodded. "We nmet on the set of Hi gk Noon. | had been out too late
the night before. | asked himto cover the shadows. He gave ne this smle."
The wonman al so smiled at the menory. "He |l eaned in close to ne. and whi spered
he'd make them vani sh. And he did.- She tw sted the handkerchi ef between her
fingers. "He's been with ne ever since. On every film -

"So where is her Benton asked.

"I don't know. " Kelly wail ed.

"Have you checked his house'?" Finn asked. Kelly's eyes slid away.

"How coul d she?" Benton asked. H's voice had | ost the stridency of a few

m nut es before and he was taking on the directors

541/ ooze tone.

"Because the effect obviously doesn't last very long, which means he's got to
be doi ng her nake-up before every date, every preview, every neeting. She
probably has a key to his house." Finn wasn't a director and didn't need to
coddl e stars. He sinply laid it out baldly.

Kelly didn't relish the tone. She gave hima dirty look. -He's not there. His
car's there but he's gone.-

"Was the door |ocked or unlocked?" Finn had often been an extra on Jokenows
Bl ues. He suddenly realized he was sounding a lot |ike Captain Furillo.
"Locked. -

"So you have got a key.- Kelly bit her lip, then pulled the key out of a pant
pocket and held it out. Finn automatically took it. "Any sign of a struggle?"
Fi nn asked.

The actress | ooked startled as if that hadn't occurred to her. Probably WO
She was far nore concerned with the ravages to her face than Stan's fate. "No.



Well ... maybe. His dinner was on the table. lied eaten a little."

Finn faced his father. "Wt need to call the police.-

"No.- Wiiled Kelly.

"I npossi bl e." snapped Benton

"This can't get out.- they both concluded in concert.
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"The man is mssing." Finn argued.

"This is directed at nme." cane the duet again. The director and the star
paused and | ooked at each ot her.

"Sonehow | think Stan would think it was directed at him" Finn said with sone
asperity

"Stan's just a pawn," said Benton. "Coppola' s been after ne for a couple of
years. -

True, Finn thought.

"And a | ot of actresses resent ne.
Al so nrse, thought Finn

-So, what are we going to do?" Finn aged.

Neither his father nor Kelly had an answer for (bat Instead there was a | ot of
toing and froing about how she really hadn't changed all that nuch. She was
still beautiful. Then they nmoved on to whether Benton was going to recast the
novi e, since it was unclear how long Kelly was going to be off the set. Finn's
stomach, which had been expecting dinner two hours ago, let out a |loud runble.
Kelly gave hima startled | ook, and his dad frowned at him

1 took you away fromdinner. didn't 1? Let me order in a meal for you." Kelly
said. It was nice of her to offer. Mst actresses were far too self-absorbed
to notice the people around them And G ace Kelly had every reason right now
to be totally sel f-absorbed.

Bent on shook his head. "We really need to get hone. | need to reassure Alice
that you're all right."

Kel |y | ooked pl eased. Proving yet again that an actor always assuned
everyt hi ng was about them

They let thensel ves out of the |arge double doors, and Finn skittered down the
steep fl agstone path to where the van was parked in the driveway. Behind them
the Giffith Park observatory | ooned |like a white ghost castle on the hilltop
Finn took over driving. His dad wasn't terribly adept with the hand controls.
"So are you going to recast?" he asked his father as they turned onto Los
Fel i z Boul evard.

"I"ve got twenty days in the can. The studi o woul d never agox.
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to that much reshooting. If we don't find Stan this novie is dead."

Nei t her of them said anything else for a nunber of blocks. "How do you think
she kept himworking solely for her?" Finn asked, desperate to break the

nor ose sil ence.

"Probably threatened to have himkilled." cane the equally norose answer.
"Doesn't seemlike her style."

"The guy coul d have nade a fucking fortune.- Benton said. "CGone fromstudio to
studio, set to set, keeping actresses young." Benton reflected for a nonent.
"Probably a good thing he didn't. It would have killed the industry. The
public wants a new flavor at |east every few weeks. -

Fi nn was pondering sonething else his father had said. "But does he really
keep her young... physiologically young? Her face may | ook twenty-three. but
what ki nd of shape is her heart in? Her |lungs?" They were rolling down Sunset
Boul evard at the best speed the van could manage. Mercedes. Posches. and Rolls

Kel ly said.

went flying past their tail lights |ike mal evolent red eyes. -The break-is:
Fi nn suddenly bl urted.
"What ?'

"The break-in a few days ago. Nothing was taken, but the files had been
rifled. The insurance policies are in there, and a nedical examis attached.
It would prove that Kelly wasn't a wild card.-

"So, what's your point?"



"They'd know it was sonmebody near her. and Stan is the only constant."

"Hey. |'ve directed nost of her novies." Benton argued.

"Most, not all. You heard her. Stan's done her nake-up ever since H gh Noon
She's never nmarried, and she never stays with any |eading man nuch past a few
nmonths. It wouldn't take a genius to figure out who held the wild card."

"So who took hinP" Benton. "Arid did they kill hin®"

Wrns seened to suddenly go crawing through the pit of Finn's stomach at his
father's blunt statement. 1 don't know. It
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depends on who took him It's a power worth preserving. | think. | hope."
Finn turned up the hill toward Bel Aire and they rolled past the guard gate.
The guard gave thema wave. A few minutes later they were hone.

H s momwas full of questions, and Finn began giving her the rundown while he
wol fed down a slice of pot roast. Through the kitchen door they could hear

Benton making a call in the living

MOM

Grace is dowmn with the flu. Ill be rearranging the schedule. but it's no
pr obl em -

Since Finn's last remark to his mom had been that Kelly | ooked |ike the
portrait of Dorian Gey, he and his nother exchanged incredul ous | ooks at the
lie. Benton hung up the phone and reentered the kitchen. Finn waved his fork
at his father. "How can you say that? You said yourself. without Stan there is
no novie."

-So we find him" Benton said. "You find him -

"Matt?' Finn's voice rose to a squeak. "lI'ma med student."

"You're a joker.- Finn watched his nother flinch, and he felt the beef turn to
bile in his gut. H s parents had al ways been careful to call hima "wild card"
not the pejorative -joker" Now his father had said the word, and he felt an
aching grief as if the | ove and acceptance whi ch had been the foundation of

his life had suddenly proved to be a fraud. "You know the world. | can't

i nvol ve studio security or the police, and you've already had sone great

i deas. |'m depending on you. Bradley." His father's eyes were pleading. "I'm
close to retirenent. | just wanted to go out on top, not fired off ny |ast
film-

W all here our griefs. Finn thought.

V+44.

After dinner Finn went to Stan's house. He had the key that Kelly had thrust
at him and it was where all the detectives started in the
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TV shows. It was a tiny white bungal ow on the south side of Los Feliz

Boul evard. On the north side were the Hollywod Hills and the hones of the
rich and very fanous clinbing the scrub-covered folds and canyons. On the
south were nodest houses and ethnic restaurants. groceries. |aundromats. shoe
repai r shops—the kind of place where nornmal people |ived.

The front door opened directly into a long living roomw th hardwood fl oors
underfoot and several throw tugs. Finn avoided them assiduously. Ile had

| earned the hard way that hooves and throws didn't nmix. There was a shabby
green recliner in front of a television set and a couch that hardly | ooked
used. There were built-in bookcases on nost of the walls, and they were
cranmed wi th books.

There was a doubl e glass door that divided the Iiving roomfromthe dining
room It was a charmng roomw th built-in buffets on either side of the west
wi ndow, and an array of china displayed behind the glass nullions in the
doors. There was a plate on the table with the remains of fried chicken and
mashed potatoes. A salad on a salad plate. A glass of red wine. It was sad and
very uni nformative

Feeling li ke a voyeur. Finn proceeded to the bedroom There was a |large four
poster bed. meticulously made with a canopy and dust ruffles and throw
pillows. There was a | arge wi ndow | ooki ng northwest toward the hills. Finn
gave a glance out the wi ndow. then snapped his neck around for a |onger | ook



From t he wi ndow he could see the upper story of Kelly's house. Finn trotted
back to the main roonms of the house. Al the drapes were tightly closed. He
returned to the bedroom and those wi de open drapes.

After another look at the lights in the novie star's house Finn began riffling
t hrough t he bookcases in the bedroom Not surprisingly there were a | ot of
books about the novie business. There were also | ot of books about G ace
Kelly. Finn flipped through a few of them skiming a sentence here, a

par agr aph there.

On the dresser was a framed picture of Stan standing next to a marlin hanging
by its tail froma wooden scaffold. This was a famliar picture to Finn. Every
mal e in southern California had a
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picture of hinself next to a big fish he'd caught in Mexico. In the photo Stan
was a good deal younger, and he was smiling off to the side as if to someone
out of canera range. That was odd. Mst of the nmighty hunters beanmed directly
into the canera. The frane was al so anomal ous. It was an el aborate silver
affair.

"Must have been really proud of that fish.- Finn nmuttered as he turned over

t he photo and | ooked at the back. There was a handwitten notation. La Paz,
June 1954,

The date hit some menory or association. Finn stood struggling with that sense
of reaching for sonething just beyond reach. Then it bit. Ile lunged back
across the bedroom and pulled down one of the biographies of Kelly. He
flipped quickly through the pages.

The start of principal photognphy um del ayed ox To Catch a Thief due to
Kel | y's exhasstion. She recsperated for several weeks in Mexico before
returnisg to begin work. . . .

There was nmore, but Finn had what he needed. Kelly and Stan had both been in
Mexico in June of '54. Question was, were they together? Finn flipped forward
a few nore pages to the section about Prince Rainier of Mnaco.

Qdds mekers in Vegas were offering two to one that Kelly would uwd the dashing
prince, but it was the cynics who didn't Wen, fairy tales who nmade the best
choi ce—+x 1955 Hol | ywood' s princess declined the offer to join European
royalty.

Finn cl osed the book. He | ooked back at the framed photo. Ile | ooked out the
wi ndow at the distant lights in Kelly's home. The lights went out. Gace Kelly
had gone to bed. "She didn't narry Rainier because she couldn't" Finn said

al oud. "She was already married to you. Wasn't she. Stanr

It was an idiotic thing to say. but it was the only thing that made any sense.
The only explanation for why the nake-up nman bad stayed so loyal for all those
years.

"AU those years while she was fucking every new | eading man. You were a
schmuck. Stan." Finn shoved the book back into its place on the shelf. 'And
you need to go home and go to sleep. You're talking to yourself. Bradley, ny
man. "
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V***

The next norning he put in a call to the Myth Patrol. He knew he needed hel p,
and he didn't know who el se to ask. They met at Dupar's. and Finn outlined the
si tuation.

"So tell me again how all us wild cards are brothers under the skin, and how
ought to spend ny free tine rescuing an ace." Coathead nunbl ed around his
doubl e bacon cheesebur ger

Finn hadn't counted on ace envy entering into the equation. "He's not an ace.
He's a deuce. This is not a major |eague power. -

"He's a seventy year old man who can make wonan | ook young," Goat head argued
-If that's not a sure nmeans to unlimted sex | don't know what is.-

"I wish you wouldn't always put your head in the gutter." C ops said. He
rolled his eye at d eo.



"She can't understand a flicking thing | say." Goathead |eered at her. -Hey
baby, want to fuck like frenzied ferrets?"

"R#SROEtet"."" O eo dunped her chocolate malt in Goathead' s |ap

Cl ops grinned as Goat head cursed and mopped at the sticky ness. -1.00ks like
she understands just fine."

"Quys, could we focus here." Finn said, waving his hands in the air. "Were do
we start?"

"Hol | ywood and Cal nenga. "
Ve 44 «To

The Myths were standi ng beneath an ol d brownstone buil ding on the corner. The
dar k upper w ndows threw back the sunlight in sharp jagged glints. Ceo was
glaring at a drunk who stood swaying and |l eering at her from across the
street. Coathead was leering at a couple of fenmale hookers just down the

bl ock. Finn stared at C ops.

"Ckay. We're here. Wiy are we here?" Finn asked.
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Clops pointed to a corner window -That was Philip Marlowe's office. -

Fi nn fought down the urge to rip off the cyclops's head. Forcing a mld tone,
he said. -1 hate to break this to you, but Marl owe was a character in books.
Then he was a character in the novies. He's not real."

kay, Finn thought as C ops |ooked like a kicked puppy. your nost diplonmatic
nonent .

Surprisingly it was Goat head who canme to the big jokers defense. "No. he's
fight. We've got to get in the space. Think like a detective. Find the
character."

WNderfsl, beneath &wheats hairy chest beets the heat? op nethod actor. Finn

t hought .

"I think a tough, no nonsense Rogan approach.- C ops began. only to be

i nterrupted by Coat head.

"Well, that |eaves you right out- replied Goatboy. "Woever plays our
detective, you' re destined to be the |oyal sidekick. You' re not |eading nan
material ."

Cleo glared at Goathead. and all the snakes hissed at hint The joker junped
back. Cleo laid a hand on Cops's arm and gave hint a blazing snile. Finn was
dazzl ed. She really was beautiful, if you just ignored the snakes. There was a
barrage of Turkish being directed at C ops. then one halting English word.
"CGorgeous." Ceo said, and smled up at the Cycl ops again.

A tide of red swept fromthe base of Cop's throat to the top of his ears.
"You really think so?" he asked the joker girl. She nodded vigorously. -Wuld
you like to have dinner tonight?" he asked. C eo nodded agai n.

"Cee, isn't that just ... swell." nuttered CGoathead. -1'm going hone."

"Wail- Finn cried. "We haven't...."

Rut Clops and Cleo were strolling off with her armtucked through his, while
tourists on a bus gawked out the wi ndow and shot photos. Goat head went
clattering off around the corner. Finn
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took a | ast ook up at Marlowe's wi ndow. Inspiration did not descend. Finn
headed of f down Hol | ywood.

In the old days the Boul evard had been a magi cal. gl anorous place. Now it had
fallen on hard tines. The street was lined with cheap tourist shops selling
tee shirts, tacky menorabilia and maps to stars houses. Hookers, male, female
and j oker, worked the corners, fading down side streets when an L. A P.D
cruiser would roll past. Down those side streets the robbers waited. They
generally left the hookers alone. Tourists were easier targets.

Finn. depressed and in a brown study, wasn't paying much attention to where he
was goi ng or who he passed. He had to tell his father he couldn't do this, and
they had to call the police. Then a famliar voice called out to him "Hi

Br adl ey. -

"Tanya." He | ooked around, but he didn't see any evidence of a boyfriend or

Cl ops said confidently.



even one or two of the [linbo Battalion. "Are you al one?"

"Yeah. "

"This is not a good part of town for you to be in.- She laughed. "No. |'m
serious. -

"So escort ne." she demanded.

Finn felt like a sun had started burning down in the pit of his belly. The
want good feeling spread upward and broke out in a broad grin. "Sure. \Were do
you want to go?"

"I was going to Musso and Franks. Have you ea ten?-

Bani shi ng the thought of the short stack of pancakes, egg and sausage he had
consunmed only two hours before. Finn shook his head no. "But Misso's is tough
for me. Pretty much nothing but booths and narrow i sles. Do you |ike Chinese?-
Tama nodded. "But only in Chinatown. -

"Do you know flop Li's?" She shook her head. "Come on. you're in for a treat.
' m parked over by Grumann's.- She slid her armthrough Finn's and the bright
gl ow seemed to explode out the top of his skull. He forgot about G ace Kelly.
the novie, even Stan. He was prancing down the Walk of Fane with the prettiest
girl in Hollywod.
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'L 44.

Tanya did have a pretty good |location. Of Melrose on the fringes of Beverly
H1ls. Lunch had been terrific, and he didn't nean the food. They had tal ked
for two hours, and by the second hour Tanya kept |aying her fingers gently on
his wist. Once she had even brushed a hand through the hair at the nape of
his neck. Finn offered to drive her home. She agreed with a secretive little
smle and then briefly touched the tip of her tongue to her bottomlip. Finn
sensed she was going to invite himin. Then during the drive to North
Hol | ywood Finn had started to worry. What if she l[iiees in one of those

Ni neteen fifties ape rtnment buildings itith tile concrete and netal exterior
stairs. There is no way! can negotinme those.

Tanya directed himup a quiet street off Melrose. and Finn fell his spirits
soar. The street was lined with nineteen twenties dupl exes. Mst were not
aging well. There was m ssing stucco. missing tiles on the Spanish roofs.
Tanya's was differentiated by the fact it had beautiful |andscaping. She
followed his look."( tale care of the |andscaping in exchange for half the
rent. -

-Ww, you're an incredi ble gardener. You could do this professionally.- Finn
said enthusiastically then realized fromway the skin around her mouth
tightened that he'd said the wong thing. "Look. | wasn't suggesting it as the
fall back position when you don't nake it as an actress."

She gave hima smile. and it was the first one Finn had seen that didn't seem
calculated. "You're a nice guy. Bradley Finn.- He felt the sane rictus

ti ghtening of his cheek nmuscles as his smle went thin. "And no. | don't nmean
that as a kiss off. | nean it as a conme on." And she | eaned over and kissed
himon the Iips. Her tongue flicked out to explore his lips. Finn suddenly
couldn't breath. "Now cone on in.-

The dupl ex was sparsely furnished. something which he suspected had nomto do
with poverty then design. Rut it was cl ean
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and al nost obsessively neat and the spicy scent of incense gave it an exotic

feeling.
Tanya wal ked backwards down the short hallway. unbuttoning his shirt as they
went. Finn was willing to follow. At that nmoment he woul d have foll owed her

anywhere. She yanked off her tank top. took Finn's hands, and cupped them
around her breasts. The skin was warm slightly sweaty, and very soft. He ran
his thunb across her nipples, feeling the roughness as they puckered. She
pushed his shirt off his shoulders. He felt it slid across his back and down
his side and his horse hide quivered at the tickle.

Gasping, he pulled her close and kissed her. The flesh on their chests seened
to |l ock together. glued by sweat. Tanya tugged himforward. Finn opened one



eye to see where they were going.

It was then that, if not sanity, practicality returned. Finn |ooked at the
bed. 1 can't use that."

That seened to rattle her. "Wat?"

"I can't get down like that. And even if | could I'd squash you. | weigh about
four hundred pounds.- She retreated several steps. Too much (A formation, Finn
though with a cringe. DidNt need to nmention the weight thing. Ile could fee

his erection dying.

She gl anced at the walls of the room "So what do we dor

"Put the mattress on a (able." A new worry intruded. "Do you have a dining
roomtabl e?"

She | ooked around the room again. "Yeah. but | don't want to nake |love in
(here."

"We could carry it in." Finn suggested and cringed because he thought he was
soundi ng desperate. Probably because he was desperate.

"There's not enough room" she said.

"Yes there is if we set it horizontal to the foot of the bed.-

She was | ooked desperately around the roomagain. "It won't work. Look, what
do you say we hold this thought. and you come back later. |I can get some help
nmovi ng the (able...."

"What. you need nmovers? How big is this table? I can nove the table."
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She was staring past his shoul der. Nausea replaced the earlier hot tingle of
arousal . For the firs( time Finn took a hard | ook at the bedroom Ile noted
the way the track lighting spotlighted the bed. He spotted the tiny shotgun
m ke nestled next to one of the Iight cans. Careful mncing sidesteps with his

hi nd feet brought himaround to face the side wall. It wasn't a large hole. It
didn't to be. He wasn't sure if he saw or only imagined the glint of Iight off
the canera lens. It didn't matter. Ile gul ped down tears of rage and shame and

went gal | opi ng out the door of the bedroom

Harry Gol d popped out the bathroom door, and waved his arns over his head.
"Whoa. whoa?"

Finn reared, forelegs pawing the air. It was a trick that usually nmade people
step back. Harty Gold froze and stood staring admiringly up at Finn. Suddenly
Finn realized what was hol ding the producer's unwavering attention. Finn felt
his balls trying to retreat, and his penis pulled as far back in his sheath as
was possible. Ile dropped back to all fours and rushed past the porn producer
Ile felt his horse shoul der connect with Gold. There was a |l oud thunp and a
shout of pain fromthe little man.

Finn didn't | ook back. He sprinted for the front door. As he charged through
the living room his hind brain noticed the dents in the carpet where
furniture had stood. Far from being sparsely furnished, the roomhad been
packed with furniture. They had noved it for himso he would have a straight
shot to bedroom l|ed by his dick. Shame and humiliation were a foul and oily
taste on the back of his tongue. Bradley yanked open the front door

He shot through the colorful flower beds. Flower petals and | eaves flew up
around hi m chopped | ose by his churning hooves. He cleared the | ow chain |ink
fence like the front runner in the G and National. Reaching his van. Finn
realized his keys and his wallet were in his shirt pocket back in the
apartment. He grabbed the spare set of keys fromthe magnetized box from
beneat h the chassis. got the doors unl ocked, and staggered the length of the
van. He could feel the nmuscles in his left stifle and hanmstring
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starting to tighten. The physical pain was nothing to the shame he felt.

11. 444.

"Hey, no harm no foul" said Hany Cold.

Fi nn had tracked down the producer at his offices in a rundown strip mall in
Van Nuys. The walls of his office were lined with novie posters conmenorating
some of Harry's classics, and huge bl owup photos of his stars. Finn tried to



keep his gaze away fromthe equi pment being flaunted by Jetballs and Dr.
Tachydong.

Harry sat behind an acre wi de cherry wood desk. It was | oaded down wi th photo
stills of actresses and piles of scripts. Finn didn't know porn novi es had
scripts.

"And you can't blanme nme for trying: the little man added.

Finn rested his fists on the desk and | eaned in on Harry until they were

al nost nose to nose. "I do blame you. Harry. | liked that girl. | thought she
liked me. But you spoiled it all.”

"Hey, it's not too late. W can set up only this time do it right with a
(able... a (able. I didn't even think of that...."

Finn cut across the flow of words. "Did you roll filn®"

Harty held up his hands, palnms out. "No. You were only warmng up. Nothing to
get,"

Finn spun around and let fly with his hind |l egs. H s hooves connected with the
front of the desk and wood splintered. The desk collapsed. falling forward to
shed scripts and photos |ike a paper aval anche. Harry gave a yell of alarm
junped out of his oversized |eather chair, and retreated agai nst the back
wal | . "Wat? Are you nuts?"

"No. I'mpissed. And tired of being lied to. Gve ne the film™"

The producer's hands were trenbling as he opened a M ng cabi net and pul | ed out
a cassette of film "You are, like, way overreacting. Sum she owed ne. but she
could have said no. so she had to like you a little:

Finn clutched the filmand started for the door. Then it penetrated. He | ooked
back. "What do you nean she owned you?"

rio
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"N... nothing. | gave her a start. That's all. She's one of ny kids and | | ook
after ny kids even when they nove on...."

"Christ. Harry. | hope you don't play poker because you are the worst liar

I've ever nmet." Finn | eaned over and grabbed the phone off the floor
-\What are you doi ng?" Cold asked.

"Calling the police."

"What! Why? Because of this?" CGold pointed at the filmunder Finn's ann
-No. For aiding and abetting in a kidnappi ng and possibly a murder

"Ki dnappi ng? Murder?" Harry squeaked. "You are nuts. | just put her in touch
with a grip | know at Warner's. B and E guy. Nothing violent. Gentlest guy
you'll ever neet."

Finn glared at Gold. -Is that God's own (N b. Harw

-Yeah. yeah. | swear it!" the producer panted. He pulled out a big blue
handker chi ef and nopped sweat. This tinme Finn believed hint.

Ve 44.

Bent on was taking the opportunity during Kelly's Indisposition" to shoot crowd
scenes. Finn called over to the set and | earned that Tanya was there. Ile

t hought she ni ght have had the decency to quit. Then he realized that she knew
damm good and well that Finn wasn't going to tell his father what had
occurred. and nothing was going to keep Tanya fromgetting in front of a
caner a

A call to the first A D established when the extras were going to be

rel eased. There was only one parking area on the Warners !co for extras, day
pl ayers. and visitors. Finn parked his van down a side street which led to the
back ot and waited. Eventually Tanya cane wal king into the |lot. She wove her
way through the parked cars to a dil apidated Nova. clinbed in. and headed out
onto Pass Avenue. Finn was right behind her

He figured since he knew squat about tailing a car he'd just hug
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her bumper. Hopefully she knew squat about being tailed and woul dn't notice.
She led themover the hill and at Sunset Boul evard she turned west. They

roll ed past the entrance to the Bel Aire Heights where Finn's famly lived. He



was surprised. This was high dollar country. Not the usual place to hide a

ki dnappi ng victim

Then she turned north up the mad to the Beverly Hills Hotel. Finn's brain was
starting to feel like it was spinning inside his skull. She went to the hotel
and parked in the free lot. Finn swept around to the entrance and avail ed

hi nsel f of the valet service. He knew the dining roomgave a pretty good vi ew
of nost of the paths so he waited there. A few mnutes |later Tanya arrived.
She headed through the | obby and out the back doors. Finn noted the path, and
rushed out to find a busboy and a room service cart.

It required sone significant greenbacks, but he was soon outfitted in a white
jacket, pushing a cart in front of him If he hunkered down a bit the |ong
tabl ecloth hid his centaur body. Finn was worried he would | ose her in the

maze of paths and bungal ows, but he caught a lucky break. lie heard her voice
over a high wall. "Julie. what the hell are you doing out here?"
"I was bored. | wanted a swm Like. take a pill.- he heard Julie answer.

' Besi des. Susan said she'd watch him -

Susan, Susan, Finn thought trying to place the name. Then he realized that was
t he plunp bl onde.

"She's not on shift now. " cane Tanya's voice, sharp with suspicion

"God, you are so anal. \Wat difference does it nake who guards hinP?" Julia
replied. "And Anne stuck me with two shifts so | was due for a break."

Is every starlet in Hollywod in ON this? Finn thought, and he bit back a
chuckl e. G ven the surroundi ngs he was no | onger worried about Stan's physica
wel | being.

"You are so stupid." said Tanya. Finn heard the click of her heels retreating
across the concrete.

"Well. fuck you too." Julie shouted.

A moment | ater Tanya swung around a corner. Finn quickly
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| ooked away. She went up to the door of a bungal ow and let herself in. Finn
runmbl ed closer with his can.

As the door was closing he heard Tanya say. "Qur? Get your shirt on and get
out ?" The door shut. Finn started to grin.

A few nonents later the fat blonde came flying out the door. One cheek was
bright red, and her eyes were watering. Finn waited until she was out of
sight, and then rolled up to the door. Ile knocked.

"Wio is it?"

"Room service.- Finn sung out as loudly as he could. "W didn't order
anyt hi ng," cane Tanya's voi ce.

"Actually | ordered some chanpagne.- Finn heard Stan say.

'"Great this is already costing us a fortune." Her voice was getting |ouder as
she approached the door. She threw it open. "W changed our ninds. W don't
want....-

Fi nn knocked her down with the room service cart.

Stan was seated in an arncthair with a |l arge basket of fruit close at hand.
"Hi. Stan.- Finn said. "lI'mhere to rescue you."

"Why thank you. Bradley. but you mght want to | ook out for Mss Tanya." the
el derly make-up artist said mldly.

Finn turned and found hinself | ooking down the barrel of a small pistol. Tanya
held it in a very confident and very businessli ke manner

'l see you've noticed Mss Tanya's assets,"” Stan said. Finn's errant brain
suddenly flashed the nmenory of the warmth and wei ght of a pair of breasts
cupped in his hands. He shook it off ' found it a very conpelling argunment for
acconpanyi ng het" Stan continued. "Now that |'ve gotten to know her | realize
that she wouldn't shoot me.- The rigidity in Finn's back started to slunp
toward his withers. "But she m ght shoot you." The steel rod shot back up the
centaur's back. "I don't think there's anything that Mss Tanya won't do in
pursuit of a goal."

'Yeah, no kidding." Finn said dryly. Tanya glared at him Finn then did an

el aborate scan of the opulent bungal ow. 'Hell of a hide-out."
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Tanya's lips conpressed. "Oh, don't blame M ss Tanya: Stan said. "She very
sensibly had me stashed in a dint little apartnent over in Irvine. But |
convinced Anne that | might be nore willing to become her personal make-up
artist if I were nore confortably situated. Since then Susan keeps taking her
clothes off for ne...."

"Stan. you're a dirty old man." Finn said.

"No. | sinply saw no reason to argue. Susan is an unaffected child of nature."
It sounded like a quote, but Finn couldn't place it.

"Susan is a noron:' Tanya said. 'What did Julie offer your "Just noney. Very
uni magi native."

Finn jerked a thunb at Tanya. "And Annie Cakley here just offers to shoot

you?"

"No, she's offered nme nothing which inclines ne to help her over all the
others." Stan said.

"I don't want your help. | just want a chance.- Tanya spat out the words.

"And taking out Grace Kelly is going to help you how?" Finn asked.

"When the sun's up you can't see the stars. Wiy | ook for anything new when
she's there?

"Tanya, it's over. You' ve got to let himgo." Finn said.

"No, sooner or later the press will get a ook at her, and then it'll be
over."

"What are you going to do with me? Finn asked.

"Keep you too, And | think when | tell your dad what went on between us hel
want to keep me happy and quiet. -

There was a massive throbbing behind Finn's eyes. A headache nmade up of equa
parts rage and hurt. He fists clenched. but before he could react Stan tsked.
"No. no, ny dear. Crude threats are not the way to go. Nowit's tine for you
to ask for something. Let Bradley call his father, and negotiate a speaking
role for you."

Fi nn wat ched the calculation in her pale eyes. She then tucked
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the pistol back into her purse and gave a nod. Finn rel eased the pent-up
breath he hadn't realized he'd been hol di ng.

There was a reason Stan had surrired is Holl ywood for fifty years, Finn

t hought .

Ve Art

Finn didn't bother to take Stan home. He just drove the make-up man strai ght
to Kelley's house.

Is there a reason you' ve brought ne here-

-It's your home, isn't it?" Finn countered.

-Home is where the heart is, Stan said lightly, but there was a shadow in the
back of his eyes.

-Then that would be here. | figured out about Mexico. You nmarried her, didn't
your

The net of winkles around Stan's bl ue eyes deepened as he sniled. "You're a
danger. young Bradley. Wll, let's goin to her" Stan clinbed out of the van.
They went around to the back where Stan unl ocked the kitchen door. "G ace. ny
dear." he call ed.

They heard her steps overhead. Stan led theminto the foyer. Kelly cane
runni ng down the grand curved staircase and into Stan's arnms. Finn sidestepped
his way through an archway and into the living room A few m nutes passed and
then they joined him They were holding bands. It was really sweet

"Wuld you like sonmething to drink. Bradley? Stan asked. "Wuld you get him
somet hing, dear. while I get ny kit?"

Stan took a step only to be caught by Kelly. "Stan, wait |ye been thinking a
ot during the past two days."

Stan started shaking his head. -No. Gace. This is a beautiful novie.
don't...."



She put a hand over his mouth. -1"'mtired. Stan. My back hurts. |I'm hungry al

the tine. and | have to exercise twice as long now to stay the sane size. |I'm
not twenty-three. You just let the mrror
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give me back that picture." Stan stood silent. just staring at his wife. A
wave of insecurity passed across her face. "You can't love ne |like this?" She
touched a winkl ed cheek

Stan grabbed her into a tight enbrace. H s voice was thick as lie nurnured

agai nst her hair. "No, ny love. | just want you to be sure before you give it
all up.-
Kelly wasn't trying to hide her tears. She kissed himhard. "But 1'll finally

have you. For whatever time remains to us."
The enotions—ove. regret. joy—were like electric currents in the room It was
overwhel m ng, and Finn had to get out of that room He placed each hoof wth

el aborate care. They still rang hollowy on the wood floor of the foyer. but
nei ther Stan nor G ace noticed.
Ve ALl

Amazi ngly, the novie continued. Kelly offered to split the cost of the reshoot
with the studio. Benton recast, and the production noved to England. The
tabl oi ds nade nuch of Kelly and Stan's love story. SHE GAVE UP BEAUTY FOR TRUE
LOVE! Stan hired bodyguards. And Finn started back to school

One eveni ng the phone rang.

"Hello," Finn said around a nout hful of Chef Boyardi ravioli. "H . Bradley: It
was Tanya.

Finn swal l owed. and felt the inadequately chewed food hit his stomach like a

| ead ball. "Hi."

"I was wondering if | could take up the offer of a native guide to Santa

Moni ca?"

"Last time we met you ainmed a gun at nme. and the time before that you tried to
trick me into a porno novie. -

"So? It's not like it was personal.”

"And that's why | think Santa Monica is a bad idea." "Coward." He coul d hear
the [ aughter in her voice.

"Tanya. would you fuck a pony?"

"No. But a centaur might tenpt ne."

N6FATHER HENRY' S LI TTLE M RACLE

By Dani el Abraham

This being ny first tine speaking to a genui ne Jokertors congregatios, f

t hought f shoul d nake sonmething clear. | nyself amnot a joker | |ooked |like
this before f drew the wild card, my daddy | ooked nore or less like this

hi nsel f, and his daddy before him f stud before mu now as a testanent to the
charitabl e nature of Souther: wonen..

(Pause for |aughter)

—rom t he Not ebook of Father Henry Cbst

TUESDAY. FEBRUARY 3. 1987

anes Spect or—bPem se—surveyed t he carnage. The over head

light fixture had been shot during the attack, a bare bulb let)

shining froma neck of frosted glass with edges sharp as teeth. A

ow haze of gun smoke filled the apartnent. Three jokers lay on

the floor or the cheap kitchen table, red and green and florid pur-

pl e blood spilling out of them The Gambi one nen—bot h nat s—tay

anong them One joker nmoaned in pain, another tried to crawl for
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the kitchen at the back of the apartnent—-a dead end, but away from Spector's
sl ow footsteps. Ile wal ked anbng them turning the bodies over with the toe of
his new | eat her shoes. staring into the eyes of the dying, adding his own
constant pain to theirs, pulling death into thema little faster

"Coul d you not do that?" Phan |Is snapped fromthe front room "What?"
"Wistle."



"I was whistling?"

"The song from! Dream of Jeanie. | hated that show " "Sony.'
back to killing people.

The apartnent bel onged to Zebra, a small tinme Jokenown drug deal er who'd

t hought the gang war was his chance to make it big by selling raw heroin to
t he Ganbi ones. But the Shadow Fi st had found out about the deal, and Danny Mao
had arranged a conplication. Spector |eaned over. peering into the eyes of a
young Ganbi one. Not hing. The guy was al ready gone.

Zebra lay on the floor by the table, riddled with Phan Lo's bullets. Denise
consi dered the corpse, the last blood bl ackening on its breast, and snorted.
"Hey Phan. Natal's black and white and red all over?"

"Go back to whist ling."

"Now many you got up there?"

"Two." Phan 1.0 said. "Maybe three. One of them | ooks |ike he may be—you
know—+two. One of those conjoined things." "lI've got a five back here." Spector
sai d.

"Yeah. but you got shot."

"A couple tines." Spector allowed. The wounds were already closed. and he'd
been careful to wear a suit he didn't care about much. "They all dead?"

The businesslike crack of a pistol split the air. 'Yeah." Phan Lo said.

"Your s?"

"Dead as fish on Friday."

"Great. Len get the shit and get out of here.”

"Odhat's the rush? It's not like the cops are going to cone to this part of
Jokertow n."
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"The rush is |I've got better things to do with nty life: Phan said, stepping
into the room He was young. naybe ni neteen, perfect skin and bl ack hair
pulled into one of those little ponytails in the back. Spector wondered how
he'd ook with his hair Iike that Phan put his gun back into its shoul der

hol ster. The Uzi was slung across his back, magazine enpty. "Where's the
shit?"

"Over by the table. Blue duffel has the nmoney. The little suitcase thing has
the horse.”

"Wher e?

"Right over ... um Fuck."

The patch of floor was enpty, just a dead Ganbi one | eg. Phan wal ked over to
t he spot__ frowni ng. Spector stood beside him Two obl ong shapes were outlined
in blood, but the bags were gone.

They gl anced at each other. Phan renmenbering at the last mnute to focus on
Spector's nose. No eye contact if he wanted to |ive. Spector suppressed a
little smle and shrugged. it was right there."

"You take it?" Phan asked.

he said and went

"Well | didn't take it. Check the bodies. See who's mssing."
"How woul d I know who's mi ssing? Spector said. 1 didn't take roll call. |
just got in the door and started killing them same as you."

Phan wasn't listening. He | ocked his hands behind hi mand began wal ki ng

t hrough the corpses, his lips pursed, his eyes shifting. searching like
someone working a jigsaw puzzle. Spector scratched his npustache and sighed.
"The whore." Phan said.

Spector thought back. He'd conme in the room interrupting the nmeeting. The
bags had been there, by Zebra's chair. Yeah, there had been a nat girl-bl ack
hai r, pal e skin-rubbing up agai nst the joker. Then Phan had started spraying
the roomwi th Uzi fire and the whore had ducked under the table.

Spect or hunkered down, peering over the dead bodi es, hoping for a thin,

pal e- ski nned corpse with a hal f-open bl ouse. He | ooked up at Phan and shook
hi s head.
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can't fucking believe this: Phan said.



"Hey. you were the one in the front room You were supposed to be watching for
peopl e conming out."

"She didn't conme out the front"

"Well. there isn't a back way." Spector said.

Phan noved back into the little kitchen without a word. Spector followed him
It was small—too small to hide in. But it did have a wi ndow. an open one with
a thin | edge beyond. Spector poked his head out. It was eight stories down the
street but the | edge-thin as a sidewal k curb-led along the side of the
building to a black netalwork ftre escape.

"Ch: Spector said, pulling his head back in the apartnment. "Well, that sucks.-
o« o A

Fat her Henry Cbst watched CQuasiman stir the sauce. The steak sizzled on the
grill and the scent of the nmeat and the fried onions in the sauce filled the
smal | kitchen in the church basement. Father Henry's spiral -bound not ebook | ay
open before himon the table. He tapped the pages inpatiently with his pencil
1 was off ny stride is all.- Father Ilenry said. "I should have cone in a day
or two earlier. just to get ny bearings. It's long drive from Al abama. and
ain't the young man | once was. Threw my timng off."

Quasi man | ooked thoughtfully over his shoulder as his leg flickered in and out
of existence, but didn't speak. Father Henry took off his glasses and pinched
the bridge of his nose between thunb and thick. pale finger

"Damm t, though, | have never in ny |life had anyone boo a homly. It's rude.
sir. Its just plain rude."

The hunchback blinked, considered himas if they were neeting for the first
time. then sniled ruefully, nodding his head in synpathy "Jokertown nakes for
a rough audi ence, even in church." Quasi man said.
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"Il do better next week."

"No, you won't."

"oh, yes. Yes, | will. I've got better material. rail are always listening to
Fat her Squid. Now he's a fine man, but somber. if you see what | nean. No
sense of hunmor. I'mpulling out nmy Age of Enpty Mracles sernon. Usually hold
that one off for Easter, but | don't imagine many of these fella's will be

conmi ng down to Sel ma. -
"He is a killer. risen fromthe dead," Quasinman said, his tone |light and

conversational. -Before that | think he sold insurance.-
Fat her Henry put his glasses back on and the hunchback swaminto focus. His
expression was placid and hel pful, like he'd just passed on some interesting

pi ece of Jokertown history. Father Henry cl osed t he notebook and consi dered
for a noment what to say to his caretaker and guide

"What in Christ's nane are you tal king about. boy?"

"I"'msorry." he said. shaking his head |like he was trying to sober up. 1

t hought you said sonet hi ng. -

Wth an apol ogetic shrug, the hunchback vani shed. The spoon he had been
stirring with slid into the sauce with a | ow plop. Father Henry | ooked at the
sudden absence, shook his head, and went over to turn off the flame before the
st eak burned.

When Father Squid had called himw th the news—+he world tour with Senator

Hart mann. the chance to see the fate of jokers in third-world hell hol es around
t he gl obe—at her Henry had been half-afraid that the tentacl ed padre was goi ng
to ask himalong. The request that he come up to New York and performthe Mass
for a couple weeks had been such a relief that he'd agreed to it without
really thinking. Now he found hinself hundreds of miles fromhome preaching to
a bunch of New York jokers and trying to keep a barel y-present hunchback from
scor chi ng di nner.

Il e grabbed a fork and trawl ed the sauce until he pulled out the stirring
spoon. It was too hot to hold. He found out by trying and dropped the spoon
back under the surface.

The sauce wasn't quite right. Stirring with the fork with his left hand, he
took a glass off the sideboard with his right, reached over
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for the faucet and started a thin streamof water flowing. He set his mnd to
the clear ribbon until his wild card surged down his arns. through his
fingers. and the water blushed, bloodied, and becane a cheap Melia Ile filled
the glass and poured half of it into the sauce to let the al cohol cook off.
The faucet was running clear again when he closed the faucet down.

Ile hesitated before enptying the glass, but he did. :\ thirteenyear-old

Al abama boy. finding he can change water to wi ne, never took it as a sign he
shoul d becone a priest. Like any right-thinking Southerner in the situation
he becane an al coholic. A thirty-six-year old recovering drunkard and cl oset
deuce, on the other hand. had been known to hear the call of the Lord. Even
cooking with wine was actually against the rules. and tenpting as it was to
scootch a little farther off the wagon. Father Henry held to his resolve and
had a pop with his dinner. The steak was good juicy with just a little

bl ood—and the sauce was tart and sweet. just enough to season the meat w thout
drowning it. He'd give the hunchback that—+the man coul d cook

He cl eaned his di shes when he was done and left the remains in a Tupperware
box. in case Quasi man showed back up hungry. Il e | ooked over his notes one
last tinme, sighed. and hefted hinself up the stairs and out the rear sacristy
door into the cool night air. Father Squid had |lent hint the use of the
cottage for the length of his stay. and he strolled through the small herb
garden and up to the | ocked metal door

Back home in Selma, he would have taken a short constitutional, down to the
cof fee shop or possibly over to flirt for a few mnutes with the Wdow Lander
bef ore going home to his own nodest apartments, pictures of St. Peter's and a
| ovel y Roman sunset over his own sinple wooden desk. He might read or wite
letters for an hour or two before packing hinmself off to bed.

Fat her Squid's cottage was gray and cl ose conmpared to his home, and it did

snell like a fish market. Hi s bags were still ha If-packed. He sat on the bed.
It was barely eight at night_ and still nuch earlier than he was used to goi ng
to sl eep. He had hoped t hat
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t he caretaker of the church might be put upon to show himaround, but that had
been before he'd actually set eyes on the man. Which left himwth his present
opti ons.

Jokertown after dark, a |lone yokel braving the neanest streets of New York or
Taki s or whatever you decided Jokertown was really part of. Sounded stupid.

Rut ministering to the tw sted bodies and souls around hi mwi thout having the
courage to neet them face straight on seenmed |ike hypocrisy. Wth his |uck
they'd find himfloating in the bay, and Quasi man woul d have to find sone poor
Epi scopalian to perform next Sunday's mass.

Il e snapped his fingers and snatched open his notebook. Ripping to a clean
page, he wote "In this age of enpty wonders, a real mracle is something
smal | and precious. Like ne wal king through Jokertown at ni ght and not getting
killed." He grinned. then frowned and crossed it out. Maybe when he got hone.
These New York jokers m ght not think that was funny.

Ile loaded up all the little presents his sister had sent hi mwhen she heard
he was going to take the assignnment—a hand-held stun-gun, a canister of pepper
spray, and a large gaudy crucifix that nmirrored the one above the pulpit with
its two-headed joker Christ inpaled on a DNA helix. It wasn't the son of

i conography that went over well with the Archbi shop, but here it mght mark
hi m as bel ongi ng. And, of course, a can/era so he could give a slide show when
he got hone.

"Ch. Mother." he nuttered. "God bl ess you. You gave birth to a fool and a
papi st . "

Despite the chill of the night, there was a good bit nmore foot traffic than
he'd expected. Mst folks ignored him hurrying along their own business. Sone
jokers had their bare faces out, however disfigured. Qthers wore masks. Father
Reny found hinself falling into his old habit of smiling and nodding to people



as he passed. like he was back hone.

He stopped by the Crystal Pal ace because it was fanmous and. once he introduced
hi nsel f as Father Squid's stand-in. had his picture taken with the eyel ess
bartender. The twi st-spined. grey-
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skinned clerk at an all-night bookstore along the way home asked himwth a
genteel grace whether he was out whoring and still treated himrespectfully
when he said no. Even the thin figures standing around trash fires, rubbing
their hands or tentacles seened nore benign than he'd expected. For all the
fear and angre tal k—foker orgies, gang war, streets it was death for a nat to
wal k down after dark—ather henry could nanme three or four roadhouses in

Al abama that had felt nore threatening to himthan this.

There were sonme nonents when he felt |like he'd wal ked into a bad

hal | uci nati on—ence when a section of sidewal k yel ped underfoot and shifted off
to become part of a wall, another tine when sonething |like a giant tongue
called to himfroma stormsewer grate and asked the tine. Despite all that,
by the time he stopped to buy a newspaper froma poor wal rus-nman, he felt

al nost at hone.

"You're new around here?" the walrus said, smling jovially

"You could say that," he agreed. "lather Henry Cbst. I'mfilling in for Father
Squid for a couple weeks."

"Weft wel come to the neighborhood." the walrus said. "Thank you. That's very
kind."

"And don't worry about it too rmuch. Em sure next Sunday will go better.”

A true mracle would be a place without small-town gossip and sl ander, he

t hought, but kept his snide all the way back to the cottage.

The probl em was of course, how to get through the crust of anger and
despair—and self-piry, worst of all self-pity—that cane with drawing the
joker. Ile'd spent enough years hinself living with scorching self-hatred to
know t he snell when he was up to his asshole in it, as his sainted nother
woul d have said. It was poison, but he'd seen strong souls overcone it.

The problem w th despair, he thought, was that it wasn't really despair when
you could see your way clear of it. If he could only ..

' Fat her ?"

He blinked. The worman was crouched down besi de the cottage
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door. Wman, hell. Grl was closer. Maybe eighteen years old with black hair

and eyes and a tiny little skin. She didn't seemto be a joker of any stripe.

"Well now, miss." he said gently. "what can | do for your

She stood up. Poor little thing barely cane to his chin, and Father Henry had
never been called a tall man. Her face, now that it was nore in the light, was
sharp as a fox's and her shirt streaked with bl ood.

"You're taking over for Father Squid, right?" she demanded, crossing her arns.

"Yes. |'ve agreed to help take up the slack, as it were." "So you're the
priest?"
"Yes. But there's this other fella who's really taking care of the place. 1've

only been in the city since ..
"I"ve come to beg for the sanctuary of the church." she said, the phrase so
formal it sounded rehearsed. "Ent in trouble. And | can't take it to the
pol i ce because |I'm a Jokertown whore, and they wouldn't help ne. -

She stood there, her chin jutting out like she was daring himto send her
away—back to her pinp or her famly or whoever put her out on these streets.
Ei ght een m ght have been guessing high. She could have been younger

Wl |, Lord, he thought. | don't knolle whet wit hare is mnd on tills ore, but
here goes.

"Well now. Let's see.- Father Henry said. "There's a roomin the church
basement you can stay in tonight at least. We'll talk about this, see what

seens |ike the best thing to do after that. You got a couple bags there? Let
me help you with those.™



VEDNESDAY. FEBRUARY 4. 1987

Joey Piretta knew knocks. The cops, they knocked one way—bang bang bang |ike
there was a pissed-off el ephant com ng through. Then there was the |andl ord,
old man |l azetti: he knocked bard. but only once, showi ng his authority. 'cause
he was the | andl ord
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and all, but still show ng respect because if he didn't Joey nmight kill him
The one that woke hi mup, though, wasn't |ike either one of those. It was just
a qui et double tap. That was Mazzucchel li

Joey got up fromthe couch, adrenaline punping. and didn't quite knock over
the hal f-enpty beer cans on the coffee table. |lie grabbed the orange
prescription bottle off the floor and pushed it down between the rough beige
cushions. It rattled like a fucking baby toy. He delivered a quick prayer up
the heaven that Mazzucchelli hadn't heard it and crossed hinmself. The knock
cane again, a half a beat less tinme between the inpacts. Joey pulled hinself
up, ran a hand through his hair, and tried to suck in his gut,

When he opened the door. Chris Mazzucchelli greeted himwith a smle and a

rai sed eyebrow.

"Hey." Joey said. faking pleasure and surprise. "Chris! How you doin'r

"Fine. Joey. And you?" Mazzuccheli asked. wal king into the apartnment. "The

wists still bothering you?"

"They still hurt a little sonetimes. The scar tissue's all messed up with the
nerves. Rut you know how it is."

Mazzucchel li sniled and nodded to the door. Joey closed it. apologizing with a

gesture. The apartnment |ooked like hell and snelled |like a cheap bar. He

wi shed he'd gotten around to washing the dishes last night. It just didn't

| ook professional the way they were all stacked up in the sink. Mazzucchell
wal ked into the living roombut didn't sit. Joey stood respectfully back
crossing his arns and scratching absently at the recent pink flesh the size of
a quarter on his right forearm
"You're not still on the pain stuff.’
Just sone aspirin sonetines."

"Good. | have a job for you. Joey."
Joey tried to pull hinself up a little taller and deepened his scow, just so
as Mazzucchelli knew he was taking it seriously.

"Someone interrupted a negotiation last night. They killed some of our nen and
the jokers we were doi ng business with. They
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al so took the merchandi se we were picking up and the money we'd taken to pay
for it. Half a million dollar. untraceable, and suitcase of heroin."

"Ah." Joey said, nodding.

"You under st and?"

"Sure." he said shrugging. "Find "em Kill "em Get the stuff back."

"How about you start with just |ooking around. Once we find it. we can worry
about killing people-

"Just | ook around. Check. -

"You' ve been out of action for a while. Joey. You think you're up for this?
"No trouble. None at all."

Mazzucchel i said. "Nah. Not for weeks.

"Good. That's what | wanted to hear. 1'll have Lapierre get in touch with you
and ..."

"Al't. c'mon boss. | don't need sone smart-ass coll ege fucker hangi ng of f of
me. | got sources. | can do this."

"You want to take this one by yoursel f?"

"Yeah. Look, if | find sonmething. 1'll let you know Don't worry about before.

The thing with Chrysalis and the arrow guy, that was a one-time thing. Never
happen again. "

Marmechel | i paused, then wal ked over and clapped himon the shoulder. "It's
good to have you back, Joey."

"Thanks, boss. -

"Show some respect for yourself. Cean the place."



"I will, boss.-

Mancchel i went out, closing the door behind him Joey |unbered back to the
couch and sat down heavily. Ile dug his hand into the cushions and cane out
with the rattling bottle of darvon. He popped two of the great big hot pink
capsules into his hand even though his arms weren't really aching nuch and
swal | owed them dry.

The pills seemed to | odge about hal fway down his throat. It just wasn't
starting off to be a good day.
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V e 44,

The Crystal Pal ace al ways | ooked worse in the daylight. Darkness and neon
suited it better. Denise slouched across the enpty beside it. Phan Lo two
steps behind himand to his The day was overcast. but Phan wore dark Bl ues
Brot hers sungl asses all the sane.

'Danny Mao was pretty pissed off eh?"

it's fine, _ said. "I told hint it was your fault."

Phan went silent for a noment, only the sound of their footsteps over the
constant murmur of the city.

"You're fucking with ne. right?" Phan said.

"Look." Denise said, sighing. "let's just get the shit back and then it won't
matter what | said."”

Dem se reached the service entrance and pushed his way into the darkness. The
storeroomwas filled with kegs of beer and crates and boxes of harder |iquor
A viol et-skinned joker with a wattle |like a rooster bent over a wooden crate
of wine bottles. counting on his fingers. \Wen he | ooked up, his eyes net
Demi se's briefly and a shock of pain appeared in the joker's face. the wattle
shriveling and turning gray at the edges.

"We need to talk to Chrysalis: Dem se said.

The joker turned and ran back into the building. Phan Lo strode forward and
barked his shin on a crate.

"Take the shades off: Denise said. "You |look like an idiot.- "Nah, man. | like
'cm
"Look. | promise not to kill you ..."

"What do you want?" a man's voi ce demanded. Sascha, eyel ess and frowning,

wal ked toward them Denise grinmaced. Sascha al ways gave hint the creeps.
"\Where's Chrysalis?"

"India. | think," Sascha said.

"Fuck, that's right, She's on that thing with Tachyon and the senator. isn't
she. -
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"What do you want. Spector?" Sascha asked agai n.

"What does anyone ever want from Chrysalis? W need sonme information. And we
can pay for it.-

Sascha's expression seened to change. He nodded.

"There's about to be soneone trying to unl oad about twenty-five pounds of
uncut white heroin at fire-sale prices.”

"And you're | ooking to buy?"

"No. We just need to talk with the seller.”

"Since when are you working with the Fist?"

"Ran into the Sleeper a while back. He pointed out they m ght be hiring. The
seller 1'mlooking for is an independent, though." he said. "Anything the
Mafia's going to get pissed about has already happened. You'll be out of the
crossfire.”

"Leave a nunber.- Sascha said. "I'll let you know if | hear anything:

Dem se took a card out of his pocket and placed it silently on a w ne rack.
then nodded to Phan Lo and headed back out A thin. cold rain msted down. and
Dem se turned his collar up against it.

"You must really hate that guy." Phan said. "He'd be a pain in the ass for you
to kill. You'd actually have to shoot him" "I'd nanage. -

IR *44.



"Al'l right now - Father Henry said. -1 just want you to listen here. Let ne
know what you think."

The church was enpty except for the two of them Quasiman sat in the first
pew, his m sshapen back maki ng himl ook Iike he was praying. Father Henry,

| eani ng against the altar. cleared his throat, pushed his glasses up to the
bri dge of his nose. and read from his notebook

"Jesus could change water to wine, but it didn't put himin AA neetings the
way it did ne. These days, sonebody wal ki ng on water would hardly get them
| ooked at funny, and | know of two
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or three people who have raised fol ks fromthe dead. The virus has changed
nmore than our bodies. It has changed what we nean by 'miracle' and ...Now boy,
you' re laughing, and | haven't got to any of the funny parts yet:
Quasiman's attention had flickered away, his eyes fixed on a spot in the

ai sl e. Sonething about the carpet seenmed to have given himthe giggles.

"Cb." Quasiman said, pointing to the space and grinning. "That's sad. | mean
that's just ... sad. | wish | was going to renmenber it."

Fat her Henry cl osed his notebook and snmiled, trying to swallow his annoyance.
"I"'msorry, son. AmI| interrupting sonething here?"

Quasiman flickered rapidly for a nmoment reappeared without his left ant and
frowned vacantly at him

1 don't know who you are right now. " the hunchback conmmented. -There was

somet hing I was supposed to do."

Fat her Henry took a deep breath, letting it out slowy. Talking to the man was
i ke preaching to an electrical problem

-That's all right. W can try this another tine."

"Try what ?"

"You were showi ng nme how to pol ka." Father Henry said and headed back for the
sacristy.

He paused at the head of the basenment stairs. He'd talked with the girl nore
in the night—-her name was G na, she was seventeen and running away from her

pi np. That woul dn't have been difficult except that the pinmp was al so an

i nformant for the police. and so she wasn't likely to get help fromthat
quarter. She needed to stay in town for a couple nore days until her brother
drove in from Seattle to get her

He believed about half of it. Stilt it was clear enough that she needed hel p.
And if the Church wasn't there to help out whores in trouble, well then it
wasn't the church Mary Magdal ene had thought it was. Besides, he had a feeling
about the girl

Whi ch didn't nmean she'd be a good person to talk his sernon
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over with. but Lord knew she couldn't be much worse. He rapped his knuckl es on
the wall as he went down the stairs.

"G na?"

"Hey. Father." she said. She sat on the col her |egs tucked beneath her

wat chi ng a soap opera on the old. grainy tel evision. He'd shown her where the
cl ot hi ng donations were, and she'd picked out a blue wap-around skirt and an
oversize white nen's shirt. The outfit nade her | ook like a normal girl. maybe
just about to start college.

"You feeling better today?" he asked.

She nodded and turned down the volume on the set.

"Fine." she said. "Wa(shisface got ne a sandw ch this norning.-

"Good. good. | was wondering ... well. | had a little trouble with the sernon
| ast week. And | was working on sone material, as it were, for Sunday. And
whil e Quasiman is a good hearted fella, he doesn't listen for spit, and |I was
thinking, if it wasn't too nmuch of an inposition ..."

"Cool ." she said and thunbed off the TV. "The show s boring, anyway. Fire
away. -

He smiled, nodded, and opened his notebook, searching for a nmonent to find the



right spot. Gna tilted her head, her expression serious.
"Jesus." he began. "could change water into wine ..
She |istened patiently as he nmoved through the homily. cited the passages of
the bible that supported him cracked wise a couple times. then took the tone
down to sonber at the middle and ended with a bright. hopeful, but also
realistic finish.

G na | eaned back. considering. He took off his glasses. polishing the |enses
on his shirttail.

"No.- she said. "Sony. father. You got it wong. | nmean it's a nice talk. but
it's all about nats and aces. You're preaching to jokers. Jokers don't give a
shit about mracl es—except for mracles that make jokers not jokers anynore. |
guess. "
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"But faith is a universal. The proof of Christ's holiness ..

-No one gives a shit," she said. "Sorry. | mean | know you're a priest and
all. but really. jokers don't care. They want to hear about how even though
they're fucking ugly, sonmeone still loves them O that they have beautiful

souls. O that the righteous are nade to suffer. Like with Job. That kind of
shit-

-Watch your | anguage, young |ady." he adnmoni shed, but his m nd was al ready

el sewhere. "So you don't think it'd go over well?"

"You're not selling what they're buying.- she said. 'They don't want anot her
chal | enge, They want confort. It's what they conme here for.-

-1 suppose ..." he said. and sighed. "Yes, | suppose you're right. | hadn't

| ooked at it like that. 1'll go see what can be sal vaged."

"Put in soneplace how ugly nmen are better because the world nmakes t hem tough. -
she said.

"Qb. | don't know. That seens a little harsh.”

"Always works for nme." she said. shrugging. "We're kind of in the sane

busi ness that way. Mking jokers feel better."

She wi nked and | ay back on the cot, ainming the TV back on as she descended.
Fat her Henry found hinsel f speechless for a nmonent. then wal ked up the stairs
| aughi ng.

The revisions took the better part of an hour. but in the end. there was nore
that could be saved than he'd imagined. Wth a little work, he had his very
first jokers-only sernon, and by God. he was proud of it.

So proud and so excited. in fact, that he forgot to knock on his way down (he
stairs.

" unload it now. Randy. Don't tell me you ...buyer."

Fat her Henry stopped, slowy easing his foot back to the step above. Gna's
voi ce was muffled, but he could still nake out some words here and there.
"Hundred thousand ... tomorrow ... would never guess where |... shit, really?
I s she okay? Shit ...No. 111 call you."
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The plastic clatter of the tel ephone handset slipping into its cradle ended

t he conversation, and Father Henry slowy backed up the stairs. That certainly
didn't sound much Iike her brother calling in from M nnesot a,

Well Lord, he thought if this lessos is not to get took in by a pretty face, f
could hare sworn, we'd covered that already.

He went back down. knocking this tine. Gna was all smiles and pl easant
conpany.

Oh yes. This little girl was going to take sone wat ching.

o. 44,

Joey smiled. Not a hey-that-was-funny snmile. Mre |ike

hey- Fngonna-t ake- your - eyes- out - wi t h- a- f ucki ng-spoon. Jerzy didn't seemto know
the difference.

"Hurmman target, get it?" the skinny Jew said again, |like repeating it would
make it funny. "Like that guy with the arrows.- He pantom med plinking a bow
at Joey.



"That guy with the arrows killed ny boys and tried to cripple ne.'
poi nted out coolly.

Jerzy's shrugged. snile fadinge and he sipped his coffee. It was the cl osest
he ever cane to apol ogy The foot traffic going past the cafe was pretty |ight
for the garnment district but it was still early in the afternoon. Cone five

o' clock, the overflow from Tinmes Square would fill things up a little nore.
Joey wanted to be out before then

"You got the coroner's reports?

"Nah." Jerzy said. "I don't nmke copies. What you want to know. 1'Il tell you.
| got a photographic menory."

Joey | ooked around. The whol e place was the size of a school bus—the short
kind for the dunb kids. The guy behind the counter | ooked archly back it him
An old lady in a puffy blue ski jacket was sitting right up against the w ndow
and nuttering to herself. Qther than that they were al one.
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Joey | eaned forward.

"Ckay.- he said. "So |I'mhearing there's sonething about the way they got of
fed? Sonethi ng about aces?"

- Everybody' s buying up aces. Mafia. Shadow Fist. Everyone." Jerzy said. He
wasn't so stupid, thank God, that he didn't know to keep his voice down.

"Ckay but it's not like the ones the Mafia hired are gonna queer a Mafia deal
ri ght?"

' Maybe yes, maybe no.- Jerzy said. waggling a bushy eyebrow. "Thing is. a
coupl e of the guys that died? They shouldn't have. It's like they were burt,
but not so bad they woul da died. You see what |'mgetting at?"

Joey scowl ed and shook his head. Tal king to Jerzy was about as nuch fun as
talking to Lapiette.

"People hiring aces?" Jerzy said. his hand noving in a little circular

cone-al ong notion. 'CGQuys dead for no reason?"

"Hey Jerzy. How about you fucking tell nme?

The wonman in the ski jacket glanced at them scow ing. 'Shouldn't yell.- Jerzy
said. "We're in public."

-Sorry. Didn't nean to. It's the wists thing. Pain makes ne junpy-

"Demi se.- Jerzy said and sighed. "Find whoever hired Demise. you'll find the
shit."

"Demi se.- Joey said. nodding. "Great. And, M what about the percidan?"

can hook you up next week. You got enough darvon to hold you 'til then?"
'Yeah. sure.”

"What? What is this with the |ong face?

-It's just the darvon pills are all pink.- Joey confided. "They make me | ook
like a faggot, you know?"

V¥4 4,
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Randy klcHaley lived in a basenent apartnent with six other jokers. Two of
them were there with hi mwhen Dem se and Phan Lo got there. They were happy,

t hough, to give the three of thema little privacy

The pl ace | ooked like the worst of the 1960s left to rot for a couple decades.
Beaded strands substituted for doors, old psychedelic posters of the Lizard
Ki ng yell owed and cracked on the grimy wall. Sandal wood i ncense m xed with
somet hing close to wet dog. And Randy sl unped on the | ow couch with his hands
bet ween hi s knees.

The wil dcard hadn't been kind to Randy. Hi s greasy brown fedora rested on a
forest of spikes |ike a hedgehog. Hs pale. fishy skin wept a thin nucous,
soaki ng his clothes. Tiny blind eyes opened and cl osed al ong his neck and down
behi nd his shirt, some staringe sone rolling wildly. Dem se could see the
distaste in corners of Phan Lo's mouth and it made himwant to draw the
conversation out.

"I don't know anything about it," the sad joker said again, waggi ng his head.
"Ckay" Dem se said. "Let nme clear this up. fuckhead. A piece of shit |ike you

Joey



can' t—arton-set up a hundred thousand dollar horse deal in this town w thout
us finding out. Ckay? Were's the neet?"

"I swear guys. you've got the wong fuckup. |I nmean | ook at me." the joker
smi| ed desperately. -Look at the place | live. I"'mnot dealing with that kind
of mnoney-

"You're a junkie: Dem se said. -You and your buddies could blow that kind of
noney up your arns in a couple weeks. -

"I swear to Christ you guys got it wong. |I'"'mreally sorry. | wish | could
hel p, but ..."

"Could we just do this?" Phan asked.

Dem se sighed and nodded. It had been fun while it |asted, but business being
busi ness ...

Phan Lo stepped forward, drawing a pistol. The little joker squeal ed and
pul | ed back, but Phan | eaned in. pressing the barrel under Randy's chin,
forcing his head up. Dem se stood, shot his cuffs. and | eaned in close. Wen
their eyes met. Randy was caught
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like a fish. Demise let the pain of his own death, the sick feeling of
spiraling down into darkness. the visceral know edge of dying flowinto the
joker for a second. two. three... and | ooked away.

Randy drew a long, grating breath like a diver who's been under too |onge then
bent over and retched. Phan to danced back. disgusted. Dem se sat down.

*The nmeet:' Denise said.

"Bryant Park. Noon tomorrow. She's supposed to bring a sanple. Please don't
kill me."

-Wiere is she now?"

don't know. She calls me."

-You believe hinP" Denise asked.

Phan Lo shrugged.

"The buyer's a Brit. Looking to export. He's gonna be wearing an Aerosnith
t-shirt and reading the Wall Street Journal." "Probably won't be wo of those."

Phan sai d.

"Please."” the joker whined. "That's all | know | swear to God that's all |
know. "

-You know, Phan. | think that's all he knows. -

Phan nodded and crossed his arns.

-You want to kill him or you want me tor Dem se asked. Randy | ooked from one

to the other, his jaw working silently, then curled up in a ball on the couch
and started truing. Phan curled his |lip and shook his head. Dem se frowned and
nodded toward the weepi ng joker. Phan shook his head again.

-If she's not there tonmorrow. we'll be back." Phan said, holstering his

pi stol. "You understand?"

Randy wail ed wordl essly, his shoul ders shaki ng. Deni se stood and foll owed Phan
out through the kicked-in front door and up the steps to the nidnight-dark
street.

-What the fuck was that?" Deni se asked.

it's better for the nystique if sone of themare alive and scared shitless."
Phan sai d.

-That's the stupidest shit |'ve ever heard."

Phan shrugged and wal ked to the car.
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"You felt sorry for him didn't you?" Dem se accused. "Fuck you."

"You did, didn't your

"No. Get in the car."

THURSDAY. FEBRUARY 5. 1987

The norning was warm for Febmary, and the where the city didn't stink of car
funes and urine, it snelled Iike the threat of snow

He' d call ed Mazzuccheli with his information about the killer ace, and
Mazzuchel I'i had come up with an address that fit with it, It was teamwork. For



the first time since it all got lucked up, he was really working with the

t eam

He hated it.

For weeks, he'd been down. Even after the wounds in his arnms were pretty nuch
heal ed up. he hadn't been able to focus or sleep through the night He kept
seeing his boys sprouting arrows, watching themdie. And every day he coul dn't
pul | hinmself together, he felt the respect of the famly dropping. No one said
anyt hi ng—not to his face. But he knew. And now Mazzucchelli was hel pi ng him
out when what he really needed was to show that he could handle it w thout He
didn't need a hand doing his work.

He stopped at the corner bakery for a pick-up breakfast before heading south
toward Jokertown-t he tastes of greasy, sweet pastry and bitter, hot coffee

conpeting pleasantly, the chill of the norning pulling a little at the skin of
his face. Joey pictured what it was going to be like.
He'd walk in to a restaurant go over to Mazzuchelli's table. He'd sit down.

They'd talk a little, then Joey would pass over the satchel with the drugs and
the noney. And then, in a separate little bag, he'd have the right hands of

all the fuckers he'd killed getting the stuff back. Mazzuchelli would grin and
wel cone hi m back. And Lapierre, the little fucker. would be sonewhere in the
background boasting about how he coul d have done just as good, only no one's
gonna believe him
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It was a pretty good daydream and it got himto the flop. Ile dropped the
nearly-enpty coffee cup and the wax paper still dusted with powdered sugar
into the trash and went down the steps to the basenent apartnent, flakes of
rotten concrete scrapi ng under his feet.

The door was open. Joey took the beretta out of its holster and went in. The
pl ace had all the marks of being left in a hurry—enpty dressers. a half-eaten
sandwi ch in the bathroom The big stuff-the television, the old stereo—was

still there. but anything portable was stripped and gone. The lights were al
burni ng even though there was nore then enough | eaking through the wi ndows to
see bhy.

So it looked |ike Dem se knew he'd been spotted. He and his Fist buddi es had
gotten scared and ski pped. Joey smiled. It was nice having sonmeone scared of
hi m again. He put away the gun and took the rattling orange bottle out of his
pocket and popped a damm to cel ebrate.

The phone was one of those little | ozenge-shaped ones. Joey guessed it had
started out the usual colorless beige, but someone had painted it black. He
scooped it up and di al ed.

"What ?" Mazzuchel li snapped after the second ring.

"Boss. It's Joey."

-\What ' ve you got ?'

1 went to check out the place you told me about Nothing there. | was thinking,
t hough. You renenber how you got rhos: phone records on that guy in Soho?"
I1ow d you hear about that?"

1 was there when you braced him boss." Joey said. trying to keep his voice
from soundi ng hurt."( hel ped you break his knees." -Ch. Right. Sony."

1 was thinking maybe you could do the sane for this joint. See who's been
talking to them see who they been tal king to:

There was a long silence. Joey shifted his weight fromone fool to the other

- Ckay; Mazzuchelli said. "Were can | get hold of you? You're not calling ne
fromthere are you?"
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Peck Joey thought.

"OfF course not, boss. |I'mat a payphone. The nunber. though. Its all scratched
out. -

"Joey. If you're Wng to nme. it's going to be on the records that

I"mjust about to go get for you. You know that. right?" "lI'msorry, boss. |I'm

at the apartnent. | wasn't thinking." Mazzucchelli mnuttered something that



Joey coul dn't make out
but the tone of voice al one was enough to nake himwince a little. "Call ne

back in an hour. 1'Il let you know what | find." "Okay. Sony boss."
Mazzucchel I'i sighed. "You're a good guy. Joey. Just stop being such a fuck-up
all right?"

Ve AA

G na snuck out a little before el even. Father Henry watched fromthe cottage
as she slipped out the sacristy door and started down the street She'd picked
out an old black Navy jacket. but she had the same blue wap-around skirt and
a weat hered bl ack purse. Wth her hair pulled back and no makeup, she | ooked
totally different than the young whore he'd taken in off the street.

He wat ched as she strode calmy to the street heading north. Once she was out
of sight he | eaned back. took off his glasses and pressed the bridge of his
nose. Eyes closeds he waited for a nmonent, giving the Lord one | ast chance to
cone to himwi th the sign or insight he' d prayed for nost of last night and a
fair pan of the norning. Al he saw was the dark back of his eyelids.

Il e sighed. finished his sandwich in two quick bites, and headed over to the
church. A Hock of pigeons took wing as he wal ked past. She'd left the door

unl ocked, and he closed it carefully before going down the stairs.

The cot was neatly made. A towel hung in the bathroom still wet from her
shower. He felt like a nosey parent sneaking into a child's nomto go through
her dresser. And if it seened like a
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betrayal of trust well, she wasn't playing perfectly straight with himeither
He found her bags stowed under the cot. Now there was a question. She'd been
borrowi ng clothes fromthe donations, so that couldn't be what she'd brought
with her. Wth a sinking feeling in his belly. Father Henry pulled out the
blue athletic duffel bag. its slick plasticized cloth hissing against the
concrete of the floor. Ile crossed hinself and undid the zipper

The noney was in rolls a little bigger than his fist—worn hundred dollar bills
wr apped by thick red or beige rubber bands. At a guess, there were maybe
seventy or a hundred rolls. He sat on the floor and hefted one. trying to
estimate the sum even just roughly. but his mnd rebelled. Wen he put it
back and cl osed the bag, he noticed the black-red stain on the cloth.

So that's why they eon it bl ood money he thought, and had to stifle giggles
even though he knew it wasn't really funny.

The little suitcase had a cheap | ock. and Father Henry forced it with a

penkni fe. Inside were nineteen small packages with a space where the twentieth
had clearly been. They were white powder in carefully taped cell ophane bags.
Fat her Henry had seen enough novies to know that this was where he was
supposed to poke his knife into one and taste the contents fromthe blade. and
he even felt a slightly di senmbodied urge to go through the notions. Not that
he had the first damm idea what drugs tasted like. but it MS what they always
did

Still. it was pretty clear that G na wasn't carrying around baking soda. The
rolled up bills were drug noney, and these right here were the drugs—ocai ne
or heroin or sonething else. He couldn't see as the exact chem stry mattered
all that nmuch. The question was still the same—what to do.

He crossed his | egs unconfortably and consi dered the packages. The obvi ous
thing to do was call the police. rib a Joker-town whore and the police won't
help ne." she'd said. Well it was clear enough now why that was, and it wasn't
about soneone
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The west end of the park butted up against the New York Public Libraly, the
north end agai nst 42nd street. Just about where the two net. there was a small
bui |l di ng—a wal k-in public restrooni. They left the corpse of the British guy
there, sitting in one of the stalls with a surprised expression and his jeans
around his ankl es.

The day was cold with | ow scuddi ng cl ouds that seenmed barely higher than the



skyscrapers, but the foot traffic down 42nd was still thick. Denmise sat in a
chair on the brown, winterkilled grass conspi cuously wearing an Aerosnith
t-shirt and reading the

Street lomat Il e had gooseflesh up and down his arns. and the chill would have
been unconfortable if the sick pain of his death hadn't dwarfed it The
t-shirt. on the other band, couldn't be forgiven. He | ooked |ike a fucking

i di ot.

The girl showed up at noon. She cleaned up pretty nice—+tong bl ack hair pulled
back from her sharp features, a blue skirt that swirled a little around her
ankl es. She | ooked better wi thout nakeup. She was wal ki ng across the park
toward himwi th a studi ed casual ness that was about as subtle as blood on a
weddi ng dress. An amateur.

He fol ded his newspaper and stood just as Phan and his cheap sungl asses sidl ed
up behind her. The shifting enotions on her fai.t were a joy to

wat ch—eonfusi on. recognition, fear. despair, calmall within a half second
Bitch shoul d have been an actress.

"You know who we are." Dem se said as Phan—gun pressed discreetly in the snall
of her back-steered her toward him

The girl nodded.

"You know why we're here. -

She nodded agai n.

"Good. Let's go soneplace a little nore private and talk."

The whore didn't fight. didn't make a break for it. She just wal ked with them
down to 41st where they had a lim with a Shadow Fist driver waiting in a

| oadi ng zone and clinbed in wth
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being an informant) Yes, that was the right thing. There was no call for a
sinmple man like himto go getting involved with this kind of thing. The police
woul d know best what to do.

But it would nean that G na went to prison, at the very least O maybe she'd
get killed. It didn't sit right. She was only seventeen. after all.

When he was her age, he'd been on a permanent drunk. so adept with hiswld
card talent that he could turn the water to wi ne when it touched his Iips and
t he backwash woul dn't even pink what was still in the glass. He'd been kicked
out of school for being drunk in class, kicked out of the house to live in the
apartment over Uncle El nore's garage.

He'd branched out a little after that—a few light narcotics and such. Valium
especially being in fashion. If soneone had conme to himthen with cocai ne or
heroi n. Father Henry knew he woul d never have nmade it to twenty alive. He'd
been at the age when you were supposed to be stupid and sel f-destructive. And
with as low as he'd been, it was hard to say that G na deserved a tougher
break just because she was young and foolish here and now i nstead of
thirt)r-odd years ago in Al abana.

Ilard enough, in fact, that he couldn't do it. Let he who is withost sin. and
he'd racked up a lot of nileage sinning when he'd been young and addi ct ed.

Hs right leg was falling asleep. tingles shooting down his thigh to the foot.
He shifted his weight, but it only hurt worse so he stood.

Sonet hi ng had to be done though. Whatever el se, nothing right or good woul d
cone fromthe drugs. And so maybe that was why God had sent Gna to hint.

He pressed his lips together, |eaned down, and cl osed the suitcase.

"Well. Lord." he said aloud as he wal ked to the bathroom "I hope this was
nore or |ess what you were aimng for. -

It took |onger than he'd expected to flush all the powder down the toilet but
he managed it.
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slowy. -The noney and the smack both. You do it like a nice girl. and you can
live."

" Tormorrow. " she agreed.



-You can neet us in the sane place. Just |like today. You bring evel ything.-

" Everyt hing; she echoed. Tears ran down her facee but her expression stayed

bl ank. He wasn't sure she was taking in what they were sayinge but then she
went on. have all of it for you. just don't kill ne. okay? That's the deal

You don't kill me."

Phan snil ed and hol stered the gun. Dem se | eaned back and spoke to the driver
over his shoul der.

-Jokenown. We'll drop her there. -

The rest of the ride was in silence. The girl |ooked out the wi ndow eyes
vacant with fear. Phan | eaned back. The ponytail really did | ook pretty sharp
on him Denmise tried to picture the guy with a nustache, just thinking how the
two woul d go together. Maybe he'd try it.

At the bl eeding edge of Jokenown, the lino pulled over and Demi se popped the
door open for her.
" Tonmor row. Noon. "
shit out of you."
She scrambl ed out of the car and strode off down the street her head down.
Phan | eaned forward, watching her. The first flakes of snow pearled the

wi ndshi el d.

-Go ahead of her about three blocks and turn right,"'
driver. "You can drop us there.-

- Now what ?" Phan asked as the linmo forced its way out into tra fftc.

"Foll ow her: Demise said. 'She's not thinking straight. She'll head straight
for the stuff. We get the nmoney, get the drugs, and snuff the bitch."

' Sounds good." Phan said. 'Rut | get to kill her."

Dem se raised an eyebr ow

-You enjoy it too nuch. man; Phan said. "It's not healthy."
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them Demise pulled a jacket over the idiot (-shirt as soon as he got in. He
sat in the junp seat facing her. Phan was besi de ber, gun no | onger conceal ed
and not particularly pointing at her. The driver pulled out into traffic.
"Ckay" the girl said. "So you going to kill me or what?"

Phan sl amred the butt of the pistol into her face. The scream was short and

hi gh.

"W mght. we might not. It depends,"” Dem se said. -You have the sanple:

She pul |l ed a cel |l ophane packet out of her pocket Phan took it turned it over
in his bande and nodded. Demise smiled. The girl's cheek was puffing out where
Phan had bit her. and she was sniffing back bl ood.

"Where's the rest?" he asked.

She shook her head.

"I tell you that and you don't need ne." she said. 'Here's the deal. You can
have all the shit but t keep ten percent of that cash as a finder's fee."

Dem se | eaned forward. She knew about him and she tried not to nmeet his eyes.
He waited. The linmp hit a pothole and they all lurched a little. Phan sighed

he said. "And wash your face. You |look lite someone beat the

Dem se said to the

unconfortably. Demi se kept waiting. staring at her dark brown eyes and willing
themup toward his. He got her when she gl anced over to see whether he was
still looking. He took her alnost to the point of no return—farther than he'd

t aken Randy—before he | ooked away.

The driver |ooked back and Phan waved the pistol in a keep your eves ON the
raid gesture. It was alnost fifteen bl ocks before she stopped crying.

"You understand the stakes?" Deni se asked.

She nodded. The bravado was gone. She had stopped worryi ng about the bl oody
nose Phan had given her. Her nouth and chin were crimson, her eyes w de and
enpty When she wi ped her mouth on the black sleeve of her jacket, the bl ood
smear ed.

"We get all of it back by tonmorrow at noon; Demi se said
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Joey stood on the street outside Qur Lady of Perpetual Msery shifting his
wei ght fromone leg to the other. Manucchelli had been pretty clear—the only
calls coming into the apartnment in the |ast few days that | ooked off were from
the church. It only nade sense to check it out.

Just take a | ook arond. Mazzucchelli had said. If it |ooks like that's where
they're !'lurking from call ne and well soul in a team

The stone building | ooned across the street grey and i npassive. He didn't see
any Shadow Fi st operatives walking in or out Didn't see any heroin bl ow ng
down the street with the snow. It occurred to Joey for the lost tinme that he
wasn't sure exactly what it was he was | ooking for

Since when did the Fist work with jokers anyway? Fuck, since when did they
work with Catholics? The whole thing didn't make sense. The confusion
nauseated hint a little. He should have worked with Lapierre. This was a job
for soneone smart.

The urge hit hint to take another pill Iike he was hungry and the pills were
food. He took the bonle out and considered it. His arms didn't really
hun—hkell. they hadn't really hurt in weeks—but the pills made hint fee
better. Sone part of himknew that wasn't good—even felt guilty about it. But
that didn't nmake himwant the stuff any |ess.

Sonet hi ng huge and bri ght blue swooped overhead, shrilling |like a flock of
birds. Joey shrugged deeper into his jacket. pushing the drugs away. He hated
Jokert own.

"Just go in and | ook around.” he rmuttered to hinself. "Like you were just
gonna go light a candle for some dead joker notherfucker. That's the thing."
Joey squared his shoulders. crossed the street and wal ked up the steps. He
hel d the door open for a nice little piece of ass—deftnitely not a joker—-who
was heading in right after him Dark eyes.
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dark hair. She would have been really pretty if soneone hadn't been beating
the crap out of ber.

Il 44.

O course he expected her to be upset. He'd have been nave to think she

woul dn't But he'd rehearsed what he'd say, some of standing in front of the
bathroom mirror so he could try out the facial expressions too.

He'd planned to start by scaring her. Then he'd take the marl high

ground—she'd msled him lied to himeven, betrayed his trust in her. If she
didn't walk out on himright then, he could forgive her and explain why he'd
gotten rid of the drugs and that the church would still protect her

He'd al so hidden the noney. figuring it made it nore likely Mai Gna'd be in
the mind to hear himout

-You get it back!" she screaned, |eaning over him 'You craw in the fucking
sewer and get it back, you fat fucking sonofabitch!"

He lay on his back, his arms up to protect his face. G na knelt on his chest
her weight making it difficult to take a breath. The cot was on its side where
she'd throwmn it and his left ear hun pretty bad where she'd hit him

-Now. you... ny trust ..." be tried.

"You shit-sucker! You fuckbrained joker asshole! That was ny fucking lifer
She swung at himagain. her hands in claws. Then she stood and kicked hint in
the small of the back—she didn't quite get his kidney, but it still smarted
pretty good—and started pacing the Iength of the small room shaking her head,
arnms crossed. Carefully, Father Henry raised hinself up to sitting and pi cked
his gl asses back tip fromthe Door

-Now. Gna." he said. 1 think you need to just calmdown a nmte."

"Shut up before I kill you."
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He rose slowly to his feet. That kick was going to | eave a bruise. He could
already feel it. He straightened his shin.

"I didn't do what you'd have wanted, maybe.- he said. 'but it was right. You
can WY beating on nme if you want. but that won't make keepi ng fol ks hooked on



drugs a good thing. And these people you're nessing with, now, they're not the

sort of folks a girl like you should be ...you know ... messing wth.-
Since she didn't respond, he figured he'd gotten the noral high ground after
all. It didn't seemto have all the weight he'd hoped for. She nuttered

somet hi ng, paused at the foot of the stairs, her eyes narrowed and

cal cul ati ng.

"I need the noney, she said. "lI've got a few hours to make a run for it."
"You' ve accepted the protection of the church; he said, feeling a little
better for being back on-script. "We'll take care of you, but that neans no
nmore |ying and playing fast and | oose with the truth. | didn't go to the
police and you should see ..."

"I'f you'd gone to the cops. |I'd be dead already. | need the noney. Father. -
She was | ooking at himnow with a deathly calm Her face was bruised, her
nmouth thin and bl oodl ess. She'd never |ooked less |ike a child.

"Come on. then." he sighed and wal ked up the stairs.

Quasi man was sweepi ng the aisles and between the pews his hunched back noving
irregularly as bits of himvani shed and reappeared. Father Henry nodded to him
as he wal ked up the pul pit and took out the duffel bag. G na snatched it from
himand slung it over her shoul der

"Thanks. - she said and strode for the main doors. Father Henry sat down and
wat ched her go, rubbing his sore ear

It wasn't how he'd seen things going. He'd had a scenario in mnd where G na
woul d have been safe. where maybe he'd bring a little light into her life. A
little hope. A chance, maybe. for salvation. Instead, the nost he could really
hope for was the existential appreciation of a city's worth of drug addicts

t hanki ng him for
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t hi nni ng down the supply. He was out of his depths in Jokenown. That was all
"l at her Henry?"

Quasi man stood before him broomin hand. He wore an expression of concern
"Yes?-

Quasi man beaned.

"I thought | renenbered you.- he said. and vani shed. Father Henry shook his
head and | evered hinmself back up to his feet just as G na came back down the
ai sle. Her face was ashen, her footsteps unsteady.

A blocky man in a black coat wal ked besi de her, canying the duffel bag full of
nmoney. |le also had a gun to her neck

AP o 44.

The priest stood up with a wobble, his face going paler. Joey fell sonething
i ke pleasure and dug the barrel into the girl's neck. She Flinched.

"Well now." the priest said. tugging at his collar. "And how can | hel p you.
son?"

-CGet in the back. Now "

The priest grinned nervously like Joey'd said sonething clever. turned and
trotted toward the back. Joey pushed the girl ahead of him enjoying the way
she stunbl ed. Joey really felt Iike he was getting back his stride.

The priest led the way down a flight of stairs to a little kitchen. Joey kept
his back to the wall, his gun trained on the two of them Wthout letting the
barrel waver, he threw the duffel bag on the table.

"That's the noney." he said. -So that's a good start. Now all you gotta do to
keep breathing is give ne the shit."

"Well now," the priest began. -you see that m ght could pose a bit of..."
it's not here." the girl snapped.
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"Ckay. So where is it?" Joey denanded. noving a step toward them The priest
flushed pink and | ooked away. shaking his head |ike he was tal king to hinself.
The girl kept her eyes | ocked on his.

"It's coming. My partner Jade. she's supposed to be here with it any minute. -
The priest shot a | ook at her. eyebrows raised.

"Then | guess we'll wait for Jade." Joey said. pinning cruelly. He stepped



close to themnow. The priest was already flinching away in expectation of a
blow. "If there ain't no one hem soon. though. |I'm gonna start getting bored.
And then |I'm gonna start cutting off fingers."

Il e wal ked backward slowy. a deep satisfaction flowi ng through him He was
back. For the first time since the fucking arrow. he was really back. It was
like riding a bicycle. Just get a couple civilians shining thensel ves scared.
and it was like his body knew what to do. He had the nmoney. it | ooked like he
could maybe get the drugs. That'd show Manucchelli. Shit. that'd show all of

t hem

Cl ose enough to start celebrating. he figured. He took the bottle out fromhis
pocket and opened it one-handed. The priest raised his eyebrows.

"Good trick. opening themchild-proof things Iike that," the priest said.

' Takes sone practice."

"You shut the fuck up." Joey said.

"No offense. No of fense. -

Joey gl ared as he sidestepped to the sink and tapped out two bright pink pills
onto the counter. The priest was watching with an odd expression as he poured
a glass of water with his left hand. Joey scowl ed. radiating nenace as he
popped the fag-pink pills into his mouth. He had to take his eyes off the pair
for a second when he drank.

As the water washed the pills down. a strange warnth spread in his throat.
Panic hit himand he was across to the priest the barrel of the gun pressed
between the fat man's eyes, before he knew he'd noved.
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"What the fuck's wong with the fucking water?" he denanded.

The priest managed a wan snile and shook his head.

"Ifs got sonmething in it |I can feel it. Like taking a drink.-

"Ch," the priest said. 'That's not the water, son. That'll happen sonetines
with narcotics. Pain killers especially. The capsule cracks a little on the
way down. That is darvon, isn't it? | always though it was a lovely color."

" Shut the fuck up!" Joey said. The pills were warmin his gut. and the

pl easant, | oose sensation spreading to his arns and | egs. He took anot her
cautious sip of the water. It didn't taste weird at all, didn't nmake his
throat feel hot

-Try it, if you'd like." the priest said. -You can just crack one open and
wash down a touch of the powder. It does the sane."

-If you're fucking with me..." Joey said, but he took out another pill.
cracking it between his fingertips. and popped it into his mouth. It was
viciously bitter, but when he drank the water, the warmfeeling came again. It
had an aftertaste |like grapes. He licked his lips. The priest smiled and
seened to rel ax.

"Shit" Joey said. "How d you know about that?"

"My friends and I were known to sanple some narcotics in our younger days.
Before | took the cloth. Since then |I've spent a certain amount of ny tine

m nistering to fol ks who shared ny peculiar formof weakness. |'m Father Henry
ost, by the way. I'mfilling in for Father Squid for a couple weeks while
he's away. This here's G na. She's accepted the protection of the Church."
'Yeah." Joey said, sarcastically. "And how s that going for her?"

"I recall the first time | took codeine." Father henry said. He was | eaning

back now, the air of fear alnost entirely gone. "I was just a young thing back
then. Grade school. Before | drew ... well. anyway. My mana gave it to ne in
cough syrup. That was |egal back when | was a pup.”

' Ch yeah?"

it was a lovely feeling. Now | do have to say that you don't seemthe sort of
fella to indul ge. though. Not when you're on the job as it were. | assune it's
for medical needs?"
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Joey nodded. His tongue felt a little thick, but the warnmth in his gut was



rel axing and calm He was in a perfectly cal mplace. He was in control. He was
good. Hell, he was perfect. 'Tucker shot me with an arrow," he said. "Months
ago. Scar tissue's all nessed up with the nerves."

"Ah." Father Henry said, nodding synmpathetically. "Miust be a trial for you."
"Yeah. "

They were silent for a few m nutes—Joey wasn't sure exactly how many. Tinme
seened to be doing sonething weird

"I recall when | nyself was in terrible pain.- the priest said. reflectively.
"I't wasn't physical. nostly, but terrible all the sane. | could turn ... that
is ...well. wine was a staple of nty diet as a young nan. Anyway, it took ne
some time before | understood | was an addict I'd | ost a great deal that was
very dear to ne.-

Joey | aughed, and waved his gun languidly at the two of them H s hand seened
oddly far away.

"You were an addict?"

"Still am son.- the priest said gravely. "WIIl be until the day | die. It's
just a disease, and no shane in it. You just need to get right with yourself
and the Lord. You know, CGod takes care of his own. If you just let Hm"

"It's not like I'm hooked or anything." Joey said. "I just need them you
know? | nean it's not like | take "emfor fun. It's just ... if | don't ...I
just gotta get through the day. | just gotta show the guys I'mnot ... shit.

" mnot maki ng sense.”

"Yes, you are, son. You nost certainly are."

Joey nodded. The priest seened |like he was the center of the world. Everything
el se was narrowi ng around the thick, pasty face with its calm accepting
expression. Tears filled Joey's eyes. The little kitchen was sw mm ng.

Al the weeks of being |laughed at. the shame of his cravings, the nightnmares
of watching arrows piercing his guys. of being the only one left while his
friends died around hi m+t all bubbled up
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at once. He lost track of where he was, where the floor was. whether he was
st andi ng up.

"Father." he choked out as the darkness and sorrow enfolded him "I think |I've
got a problem"™
Ve aA

Fat her Healy stood over the collapsed thug who | ay snoring gently on the
floor. The relief mxed pleasantly with what he inagi ned was a sonewhat
prideful snugness at G na's open-nout hed wonder.

"Now you let that be a lesson to you." he said. "Always read the warning

| abel s when you get a prescription. Lot of tines you m x alcohol with 'em
it's a very bad idea."

"Dam; Gna said. "l nean that's... pathetic."

"Well now, give hima little benefit. He didn't know no better. Gna. if .
well now, if you're going to be going. | think you mght best be at it. This
fine young man is only going to be asleep for so long."

The girl | ooked at him nodded. and picked the duffel fromthe table. She
hesitated for a nonent then | eaned over and kissed himbriefly on the |ips.
"Thank you." she said, and was gone up the stairs.

Fat her Hotly sighed and sl owly dragged the unconscious thug to the col rolled
himonto it and covered himwi th the bl anket G na had been using. It was odd
the way God put things together and took themapart. Rut then he supposed that
was what they neant by ineffable. The question of what to do with his new
wait!. now, was an interesting problem He didn't inagine there was a Hred
Thugs Anonynous, but given his |ast few days, he wasn't going to rule it out
ei ther.

When he lunbered up the stairs, he was surprised to find Gna sitting in the
front pew. her head in her hands.

"He's here." she said. "Qut on the street."”
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"Who' s here?"

"Demi se.- she said, and it came out |ike she was already dead. "And the other
one's out back. I'mlucked."

She dropped the duffel bag and sat on the front pew, her head in her hands.
She was weepi ng.

"Now you just tough back up there, miss." Father limy said. "W like |I told
you. You accepted the protection of the church, and that neans me. | took care
of things with that |ast gentleman, and I1'll take care of his one too:'

"Don't be a shithead. That guy was some pill-poppi ng dunb-fuck. Denise is an
ace. -

"Wat ch your | anguage- he said, picking up the bag and stowing it back behind
the pulpit "You go downstairs and wash yourself up. 1'll find us a way to
settle this thing out

She | ooked up at himwith a m xture of hope and di sbelief on her face. He only
rai sed his eyebrows—ene of the expressions he'd practiced. so he had a pretty
clear idea howit |ooked on him-and pointed to the stairs. She didn't have
much faith in him that was clear enough fromthe way she noved. She went.

t hough.

Once she was gone. Father Henry rolled up his sleeves and Ri bbed his hands
toget her. "Quasi! Cone over here, boy. | need to talk with you. Wio exactly is
this Dem se Cellar

Vx4,

Dem se stood in a doorway across the street fromthe Church of Jesus Chri st
Joker, where he could watch the front doors and the side. Phan was sonewhere
on the other side, keeping an eye on the other side and the back. The whore
hadn't come out though he'd seen her poke her head out the door once. It

didn't seemlikely that she'd actually stashed the shit in the church. but the
| onger she stayed in (here, the nore he was willing to consider it.

The snow was changing to sleet freezing where it solid. He checked his watch.
Fifteen nore minutes. he figured, and they'd
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have to go in after her. He wondered how Danny Mao and the ot her bosses of
Shadow Fi st woul d feel about killing people in a church.

"M Spector?" a distant voice shouted over the noise of traffic.

He | ooked up. A short, pear-shaped nman with a clerical collar stood before the
doors of the cathedral, waving over at himw th a goofy grin. Denise tilted
his head. "Now what (he fuck is this?" he nuttered

"No call to be shy now, sir.- the pear-shaped priest shouted, a thick southern
accent drawing out his words. "Come on over and let's talk this here thing
out"

Ile hesitated for a minute. but then stepped out across the street. dodgi ng
cars. until he reached the opposite sidewal k. "Wio the fuck are your he
cal | ed.

"l ather Henry Cbst" the priest said, beam ng. "Lately of Selma. |'mtaking
over for Father Squid for a mte while he's traveling the world. Conme al ong

i nside now, sir. Wve got alittle matter of business to discuss. | think."
"Do you know who | an®"

"Rurmor has you're a hired killer for sone sort of Asian mob," the priest said
pl easant!ly.

"Weft Yeah.- Denise said. "Wiere's the whore?"

"Ch, she's in here." the priest said. 1 think we can get this whole thing
taken care of to everybody's satisfaction. Come on along, now sir. No reason
to do this out in the weather."

The priest turned and trundl ed back into the cathedral. Donis:. stood | ooking
at the open door. then. shaking his head wal ked up and entered the church. The
space was bigger than he'd remenbered, and al nost enpty. The twi sted.

t wo- headed Chri st inpal ed upon a double-helix cross seenmed to withe as Demni se
wal ked down the aisle. his footsteps echoing. The scent of car exhaust and
snow m xed with ghost-faint incense

The whore was there. sitting in the first peww th her head bowed. The little



priest was still smling and | eaning against the altar rail.
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"Now then. sic" the priest said. "I understand there was something you were

| ooking for."

"The bitch stole sonmething." Dem se said. 'Eve come to coll ect

"Well now, you see that's the issue that we need to | ook at. you and nme. The
drugs and the nmoney—+ presune that's what you had in mnd? Yes. well, they are
no longer in this fine young woman's care. |'ve taken them nyself in the nane
of the church. -

"Ckay" Demise said. "So | should kill you instead?-

"It's one of life's little ironies that you and | should be the ones having
this conversation." the priest said, sticking his hands in his pockets and

| ooki ng out over the pews. Hs round. puffy face had taken on a phil osophica
cast that | ooked like he'd rehearsed it in the mirror. "The virus has given ne
the ability to recreate Qur Lords first mracle fromthe nmarriage at Cana, and
you his final one in rising fromhis tonb. W represent the al pha and the
onega, you and Not that it's done either of us nuch good. | have a sernon |'|
be delivering on the subject come Sunday. You should conme hear it."

"\What ever: Dem se said. "How about we get back to business. Gve nme the shit
and wal k out of here. Nobody gets Wed."

"You forget sir that you are in the house of the Lord. You have no power
here.”

Dem se laughed, a little disbelieving cough, and | ocked his eyes into the
watery blue of the priest's. Father Henry nmet his gaze placidly. Dem se
pressed the pain al ong where the channel should have been, but nothing
happened. He could see the priest considering him could |ook into the black
of the little man's eyes. but there was no connection, no |ock

"God is stronger than a virus, sic" Father Henry intoned. and for al nost half
a second. Dem se got nervous. Then he noticed the red marks on the bridge of
Fat her Henry's nose.

"You' re fucking nearsighted," Dem se said.

Fat her Henry's expression froze and the whore gave out a little noan. "I knew
this wouldn't work," she said.
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"You thought you could fuck with ny head by taking off your gl asses?" Deni se
said. al nost laughing. -Christ. what a fucking hick."

"The power... the power of God protects me. You just stand your ground (here."
The pfiesis voice was wobbling |like his neck fat.

Dem se stepped forward. took the little man's chin in his band, and lifted.
Fat her Henry. eyes pressed cl osed, took his ha nds out of his pockets. Denise
didn't see the little black cylinder until it hissed, a stream of pepper mace
al ready scal ding his eyes and nose. The pain was nothing conmpared to the
constant pain of death he ca tried with him but the stuff did nake his eyes
water. The little priest pulled away, falling loudly over the rail, while

Dem se wiped at the tears and roa red

He never saw the whore conmi ng up behind him

The first jolt of the stun gun hardly stopped hi mthe pain was negligible. He
spun, reaching out for the bitch, but she danced back and then swung in | ow,
catching himjust under the ribs. By the fourth shock, his nuscles were going
weak, and it was getting hard to breathe. The fifth one—a | ucky shot on the
back of his neck—ade his whole right side go nunb.

Dem se gave out before the batteries did.

Ve AA

Father Henry sat at the altar. wiping his forehead with a handkerchief. Wth
his gl asses back on. the assassin turned froma nuddy man-shaped bl ur into an
actual man, hog-tied in the aisle before the altar. Gna. smart girl that she
was, had gagged himwith a sock and a strip of cloth and covered his head with
a pastel pink pillowase. She'd noved fast. and it was a good thing. The man



had never quite | ost consciousness.
"So what do we do now?" G na asked softly.

"Well, we have this gentleman here, the other one back in the kitchen: he

whi spered back. -Seenms |ike hitmen are what you might call thick on the ground
just now. -
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"There's still the other one out back. The other one front the car." "Wl

that's all well and good.- Father Henry snapped. -but I

don't think I'"'mmuch up for doing this a third time today. A nman

has limts:

1 wasn't saying (hat: G na said. "But we've got to do sonething.-

all right. Here, you keep an eye on this here miscreant and |'Il see whet her
can't work sonmething out with our friend downstairs."

Dem se shifted, straining against his bonds, and tried to shout sonething, but
Fat her Henry was damed if could tell what.

FRI DAY. FEBRUARY 6. 1987

"The whol e thing was a setup.
| got out of there at all."
The restaurant was al nost exactly the way he'd imagined it. except that he was
enpt y- handed. Manucchel i was frowning. and Lapierre was over by the bar
chatting up a waitress. Joey shook his head.

"And this priest got you out?"

-He woke nme up after those four Fist guys junped me and gel me ouna there:

- Four guys?-

-Maybe five: Joey said, trying not to wince with the lie. But it wasn't |ike

Joey said. "I"'mtelling you, boss. | was |ucky

he could tell Manucchelli he'd passed out.

-The cops were com ng, and he was thinking the Fist mght try to kill nme.
They'd went in there and forced himto help themout. I"'mtelling you. the
guy's a fucking hero going against themlike he did."

Manucchel i took a bite of his pasta and shook his head. Joey scratched at the
scars on his left hand.

-Sounds |ike bullshit.- Mazzuchelli said.

-There was a Fist hanging just outside the back door." Joey said. -And the
cops—they picked up Demnise there, didn't they?"

Manucchel I'i took the starched white napkin off his knee and dabbed the corner
of his nout h.
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"Yeah." he said with a long, slow, sigh. 'Yeah. they did"

"I'f I'd have junped the gun and called in backup, they'd have anbushed us.
boss. Denise was just the bait."

"So how d this hero priest get the drop on Denise?" Joey grinned.

"Yeah, he told about that too, when he was helping nme get ny feet. It went
like this, see..."

Ve Aa.
Dem se wal ked out of the detention center in the [ate afternoon, pissed off.
He still had on the fucking Aerosmith 1-shirt. The car waited for himat the

curb. Phan Lo at the wheel. Denise clinbed in and sl anmed the door

"What the fuck took you people so I ong?" he demanded as Phan pulled out into
traffic. 1 was in there overnight How hard is it to post a little bail?"
"Ganbi ones." Phan said. "They hit back yesterday."

"No shit?"
"They torched five of our places. W lost twenty, maybe thirty
men. Word on the street is they were trying for Danny Mao.- "Still doesn't

explain why | had to spend a night in the | ockup
priority;' Phan said.

They drove in silence. The day was clearer, but cold. Phan turned toward
Chi nat own.

"Did you. ah. mention to anyone ..
of f.

"You weren't the top

Dem se began, but the sentence trailed



"They know you got your ass kicked by a deuce priest and a Jokettown whore. -
Phan said. "They | aughed about it a tithe and got back to business. -

"Shit:

"The whol e thing was a setup. | saw one of the Ganbi an® guys com ng out the
back right before the cops showed up. So we got suckered. let it go. nan. No
one's going to renmenber how they did it. You want to get another shire-
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-Yeah." Denise said. -You know, that attitude is just like you. It's just
exactly like all of you. It's not about who's going to remenber what. It's
about principle. If you let people fuck with you, pretty soon everyone's going
to think they can get away with shit.-

When Phan spoke, his voice was measured and careful.-ldon't think that soneone
who fucking kills people by | ooking at themis going to have a lot of trouble
with people taking himlightly.-

-You don't get it. The priest has to die. And | know where he's going to be on
Sunday norning. kill the little shit in the mddle of Mass.-

I lardcore.- Phan said. soundi ng uni npressed.

SUNDAY. FEBRUARY 8. 1987

Dawn threatened in the east. the light fromthe snowovered trees making the
ki tchen wi ndow gl ow. Father Healy put the tel ephone handset back in its cradle
just as G na enmerged fromher roomwapped in a thick wool robe two sizes too
big for her.

-Coffee snells great.- she said. then "It's so quiet out here.- "That's what
we call the country. Haven't you ever been out of the city?"

"Nah. | was born in Queens.

"You take cream or anyt hi ng?"

-No. Mack and bitter does just fine."

Fat her Henry poured the coffee into a couple of Mrriage Encounter cups and
took them over to the table.

"The Archbi shop says he'll have tickets to Rone ready for Us down in

Al buquer que by Monday norni ng."

1 thought there was a nonth wait for passports.”

-Vatican passports; Father Henry said, blowing on his coffee. "There are

certain advantages to being a sovereign nation, after all. And a quarter
mllion dollars is a pretty sizable donation. Exerts a kind of influence."
' That was ny noney."

PROM SES

By St ephen Leigh

SEPTEMBER, 1995

T he squall roared and threw horizontal mn, comng in fromthe

nonheast off the North Channel and the Waters of Myle. The

storm had devel oped unexpectedly an hour ago. The ftenx Hil d rattled the
shutters, how ed through the cracks in the stone Halls and stretched w spy.
persistent fingers down the chimey. Rai r hissed and beat on the stones, and
streans of cold water fell fromthe ends of the roofs thatching.

Shiter Caitlyn cursed as a gust blew out the match shed placed to the
newspaper under the peat in the hearth. There were only two matches left in

t he pack. and shed been riving to get the dammed fire going for the | ast
fifteen mnutes. since they' d gotten back from Church Ray.

"Mat hair?" Mira, Caitlyn's daughter. shivered in the chair. her knees up to
her chest and a wool en bl anket w apped around herself. They'd both been soaked
just tinning the dozen steps fromthe car to the cottage. The storm had bl own
down the |ines somewhere on the island. which made the electric heaters

usel ess, and the small. three room house had seened as icy and danp as the
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"I't was bl ood nmoney and only the grace of Christ shall nake it clean."

"And the other quarter mllion?"

"I"'ma man of Christ. lull be just fine right where it is. You need any—i ke
maybe for tuition or something?—you just cone see your Uncle Henry:



"Tuition? Gve ne a break." she said, |laughing. Her face didn't | ook so shatp,
he thought. go down on you for a hundred thousand, though."
"I was thinking about cooking up some eggs." he said. ignoring her. 'Care for

any?"

"Sure." she said. "Over bard. -

Ile tried the still-scalding coffee and reached up for a good copper frying
pan. G na stood, her hands deep in the robe's pockets. went to the w ndow and
| ooked out into the woods. Ile wondered what it would be like, seeing a pine

forest at dawn for the very first tine.
Just another little mracle, he figured.
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sleet outside. Mdira's face was illum nated in the orange-gold

of the oil lanps, her round features energing fromdarkness |ike a verneer
painting. "I'mawful cold."

"I know. darling. It's just that the peat's gotten soaked, and this damed
wind .. 7 Caitlyn struck another match. Her nmovenents were clunsy and stiff.

but she managed to light a corner of the paper. The crunpl ed sheet bl ackened
and curled, the flanme |eaping: blue and yellow as it crackled, but the flane

hi ssed wetly and guttered out once it reached the sod, and Caitlyn cursed
again. The shutters banged in a renewed gust, and a rivulet of water trickled
down the inside of the chi mey.

The noise of the stormlifted to a wild roar the door to the cottage opened. A

man's formfilled the doorway. Mira screaned at the dark apparition, like a
banshee in the mdst of a tenpest, startling enough that Caitlyn woul dn't have
been surprised to hear a keening death-wail. Caitlyn rose—slowy, the only way

she coul d nmove—+o0 Mdira's side. She patted her daughter's shoulder with an
unbendi ng hand. "Hush: she told her, though her eyes were on the stranger
"There's nothing to be frightened about"

She hoped she was right.

He hadn't noved. He swayed fromside to side. as if it were only all effort of
will that kept himstanding. Wth just under two hundred people on the island.
Caitlyn knew themall by face and nane. and this man was a stranger: nit with
skin the col or of dark chocolate. He wore a | eather jacket and there were
straps and harness about himthat | ooked as if he'd cut sonething from around
himwith a knife. He was drenched, the short. wiry black hair beaded with the
rain: he steaned. w sps of vapor rising fromhim She supposed he m ght have
cone over on the Calmac Ferry. naybe one of the rare visitors that cane over
fromBelfast or Dublin to see one of the island s archeol ogical sites and who
had been surprised by the storm Strange, though, that no one down in Church
Bay had nentioned a visitor.

"I saw you through the wi ndow." he said. and the accent was decidedly
American. Hi s eyes closed, then he opened them again
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with an effort. "I can help .. 7 He took a step into the room alnost falling.
t hen anot her and anot her. wal ki ng past themtoward the fireplace as Caitlyn
hugged Mdira to her. watching and wonderi ng what she would do. | haven't

checked the phones; they ,nay be down too, cud besides it would take Constable
MacEnnis forever to get here ix this weather

The stranger crouched in front of the fireplace. He reached out a hand toward
the small stack of peat. Caitlyn cried out with mngled wonder and fear

Fl ane surged around his fingers, the peat hissing in the blazing beat of it
and finally catching fire. He left his hand there, in the dancing blue flanes,
and Caitlyn saw the flesh blistering and charred to gray-white.

He col | apsed.

Caitlyn saw his eyelids Huller. She waited, and when the man's gaze found her
she brought the glass of water to his cracked. dry lips. He drank gratefully,
muscl es noving in his long throat. -Better?" Caitlin asked. |le nodded.
-\What's your nane?" she asked then



He hesitated, and she saw his eyes narrow. "John: he said. "John Geen." H's
head lifted up, |ooking around the small room Hi s hand brushed the bed
underneath himwi th a netallic rattle.

"Sheet netal." Caitlyn told. "I doubt it's very confortable for you, but you
scorched ny best sheets, and | was afraid you'd actually set the beddi ng on
fire, as inmpossible as that seenms. But maybe not for you, eh?" She kept her
voi ce carefully neutral. "When | first felt your skin. | thought you were
burning up with the worst fever 1'd ever seen. You were sweating terribly. |
was sure you'd die. But then I saw your hand healing as | watched, and your
breat hi ng was quiet. You slept easily. yet the fever never left you. And
you're still sweating, though there's a chill in the air. So you're an ace,
are you. John G een?"

"I"'mnothing Iike an ace. 'That's for damm sure.'
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a hoarse chuckle. grimacing as he pushed hinsel f up. The bl anket—-actually an
ol d horse blanket Caitlyn kept in the car; she wasn't about to risk her good
conforter on the man—fell around his waist. He seenmed to realize for the first
time that be was naked under the blanket. and he pulled the edge of it back up
around himsel f. -My cl ot hes?-

-Washed and ready for you." She cocked her head at himwith a faint snile
"Soaked through and nuddy they were. You didn't want nme to | eave themon, did
you?" He was staring at her, and she knew what he saw. The face that | ooked
back at her every norning fromthe mrror was striking: flaw ess mlky skin
under curls of bright red hair. wide and round eyes that were the green of
rich sumer grass, full lips that seened to easily smle. "You're a nre
beauty, Caitlyn Farrell, that mu are,- her father had told her. years ago, and
she'd blushed at the words even as she'd hoped desperately that they were
true. "The image of your ndthoir, when she uns young Her father hod died
daring the '62 Infection, or a: least that's what they' d been tol d—-one of the
rho...scuds who had draws the bl ack queen. He'd bees at work and neither he
nor his body had ever returned home. And her nother . . she'd been with her
not her the night the rims spread orer Belfast, and she'd watched in terror as
the virus tore her nother's body apart, as the wonan screanmed in terror and
pain. Her nother had always lotvir knittisg oad sewing: the rinms had dam
needl e-sharp spins fern her bones, |ancing through her flesh at all angles,
tearing axd ripping, |eaviNg her snared eretywhere in a nest of hundreds of
ivory porcupine quills that stabbed at her 011'N flesh and that of those who
would tn., to care for her. For twenty nore agoniziag years. she would lire

t hat way.

Caitlyn had first thought that the rinms had sonehow | eft her a:affected. She'd
been term ..

-Matbair!" Mira called fromthe other room and she heard her daughter's
runni ng footsteps. "lIs the burning nman awake yet ?"

Caitlyn rose fromher chair as her daughter burst into the bedroom She could
feel his gaze on her: the way her head woul d not
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turn without the entire body nmoving with it the creaking protest of her knees,
t he sl ow notion change of the expression in that perfect face, the awkward way
she hugged her daughter. bending fromthe waist with her back inpossibly
straight: a doll with frozen joints. "You can see himin a little bit. Go on
with you, now.- Mira stared at the man in the bed for a nonent. then | aughed
and ran fromthe room

"She's cute. Looks |like you. Your sister?"

Caitlyn turned—slowy, carefully, her whole body making the nmotion—to find
Green regarding her curiously. "Her mAtair. MNbther-

She saw himblink in genuine astonishment. "I'mnot just saying this, but you
sure don't |look old enough to have a child that age. What is she? Nine? Ten?"
"Ten in another nmonth.- She couldn't keep the sadness from col ori ng her voice.
What ever the man ni ght be thinking, |ooking at her. he kept it to hinself.
"Where the hell amI?" he asked.

The nman gave



"You don't know?" Green shook his head slowly. Caitlyn waited to see if he
woul d say nmore: he didn't. "You're on Rath]) Island."” she told himfinally,
"just off the coast of Northern Ireland. And |I'm curious how 'tis that you
cane to be on Rathlin, seeing as you don't know where you are. | take it you
didn't conme over on the ferry. You don't know about Rathlin. do you?"

She saw his hesitation again. "No. | don't. I ...l was on a ship, a pleasure
craft just me and a few friends | was visiting, conming out from Scotl and. The
stem.. | guess it was too rmuch for the boat "

"And your friends? What happened to thenf"

"Cone," Green answered. "Lost."

Caitlyn gave himslow nod. 1 have soup on. You | ook strong enough to dress
yoursel f. There's a chanberpot under the bed if you would be needing it. or
you can use the bathroom just off the kitchen. 1'Il let you get yourself ready
while | put the bow s on the table. You can cone on in and eat with the two of
us. or | can bring it in here."
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"Il be out." he said. "Just give me a few nonments.
Anot her nod. Ca itlyn left the bedroom feeling his gaze on her as she wal ked
out with the stiff-1egged gait of a marionette.
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The man energed front the bedroomby the tinme Caitlyn, with Mira's help, got
the soup to the trestle table. He sat, wearily, and she |ladled out a bow for
him passing it across. She could feel the heat radiating fromhint "Wuld you
be wanting sone nmilk with that. Gary?" she asked.

"Sure. Sounds good. I-" He stopped. At the end of the table. Mira giggled.
Gary, not John, isn't it?" Caitlyn asked.

Muscl es clenching in his jaw, he nodded. The spoon in his hand reddened |ike
the glowing filanment on an electric stove. "You knew all al ong?"

"Me radio.- she told him "I was listening to the BBC. There was a news
reports about a plane fleeing fromthe authorities in the States that had cone
over lreland and gone down not a dozen niles out fromhere. The man said the
passengers m ght have parachuted out of the plane. and were dangerous folk: a
man who claimed to be former U S. Senator G egg Hartmann, who | ooked like a
great yellow caterpillar, and a nat woman wi th bl ond hair naned Hannah Davi s.
The pilot. they said, was a black man," Calilyn paused. ' They gave his nane,
too, and you don't look to be a yellow caterpillar or a woman.- She gl anced at
the bow in front of him "I'd tell you your soup's getting cold. but | doubt
that's a problemfor you."

"What are you going to do now?"

Caitlyn woul d have shnigged, but it wasn't sonething her body could do. -I'm
going to eat my soup. and make certain ny daughter eats hers. Then |'m goi ng
to wash the dishes. -

-That's not what | neant."

1 know. But that's all that's going to happen." She paused.
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One of the politicians got the bright idea that maybe they should just nove
the jokers out. Relocate the resulting Jokertown to an island. And, oh yes,
make sure that they were sterile and couldn't produce nmore nonsters. So they
noved the hundred or so inhabitants who once |lived here on Rathlin and brought
in the jokers. and of course the relocation and sterilizations were al
"voluntary' ...-

Caitlyn tried to give her snmile a sardonic twi st. -They brought maybe three or
four hundred of us in before they were stopped-too many protests fromthe
United Nations, Jokers Ammesty International. the 11S, and nearly every human
rights organi zation. But they also didn't nove us back. To make it | ook
better, they gave us sone limted self-governnent." She | aughed, a sound wth
an edge of bitterness. -You Yanks did the sane thing with your Native

Ameri cans, putting themon reservations. Oficially we're part of the WK
Unofficially. they | eave us alone and ttv to forget us. Eventually. Belfast
got its Jokettown anyway. Modst of us already here on Rathlin-the



Rel ocat ed—st ayed. Why not? This is oar island now There are less than two
hundred of us left: we've gained a few people over the years who cane here,
but we've lota far nore.- She paused. "Not many left. Most just died.”

-You nust have cone here |ater.”

She shook her head. "I was with the initial group. | was sixteen. then."
The man was staring at her. and she could see himdoing the cal cul ati ons
behi nd his eyes. "Thirr>r-three years ago ...You can't possibly be

forty-nine. -

-Touch ne." she said to him Wen his eyes wi dened. she | aughed. "Go on: ny
face, or ny arns.-

H s hand reached out to her cheek. She nearly flinched, expecting his skin to
be hot, but it felt nearly cool. He stroked her cheek. pressing once. She knew
what he saw, what he felt: a slickness lite hard rubber that would not easily
yield to the press of his fingertip. Like touching a doll's face.

The touch, though. was nice. and his hands were gentle and his
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"You're not a danger to me or ny daughter. Quy. | can see that, just | ooking
at you. And you ore on Rath

"You don't know ne."

"I know enough." A faint snmile touched the corners of her |ips and vani shed.
"Eat your soup." she said.

"You really should.- Mdira interjected. her voice serious and earnest as only
a child s can be. "MA(bair makes recv good soup." The man nodded.

"You're sweating: Mira told him

He touched his sleeve to his forehead. "It's a bit warmin here for ne." he
sai d. The spoon sizzled as it touched the broth.
V***

After lunch. Caitlyn went outside and stood in the sunlight, her eyes

hal f-cl osed. She could hear the sea pounding relentlessly against the cliffs:
to the northwest where the ruins of Robert the Bruce's Castle were hung in
noss and vines. @ills swung overheard in the ramblue sky. calling in the
harsh voices. A few minutes later, she heard the door to the cottage open and
shut again. and footsteps crunching over the gravel walk. "Wat did you nean,
that | was on Rathlin?"

Caitlyn swiveled her entire body to (umto him "You don't know about Rathlin?
The Bel fast Infection of '62?"

Ile lifted his shoulders. "I heard something about Belfast. | think. Not a
lot."

Caillyn nodded. "I suppose it wasn't nmuch conpared to what happened in New
York the first tinme. Still, the outbreak was a nasty one. No one knows where

it started or why. only that nost of Belfast was affected. Five thousand or

nore people drew the black queen and died in the first day: people fled the

city in droves during the panic. Afterward, the government decided that they
if they wanted to bring the people back to the city they had to show Bel f ast
was cl ean and safe. They didn't want the jokers staying around to create yet
anot her Jokettown-t hat woul dn't | ook good.
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i ncredi bly stupid, sonething you knew would end up possibly hurting you nore
than you coul d bear?"

-yeah." Gary answered, his voice no nore than a whisper
real well. Real fucking well."

Inside the cottage. Mdira turned on one of the cassette tapes Caitlyn had

bought her at the store in Churchill Bay. Her high, little-girl voice sang
alongwith a bright, cheery children's tune. -She carries the virus, aye.-

know t hat feeling

Caitlyn said, smling at the sound. -1t's in her blood, fromne and from her
father who had a nminor ace, and if she's like alnmost all who carry it as a
latent, it will manifest itself when she hits puberty. When that tinme cones.

have a Roo° chance of watching her either die in agony or becom ng horribly



di sfigured for the rest of her life." She turned back to Gary, feeling her
face still trapped in the eerie smle. -1 could have had an abortion. But |
was scared, and | was still in love, and | was stupid. | should have had an
abortion. Instead. | listened to him the father who said he'd | ove ne forever
and who told me that after all the chance that the vints would get passed on
to her was just one in four and that | should have the baby. | promised him!]
woul d. | kept ny promise. And | found out that for him'forever' was only
until he fell in lust with sone nat woman he net in the pub. By then | was so
big with Mira that it was too late to do anything but carry her to term Now
I have to |l ook at her every day and know that I'll |ose her soon ... or worse.
I have to look at the eyes of the people here on Rathlin with ne, who stare at
me and wonder what kind of nonster would condemm her child to that'

I'M nya took a deep. sobbing breath. -That's sonething | wonder mnysel f, every
day-

V. AA

Soneone was pounding on the door. Caitlyn!" a man's voice called. -Aye ye in

t here?"

-1''m here. Duncan.'
2ft
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chocol ate eyes sad, and the baritone of his voice was rich and deep like a
cello. Alnost ten .wars, it's been. An entire decade since nmitre been held aid
ki ssed cad | oved... She tore the thought away as Gaw s fingers dropped from
her face. You can't think that way. Yon' cant

"That's what the virus did to nme. It left ne a pernmanent sixteen. | suppose
"Il always | ook this way. My body's slowy hardening. calcifying. | came here
because ny nmother was one of the Relocated: they knew I m ght have been

i nfected, but no one was quite sure at first I know now-and | don't need the
bl ood test to tell me. It's noving through the rest of me now, faster and
faster. | can't turn ny neck, can't bend over easily, can't bend ny knees or
my el bows all the way. And it's spreading inside, or so the doctors tell ne.
Sonetime soon She continued to smle: she had no choice. But twin tears
trickled down the ceram c gl oss of her cheeks.

"I"'msorry." he told her It was the same thing he had told her. the man who'd
been Mdira's father.

"Don't be sorry for nme." she said. "Be sorry for her."

The man gl anced back at the cottage. Hi s gaze noved across drvstone walls,
erected over a century ago. Stones that would still be there long after she
was gone. -Your daughter carries the virus too.- There was no question in his
voice. Caitlyn nodded in reply.

"Aye. She does. Wien they cane out with the blood test. | had her checked. -
"You said they sterilized the Relocated ...-

"They did. Maybe they botched ny surgery. Maybe mnmy tubes grew back. Mybe the
virus wouldn't allowit. Who knows? Maybe | shoul d never have |left the

i sland.” She took a deep breath, feeling the pain in her chest as nuscles

resi sted expandi ng. "And maybe | shoul d never have cone back here after |
did." Caitlyn lifted her arm and daubed at the teats with the sleeve of her
cotton sweater. Her armnoved like a clumsy stick. -Have you ever done

somet hing you felt was right. but you knew at the sane tine was
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up her bed al ongside. The clock on the nightstand said 7:00 AM and the sun was
barely up. "Go on. girl, and let Constable tvlacEnnis in. Start the coffeema

Caitlyn called back. She saw Moira sitting

ter going. I'Il be right there."
"\What about the black man, mani a?" she asked, a bit wi de-eyed. "Hell have
heard Constabl e MacEnnis, I'msure. If he's still here ...-

Moira junped fromthe bed and padded away. It took Mdira several seconds to
roll stiffly fromthe bed and get to her feet. Pulling her nightgown close
around ber, she wal ked lock jointed into the front room The couch where the
stranger had lain the night before was enpty, the blanket on the floor. Mira



was at the door. holding it open just a crack. "Constable MacEnnis says for
you to come outside. man." Mira said, with a tone of awe in her voice
-There's another man with him"

"I"'mcom ng, Duncan; Caitlyn called. She patted Mdira on the head as she
reached her. "Wy don't you stay here, darling? Get yourself some cerea

The sunrise had |l eft a danp and heavy norning fog in its wake. Two figures
stood in the mist. Duncan MacEnnis was. like all the residents of Rathlin
except Mdira, a joker. Caitlyn knew his story—everyone on Rathlin knew
everyone el se's story. MacEnnis had been a constable with the garda, the
police force in Belfast He'd been called to investigate the report of a lim
acting strangely in an alley between dreary brownstones. As MacEnnis
approached the suspect, who was gi bbering nmadly and pounding at the brick wall
of the nearest house as if he could smash his way through it, the nman expl oded
in a gory fountain of flesh and bl ood. The virus wasn't carried in the blood
and gore that spattered MacEnnis, but it was in the air that night, carried on
t he breeze noving down the valley of the River Lagan. Nothi ng had happened
then, not until after MacEnnis had cleaned up after his shift and stopped in
at Crown Liqgour Saloon on Geat Victoria Street. There, bed lifted a glass of
stout and wat ched as his hand nelted around the glass, the flesh running like
hot wax down his arm his shoul der, his chest, his face. puddling then

har deni ng again as he screaned in
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agony and terror. as patrons shouted and scurried away fromhim..

The Melted Man. with runneled fl esh and eyes popping garishly froma hairless,
pitted skull.

The man behi nd MacEnnis was a giant. He stood head and shoul der above the
garda, and his face and hands seenmed to be carved of gray and shiny stone, al
t he edges hard and sharp. She knew hi mshe'd seen his pictures many times in
t he papers: Brigadi er Kenneth Foxworthy: the man they called 'Captain Hint:
whose hands were razor-edged knives. whose voice was as soft as his body was
hard. An ace, not a joker

"I see that you know. who | am the nman said, the voice so | ow a whisper that
Caitlyn had to lean forward to hear it at all. "Ym don't seemtoo surprised.
Wul d that mean you knout, why | M here?"

Caitlyn glanced at MacEnnis: the skull-face was inpressive. teeth gritted
behind a lipless nouth, but the constable gave a nearly inperceptible shrug.
"I assune you're going to tell ne-" Caitlyn began. when two ot her people cane
from behind the cottage: a man with a bul gi ng. doned forehead hol ding a bl ue
steel revolver as he herded Gary toward the group. A sheen of perspiration
covered Gary's face and hands.

-He was hal fway across the field. Brigadier.- the nan called. "Must've slid
out the back when he heard us comng. A bit of a hard run, the way he's
sweat i ng, but he stopped when | showed hi mthe gun.-

- Excel l ent work, Radar," Flint whispered. He turned back to Caitlyn. One
eyebrow raised slowy in question: otherwi se. the fact remained entirely

i mpassi ve.

-He's a friend of nine.- she told the stone giant. "He's been

here a few days now. He told ne be was going for a wal k around

the island. | don't believe we have a | aw on Rathlin against that."

MacEnni s was staring at her with his bul gi ng eyes, though he

said nothing. Flint nerely snorted. "Qdd, then, that he doesn'

appear hi the fern's register or is the Rallwastle visitor's |og. How
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did he get here? Fly?" He turned to the black man. -Thar is how you cane here,
isn't it, M Biagi:ore

Gary shrugged. 'You tell nme.-

The expression—er rather, the |ack of one—en Flint's face renai ned

undi sturbed. -Were are your friexdsr

"They weren't friends.-



"Yos expect ne to believe that blatant fal sehood about being 'kidnapped aw
forced to fly Senator Hannonn and Ms. Danis here?" "I expect you'll believe
what ever you want."

"Tell me where they are.”

"I don't know. They parachuted out of the plane near Dublin.” "Then why dids't
you broadcast that imrediately aMland there or in Belfast?*

"Hartmann had al ready shot out the radio so | couldn't call. It was night.
didn't know the area. and | was flying by sight on a storny night. | figured
by the time | got to Scotland. it would be dawn and | coul d see better.

didn't nake it.-

"You'it been here a day and half and hare nade so attenpt to contact the
asthorities. Hardly a 'victims' response.”

"I wanted to avoid being your victim too. Do you blame me?" Flint seenmed to
sigh. -Handcuff himand pit himis the car," he

said to Radar. "He's under arrest. There are agents fromthe States

com ng over for him™"

"No." Caitlyn nmoved toward Gary as Radar pulled the cuffs froma back pocket.
-Duncan. he's asked to stay here. He's one of us."

"Shire." The curse was audible to everyone, and MacEnnis's face becane even
nmore skull-like with the rictus of a grimace. "Is that true? You're a joker?"
MacEnni s gl anced at Gary, who | ooked first at Caitlyn.

"Yeah." Gary said finally. 1 guess it is. O maybe a deuce." He lifted his
band, his eyes tightening in concentration. A nmonent |later a small blue (Ilane
flickered fromhis fingenip and swept down the entire index finger. Gary
grimaced in pain as the flame licked at his flesh. "That's it. That's the
extent of ny great powers. Get a Bic lighter. and you can do the sane.

O herwi se. | have a
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body that runs way too hot. and it fucking hurts. I'm good al scorching
bedsheets, too." They could all see the finger's skin bubbling as the flane
guttered out. The dark flesh had gone an ugly white as great blisters rose.
Gary cradl ed the damaged hand to his belly. Perspiration was rolling down the
side of his face. 1 ain't no goddamm ace. Ri ght now, asylum sounds good."
"CGot any other skills?"

-Pma fair mechanic."

"You're in luck, then. Things break here, all too often.” Wth a sigh
MacEnni s turned back to Flint -Sorry."” he told the Brigadier. "I can't let you
to take this man. -

Flint alnost, alnost |aughed. 1 don't think sys understam Constable," he

husked. "1'm taking himback to Scotlasd. He aided two extrenely dangerous
fugitives in escaping fromthe authorities in New York Cits; asd this is now
an international matter. Rathli: is still part of the UK the last tine |

checked. He conies with ne."

-Rathlin mght be UK, but odd how | don't see nats here at all. Odd how we get
al nrost no noney from Bel fast or London. Strange how the only busi nesses here
are those we've made ourselves." MacEnnis answered. He waddl ed forward unti

be was standing in front of Flint. his horrible face tipped back to stare up
at the man. "This isn't Northern Ireland, this isn't the Scotland or Wales or
England. 'Tis Rathlin, and you can squawk all you like about the law, but 'Us
me that's the law here. and I'mthinking that 1'd rather have me a nechanic on
the island than an arrest on my books."

Flint | eaned over the nuch smaller nman. One of his fingertips. alnost

casual ly. touched the tip of the nightstick in its |loop on MacEnnis's uniform
belt. A sliver of ash curled away, falling to the ground. - Yos are
interfering." he said. "in a greater matter that you can realize."

"Ace mattersr MacEnnis asked. "That has nothing to do with Rathlin. Rathlin is
for nasty jokers." He glanced at Gary. "You. mister. You want to go with Cap'n
Fl'int here?"

Gary shook his head. MacEnnis turned back to Flint. "You see. he already likes
it here, and he's a nmechanic. | say he can stay. If
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you take himby force. you'll do so w thout my cooperation. Well protest to
every authority and every human rights organi zation. including the UN. -

Flint hissed, a sound |ike steam "You ore nakisg a m stake here, Constable,
one that may harm everyone infected by the virus. And mu are subject to UK

| aw, despite the lax dud indulgent attitude Rathlin has esjoyed in the past.-
"The m stake. Brigadier, is the arrogance of you aces. This is Rathlin. |
wonder how it will |ook when taking this man results in an extrenely visible
denonstration down in Church Bay. with every joker here putting thensel ves
bet ween you and your ship. Sure, you're stronger than us and you have the | aw
on your side. and you can denonstrate that, all in full view of the canmeras.”
MacEnni s tapped the radio on his belt with a hand of bubbled flesh. "You want
me to make that call to the Mayor? You said you cane here | ooking for a
dangerous ace. | say | don't see one.-

Flint glared at MacEnnis, who stared placidly back. Finally. Flint's searing
gaze nmoved to Gary. 'I now know where ns ore." he said. "Consider yourself
already is custody; because the instant mu leave this mserable little flea
speck in the (Ken, you will be arrested and prosecuted. There is nowhere ns
can hide. Yos're just given yourself a life senesce to Rathlin."

Wth that. Flint gave a nod to Radar and stal ked back toward the constable's
open jeep. MacUnnis gave an audi bl e exhalation. "I hope you know what you're
doing." he said to Caitlyn. "because your track record so far isn't very
good. " Appraising eyes stared at Gary below the rimof his garde's cap

"Wel come to Rathlin. Mster Mechanic. | hope you like your new hone."

Ve JA

She asked himno questions. She sinply let himstay with her.

It had been a week. There'd been no other visitors. No new word at all, not

from MacEnni s or the enbassy, or anyone. It certainly didn't surprise Caitlyn
that no one canme up to the house.
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that they'd been left entirely alone after the first Hurry of activity. She
wonder ed what Gary thought.

Caitlyn was standing at the cliffs at the northeast curve of the island, a

pai nful three-quarter mle walk fromthe cottage, but she forced herself to do
it, not wanting to give in to the encroaching sl ow paral ysis of her body. Her
smal | herd of black-faced sheep grazed in the heather nearby, with Mira
cavorting through the field with the one lanb that had been dropped t hat
spring, her high-pitched giggle making Caitivn's smle genuine. She didn't
hear Gary come up behind her, only felt the touch of his warm hand on her

shoul der. She woul d have junped, startled, had her body been capable of it but
she sinply stood there, gazing down at the waves pounding the cliffs two
hundred feet below |like a statue erected there.

"That's pretty." he said.

"Aye." H's hand left her. but the sense of the touch renai ned. She enjoyed the
sensation. She could hear himcomng around to her left then saw him He was

| ooki ng down curiously.

"See the cave there?" she asked. She pointed, her anmt slowy raising: he
nodded. 'That's Bruce's Cave. The tale is that Robert the Bruce stayed there
in 1306 after he was defeated in the Battle of Metbven and fled Scotland. 'Tis
said that while he was hiding in the cave, he watched a spider trying to build
its web by leaping fromone rock to another. The spider tried and fail ed dozen
of times, but every time it clinbed back up and nmade the attenpt again, unti
finally it succeeded. The Bruce was so inspired by the spider's courage and
perseverance that he resolved to go back to Scotland and continue his fight
agai nst the English. -

1 guess | should have studied my history nore back in school. | kinda renenber
the nane. | think, but not nuch else.”

"There's lots of history here on Rathlin. There were stone age axe factories
here 3000-2500BC. The island's been ruled by Firbolgs. Celts, English. Scots,



and Irish. There have been battles and nassacres. Qut there-" she pointed to
the gray ranks of waves stretching to the misted horizon. "there's

Sl oghnanorra, the swal -
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| ow hol e of the sea, a mael strom Under Church Bay. there's the hul k of HWVS
Drake. torpedoed in 1917 by a German submarine: there are a dozen nore

shi pwrecks in and around the island. And the views: you should see the sea
stacks by the West Lighthouse, or the cliffs by Slieveacarn.”

"You'd nake a fine tour guide. |'msure.”

"I"mjust saying that for eight square mles or so of land, (here's much to
see and learn here, if you nust stay.-

"You left."”

Caitlyn could feel the color rise in her hard cheeks. "Aye. | did. | thought
it would be better out there.- She turned to face him He was watching her
soft brown eyes, a slow snile that crinkled the his face. 1 was wong." she
said. 1 belong here."

He nodded, and she was relieved he asked no nore questions. "Yeah. Sonetines
you find that place."

"And New York City is (bat place for you."

He shrugged, then nodded. "Yeah. That's where ny famly is.'

Caitlyn waited,

and he continued after a nonment. -God. | need to get back there. My famly..
My nomis getting up there and isn't well. ny little brother Arnie and his w fe
own half the business with me, and without a plane or a pilot ..." Another
pause.

"No wife yourself? No fanmily?"

A shake of his head. "I had nyself fixed when | was in the arny: you know.

snip-snip.- His lingers made a scissoring nmotion. and he gave her a rueful

al nrost angry smile. "Didn't want to father no wild card babies. GQuess we ain't
so different. the people here and ne."

Ile drew a long breath. his nostrils Haring. A wave splashed spray on the

rocks below. Gary bent down. She watched him pick up a gray, |inmestone rock
and heave it over the cliff edge. They both |istened: there was no sound
agai nst the crash of the surf and soughing of the salt wind. "I appreciate

everyt hing you' ve done for ne." he said.

"' Teas not hing; she said autonmatically.

Moi ra bounced over toward them | aughing.
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"To ne, it was. You didn't have to go out of your way, and you did." Mira put

her armaround Caitlyn's waist. "I just hope-" -What?"

Il e shook his head. "I was returning a favor, that's all. That's what got ne
into this ness. | believe you have to pay back what's given to you, and that's
how | got into this. | owed Hartmann for what he did for me. | prom sed hint

I'd do hint a favor, any favor. Al he had to do was ask. So when he did ..
-You're saying that Captain Flint was right?"

A nod. "Yeah. | don't know why Hartmann and that woman wanted to come to
Ireland, but | brought them Now-he picked up another rock and threw it—"it
| ooks like I may.- There was pain in his eyes, and Caitlyn woul d have frowned.
Instead, the snmile | essened.

sorry."

-So am|1." Another grimace. "If I'mgoing to be a nechanic. then | need to set
up a place of my own. You said the popul ati on was down to a few hundred from
five? Bet that nmeans there's |lots of vacant houses around. CGuess | can find
one (barn do."
-Stay with us.'
know mat h?"

1 used to be pretty good at it."

-Then you can help nme. School starts next week." Her voice dropped to a
conspiratorial stage whisper. 1,16(bair's just awfi: with math."

Gary's eyes drifted upward from Mira to Caitlyn's face. 'l think your

Moira interrupted. 1 |like you. You' re the Burning Man. Do you



not her's smarter than you think. -
She didn't know what she saw in his face then. MacEnnis's words cane back to

her: . your track record so jar isn't rery good.- She hadn't felt the inpact
of a person's gaze since... How much of it is because he | ooks so nornal,
conpared to the others on the island? Are Sou still Thor shallow, girl?

She said it anyway.
-You can stay with us. If you like."
She expected hint to balk and refuse. At the very | east, she
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expected himto question what that nmeant even though she wasn't sure herself.
Ile didn't. He stared at Caitlyn for |ong seconds, then | ooked down agai n at
Moira. smling at her. "I'd like that" he said to Mdira rather than Caitlyn.
"And we'll work on that math."

right, | understand. Arnie. but |'ve given the accountant permi ssion to
liquidate ny 401lk—dse that to get through the next few nonths, at |east even
t hough taxes are gonna chew up a lot of it ... No. the plane's a total loss. |
had to ditch in the ocean ...You need to hire another plane and pilot ... |
know. man. | know. But | called the enbassy in Belfast and they told ne that
there are indictments out for ne for attenpted nmurder, assault, illegal flight
and dozen other things down to littering. and that if | |leave this island. not
only will the UK have ny ass but the good ole USA will be filing imredi ate
extradition papers ... Al right, man. 1'll keep trying... Right. Hartnmann
of fice gave ne the nane of a | awer. sone guy nanmed Dr. Praetodus: he's
supposed to start working on that end ... Gve ny love to Momand tell her not
to worry. I'mfine at the nonent, but | miss everyone. Tell Serena the two of
you will make it through this. and kiss little Keisha for me too. and | et her
know t hat her uncle loves her ... Mke sure you take care of Mom Call her
every day and check on her: you know how she is about taking her pills
... Yeah. goodbye. -
Caitlyn heard the click of the receiver in its cradle. and when she gl anced

S

up. Gary was staring at her. "I'll find a way to pay you back. | know al
these calls have ben expensive. Arnie doesn't think the business is going to
make it, and they found a blood clot in Momis leg ...- Gary ran a hand over

tight-curled black hair.

"Mat did Mayor Carrick say when you spoke with hinr

Gary nodded. "There's nothing he can do either—he was the one who suggested
calling the U S. Enbassy. I've tried to get hold of
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Senat or Hanmann's offices, too: no one will talk to ne there: all they could
suggest was sone 1- Town | awer—Hanmann's the one guy who m ght be able to get
me out of this. and no one knows where the hell he is. No one el se seens to be
able to do anything. If | leave, I'll be tossed in jail. That's the bottom
line."

sorry. -

"Not as fucking sorry as | am" he answered. then grinmaced. |ooking in the
direction of Mdira' s room "Sony." he apol ogi zed. pacing the I ength of the
room and back.

' She's asl eep. You must be tired, too."

Ile responded as if he hadn't heard her. '|I need to get back. Everything and
everyone | know is back in New York." He | ooked at her with stricken eyes.
i shoul d never have done what | did, btu |l prom sed the man. | prom sed. -

"Prom ses are inportant.- She managed to say it w thout bitterness.

"Yeah. And this is one | wish 1 hadn't kept- He blinked. Walking over to the
chair where she sat. he crouched down, touching her arm Hi s fingers radiated
beat. 'Sony. | don't nean to sound ungrateful. You' ve taken huge chances wth
me. someone you don't know at all—-all of you here have. It's just ...-

"I know." she said. "You want to go hone."

He | aughed, bittedy. "You got that right."

NOVEMBER, 1995



Gary sat with Mira at the desk near the front door. He huddl ed with her over
her open textbook. Caitlyn watched the two of them wondering.

He' d al ready become nom a pan of her life than she'd ever expected. He and
Moira ... her daughter had bonded i mredi ately and unquestioningly to her
turning Man: and he responded to her with a teasing seriousness that made
Caitlyn sonetimes feel clunsy in her own relations with Mira.
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And yet.... He kept his distance with Caitlyn. careful not to say or do
anyt hi ng that m ght be construed as an advance. At first she'd found that
conforting...

"Look." he said to Moim his baritone voice warmin the cool air of the room
"Remenber when you introduced me to Codman Cody at the West Lighthouse? How
ni nny fingers does he have?"
Caitlyn could see Mdira squeeze her eyes shut in concentration. "Six." she
said at last. "Four on his right hand. two on his left."
"OK. And if he held his left hand over his right_that'd be two over four—ike
a fraction. What if he took away half the fingers on each hand? Wat woul d
that | ook |ike? Think about Codman Cody's bands ..."
Agai n. the eyes cl osed. then opened. -That would be one on one hand and two on
the other." she said.
"Wwuld he ook silly then. with only three fingers?"
Moira giggled. "Aye. he woul d: They both [ aughed. then Gary drew a
two-fingered hand and a four-fingered hand on the paper in front of them -So
you can divide the nunber of fingers on both hands by two. right? Which neans
two over four can be reduced to what fraction? Loot at the hands."
"One over two!" Mdimroared. "One half."
Gary appl auded softly. -Hey. you got it! What if be had six fingers on his
right? Could you reduce two over six?"
A pause. Then: "One over three." Mimgiggled. "I understand. Thanks, Gary. -
"You're wel come. Now ...why don't you get to bed? Your nomand | gotta talk

." He kissed her forehead and Mvira Hung her arms around his neck. She ran
over to Caitlyn and did the same. then scurried off to her room Caitlyn
wat ched Gary straighten the desk and put Mdim s notebooks in her backpack
"You're good with her: she said into the silence. and his deep brown eyes
gl anced back at her..
"She's a great kid. |I like her alot." H's gaze turned away as he tucked
Moira's math book in and closed the Hap. Hi s dark. |ong
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fingers tapped the blue cloth. He pushed back the chair. "I'mgoing for a
wal k. Wanna come?"
She hesitated."( don't know ...Mira ..."
-Just tell her we're going. She'll be fine."
-Al'l right" she said finally. "Let nme get ny shaw
The night was cool but dry a strong, high w nd draping shreds of cloud over a
hal f - nobon and ri pping them away agai n, though only a faint breeze stirred the
dry |l eaves of the hawthorn in the yard. She envied the ease with which Gary
nmoved in the darkness. contrasting with her own clunsy, stiff-legged gait. He
sl owed his own pace to hers, wal king al ongsi de her down the narrow asphalt
road wi ndi ng westward. He was careful not to touch bet always keeping a
di stance between them They said nothing, listening to the night birds, the
soughing of the wind, and the faint sound of the water. They passed Abi gai
Scanlon's cottage, a quarter mle down the road-Wde Abby: they called her
The old woman was out on her porch: Caitlyn could see the outline of the
m sshapen body, |ike soneone laying on their side. the legs at either end of
the stretched frane. the head a bunmp in the niddle of a |og, the hand wavi ng
at either end, unable to reach each other across the huge girth between them
Caitlyn remenbered how they'd had to alter her cottage, the door hinged
si deways, all the furniture Iow and wide. Caitlyn waved to her. -A beautiful
night."tis it not. Abby?" she called out. There was no answer, only a faint



wave from one of the hands.

They wal ked on. She could feel Gary glancing fromher to Abigail. -Mira goes
to 'school' every day. but she's the only one there." he said finally. "She
seens to know everyone on the island. and half the time she's over at
someone' s house. But )l1:now, in two nonths |'ve never seen anyone at all ever

cone to your house. | notice that you don't go to the grocers, yourself. that
t he person who delivers themleaves the box on the stoop and never knocks or
rings the bell to say hello. | notice that your neighbors don't say nmuch to
you." He stopped. and she knew he was waiting for an
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answer. Wen she renained silent, wal king on. he continued. "Is it me? Is it
because |'mthere?"

She sm | ed, because she nmust -No: she answered. "It's not you. It's..
conpl i cat ed. -

"I'"'mlistening:

"I don't know if | can explain it to you. This isn't your hone: you weren't
sent here. You didn't have to make the choice we nmade." He said nothing: after
a noment. she continued. 1 came here with a nother who | ooked as deforned and
di sfigured as anyone here, who was in the sane kind of pain. She lived for rwo
decades that way, in daily pain and tornent, and | took care of heti took care
of some of the others. too. That was nothing special. That was sonething we
all did, those of us who could. And then ...she died. And | |eft—because
coul d: because as far as | knew then, all the wild card had done to nme was
keep ne forever young: because—dnlike the rest of themhere on Rathlin—+ could
get by in the normal society out there. | wasn't ugly or horribly changed.
didn't ooze sline or have spines or drag nyself around like a slug. | was
pretty and normal. Back then, when you | ooked at nme or saw, you woul dn't

noti ce anything unless you watched ne very carefully. | left | left them
behind. At the time. | didn't think I'd ever come back."

They' d reached the point where the road curved away north to Church Bay. The
west side of the island around Church Bay slid gently into the water, unlike
the steep cliffs that lined nost of the island's perinmeter. They stood on a
rise, the bay glittering bel ow, while away over the channel. the lights of

Ral | ycasde in Northern Ireland gl eaned six mles away. tantalizingly close and
i mpossi bly far away.

"They're jeal ous of you: Gary said, -because you look like a nat, because you
could blend in."

"That's part of it aye. Then there's Mira. They love her. Gary, they do.
She's Rathlin's only child, and they all feel like they're her aunt or uncle.
But at the sane time, she ... She's a slap in their faces. Al of them nmade
the decision to stay here. They made the decision that they woul dn't bring any
nore children into the world
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to be like them to suffer the way they' ve suffered. | left them and | cane
back with Mira ...-

-So they hate you."

Caitivn tried to shake her head. It would turn only slowy. "Hate's an awful |y
strong word. and too sinple. Ifs... it's nore that they're terribly

di sappointed in me. |I've shaned them and along with that they can't quite
ever forget that | selfishly abandoned them and they can't forget that |'ve
al nost certainly condemmed Mdira to die young and in horrible pain because of
the virus she carries. Wat | did was selfish and it was abandonnent. and it
was cruel. | did it purely for ne."

' Soreti nes you have to think about yourself first"

- Maybe. - she answered. -Rut then you have to live with everybody el se
afterward. "

Il e gave her a contenplative hnm. |eaning on the stone fence that bordered

t he roadway. She saw his gaze catch on the Bally-castle lights and remain
there. "You really want to go home, don't your she asked him



A nod. "Yeah. | do. Arnie called earlier today while you were bringing back

the sheep. Momis getting worse, and their finances ... My savings are gone: |
can't afford that |awer any nore. | done everything | can think of to do.
even tal ked to Codnman Cody about trying to sneak off the island at night in
hi s boat have himland nme somewhere on the coast and see what happens ..: She
saw his hand forma fist and slowy | oosen again. 1 left w thout saying
goodbye to anyone. | miss ny famly. | miss ny friends. | nmiss wal king around
the ciry, all the people and the sights and the food ... But | ain't going

back as a prisoner.- He |ooked at her over his shoulder with a wy snile.
',guess there are all kinds of prisons. aren't there?"

There was such gentle synpathy in his face. such conpassion in his eyes... She
want ed nore than anything to |l ean toward that nouth, to kiss himand to fee

hi m respond. She stared back at him the eternal smle on her face, holding
her breath. She could not MOW

But he did. His head turned, he bent toward her so close that
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she could feel his warnth. He stopped. Pulled back, his expression stricken

and guilty "I"'msorry." he said. 1 shouldn't have... I'mreally sorry."
"Don't apol ogi ze," she told him

He shook his head. "It ain't fight, not when I'd | eave here tonorrow if |
could. Not after you took ne in. let me stay with you. I"'mreally sorry.
Caitlyn. | don't want to make you feel threatened or bothered or-"

"Stop it." she told him it's fine. It's..." ... what want too. |I'mjust so
afraid of it and |I doft knowill can anynore, and. . . . There were a dozen
other things to say. but she couldn't say any of them"... forgotten." she
fini shed.

But she didn't forget it. She renenbered. It haunted her dreams for a long
tine.

"I hope you find your way hone," she told him

V *AA

Rathlin's lone |l awer was also Rathlin's Mayor, an elderly gentleman with | ong
white hair that covered nobst of his body. His snouted face and prom nent front
teeth nade hint look like a large rodent: the delicate eyegl asses perched
there. the wire rinms tucked behind his ear flaps, magnified the tiny black
eyes, and the suit he wore made hint | ook Iike a cartoon character.. H s hand
were pink and wrinkled and fol ded on top of the newspaper that covered his
desk.

Joseph Carrick: 'The Rat of Rathlin: as he'd been dubbed by the Sl a and ot her
t abl oi ds.

Dl SASTER AVERTED! the headline trunpeted. Then, in smaller type: BLACK TRUW
DESTROYED | N JERUSALEM SENATOR GREGG HARTMANN AMONG DEAD

"I thought ... | thought that since Senator Hartnmann was dead
that the charges against ne m ght be dropped: Gary told Carrick
Carrick's whiskered nose twitched. "I'mafraid they haven't. 1've

made the inquiries you requested: the charges agai nst you stand.

and |'ve been told by the authorities in Northern Ireland. G eat
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Britain and your own country that nothing has changed—you will be arrested the
nmonent you step foot off RAM)." Carrick traced the headlines with a sl ow
forefinger. 1 amsorry. M. Bushorn. There's nothing | can do.-

"Mayor" Gary said, a tone of desperation in his voice, "Loot. Hartnmann was
just about my last hope. | gotta get back—you don't understand. -

"Joseph. surely there's sonething el se you can do?" Caitlyn's voice drew
Carrick's attention away fromthe paper. His tiny lips. in the shadow of the
snout pursed in a tight nmoue of annoyance. Joseph Carrick had once openly
courted Caidyn, in the nonths after her nmother's death and before her flight
fromRathl in. Caitlyn knew he'd considered her departure a persona

i nsult—she'd heard himsay it to others: 'She flush she's too perfect to be
touched by the |ikes of a joker "

"I"ve done all | can: he answered tartly. "Surely you're not totally



di sappointed in the news. Mss Farrell. since that means your 'house guest

will be staying." Caitlyn's cheeks went hot-she started to answer, but Gary
had already risen fromhis chair. H s forefinger stabbed the paper in front of
Carri ck.

Around the finger, white snoke curled away. "You: Gary said. "will apol ogize
to Caitlyn. | don't care if you're the fucking Mayor. | don't care if you cal
Const abl e McUnni s and have himdrag ne off the island as a result." H's hand
went down flat on the newspaper The snmell of ash and burning paper rose. Tiny
flames | eapt around his hand. "You know not hi ng about her. or you woul d have
kept your nouth shut just now. - Fire crackled around his wist. "Do | nake
nysel f cl ear?"

Carrick's tiny eyes widened nore than Caitlyn thought possible. He nearly
squeaked as he pushed his chair back front his desk. "Aye. | understand." he
said hurriedly "Caitlyn. |I'm apologize. | certainly didn't mean to inply..."
Gary swept the paper onto the wooden floor and stanped out the fire. The photo
of the crater in the mdst of Jerusal emwas now a smoking hole. 1 believe
Caitlyn asked you a question just now. "
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Patrick were the nanes of her grandparents. So | thought
head cocked inquiringly toward her. "Do | do something wong?-

"Mnya tried to shake her head. It noved slowy left then right. "I'"msorry."
she said. She stopped. She still hadn't touched the watch. She didn't dare.
-It's a long story."
"I"'mnot going anywhere.'
"I's it your watch?"

Anot her sl ow nod. "Aye. Patrick was my da: he drew the bl ack queen and died in

He paused. His

He sat cross-legged on the floor in front of her

'62: ',Wiir gave himthe watch on their first anniversary. The watch cane with
us to Rathlin after ... after the Relocation. Funny, it worked fee in Belfast
but once we got here, it never did. Something broke inside it. | guess,

jostled | oose. ™

-The mainspring: Gary said. "It snapped. Probably wound too tight, or it had
gotten rusty over the years:

Caitlyn reached down and touched the face of the watch. 'l took the watch with
me when | left Battik n, after she died. He ... Mira's father, that is--
-Does this man have a nanme?"

-Robert" Caitlyn answered. It had been ten years since she'd spoken that nane.
It still hurt. The word was an incantation. sunmoning up all the pain and
anger she'd felt. and she could feel muscles pulling uselessly at the snooth
expanse of her face. She let out a breath, trying to exhale the poison within
the menories. "The watch..." Another exhalation. -1t was another broken
promse in a long string of promi ses: the prom se that he |l oved ne, the

prom se that he'd stay faithful, the pronmi se he woul dn't drink, the prom se
that he wouldn't hit me, the prom se that he'd take care of our child, the
prom se she woul dn't have the virus ...- She stopped, hearing the bitterness
rising in her voice and hating the sound of it. -He had an ace, the ability to
enchant with song, and when you heard his voice. you couldn't nove or |eave
and he could twi st your enotions about nake you cry or |augh or shout or fal
in love. But the talent was wasted on him lost in the drin
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Carrick was staring at the ruins of the newspaper alongside his desk. Hi s head
jerked back to Gary. then Caitlyn. -1 suppose | could contact a few people

know i n your state departnent. Perhaps sonme sort of ammesty could be arranged
now that the Senator is dead and the crisis over. Wy don't you cone back in a
few weeks or so ..."

He did come back. Every week. And every tinme the answer was the sane.

"Um sorry, M. Bushorn ..."

DECEMBER. 1995

There was wrappi ng paper strewn over the front roomof the cottage. and Mira
was sitting happily near the fire playing with a rag doll and a chess set.



Caitlyn had given Gary a short-sleeved shirt woven fromthe wool of their
sheep. "You don't exactly seemto need a sweater." she told him "So | thought
"It's lovely." he told her, and the way he | ooked at her made the snmile w den
on her face. "Here.- he said, handing her a package. "This is for you.-

He set the small box on her |ap. Awkwardly, she opened it-her el bows had

ti ghtened severely since the onset of winter, and she could barely nove them
She stripped away the bow and the paper. and opened the Iid. She could fee

hi m wat chi ng her.

Inside, in a nest of tissue paper. was a pocket watch. She could hear it
ticking. She stared at the watch, shimering through sudden nmist in her eyes.
"Where did you get this?" she asked. It was all she dared to say.

"I found it. out in the back shed when | was | ooking for sonme tools. | cleaned
it up. took it apart. | traded Mtornmouth down in Church Bay some work on his
cycle in exchange for ordering the parts | needed front a repair shop in
Dublin. They said it was an expensive watch, an old one. Gold over silver on
the casing, and well worth the tine and noney to fix it. The inscription said

"To Patrick, Love Shannon: | showed it to Mdira: she said she'd never seen the
wat ch before, but that you' d told her that Shannon and

ro

PROM SES

the tenper, the skirt-chasing and the ego. He knew what the watch nmeant to ne.
| gave it to him not long after we becane |overs. He said 'Sure. Caitlyn.
"Il begetting it fixed for you: | kept asking himabout it afterward. for
weeks that turned into nonths, and he'd always tell me thate aye, he'd taken
it to the jewelers. but that some part or another was on backorder and that
he'd be going to check on it tonorrow ... -

She | aughed. a sound as bitter as her words. "After he left us for his pub
floozy. | found the watch when | was packing to cone back here. It was in one
of his dresser drawers. still in the card-boa nl box in which I'd given it to
him Red probably forgotten to take it with himthat first tine—t wasn't
really inportant to him just as | wasn't really inportant to him And rather
than tell me the truth, it was easier for himto nake up the lies. Maybe he
didn't even renmenber where the watch was anynore. Wen | came back here.
couldn't stand to look at it. It didn't renmind ne of nmy parents anynore: it
rem nded me of him" She wapped the chain of the watch around one finger. She

held it up to her ear. listening to the steady nmetronone of the nechanism
i nsi de.
"Thank you:' she said. -Now it will remnd me of ny parents again."

She reached toward him he | eaned forward so that her hand touched his cheek
and he pressed it tight between head and shoul der. holding her. -You're

wel cone." he said. She was crying. she could feel the tears rolling hot down
her cheeks, and he reached forward and blotted themaway with a thunb. "Hey,
it wasn't that nuch." he said.

"You can kiss her.- That was Mira. bounding across the room and w appi ng her
arms around Gary's neck from behind as he sat in front of the couch. "She'd
like that."

"Do you really think so?" Gary asked her. though his eyes were on Caitlyn. "I
woul dn't want to do anything that you or your nomwould regret. -

"Ch, no." Mira answered. -You can. She likes you. -
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"Moira.- Caitlyn said reflexively. Gary was still watching her. his hands on
the cushions of the couch on either side of her. She could feel their heat on
her 1 egs.

-Wl k you do; Mira answered. "I can tell. I'"mnot stupid.”

-Myira. | think that the decision to whether or not to kiss should be your
mom s, not mne.- Ile reached behind and pulled Mdira around until she was
sitting on his lap. "Rut I will kiss you." he told her, and gave her a

com cally sloppy kiss on the forehead as she squirned and giggled on his |ap
V4 44.



"She's asl eep?- Gary asked.

-Aye; Caitlyn said softly. He was standing near the fireplace. She'd placed
the watch there on the mantel. where she could see it and hear it ticking. She
linped over to stand in front of him -She says what she thinks. |I'mafraid.-
1 never thought that was a bad thing. Keisba, my niece. she's the sane way.
Adul ts should do it nore often.” One corner of his nouth lifted. "I'd never
make you a promise | wouldn't keep; he said. W head | eaned down toward hers.
Hs lips were soft fire against the slick ice of her skin, and she opened her
mouth to him the enbrace suddenly urgent as his fingers tangled in her hair.

H s touch was a flane al ong her breast, a heat between her legs. ' don't
know." she said. suddenly frightened. -It's been so long. and ny body ..."
-Hush." he'd told her. -1'mscared, too. Sonetines. the wonen I'mwi th, they
say it's too hot. that they don't ... and | ...-

This time it was her touch that stopped his words. -Wt go slow. We'll help
each other. W'll figure out what works. |If you want."

-Caitlyn, the one promise | can't make to you is that I'Il stay. | need you to
understand that before anything happens. 1'll be your friend and lover. I'lI
help you with Mira, never try to deceive you. Rut if and when they let ne go
hone. 1'm gone that sane day.
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If that changes things, then let's stop now | don't want to ever hurt you:'
"That's not a promise |I'd ask you to make. she told him "Then this is what |
want: he answered. "l want it very nuch."

MARCH. 1996

"Ch. God ... Arnie. no. no ..."

The sudden catch in Gary's voice nade Caitlyn hold her breath. "Yeah. yeah. |
understand... Wen did it happen? How? Uhhuh ...Wasn't there anything they

could do. sonething ... ? How s Serena and Kei sha taking this? You called
Uncle Carl yet? Is there anything | can do ...Yeah ... No. let me see if | can
arrange ... No. not a lot of hope for it call you back, and

Arnie—+ | ove you. Be strong. man ... Yeah. see ya."

Gary stood there after he put the receiver down, staring vacantly. Mira,
readi ng a book by the fireplace. |ooked over at himalso. 'Gary?" Caitlyn
asked. 'Wat's wong?"

"My nom" he said. "She died." Ile blinked, and tears rolled fromhis eyes.
They steaned and sizzled as they reached his cheeks. 'She died and | wasn't
there, and they're burying her on Saturday. and |'mhere. I'mflicking here."
Ivlioira's eyes widened at the profanity—Gary was al ways so careful around her
but he didn't seemto have noticed. "Ch. Gary ..." Caitlyn started to
rise—slowy, the only way she could—<$romthe chair to go to him but he waved
her away.

"Just ... just leave ne alone. | need to take a walk." He strode out of the

house, then, without |ooking at either of them steam weathing his face.
Islalhair," Mira said as the sound of the closing door seened to echo through
the room "You should go with him He needs you." "I walk so slow. Mira: she
pr ot est ed.

"He needs you." Mdira repeated, but Caitlyn was already rising, noving as

qui ckly as she could to the door. taking her shawl fromthe peg as she left.
The sun was setting in the west, obscured by
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driving gray clouds, and fine mst danmpened Caitlyn's face. For a nonent, she
didn't see Gary, then she caught sight of a dark figure. wal king over the
rolling hills toward the cliffs. She hurried after him "Gary!"

He turned. She saw hi mwave at her. gesturing her back. Then he turned again
and continued to wal k on. She hesitated, then foll owed.

He was standi ng near the edge of the cliffs above Bruce's Cave. staring out
over the water. The sun had set. the edges of the clouds behind themtinted
the col or of blood, though ahead the sky was unrelenting black and dark gray.
streaked with squall lines out over the water. Waves broke a startling



phosphorescent white on the rocks far below He hadn't turned as she
approached. though she knew he had to have heard her. She put her arns around
his wai st frombehind, pulling himinto her: it was lite enbracing a

woodst ove, but she continued to hold him "Gary. I'mso sorry ..."

"Arnie said that she nmust have had the stroke some tine in the norning. He
cane to check on her when he couldn't get hold other on the phone, and found
her unconscious. By the tine they gel her to the hospital, she was in arrest,
and they couldn't bring her back." He spoke wi thout |ooking at her: she felt
nore than heard his voice, her head on his back. 'She wasn't real good about

taking her nmeds. | used to call her every nmorning just to rem nd her

"I't's not your fault:

"Maybe not. Or nmaybe it was." He turned in her arms. "I'll never know, will

| ?" H s eyes were narrowed, eyebrows |owering above |ike thunderheads. He
pushed hinself away fromher. ' won't be there for the funeral, won't be able

to grieve with the rest of ny famly. The business | spent nost of ny life
trying to build is gone along with ny savings, and what little | had left |'ve
spent trying to get out of here. I've witten or talked to every dam
representative, to every paper fromthe Tines to the goddamm Joker-town Ccv.
and I"'mstill on Rathlin!" The name was a shout as he flung his arns w de.
"This isn't fucking jail: it's worse."
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worse. She couldn't sit at all anynore, and getting in and out of bed was
difficult because she could barely bend fromthe waist. She could wal k, al beit
slowy and with a strange, |ock-kneed gait |ike someone pretending they were a
doll. Her shoul der and el bow joints still worked, but detail work with the
hands was now i npossi bl e: she would never knit or sew again. She smiled at
Gary—+t hurt too nmuch to frown. "H be fine. Codman has life jackets. and

can stand near the cabin. away fromthe side. Gary. | need to be there. Please
don't argue. -

H s face softened. "All right.- he told her. "But you wear a life jacket.
Moira, you want to help your non®?"

Moi ra nodded. Cody blinked his round, w de-set fishy eyes, the scales on his
skin glinting in the light fromthe lantern hung on the piling of the tiny
pier at the western end of Church Bay. Ile tossed a life jacket to Mdira with
the shorter, two-fingered hand. webbing stretched between the wi de-spread
digits. "Hurry:' he told them 'The tide's running out strong now. -

Moira fastened the straps of the life jacket around Caitlyn, and then hugged
her. "Be careful. Mathair." she said.

"I will. I"lIl see you soon. Renenmber, you're to go right over to Alice's
house: "Il pick you up there." Mira nodded sol ermmly. She was blinking back
tears. Caitlyn noticed. and she patted the girl's head. "Go tell Gary
goodbye. "

Caitlyn wat ched her run over to Gary, watched himeffortlessly pick her up as
Caitlyn once had and enbrace her as Mira wapped arnms around his neck. "I

wi sh you didn't have to go." Caitlyn heard her say to him

"Pan of me wants very much to stay." Gary told her. still hugging her. H's
gaze was on Caitlyn. "But | want to go home. You understand that, don't you?
want to go home."

-Mathair says they'll arrest you if they catch you. They'll put you in jail.-
-Then | have to make sure they don't catch me, don't 1?" He put her down.

"I'"ll mss you so nuch, Mdira. Gve nme a kiss?"

She ki ssed Gary, hugging himfiercely, and then turned and ran

PROM SES

The words cut, lancing deep into Caitlyn's core. She was crying. unable to
stop the tears. cold against her cheeks, salt mngling with the fresh water of
the mst. "Gary ..." She could say nothing. only stand there stricken and nunb
like the lifeless statue she was inevitably beconing, her arnms still spread in
the end of the enbrace.

He was steaming in the mst, like a living cloud, and she couldn't tel



whet her he were also crying or not, his features hal f-obscured. The droplets
hi ssed on his skin Iike water spilled on a hot griddle. "I have to get out of
here." he said. 'I've lost so much. and there's no way | can ever, ever get it
back again ..." He stopped then, |ooking at her. -Caitlyn." Her nanme was a
sob. 'Ch God. Caitlyn ..."

H s hands were on his head, his face lifted to the sky. She saw his chest
swell in a long, ragged breath. then slowy relax again as he sighed. "It

buns." he said, sinply.

"I know." Caitlyn took his hand. ignoring the heat. 'Gary. | see you in pain
and it nakes me hurt. too. | wish there was sonething | could say or do to
help. 1'mso sorry for your loss. for the way you're trapped here..:' She

stopped. Hi s fingers pressed hers.

"You're all that makes it bearable.” he told her. 'You. and Mdira. too.- H's
hand cool ed: the rain no longer steamed as it touched him "I never had the
chance to tell her goodbye. Now I never will."

"I know. It's not fair."

He nodded. He pulled her to him For a long tine, they stood that way, unti
the Iight had left the sky and the hard rain began in earnest.

AUGUST. 1996

The boat and the pier snelled of fish and Codman Cody.

"You shouldn't be going, Caitlyn; Gary told her. if you fell in sonehow ..
He didn't say the rest. He didn't need to. Caitlyn knewit all too well. In
the last few nonths, the rigidity of her body had becone
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"We're coming up on the two-mle mark" Cody said fromhis seat at the
controls. He grinned at Gary and Caidyn, exposing the twin rows of tiny
triangular teeth that lined his nmouth. "Another few m nutes and you're
technically off the island.-

Gar >, nodded. |l e was standing alongside Caitlyn, his body a wel cone warnth
against the stiff sea breeze. He put his armaround her. Neither one of them
sai d anything—+t had all been said earlier that day. along with the tears. the
ki sses. a final few stolen nmonents of intimacy. Hi s arm brought her cl ose: she
tried to bring her head down to |ay against his chest and hal fway succeeded.
"Prom se you'll be careful." she said, no nore than a whi sper. She wondered
whet her he woul d hear her, but she felt his lips on her hair and a kiss.

1 wll." he answered.

"Slitter The curse canme from Cody, and Caitlyn felt Gary's body jerk and then
nmove qui ckly away.

"What's the matter?"

1 have a blip on the sonar. Qut there." He pointed to starboa close to where
Bal | ycastle glittered. Red and white lights blinked closer to them sending
wavering reflections chasing thensel ves over the water. They all heard the

noi se at the sane time: the full-throttled roar of powerful engines. "Bl eeding
patrol boat. You'd best get in the cabin, Gary. Don't want them seeing you out
on the deck ..."

Gary ducked into the small cabin and cl osed the door behind him A few nonents
later, the blue-white glare of a spotlight stabbed across the waves and
settled on them The patrol boats a fast cruiser. pulled within hailing

di stance and shut its engines. "Hey. Cody!" soneone yelled. "Wat the hell are
you about in that rusting tub of yours, now?"

Cody blinked into the spotlight shielding his eyes. "Cap'n Mane, is it? Wuat's

the problen? I'mstill in Radii in waters.” "You' re a good half-nmile outside
man. "

"Not according to ny instrunents."
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down the pier to the shore. Caitlyn could hear her crying as she ran. turning
toward Codman Cody's small house. where his wife Alice waited

"'Tis nothing: Caitlyn told Gary, who stood watching Mira's sudden flight
"She's just upset but shell be fine. Help ne into the boat..."



A few mnutes later, the Anteocir("That's '"joker in Irish Gaelic." Caitlyn had
told Gary when he asked) was grunbling its way toward the entrance to the
harbor and out into the open waters of Church Bay. The night was noonl ess, the
waves gentle as the sma Il fishing vessel noved out into the open water.
rolling soft'. The light of Ballycastle shown directly ahead, and the Iine of
the Irish coast was a bl ackness agai nst the star-dappled sky. Cody steered the
Ailteoir due south, following the line of Rathliffs southern arm Once past
the Rue Point and the South Lighthouse at the tip of Rathlin, he turned

sout heast intending to | and east of Ballycastle in the | ess-settled I and
between Fair Head and Torr Ilead. Fromthere. Gary would try to nake his way
south to Belfast. where he could determ ne the best way to the States.

Caitlyn felt worry settle in her stomach. She'd hel ped himplan this escape,
keeping to herself all the doubts and fears. She'd judiciously enlisted Duncan
MacEnni s's hel p, and the Constabl e had reconmended a | ocal joker who could
create the false IDs and passport Gary was now carrying. under the name he'd
first given her: John Geen. 1t can't work, she wanted to tell him A black
ma: wal ki ng about in Irel and—how nore conspi cuous coul d you be? The first
garda you Done across will figure out who you are and place you ruder arrest.
She cl anped her lips shut, and concentrated on keepi ng her bal ance with the
nmotion of the boat in the long swells. If he were going to | eave, she wanted
to be with himas |Iong as she could. She wanted to see himon the shore. She
wanted to watch himwal k away into the night. She didn't think she could bear
the pain of the loss if something went wong and she hadn't been there.
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bl i nk, his bul bous eves seenming to vanish into his skull and them pop out

again. "lI'msorry. | hope you understand."

Caitlyn thought Gary m ght be angry or upset. |Instead. strangely, he shrugged
and sighed. 1 know. Codnan. | have a plane rusting on the bottomnorth of
Rathlin that was nmy life, that |1'd scraped and saved and borrowed to buy. And
| threwit away for ...- He shook his head. "I don't even know for what. but
it sure as hell wasn't for ne. So yeah. | understand."

Ile said nothing else on the way back. Ile held Caitlyn's hand. and he stared
over the stemof the boat toward the lights of Irel and.

MAY. 1997

Each word was a separate. |abored breath of air. "Tell ... them... to ..
come ... in."

The doctor's eyestal ks blinked. and he scuttled away crab-like. his brilliant

orange and bl ue carapace | eaving her vision. Caitlyn heard himtal king softly
with the two of (hem and a few nonments later. she heard Gary and Mira enter
t he bedroom Their faces swam above her as they stood over the bed. Gary was
trying to smle: Mdira was openly crying.

Dyi ng was suffocation by inches. Dying was slowy being turned to painted
stone. Dying was forcing the rmuscles of lungs and heart to punp and know ng
(bat it was a battle she had already lost. that she could continue fighting
for only a few nore m nutes.

At | east she would be a beautiful, snmiling corpse.

"I... love ... you.- she told them "Ent ... sorry.-

"You can just be quiet.- Gary told her. "There's nothing to be sorry about. -
H s hand stroked her face: she felt nothing of the caress—not the touch, not
the heat. "W |ove you, too. | wi sh-" He stopped.

She woul d have nodded. woul d have smiled. She could only cry. "Mira?" she
sai d.

"What do you want. Mathair?- She sniffed and scrubbed at her eyes with her
sleeve. It hurt nost to see her. to see how her Nix,

PROPI | SES

"Then your instrunents are off or you've forgotten how to read them And since
when do you do your fishing at night? You know the regs. Cody—prepare to be
boarded for inspection.-

"Ah. now (JOCE you don't be needing to waste your tine with that: Cody
protested hurriedly. He clanbered down fromthe top of the cabin to stand next



to Caitlyn. The spotlight w dened as he noved, then narrowed again. Caitlyn
lifted her arm squinting into the light. "The truth be. Cap'n. |I'm not
exactly fishing. | was taking Caitlyn here for a bit of a ride, and |I suppose
| wasn't paying as nuch attention to the instruments as | might be. if you
take my drift. You're a married man too, are you not. Carla? So | expect you
understand. Do you think 1'd be trying to smuggl e something over in this
puttering slow thing?

Cody' s am was around her. and she could snmell the odor of rotting fish. But it
was easy to smile ..."Ed hate for something like this to get back to ny

m ssus." Cody said.

Caitlyn could hear conversation, then a burst of rough | aughter and soneone's
voi ce saying audibly "She's missing a nose if she's shaggi ng the Codman The
spotlight snapped off. Afterimages danced purple and yellowin Caitlyn's
vision. "Turn that rustbucket around. then." Blane's voice called loudly. "And
next time. keep it closer to hone."

Cody waved: the patrol boat's engi nes coughed and then roared as the prow
lifted and the props churned the water to white froth. The lights receded,
headi ng back toward Ballycastle. Cody went bad to the wheel: Gary energed from
t he cabin.

Cody spun the wheel, and the Allteoir turned. The South Lighthouse gl eaned
ahead of them "They'll be watching now " Cody said. 1 don't have a choice."
"I know.- Gary said. "Maybe next tine. eh?

Cody sniffed. "Don't know about this '"next time: either." he said. "The Alit

ain't much but she's all | have. | come out again like this, and Mane or
whoever's out there waiting isn't going to be so accomodating. | |ose the
boat. and |I | ose everything. Doing this once is one thing. doing it again ..."
Codman gave a massive
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had lost its baby fat over the |last few years. To see her shape changing to

that of a young woman. To see the glimer of the adult that she mi ght

become—and to know t hat because of the virus, she would never be that person

Caitlyn had thought that the worst thing would be there to witness what the

wild card virus would do to her daughter. Now she knew it was worse to | eave

and not know. -You... be ... careful.- she told Mira. -Every ... one ...watch
out ... for ... you."

"I know. Math*: Then the tears came, and Mbira hugged her desperately as

Caitlyn strained uselessly to hug her in return, to nove the arns frozen at

her si des.

"GCo ... on ... now' she told her. "Please."

Gary slowy. gently, pulled Miira away from Caitlyn. They started to wal k

away, but Caitlyn called out to him -Gars, ...-

"Go on. Mdiira:' she heard himtell her. "I'Il be right out" Then his face

returned, hovering over her. -Hey." he said. "Are you in pain, |ove? Maybe Doc

Crab can."

"No:' she told him -No ... pain.- She forced another breath through her
| ungs. She woul d have cl osed her eyes, but those muscles were no | onger
working, either. -You ... kept ... your... promses."

"It was easy. You nmde it easy."

"One ... nore.-

"What ?" She saw his face, his eyes narrowing. -Ah." he said, and the
exhal ati on said nore than words

"No ... you ... don't ... understand ... Promise ... that ... if ... you ..
get ... the ... chance ... to ... go ... home ... you'll ... still ... go.
Don't ...worry ... about ... Mira. They ... will ... take...care...of
her... here.”

"Caitlyn-"

"Nor The shout, though hardly nore than a hoarse whi sper, cost her. She had to
struggle for the next breath and was afraid it wouldn't come. He waited, his
hand stroking her hair. "Prom se ..
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it. That's ... all...1... can ...give ...you ... now. It's ... what
you ... want."
1 know. " he said. "But it's not going to happen. -
-... pronmise ..."
Gary sighed. "M right. | promise. I'll go hone."
JANUARY. 1998
it's not sinmple. I know, but you can get it. First you have to isolate 'x'

on one side of the equation. so ...-

A knock on the door interrupted the algebra | esson. Mira shrugged at Gary and
went to answer it. "Good evening to you. Mira." Constable MacEnnis said. The
gardn stood outside the door in a nmisting drizzle. beads of water running down
his cap, the inpossibly round, white eyes bright in the nurky day. 'This just
cane for Gaty. | think he'll want to read it." He handed Mdira an envel ope.
The ivory paper felt thick and heavy in his hand, spotted a bit with the rain.
"It's from Mayor Carrick.- MacEnni s added.

She could feel Gary behind her at the door. She handed himthe envel ope and

st epped back. "Cone on in.- she said to MacEnnis. "No sense in standing out in
the rain."”

MacEnni s touched the crown of the cap with knobbed, scarred fingers. 1 don't

think so. Mdira. |I should get back ..." He nodded to them and wal ked back to
the Fiat parked at the side of the road. Mira shut the door. turning to find
Gary still staring at the envel ope in his hands. She knew t hen

-G on.- she told him "Cpen it."

He seemed to start, as if she'd shaken himfrom sone reverie.

then slipped his forefinger under the flap and slid it along the seal
He pull ed out the paper—ereamcol ored | egal bond—and unfol ded

it. She could see himreading the words, saw the trenble start in

hi s hands and the eyes widen. Wthout a word. he handed it to her
gmted a presidertial pardon, effective imediately. Ary

and all charges pew, * agai nst you hare been dnpped by the gor-
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ernmests of the United States, the Republic of Ireland, cud the United Ki sgdom
She handed the paper back to him then flung her arnms around his neck

giggling as if she were nine again. "Ch. Gan!! I'm so happy for your
He hugged her. but the enbrace was hal f-hearted and he rel eased her al npst
i mediately. "Mdira. | can't "

She didn't answer. Instead, she went to the mantle, standing there for a
nmonent as the heat fromthe peat fire warmed the front of her body, then
tun/ed. serious. "The night Mathair died. | listened to her talking to you."
He rattled the paper in his hand. -Mira, this doesn't mean that | have to go
now. Or...we can both go. Wuld you like that? Wuld you like to go to New
York Gty?

She shook her head. "No. | wouldn't like that at all. I'mstaying here. 1"l
be thirteen this year. Gary. and there's plenty of people here to | ook out for
me. Rathlin's only child, remenber? They all know ne."

"I should stay until-" He stopped. They both knew what be neant.

"I know my odds. Gary.- she said. "lI've known themfor a long tinme. | also
know that al nmost all Intents express either at puberty or during sone great
enotional crisis. Wll, the virus didn't show itself when Mathair died, and
doubt anything will be nore traumatic than that, so She shrugged. -1 don't
want you to see ne die. Gary. | don't want your |last menmory of me to be
something awful. 1'd rather stay that little girl you helped to | earn her
mat h. "

"CGod, you sound |ike her."

Moira | aughed at that_ pleased, and with the laugh was a trace of the childish
giggle. She canme toward him The paper with its words of rel ease was

snol dering in his grasp. and she took it fromhim -This is what you al ways
want ed, and Mathair knew that. | heard you nake ber a promise.- Mira told



him "Now keep it."

He said nothing for a tine, and she saw steamrise fromthe corners of his
eyes. She went to the mantle and took Caitlyn's pocket watch from where is
sat, bringing it over to himand press-
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ing the round forminto his hand. "Renenber us." she said. "Remenber us as we
were. "
-lowille
Ve 42
The sound fromthe television set was tinny and the picture half lost in
static. -Do you have any statenent to nmake?" a reporter asked. shoving a

m crophone toward Gary, a darkness in a blizzard of transmtted snow and
teeming rain front the stormflailing the island. She could see the curve of
Church Bay behind him gray in the downpour and besieged by a small invadi ng
squadron of press w th cameras.

goi ng home." he said sinply. "That's all. | don't have anything el se to say,
and I'd like you all to just leave me alone." The press of reporters shouted a
torrent of questions, but he ignored them pushing through them She heard
some faint cries: -Dam. look out! He'll burn you if you touch himr The
caneras pursued him but Gary pushed his way up the ranmp and onto the ferry.
The reporter who'd asked the question turned to face the camera. -This is the
scene. live on Raiblin (stanch"

Moira touched the renote and the tel evision went dark. She stared at the glass
tube for several minutes before getting up. She pulled on a sweater and her
slicker and went outside to check on the sheep and open the gate to the

past ure.

She had nmoved in with Wde Abby Scanl on, who'd agreed to be her guardian, but
Moira told Mayor Carrick that she wanted to keep the old house and nove into
it herself when she was older. The man had wiggled his rat nose and she knew
what he was thinking. thosces are that yore wox't be needing the house.

dearie. Chances are null be dead ..." But he'd agreed. and every day she

wal ked back to the old place. Every day she did the chores and pretended for a
time that she was an adult and this was her house now, and that she was living
here for the remof her life.
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That she would die here, as Mathair had, as her G ammua had.

She swept out the barn and |aid down new straw, then wal ked out across the
field to the cliffs and just stood there as the sheep grazed, watching the
waves thunder into the rocks in cascades of white foam After a few hours. she
went back to the cottage to fix supper—she should get back to Abby's house,

but she didn't want to. Not yet

She crunbl ed newspaper and placed it on the grate, then put a few turves of
peat on top. She reached up to the mandepi ece for the book of matches and
crouched back down.

The pack was enpty. She tossed the enpty cardboard into the fireplace. The
stillness of the house struck her then, the silence lurking inside even as the
stormsoftly lashed the structure. She wanted to cry, hunkered there in front
of the cold, dead fireplace, listening to the rain patter and spl ash agai nst

t he wi ndows and roof while the house itself was consumed with sonber quiet.
She heard the door open, heard footsteps cross quickly toward her. A dark hand
reached past her shoul der and touched the paper. A flame curled away yell ow
fire spreading as the paper began to crackle and snmoke curl away toward the
flue. She could hear the ticking of a watch."( knew | could find you here when
you weren't at Abby's.- he said.

He was smiling at her. uncertainly. She tiled to frown sternly at him "You

br oke your prom se." Mira began, but Gary shook his head.

"I promised Ca itlyn that if | could. I1'd go hone," he said. "I got as far the
train for Belfast before | realized that | was going the wong way."

"Gary.: She stopped. Took a breath and let it out again. She wasn't going to

he said finally.



hug him wasn't going to smle at him because if she did either of those

things. she'd be lost. "It's going to happen soon. | can feel it. You should
have gone. | wont you to go.-

"I's that what you really want? To be al one? To be with Wde Abby when it
happens and not ne? If it is. tell me nowand I'll go."

He cupped his large, dark hands around her cheeks. warm and
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soft and | oving. He kissed her forehead. and she sank into his enbrace.

pul ling herself tightly to him a child again, sobbing into his chest. He
simply held her. rocking back and forth as they sat on the floor in front of

the fire. 1 don't want to die. Gary," she said. "I"'mso scared ... so
scared..."

1 know, | know. " he crooned. whispering. |'mscared, too. But whatever
happens. 1'Il be with you. | pronmise you that. I'll be with you."
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WTH A FLOURI SH AND A FLAIR

By Kevin Andrew Mir phy

| easant evening, artist. A present. And a responsibility:’

Sam | ooked up from his sketchbook just in time to see Mnia-

ture squid attenpting to escape from pirouline cookies, the pastry flutes
inmpaled in a goblet filled with guacanole m xed wi th pomegranate seeds.

wi nki ng |i ke denoni c eyes behind the round facets. Wile on one | evel he knew
it was neant to be an exotic appetizer, fusion cuisine of the

East - neet s- st - goes- Sout h-t henhi t s-t he- ot her - si de- of -t he- gal axy school, the
end result |ooked Iike nothing half so nuch as a sundae for the El der Gods.

Il astet benasari Julali Ackroyd. earth's first and currently only Takisian
chef, set the eldritch offering on the table in Martha Stewart's it's a good
t hi ng" presentation position

Sam knew enough to smile. trying to avoid the wi de-eyed "Help ne!" stares and
frantic tentacles of the squidlets which were. he noted out of the corner of
one eye, frozen into position with strands of carnelized sugar

"And the responsibilitvr

"Inclusion in tonmorrow s brunch menu?" She preened. snoothing down her apron
"Since you're already redoing it. | thought this mght be Starfields' new
feature item™

KEVI N . AN DREW MURPHY

It |ooked nore like a feature fromthe Bowery Wld Card D me Museum A di orama
of the Swarm | nvasi on perhaps, or one of the nore disturbing exanples of the
Monst rous Joker Babies. But Sam knew it would not be politic to say so. Not if

he wanted to keep his job. -Um... could we do it as table placards?"

-As you like." said Hastet. "I just showed ny husband, and he said it would be
perfect for Hall oween." She beaned at the nass of tentacles. then frowned.

-But that's not till Wednesday. isn't it?"

Sam gestured to the patrons in costune about the restaurant. "People cel ebrate
early:

-Ch good.' She pursed her lips then. 1 haven't given it a nane yet. | was
thinking 'Tatisian Surprise: but given the last one. | don't think that would
sell." Absently, she tucked a stray brown curl under her chefs pepperbox. "Jay

al so said sonething about 'Lovecraff when he saw it. But that would be for

Val entine's Day. wouldn't it?"

Sam pi ctured G hul hu got up as Cupid and was i medi ately sorry he had. -No.
not exactly."

Hastet rolled her eyes. -You eanblings have too many holidays." She gave a
grandi | oquent wave of dismissal to the tentacle parfait, which Sam guessed to
be the Takisia n equivalent of 'Wuatever: 1 trust your judgnent. Just let it
speak to you." Wth that. she slipped back through the arch to the kitchen

| eaving Sam al one with the otherworldly hors d' oeuvre.

He | eaned closer and gave it a wary glance. half expecting it to go scuttling
across the table.

It was | ooking back. A naneless thing fromthe far depths of space. Bl oodstone



eyes wat ched below, flat |avender ovals stared above. Lidless. Unblinking.
Alien. Sam wondered how it could possibly speak to him afraid that it woul d.
Then it did: -N ce hat you have there."

Alifetine of living in Jokenown had taught Sam that the mpst unlikely things
could speak. Plants. Animals. Even the urinal in Squisher's Basenment. Things

that had once been people, and horribly, on sone level, still were. the wild
card twisting their bodies
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posed to be the guy fromthe ol d ghost novies, | never would have gotten it

But speaking of spirits, can | buy you a drink?"

She rai sed an eyebrow. "Are you old enough to drink?"

Samgrinned. -1ID s are Not a problem™"™ He chuckled then. "Of course, if you're
Topper. you'd just pull whatever you want out of your hal right? Get nme a Long
I sl and?"

She gave a strained smle. -1'd be happy to. assuming | had the right hat...."
Sam shook his head. "Nice try, but wong answer. You got the costune perfect,
but the real Topper can use any hat—top hats. bowl ers, sombreros. And she
never does requests: Samgrinned further. -Besides. she retired that outfit
when she quit the Justice Departnent”

"Aces High is having a costune party. So sue ne: She put her hands on her

hi ps. "So. how do you know so much about the 'real Topper? Ace groupie?"
"Nah." Sam shook his head. "soneone donated a bunch of back issues of Aces? to
the 1-town or phanage. Topper was on the cover in the eighties. Had a pinup and
everything." Sam shrugged. "Haven't nade the cover yet nyself. but we aces
like to keep tabs on each other."

She arched the sanme eyebrow. -New ace. huh?" Her eyes (licked over him "So
who are you then. the Artful Dodger?"

-That's sort of the look | was going for" Samsaid. still smling. "but
actually. you can call me Swash:

- Swash?-

-Well it's either that or "Hs Nibs.' but even a Both can only be so

pretentious.- He held up his ungloved right hand, which had been hi dden behi nd
hi s sketchbook. "Pardon ne if | don't shake. but I'ma little inky right now"
He watched her eyes start. a pretty cerul ean blue, as she took note of his
band, which was stained with that shade and several others beneath his hooked
bl ack- enanel ed Fu Manchu mani cure. It wasn't a joker, but it still had shock
val ue. like an unexpected tongue-stud.
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into fornms no | onger even renotely human. But only rarely did they becone
entities as bizarre as lingers new appetizer. -What?"

"I said '"Nice hat" the dish of tentacles and avocado ichor repeated, its voice
i ncongruously dulcet and fem nine, albeit slightly annoyed. "Had it |ong? Sam
then realized that none of the squid were nmoving their lips, and unless the

el dritch sundae were tel epathi c—al ways an opti on when dealing with victins of
an alien virus—+t was nore likely that the speaker was someone behind it.

He sat up straight and | ooked past the sugar-frosted cephal opods.

The voi ce belonged to a woman. A nat woman to all appearances, md-thirties
but damm fine for all that. as petite or even nore so than Hassel with one of
those figures you usually need corsetry to get, displaying it to best
advantage in a tux shirt black tie, swallowtail coal black satin short-shorts,
and cobweb-patterned black fishnets over stiletto heels. This ensenbl e was
topped off with a top hal worn over nasses of Titian curls somewhere between
Dr. Taclwon and the naturally vain girl from Peanuts. Accented with devil red
lipstick and nails. the whole | ook said either stage magici an or hooker or
something with the sane effect thrown together for a seni-elegant sem -trashy
eveni ng of clubbing the Saturday before Hall oween.

Sam heartily approved of the outfit and the woman in it. and not just because



his was al nost the sane, except he had the cobweb | ace as cravat and cuffs,
jeans instead of short-shorts, Does in place of stilettos, and slightly nore
gothic taste in nailpolish. And bl ack velvet gloves, at least on his left

hand. He tapped it to the brimof his own top hat. "No. just picked it up."
Samfelt a grin steal across his face as he took in the sights, since up close
she | ooked even better than when he'd Dust noticed her an hour ago. "N ce

t hreads yourself. Colunbia. or Sally from Cabaret?

She paused for a noment. 140. Topper."

"She was one of the SCARE aces. right?" Now that she nmentioned the nanme. Sam
could see the likeness. "' Cause if you're sup-
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Sam | aid his sketchbook flat. displaying the Art Nouveau |l etters and danci ng
punpki ns of the menu he'd been re-illumnating. He flexed his fingers. letting
a drop of ink come to the tip of each split sharpened crow quill pointed nail
gl anced to Haslet's nanel ess appetizer, then flipped to a fresh page and
clawed down it. Atwitch here. a slash there, a drop of the chartreuse of

revul sion and the pale | avender of disquiet and he'd pretty accurately
captured his inpression of the tentacular delight. He tossed in a few word
bal | oons with the squidlets saying. "Eat nmer instead of "Help mei" then added
a banner borne al oft by Cupidthul hu putti with a caption in dramatically

dri ppi ng Sal amanca script: "Dare mu partake of LOVECRAFTS MADNESS?"

Wth one nore jig of his thunb, he signed it Swash. "Seer He used his gl oved
left hand to turn the book around. -Not just ny ace name, but my artist's
signature too." He blotted the nails of his right on one of Hastet's

no- 1| onger-i mracul atel y-white napkins. "Like | said, IDs are not a problem -
The woman appl auded lightly. -Nce trick.-

"Thanks." Sam gri nned.

"Can | have ny hat back now?"

He picked up his spare glove and slipped it on. sliding his fingertips into

t he speci al pencap sheathes. -Unh. you're wearing it." He shook his cuff so the
lace fell properly, black cobwebs on black. stealing a glance up from beneath
the brimof his own top hat.

"No. | think you're wearing it." She gestured to the bar. -About a half hour
ago, when the waiter dropped his tray? Soneone bunped into nme and knocked ny
hat of f."

Sam remenbered the | oud and spectacul ar crash, which had not only nade him
junp and squirt ink all over a page, ruining one of his sketches. but had al so
had caused himto dig in his nails. injecting pigment into several pages

previ ous, destroying hours of work. Which in fact was why he was still here,
recopyi ng pages and hitting up Haslet for snacks to refill his ink reservoirs.
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-And my grandfather was a stage magician. | know all ahem nisdirection." She

| ooked pointedly at a spot a few i nches above his eyes. "Likew se the

bunp- and-swi tch: She reached up and tapped her hat. -And while this is the
same size and vintage as the one | canme in with—even the sane haberdasher's
mark—t's nor the sanme hat."

Sam gri naced. He shoul d have known it was something nore than just nutua
admration of gothic finery. -If you wanted to ook at ny hat ...- He doffed
it. stray bits of blond mane falling into his face."... all you had to do was
ask.- He extended it to her. "WAs yours a rental prop?"

-No." she said coldly, grasping the brim "but it had a | ot of sentinental

val ue." She then thrust her arminside his bat, up to the el bow Her hand cane
out the other end. where the crown was partially detached. becom ng even nore
det ached as she did so. and Sam wat ched as her expression changed, from a | ook
of snug satisfaction, to puzzlenent, then to worry as her painted nails
fumbled at the air, to red-faced enbarrassment as she caught sigh' of them
over the brimof the hat. -Wa—=2"

Sonet hing in her expression made him flash back to the teenage girl on the
cover of Aces! and he realized that with the exception of Gol den Boy. nost



aces didn't stay unchanged since the early eighties. "Wait a second.- Sam
said. "you really are Topper, aren't you?" She | ooked at him and that | ook
cinched it. "That article. it was wong. right? SCARE disinformation. Your ace
crutch isn't just any bat, or a top hal it's one top hat in particular. the
one you got fromyour grandfather. You hid it inside that sonbrero and—

"Not so | oud?" she hissed. withdrawing her amt fromhis 1131 and abruptly

sitting next to him -1 don't want everyone to-Yhat's the matter?"
Samgritted his teeth to keep fromscreanmng. "You're sitting co: sty raill"
She | ooked. lib, it's a nice tail coat but

Samtw tched his real tail, hidden down the sheath in the left-
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hand train of his own swallowail coat where it had been stretched out in the
boot h, and Toppers eyes sinned. She abruptly raised back up so he could yank
it under hinself, having a nonent of trouble as it got tangled with the tails
of her coat and the velvet of the upholstery, but at last he got it situa ted.

"My Jokenown menbership card, a little joker to go with my deuce:' Ile blinked
back the pain, even though his tail was still smarting. -Ckay. now you know mny
secret too."

She sighed. "lI"'msorry. I won't tell if you won't tell.- She grinmaced and
covered her eyes with one hand, shaking her head softly. -Good god, if Jay
ever finds out that I've lost nmy bat, I'Il never hear the end of it... 7
"Hastefs Jay?"

She dropped her hand and nodded. "I work for his agency.- Sam gl anced down at
her fishnets through the hole in his hat "What sort of agency ... ?"

She follow his gaze, then nuttered. "There was a reason | retired this
costume....- Then she glared at him -Derectire agency. Gads. | work for

Popi njay. not Fortunato." She | ooked then at Samis top bat with its crown
falling out, and gave a sheepish grin that made her | ook years younger. "Sony
about that ..." She glanced around the restaurant. -Do you see any other top
hat s?"

Sam | ooked hinself. Starflelds was packed, and given the night he saw every
sort of hat imaginable, fromthe odd dozen ostrich-plumed cavalier hats worn
by the Dr. Tachyon | ookalike waiters to representational foamrubber creations
liberated fromthe Theatre District |ooking to be cast-offs fromlast nonth's
Wld Card Follies everything fromthe Geat Ape clinmbing the Enpire State
Building to Dr. Tod's flanmng blinp. But no top hats.

"Right now?" Ile snoothed his hair back with one velvet glove and replaced his
battered hat with the other. pushing the crown inside. -Excepting mne and the
one you're wearing. no."

She bit her lower lip. -Earlier?"

Sam t hought back. -Several. Let me |ook....- He picked up his sketchbook

bl owi ng once across it so that the snot-trails fromthe
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Sal amanca script would be dry. then (lipped back past the buffer of blank
pages he'd left to protect from bl eed-through until he got to the ruined
section. He pried open the last two sheets, still danp fromthe accident
revealing a giant nulticolored Rorschach bl ot of sprayed ink, one hue bl eeding
into the next. predominantly the shocking pink of surprise. But underneath
that still visible on the | efthand page. were a series of sketches, including
an image of the Starftelds bar just mnutes before the crash. Counting top
hats. there were seven individuals of note. the first six wearing tail coats,
the last w thout

First was Topper, holding a martini. perched at the edge of the bar in her
fishnets. Next a short ways down, was a crippled boy with polio crutches. Then
cane a young man with a bl ond mane and vel vet gloves. the very image of Sam

hi nsel f, turned and talking to a darkly handsome man with black hair and a

per manent five-o0'-clock shadow fiddling with a small hand-hel d bl ack box.
Then there was a set of inprobably wi de shoul ders. facing the bar and taking
up at least three seats. the top hat worn atop a perfectly average, even



narrow. head. Next a pale horse-faced giant with a [ong white goatee and a

spi ked and spiral ed Mohawk. his top hat artfully and absurdly inpaled on the
twi sted spi kes. Then, finally, there was a fetish girl, a long, lithe, wllow
worman. thin as a supernodel and alnost as tall, dressed head to toe in |atex.
Her catsuit and platformsoled dom natrix boots were all of a piece, broken
only by buckles and straps. and her face was bidden by a pantom nme nmask. a
single tear on one cheek. This was backed by | ong honey blond tresses and
topped with a vintage silk top hat

-Dere.- Sam handed the book to Topper

She scrutinized the page |like a rogues gallery. "Do you know any of these
peopl e?"

- Everyone except the wonen on the ends.- Sam paused. "Though |I'mgetting to
know t he one of them"

Topper | ooked at him and their proximty, and smirked. "Don't push it. |'m
ol d enough to be your babysitter."
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staff. and sprinted for the crack in the stars as fast as petite legs in
stiletto heels could carry her

Sam struggl ed across the weckage of tablecloth and hors d' oeuvres and was
faced with a snap decision: He could stay, finish his work, and try to explain
the mess to Hastet or he could follow Topper. It was an easy choi ce. Besides
whi ch. Hastet was Taki sian. and as such, she knew that chivalry had its
demands, as did attractive wonmen in fishnet stockings. And while Sam wasn't
tall, he was taller than Topper. and he caught up with her just as she passed
t hrough the doors. He | eapt through the gap in the nebula after her. his tai

pi ngi ng the edge of the glass. then it was down the stairs, no waiting for the
el evator. and out to the sidewal k.

Topper took three steps outside and | ooked up and down the street, then back
at him "Wuere is she?"

Sam | ooked too. taking in the bustle of Park Row and trying to spot a

| at ex-cl ad supernodel in a vintage top hat, then shook Ins head. "Gone. |I'm
sorry. |-

"Do you have any idea where she went?"

Sam shook his head again. "No." Then he paused. "Or actually. yes. |'mpretty
certain | do. Follow nme.- Topper |ooked ready to grasp at the slimmest hope.
and Sam gave it to her. "Taxi?" he shouted, junping out into the street and
fl aggi ng one down.

Sam went into chivalry overdrive. opening the door for Topper. who piled in,
wi th him follow ng.

The driver had a beard and a turban and a wide smile. "Wat is your
destination on this fine night. oh nost— The man stopped. goggling in horror
at Topper. as if she'd just sprouted an extra head.

Sam | ooked. She had. Well, actually no, but the effect was remarkably sinmlar
one of the cephal opod confections caught in her curls, staring at the driver
with the sane wi de-eyed expression, lite Father Squid being subjected to an

unexpect ed proctol ogy exam

It was against Samls better judgenent but if he'd | earned one thing grow ng up
in Jokertown, it was this: Sonetimes you had to freak the nats. Plus Hastet
expected himto taste her creations, not

279
WTH A FLOURI SH AND A FLAIR
Sam shrugged. "I grew up in an orphanage. | never had a babysitter." lle

paused. "Though |I did have fantasies.-

Topper didn't touch this. focusing instead on the mystery wonan. "So. the

Vi nyl Vi xen here—any idea who she is? Is that an ace uniforn? A joker

di sgui se? A Hal |l oween costunme? A really kinky fashion statenment?"

Sam shrugged. "All of the above? Go to bondage night at the Dead N chol as and
that's a pretty common | ook." Then he added. "I do their club flyers."

"I's it just ne. or does it look |like she has an Adam s appl e under the | atex?"
Topper | ooked closer at the illustration. "Or is that an inkblot?"



"Hard to tell. Wen |I sketch fast. | just— Ile caught a flicker of novenent
out of the corner of one eye, a flash of silver buckles and gol den hair.
"Though maybe you coul d just ask Latex Lass yourself " He pointed across the
restaurant to where the sanme worman was comni ng out of the | adies room

Topper | ooked then shoved his sketchbook into his hands, standing up and
rushing fromthe booth. O really, attenpting to. Samfelt a tug on his tail.
and realized that when he'd tucked it under hinself for safe keeping. he'd
taken Topper's along with it, the cloth ones on her coat The antique wool
snapped back like a pair of suspenders in a vaudeville act and Topper
screeched, overbal ancing on her stiletto heels, clawing to save herself.
grabbi ng the tablecloth. Silverware, glassware, and the prodigi ous greenness
of Hastet's tentacled appetizer clattered down atop her as Sam f or ewent
chivalry to protect his sketchbook, springing back out of the way and hal f way
atop the booth.

There was. as with all such accidents, a swift silence, followed by even

swi fter sarcastic applause. Then Taki sian Three Misketeers extras were hel pi ng
Topper to her feet and offering words of solicitous concern while Fetish Grl
crossed Starfields' star-spangled foyer. pushed open the nebul a-frosted gl ass
panel s of the entrance, and made her exit Topper gave a strangl ed shriek of
protest attenpting to evade the well neaning interference of the wait
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"CGet out of ny cab. Allah spits on jokers and liars."

Sam t hought. renenbering the rantings of the Nur, who'd glowed as green as if
he'd swallowed a Lire Brire set, which seened pretty close to a joker by npst
people's definitions. "If | remenber coffectly. Allah thinks aces are just
spiffy." Sam stripped off his right glove and brought five beads of Nur-green
ink to the tip of his nibs, |umnous poison green, the color he'd al ways
associated with malice. "See these, dickweed? Allah gave nme poison claws. and
if you don't take this fucking cab to Cub Chaos before I can say 'Allah
Akbar: Allah tells ne | get to poison your ass dead. -

"Al'l ah Akhor?" the cabbie agreed fervently and Sam nearly got whiplash as fast
as they took off down the street.

Topper stared at him and Sam di dn't know whether he'd JOSt crossed the line
to become her knight in shining arnmor or a dangerous psychopat h—+ikely
somet hi ng of bot h—and he wondered how | ong he could bluff a religious fanatic
with what a mounted to a handful of fountain pens.

Topper turned to the cabbie. "I'lIl also have you know that |I'm federal agent,
or at least | used to be. You nove so nmuch as a finger towards that gun under
your seat |'Il drop you before poison boy here even gets in a scratch.- She

had one of her stiletto heels off in her hand. pressed into the vinyl in back
of the cabbie's seat. "That okay?"

-Al'l ah Akbarr the cabbie swore, turning |l eft on Chatham Square and into
Chinatown. and left again with a squeal of tires onto Confucius Place.
Conventional wisdomsaid it took only three mnutes to gel fromthe %M\ge to
1- Town. but Confucius said that nen fearing for their lives could get there in
| ess than two, even when all they were threatened with was stiletto heels and
fountain pens. "Wth the grace of Allah. we are here!' They screeched to a
stop in fromof Cub Chaos. "Do not harmne. oh nost bel oved of Allah!"

'Stay where you are.- Topper told the cabbie, opening her own door. and Sam
did the sanme with his. wiping his nails clean on the headliner as he exited.

| eaving the cabbie with the nmessage, in ele-
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just draw them so the time had cone to bite the bullet, or at |east the
squi d.

Samrenmoved it from Topper's curls and popped the pirouline into his nouth,
biting down. It was crunchy and spicy-sweet, a little |ike Japanese spi der
roll, mxed with the thy caraway flavor of kinmmel cracker. Then his eyes began
to water. Tokisian Ss rprise was right! Hastet had spi ked the guacanole wth
wasabi or some otherworldly equival ent.



Topper | ooked at him "F.dible?-

Sam swal | owed and t hunped his chest "Like Candy Mandy's fingers.- He wi ped the
tears with the back of his glove. "Grl | knew back at Jokenown Hi gh. Edible
fingers. Really."

There was really no response to this, and Topper didn't try to make one. Hal f
the Jokertown stories were 'No. really' bullshit, and the other were
unbel i evabl e. but still nmne.

The driver was still staring his own rectal -exam nation stare, and Sam had a
bad feeling in his own tad, but pressed ahead anyway. smiling as if nothing
could be nore natural. "Jokenown. please. Cub Chaos.'

At | ast the cabby's expression changed, going froma mask of shocked horror to
ri ghteous indignation. "This cab, by the Light of Allah. does not go to the
abode of the unclean!"

"What if we gave you sone uncl ean noney?

The mask faltered for a nonment. "How nuch?"

"Five hundred bucks, - said Topper

"Let me see it.-

"Fine." Topper took her hat off and started to reach inside. then stopped. "Ch
shit—+ left ny wallet in ny other hat" She | ooked to Sam

He shrugged. "Don't look at me. | don't carry that son of npney. -

"Can't you She wi ggled her nails and gestured towards Sam s sket chbook

Forge fire hundred dollars on the fly? And u'irhogr the right paper?-1 don't
think so. -
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gant site: script. Alah says you' re a dickweed. Actually, it was probably
somet hing nmore like. Allah, the compassionate and nost nerciful, says you're a
putrescent canel penis steeped is mst-fennel saNte. but nmpst of Samis Arabic
cane fromfal afel house

nmenus.

The cab sped off the noment the doors were shut and Topper grimaced. idiot"
she said, balancing flam ngo-style as she repl aced her shoe.

Sam didn't know if she were referring to himor the cabbie. and didn't ask.
"Did we just conmmit a felon?-

"Do you actually have poi sonous cl aws?"

"Then no.- She shrugged. "I came closer to it but | never actually said | had
a gun, and | have friends in the Justice Departnent"” She wal ked over to him
and | ooked up at the C ub Chaos sign, the [atest work of the Jokertown
Redevel opment Agency. In place of the broken and blighted marquee of the I ong
defunct Chaos Cub. there now stood a fifty-foot tall neon version of the new
club's owner. veteran joker comedi an. Chaos, back after many lucrative years
in Vegas (and a split with his old partner. Cosnos). bringing sone of the
glitter and tinsel with himto mix with the city's matching funds. He juggl ed
spaceshi ps and planets with his six arns, while below his feet. sporting
considerably I ess neon. was a television van plastered with a twirling Mr

| ogo. A huge nass of teenage girls, nost of themnats, were standi ng behind
police barricades while a single. albeit |large and brown-scal ed. police
officer attenpted to keep themin line. The joke of it was. they were al
dressed |i ke Topper—top hats, tail coats. and nore than half of them had
figured out that fishnets were the way to conplete the ensenble, even those
who shoul d have consi dered sonet hing el se.

Topper stopped and did a double take. Then turned to Sam Wen did ny outfit
suddenly come into fashion?"

Samfelt a bit uneasy. "Um it didn't. | think ny outfit came into fashion.-
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"Come agai n?"

' Ever hear of The Jokertown Boys?"

She paused. -They're a gang, right? Like the Werewolves or the Egrets?"

"thin. no." Samreached to the back of his portfolio and pulled out a flier
done in the Bauhaus style. with blocky Brenen lettering that had required



cutting his thunbnails square. He passed it to Topper and let her read it:

AV ¢ A

48 PM Saturday, Caobcr 27th*

Cl ub Chaos14.

V TM | okcnown Fl oysV

Cl' Prins- Pup:

**Top WhDc Tic. and Tails'. Wa r Yours and CHin Eral « VA

Bel ow t hat was a pen-and-ink portrait of the five guys in formal wear fromthe
bar. facing right and sporting canes and white gl oves, the pose sonething Sam
had nodel ed after one of the old posters for G and Hotel

Topper | ooked to Sam and blinked. "You're in the band?"

"No. | just live with them | sang backup on a couple tracks. that's all.- Sam
pointed to illustration. "People mstake us all the time, but that's ny

br ot her. Roger. -

"So that wasn't you by the barr Topper scrutinized the flyer. then bit her
lip. "You know, except for the guy with the shoulders. they | ook awfully nat
for Jokertown. -

"Looks can be deceiving." Sam brushed his tail inits swallowail sheath
agai nst Topper's leg. "Trust nme. They're all jokers and they're all from
1-town.- He paused. "Well. Dirk there's fromthe Village. and we've been
renting the upstairs of his mom s shop
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since we left the orphanage. But Village People? Don't think so." He | ooked at
the van, watching a guy in a wizard hat atop it working the crowd. and
realized it was Carson Daly. "Since when did they hook up with Mr?"

There came a squeal fromthe line of girls and a | ouder one as he made the

nm st ake of | ooking, and Sam came to a sudden grimrealization: Once again, his
fraternal resenblance had carried too far

"It's Roger!" screanmed a girl in a dom no mask, and her screans were picked up
by the next teenybopper in line, and the next. |like a chorus of how er nonkeys
at the zoo: 'Roger!" "Roger!" 'Roger, we |love you!" The crowd pressed forward
and the barricade overturned. the girls tranpling the scaled police officer in
their mad rush.

It wasn't the Jokertown Riots, or the WIld Hunt fromthe Rox War, but it was
the cl osest thing Sam had ever experienced to either. Screaming girls. C aw ng
girls. A huge slavering hound's muzzle thrust in his face. -1"mnot Roger. |'m
his brother!" Sam protested, but the clawi ng and screanmi ng and tearing at his
cl othes continued until Topper and the scaled police officer, who' d sonmehow
craw ed rader the crowd, linked arns before himand held them back. bell ow ng
t hi ngs about the NYPD and federal agents.

Then aut ograph books were waved in his face past them This, at |east. was
somet hing he could deal with. Roger, he signed, and RogerM and To ny dearest
Jon. and then he was confronted by part of the hunger and madness of the Rox
War made flesh, the drooling, panting nuzzle of one of the Gabriel hounds,
white fangs glistening, fierce and sharp. Except the hound had bows in its
hai r and was hol di ng an aut ograph book. and Samrealized he was | ooking at a
joker fangirl with the head of an afghan. He signed all five band nenbers
nanes in her book simultaneously, one with each digit: Roger, Jim Alec, Drk
and Paul, each signature in the respective hand. then did a second line with
their wild card manes: Ravenstone, Gintrock, Ancor:, Atlas and Pretty Paulie
with extra hearts and smley faces.

Then Topper was shoved aside by sheer bulk. "Sign ny
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breasts!" screaned an obese nat girl who'd exceeded the recommended wei ght

al | owance of her halter top

Sam di d not want to scratch her—ot that her fellow autograph-seekers had any
such reservations when it cane to himbut it was not as if these girls were

j oker phobi ¢ anyway. so he flexed the toes of his left foot. letting his nails
piss ink into his Doc Marten, then slipped his tail out of its sheath, dunked



it into the inpronptu inkwell. and whipped it up and around and through the
flourishes of Japanese brushwork. Roger he wote on the right breast and
Ravenstone on the left.

going to have it tattooed in!" the girl squeal ed.

Her fellow fanatics howl ed for nore, surging through the gap. then one grabbed
his tail and two others grabbed his arms. westling himfor his sketchbook and
a fourth clawed for his face. snatching off his hat. Then she gasped in shock
"Hi s eyes are blue!" she screanmed. 'Both of theml And where are his cute
little horns?"

"Where's the raven?" dermanded anot her

"Wait a second." said the girl behind him 'since when does Ravenstone have a
tail? And wouldn't it be a devil tail? This is alion's tail? Wat sort of rip
is this?"

1 read about himin Teenileat!" screaned a slightly nore know edgeabl e
fangirl. "That's Roger's brother. Sw sh!"

"That's Sivas!: f" Samroared. snatching his hat back and jamring it on
wresting away his sketchbook, and jerking his tail free. The crowd fell back
the scal ed police officer shouting for the girls to get their butts behind the
barricade. Sam | ashed his tail, splashing drops of ink, and stonped forward.
his coat torn, his left boot squishy, his hatjamed down around his ea rs. He
hoped Roger had brought spare socks.

Topper scanned the crowd as they wal ked past -Any sign of Bondage Babe?" Even
with the stiletto heels, she wasn't tall enough to see nore than the

t eenyboppers just behind the barricades.

"You mean Fetish Grl?" Samwasn't mnuch taller than Topper hinself. 'Not that

I can see. Not that that nmeans much.' He shep-
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herded Topper around the side of the building, past a few nore autograph
seekers, drying off his tail by painting the Chinese characters for Luck, Joy
and CGet-a-Life on the proffered books.

"You think she's inside with the band?"

Sam just shrugged. going up the steps to the stage door. There was a bouncer
who bl ocked it. via the sinple expedient of being the sane size and shape.

' Passes?" he asked in a dull nonotone.

Topper took off her hat and started to reach inside, then stopped and | ooked
to Sam

"Check the doorlist. Sam Washburn and..." He glanced to Topper. Ille didn't
even know her real nane.

"Melissa Bl ackwood." Topper supplied

The doornman | ooked. "You're on it. she's not."

"Let me see: The doorman did, and Samran a finger down it, not very

i mpressed. Childish roundhand. two steps from Pal mer nethod. -Right here, in
the mddle." Ile tapped the list, dotting the f in Melissa.

The doorman checked again and it was a testinony to his dullness or his

prof essionalismthat he just shrugged and stepped aside, crossing themoff and
handi ng t hem passes once Sam fl ashed himhis drivers |icense and Topper

fl ashed sone | eg.

The back of C ub Chaos was an old henp house, an off-Broadway theatre
unchanged since the thirties except for facelifts out front, with nothing el se
speci al about it. except for the welcone. "Hey. |ook everyone, it's H's N bs!"
Al ec Harmer. alias Alicom the lead guitarist, waved, easy to spot by virtue of
hi m bei ng sonet hi ng over seven feet tall, not counting the three-foot ice

bl ond spi ked Mohawk, which easily put himover ten

Paul O Nealy. alias Pretty Paulie. the main vocalist, swng forward on his
polio crutches, the lines of his tux somewhat spoiled by the el aborate
armature of head, shoul der, back, armand | eg braces necessitated by his
rubberi zed skel eton. Wth a top hat covering his perpetually unruly brown
hair, this and his sweet smle made himlook nore than a bit like Tiny Tim
posterchild for cute sick boys everywhere—despite the fact that he stood



around six
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feet, depending on how he adjusted his braces that norning. "Sam | thought
you were stuck at Starftelds till you redid those nmenus."

- Change of plans. Haslet's not going to find anyone el se who can do Taki si an
cal l'i graphy on short notice, and so long as | get everything there before
brunch tonorrow, she won't kill ne.-

-You need to find a different job.- Jim Krakow ez, alias G nctrack, the band's
keyboardi st and tech wi zard, |ooked concerned and not at all a joker, wth

bl ack hair. intense green eyes. and a penuanent five-o0'-clock shadow that al so
made him | ook far older than his nineteen years. However, |ooks could be
deceiving. Despite the nale nodel face and the tall, toned and perfectly
nmuscl ed nat body that went with it, the wild card had touched hint deep inside
hi s head. naking himpossibly the nost gullible nman in the universe, and
certainly the nost literal-mnded. -1 know Taki si ans take their honor
seriously. but she shouldn't kill you just because you nessed up a menu.
That's not right and it wasn't your fault anyway." He bl anched then. -Did she
kill the waiter? The one who tripped?"

-No. Jim he's Due.- Sam patted his friend on the ann. -Hasters not really

going to kill ne.-
-Are you sure?"
-Yes."

"Looks |ike sonmeone tried to.- Roger stood in the shadows of the proscenium

| ooking Iike a young Gdin. with a patch over his left eye. and his pet raven.
Lenore, on his right glove. "Sweet Joker-Jesus. Sam what happened to your
Sam si ghed. pulling up on his sleeve where the seam had been ripped out at the
shoul der. -Some of your fans just tried to play Stretch Armstrong with ne."
-Hey, (bats ny shtick!" Paul protested.

Samignored him turning to his brother. "Wat the fuck's going on out there?"
-ft's a long and conplicated tale." Roger began, comng forward fromthe
shadows. "I'mnot certain where to
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"Britney Spears got food poisoning!" Alec exclainmed then started to |augh
nearly braying. "Puked Pepsi all over Bob Dole!"

Paul giggled, then nade a strangl ed ral phing noise, followed by a perfectly
inflected, girlish, "Clops! | did it again': The wild card had elasticized his
vocal cords along with his bones giving even nore justification for his

ni ckname, a talent for mmcry rivaled only by his vocal range. "Yeah, and she
was supposed to be over at Radio City tonight doing the Hall oween show for
Mrr

Al ec nodded wildly. his Mhawk bobbing like a sail. "But, puking Brithey—they
had to cancel. -

"And our video just trashed everyone on Total Request Lire!" Paul excl ained,
bounci ng up and down on his crutches.

Al ec continued to nod, the notion revealing that the bowsprit of his coiffure
was actually a spiraled ivory horn, hidden |like the Purloined Letter just
bel ow his forel ock. "And Bl aney said she thought Paul was cute!"

Paul grinned fromear to ear—titerally. "And we were having a concert tonight
anyway, so they moved the show here!"

"In a nutshell ... yes." Roger stroked Lenore, smpothing down her ruffled
feathers and keeping a tight hold on her jesses. "Chaos told us the deal when
we got back from di nner. -

It was all a little bit nuch to take at once. surreal in fact. and Sam j ust
took it in stride when a parade of thirty wonen, all dressed |ike Topper

filed by in back of the band.

"The Rockenes." Jimexplained. ".M: said if they paid for them they were
going to use them and they already know all the Irving Berlin nunbers
anyway.- Jimsmled. "W didn't see the nutshell Roger said they came in, but
I"mguessing it was a big one, kind of like the giant flying seashell Dr.



Tachyon uses."

"Ch." said Sam Topper just stood there in stunned silence, watching the
seem ngly endl ess display of top hats.

Al ec angl ed his Mhawk towards her and stroked his equally long. silky and
silly goatee. "You're not a Rockeue, are you?" He | oomed over Sam "Going to
i ntroduce us to your friend. Swash?"
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"Uh. yeah.- Sam shook his head. realizing he'd been forgetting his manners.
"Quys. this is Topper. The ace.'’

"Alec." said Alec. bending down to shake hands. "the joker." Their size

differential nmade them |l ook Iike Teniel's illustration of Alice and the
Uni corn. except Alec was only horse-faced in the nal sense and Alice didn't
wear a top hat and fishnets. "Or "Aliconi: if you want my joker nane.-

"Nice to neet you.- she said, his hand envel opi ng hers as they shook. "I
renenber seeing you at Starlields.” Sam saw her glance to Alec's i mense
Mohawk-i npal ed top hat and i mredi ately di scount the possibility.

"People tend to do that" Al ec remarked as he strai ghtened back up and
uncricked his back. "It's the height."

Topper nodded. "People overl ook me. Sanme reason.”

"That's not true." said Jim "Paul kept |ooking at your legs. He said they

| ooked totally hot which kinds confuses ne. 'cause in fishnets you' d expect
they'd be cool ."

"Jim" Paul exclainmed. his voice junping three octaves. Then he | ooked to
Topper. blushing furiously. "Pardon me while | curl up into a ball and die of
enbar r assnent " He glanced to Jim -No. Jim I'mnot really going to. It's
just a nmetaphor. People don't really die of enbarrassnent. -

"Yes they do!" Jimprotested. "Don't you remenber Margi e? Fromthe orphanage?
Five years ago she got her period and stained her choir robe and she said. 'Ch
God. I'mso enbarrassed. I'mgoing to die!' Then she did die. right there next
to us in the mddle of church. She drew the black queen. and Father Squid said
it was enbarrassnment that nade her card turn. just |like she said. And he had a
whol e sermon next Sunday about the evils of shame and how it kills jokers.-

Jims lip began to quiver. "And |'ve seen you curl up into a ball. You can
even bounce."

Paul gave Jim a | ook hal fway between synpathy and exasperation. "It's okay.
Jim |I'mnot going to die. And shame doesn't really kill jokers. Usually." He
paused then, taking a deep breath.
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"The | egendary Bl ackwood Conjure... : Roger gave a wi smle. "A nost

i npressive feat especially since Lafayette Bl ackwood acconplished it without
apparent access to curtain, trap door. or gimicked stand—and this years
before the advent of the wild card.- Roger gave her a sidelong glance fromhis

unpatched eye. "I know that alnmost all his props and effects were destroyed in
a fire, but did he ever by any chance pass on the secret personally?"
"Grandpa took it to his grave. |I'mafraid: Topper gave a sad shake of her

head. "He always said that a nagician's secrets were neant to be |ost stolen
or traded for one equal, never given outright or sold for cheap.-

Roger nodded, then quoted. "'For to do so would cheapen the magi ¢ and destroy
t he wonder, and the world needs nysteries. now nore than ever: -

Ji m appl auded wildly. then snmled at Topper. "That was the end of the 'H story
of Magic' spiel he gave when we worked at Dutton's Magi c and Novelty Shop. -
Jimsmled wi der "Roger always said just before trying to sell people

' Topper's Big Box of Ace Magic Tricks: He got a conmi ssion. -

"Ch God:' said Topper. "they're still selling those? | thought tile license
expired years ago."

"M . Dutton bought up the warehouse. He told us to jack the price and cal
themcollectibles. and if we could unload them we got an extra twenty
percent:' Jimsmled. "I worked there too. | sold nore X-ray specs than any
ot her enpl oyee. "



Roger glared. "That's because you used your ace to nake them actually work.
Jim"

"I did nor." Jimprotested. "They work just fine for anybody, so long as you
adjust themright. and its not ny fault if people keep breaking them after
they | eave the store. -

"Jim regular people can't see through walls."

"Sure they can. All they need are X-ray glasses. O windows." Jimglared at
Roger. "You said the sanme thing when we were kids and you were upset because
your sea nonkeys didn't |ook like the
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"And none of us are |atents anynore anyway. Even Roger's drawn his card."

"I haven't" said Jim blinking at tears. "I"'mstill a conpletely normal...
"Jim you're an ace. A crazy powerful one."

"Am not . -

"Are too."

"Amnot." Jiminsisted.

Paul let it drop. and there was an unconfortable silence, which Roger broke
with the rolling tones of a born showran: 1 believe we were in the mddle of
introductions. If I may. allow nme to introduce Jimand Paul. alias G n/crack
and Pretty Paulie. And this is ny assistant. Lenore." he said, gesturing to
his raven. "While as for nyself ...- Roger held up his left hand. showed the
gl oves pal mthen the back, then with a flourish. produced a business card from
thin air.

Lenore snatched it fromhim holding the card in her beak. "Gve it to the
nice | ady, Lenore." Roger coaxed. holding the raven towards Topper. "Gve it"
Lenore | ooked at Topper. then at Roger. then defiantly took the card in one
claw and began to shred it into confetti. Roger caught it in his left hand.
squeezed tight, then opened it with a flourish. presenting the card to Topper
mracul ously restored. if mssing a corner. "For you. mny good | ady. The
Amazi ng Ravenstone, at your service."

She accepted it with a smle. "A fellow conjurer. | see.-

"But nowhere near your level of skill. I"'mafraid.- He retrieved the | ast
corner from Lenore's beak. "I'mafraid ny ace at present only extends to
parlor magic. But I'mworking to expand ny repertoire." He handed the torn
corner to Topper "Wuld that | had your skill. O that of your grandfather”
"Li kewi se. - Topper said. putting the missing corner to the card and seeing
that they matched. "I only pull rabbits out of ny hat not tigers.-
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ones on the package and mine did. Just because | know how to follow directions
and can get products to work the way they're supposed to doesn't nmake nme an
ace."

Roger left the statement unchall enged, as did Sam There was no point in
arguing with Jim especially when he got in a nood, since the upside of
absolute gullibility and literal-m ndedness was absolute faith, and when the
uni verse catered to your belief init. this was not necessarily nisplaced.
Even if that belief was nostly in the outrageous prom ses of adverti sing,
particularly the products in the backs of com c books and super market

t abl oi ds.

Jimstill |ooked hurt. "You should remenber what it's |like. Roger. You were a
| atent too, before the wild card gave you a bl ack eye."

Topper | ooked at Roger. incredul ous. "A black eye?"

Roger nodded. "Jimis being accurate here. | got a black eye." Roger raised
his hand and flipped up his eyepatch. His left eye was black. totally black
wi t hout trace of white or iris. "As you can see.- Roger said with a w nk
before hiding the eye again. "Raven-stone is not just my stage name or nmy awn
de ace." He tapped the brimof his hat, "but also ny nomde joker."

Topper | ooked at his hat. "Nice hat: she remarked. -Finchley's fifth Avenue?"
"OfF course.- said Roger. "The classic magician's hat. And a good old New York



firmtoo.-

"May | see it? | collect bats.™

"You and Caneo should talk," Paul remarked.

"Qur costune designer," Roger explained. doffing his hat to reveal a pair of
smal | bl ack horns. "She also collects. Though not just hats.- Ile handed his
to Topper. "She found our costunes for the show

"Or nmade them" Alec added. "Hard to find ny size, even in Jokertown?7

"And she woul dn't punch holes in a vintage nunber anyway," Roger pointed out.
"She'd consider it nmurder." Hs eye flicked to Sam s mangl ed bat. 1 suggest
you ask for a | oaner. Sam W nmay
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want to drag you on stage later and | can't have ny brother dressed I|ike
that."

"On stage? Oh please.”

"You're our cover artist. Take your bows." He smrked. "Besides. we may need a
backup singer. in case Al ec suddenly gets hoarse...."

-Please God no ..." said Alec.

Samwas in agreenment. "I don't sing that well, Roger."

"Better than Alec woul d." Roger said. "Besides, you know all the songs:
"Thank you." said Topper. returning Rogers hat and saving Sam from further
argunent. "My |1?" Jimand Paul showed her their hats as well, but Sam knew
fromher expression that theirs weren't hers either. "OfF course,"” she added.
"the hat thing is just a hobby. | was hoping you boys could help me with

something else. I'ma private investigator. and | was |ooking for a wonman you
may have seen at Starfields—who incidentally also wears a top hat. Swasb,
could you show them your illustration?"

Sam t ook his cue and opened the sketchbook. The ink had snmeared even nore and
t he pages were al nbst glued together. bits of paper tearing off inlittle
shreds, but at |ast he showed themthe sketch of the Vinyl Vixen

1 remenber bet" said Jim "Paul said she was totally hot too. But that made
sense. 'cause she's wearing all that | atex.-

Paul blushed slightly. "So |I've got a thing for rubber. Go figure."

Roger shrugged. "If | recall, she stunbled into the waiter. Likely couldn't
see much with that mask. | hel ped her up and returned her hat, and last | saw,
she ran off for the ladies nmorn. presumably to wash off the Takisian margarita
he'd spilled down her back. -

"Presumably." Topper said.

1 bet she was a fan: Alec said. "She kept |ooking at you.

Roger. like she was thinking about asking for your autograph.” "Roger was

| ooki ng at you the sane way.- Jimtold Topper. Roger gave Jima wthering

| ook. then glanced to Topper. "Well
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"Il admit, | ama fan. Though nostly of your grandfather. The man was
amazi ng. "

"So are a nunber of things.- Topper said. glancing to Roger, then Sam

-Joker -deuce brothers. The odds are what? One in a thousand? Ten thousand?"
"Somewhere in (here.- Roger flashed his devilish snile. -Scarce as hen's teeth
and twice as weird:

"Not that we're conplaining: Sam added. "The Croyd outbreak killed our parents
and left us infected and unadoptable. Same with lots of kids, actually. After

| drew ny card. | was afraid | was going to | ose Roger. After all, look at the
odds. "

"We survived. That's what counts.- Roger stroked Lenore's feathers. -And the
same with sone of our friends fromthe orphanage.- He nodded to Jim Al ec and
Paul .

"We didn't just survive—we're freakin' huge!" This |ast was said, wthout
apparent irony. by Dirk Swenson. alias Atlas. drumer for the Jokertown Boys,
who despite a face with delicate, alnpst Tatisian, features, had shoul ders
about as wide as he was tall, with nuscles to match. "I just carried Jinms



pi ano out on stage and snuck a peek through the curtains and you won't believe
how many girls are out there!"
"And let us not forget our loud friend fromthe New York School for the Arts

7 Roger said in an aside to Topper
Dirk was loud in nore than one sense of the word. He'd swapped out of his
customtail coat and tux shirt and into a sunburst tie-die. presumably for the
set up. and Sam wondered if the rumors were true, that he was Starshine's
| ovechild. Certainly they had the sanme fashion sense. thought that just m ght
be due to the fact that the ruscl eboy had been raised follow ng the G ateful
Dead until Jerry Garcia died and Dirk's nom had noved back to the Village to
t ake over The Cosmi c Punpki n.
"I can't freakin' believe it!" D & boonmed. 'This is absolutely wild!"
Samwas in agreenment, but froma slightly different angle.
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since 'wild was a pretty accurate description of the nat girls they'd
encountered out front.
-Dirk?" Roger said. getting his attention. -Allow ne to introduce you to
Topper. the fanous ace conjurer. Topper. Dirk, our piano-lifting drunmer.
Dirk. | need you to get back into costunme before we do a sound check, but
bef ore you do. Topper was wondering if you'd seen the woman in vinyl fromthe
bat" He pointed to Sams illustration
-0Ob, yeah, Bondage Grl," said Dirk, |ooking at the illustration. "She was
hot -
-We' ve established that," Topper said. -Do you know her? Did she by any chance
say anyt hi ng?"

-Nah." said Dirk, "I think she was doing the mne trip. But | gave her one of
the flyers Samdid for the show | hope she gets in." he added, -Chaos said
it's, like, going to be standing roomonly, and the shows around us'l| have to

deal with our overflow "

"The toilets are going to back up?" asked Jim

-Nah." said Dirk, "that's theatre talk. Means girls who can't gel in will go
to other clubs.”

Topper | ooked nore than slightly alarmed at this, but only said. "Is that your
coat and hat over there? Let ne get themfor you."

-Cool . Thanks." Dirk pulled of his tie-die. revealing musculature |like a
classical statue of Atlas reinterpreted by an eighties comc book artist.
whi | e Topper went to where his ordinary hat and incredibly huge shirt and

j acket had been laid over an anmp. She cane back with them but Samcould tel
fromher look that Dirk's hat had been elimnated fromthe running as well.
-Here you go." she said, handing himhis clothes. -Mnd if we go sneak a peek
at the audience? | don't think I've ever seen this many... girls ... in one
pl ace ever before, and I'd like to see themall before the fire marshal (urns
anyone away"

-Yeah, go greet ny fans.- Samsaid. pulling at the lining hangi ng out of the
torn pocket of his coat.

-Sure." Roger said. "we need to go over sone stuff anyway.
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@ ad you could nake it after all—and nice to neet you.- Roger tipped his hat
to Topper and he and the boys went over to the stage area and started a sound
check. Meanwhile. Sam and Topper slipped around the edge of the proscenium
com ng out past the red velvet curtain. Them were cheers and screans al npst

i medi ately: "Roger! Roger!" and ' Show us your horns!'’

Sam di dn't oblige. just |ooked out at the main floor of the club. He had never
seen so many girls in his life. Grls in black formal-wear and fishnets,

| eat her and | ace, shiny patches of vinyl and acres of bare midriffs. with mnme
masks and dom nos and occasi onal headbands with animal ears or maybe just

j oker ears sticking out beneath their hats. Top hats. Everywhere. And there
were nore girls and nore than a few boys pouring in all the tine, formng a
sea of high silk hats on either side of the runway that led forward fromthe



mai n stage. taking seats at the tables in the upper mezzani ne, or swarning

t hrough the shadows of the upper bal cony.

"Ch ny God ...- said Topper, stricken. "I haven't seen this many possible
suspects since the Denocratic National Convention... 7

Sam wat ched the bounci ng, waving. shimmying sea of fans. "Well at |east ny
brother and ny friends have been lined out.- He glanced to her. "They have
been lined out. right?"

"Sony." Topper admitted. "First rule of detective work—everyone's a suspect
until you solve the crime. O the innocent mix-up. But if we don't figure it
out soon. it may beconme an unsolved nystery...." She | ooked out at the sea of
top hats. "Can you spot our nystery woman?"

Sam | ooked. "No. |'d need opera gl asses.- He glanced back to Topper. "Got
any?"

"I'f I had ny bat, that would not be a problem" She sniled to the crowd and
managed a feeble wave. "But if | had it the point would be noot" Topper's
smle |ooked like it had been affixed with a stapl egun.

"We coul d ask Cameo." Sam suggested. if anyone has sone. she woul d. -
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' Cameo?" She | ooked glad for any excuse to | ook away fromthe audi ence. "The
costuner for the band?"

"And the Jokertown Pl ayers. And Broadway. And the Joker-town High theatre
department." Sam held up his right glove and waggl ed his fingers. girls in the
audi ence screamng in response. "Made nme these. Even recommended Roger and the
rest of the guys for the School for the Arts." He waved again. eliciting nore
screans fromfrenzied girls, which was sort of fun now that he wasn't in the
m ddl e of them but only slightly. -She always has this bag of props. Seen her
pul | out everything froma feather boa to a flying pan."

"Wrth a shot.- Topper said. "But you ask. | don't want anyone el se to have
even a chance of knowi ng what's going on." "Sure thing."

She pul | ed Sam back past the edge of the curtain and sighed. then | ooked at
him ' You know what. Swash? The girls out there are right—you are cute. \Vay
too young for ne. but cute.- She gave a nervous grin. "Now let's go see about
t hose bi noculars, M. Teen ldol.-

Samfelt a blush stealing into his face. "Sure thing."

It took a bit of asking around backstage. but they finally |ocated Canmeo in

t he wardrobe nom "Got a sec?"

-No. but tell me what you need anyway." She energed from behind a rack of
costumes, dressed as a twenties flapper in a fringed tea dress and cl oche hat,
her only departures fromcutting the perfect IT girl figure being a tape
nmeasure in place of a string of pearls around her neck and the sudden
expression of shock on her face as she stopped, gaping. Then the nonent

passed. "Saml Wat have | told your She went over to him clucking her tongue.
clearly nore distressed by the rips in his jacket than the scratches on his
face. "Ad clothes are like old people. You have to treat themgently."

"Tell that to Roger's fans.-

Caneo just shook her head. 'You take that off before you do any nore danage to
it." The cloche hat framed her face, beautifu
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as a nynph froma Micha poster. a few spit-curls of golden hair pulled | oose
to make it a mirror of the face on the cameo she wore on a choker around her
neck, her one constant anmid her constantly shifting display of vintage outfits
and recreations. -Ell find you a loaner till | can fix it. Sonething black you
can't stain:'

Topper | ooked around at the racks of clothes and the stacks of bats, including
a huge nunber of top hats. lingering for a nonment on a collection of w gs, one
I ong blond one in particular. "Nice collection: she said, turning at |ast.

-Al'l this yours?"

"Heaven forfend." Caneo said. "I do not have the space. Most of this is on
loan fromDutton's Theatrical Supply. We're in rehearsals for The Boxfriesd."
She turned to face a rack of tuxes and rifled through them "Alec m splaced



hi s cummerbund. | was hoping there night be one he could borrow "

Topper stared at Caneo's throat until she turned. 'That's a lovely brooch you
have there. Antique?"

"Why yes," Cameo said. her hand going to it. "Famly heirloom" She dinpled.
-And source of ny nicknane. My real nane's

"Melissa: Topper said, her eyes flicking to Cameo's golden spit-curls. -Wre
you at Starftelds earlier?"

"Me?" said Cameo with a slightly alarned expression. -You nust be joking. |
can't stand eating in restaurants. The tables are never clean enough for ne,
and the silverware ... Ugh! Just the idea of how many people have had it in
their nouths..." She shuddered delicately. -G ve ne a nice new styrofoam box
and di sposabl e chopsticks any day. -

Sam nodded. "You're talking to the Queen of Takeout here."

"Too true." Canmeo sighed, going back to her search. -Call it an eccentricity,
but until they invent a fashionable hazmat suit, the nost I'Il be able to
stand is the occasional stand-up buffet with plastic chanpagne gl asses and
cocktail pies.-

Topper gave her a long look. -Aren't you an ace?-

Caneo chuckled. -If |I say 'yes.' Marilyn Monroe's lawers will sue ne. Wrd to
the wi se, but never accuse an international idol of
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card sharkery on national television. Especially if the only proof you can
give is '"revelations fromthe spirits.""

-So you're not an ace?"

-I"ma trance channel er and psychi c—for entertai nment purposes only—and do
seances for the tourists over at the Dead Nicholas. |I'malso a famus fraud."
Caneo chuckl ed. "Peregrine kicked ne off her Perch and H ram Worchester had ne
barred front Aces Hi gh once it came out that ny only ace powers were ny skills
as an actress and the same medi um scam that goes back to Houdini. And a
positive blood test for the wild card. -

-Positive?" Topper asked.

Caneo nodded. then struck a nelodramatic pose, her head cast back, her wi st
to her forehead. "Alas. |'mcursed. |'mdooned. | |ive under a cloud of
knowi ng that any day | m ght suddenly drop dead or suffer some uni nmagi nabl e
fate—which, if you think about it, sounds pretty nuch like a joker. not that
you can convi nce many jokers of that." she said, dropping the pose. "But since

being a | atent nmeans al ways having to say your sorry. | decided to quit
waiting for the damm card to turn and just picked something out of the deck
nmysel f. - She chuckl ed again. -After all. you don't have to be a real psychic

to go to a nurder scene and scream about bad vi bes. Besides." she said, waving
to her dress, -aces have an excuse to wear the coolest outfits. And people
treat you like a celebrity. What's not to |ike?"

Topper chuckled as well. "Do you want a |ist?"
Caneo paused. "You're Topper. aren't you? The conjurer ace?"
-Yes. |-- Topper broke off. spotting sonething hanging front the comer of one

of the costune racks. "Excuse me. what's that?" Sam | ooked—a white pantomn ne
mask, a single tear on the cheek. The sane as the fetish girl had been wearing
back at Starfields.

Caneo gl anced over to it. -0Ob.- she said. then waved in dismissal, "that's the
mask for Pierrette.- She took Samis jacket and put it up on a hanger
-Pierrette?"

"Poor Pieirette: actually,"’
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rack as Topper went over to examine the nmask. -Pierrot's lover. fromthe
conetha ane. It's one of the nunbers in the show " She pulled out a

swal  owtail coat hkre, try this."

Sam put his alms in the sleeves and shrugged it on. It was good D and bl ack
but there wasn't a sheath for his tail. -Un..." he said.

Caneo gave hima sharp look. "It's Halloween in Jokertown, Sam If you' ve got

Caneo sai d. |ooking through the tux



it flaunt it. Except for that hat: she said, renoving it fromhis head. "This
t he handi work of those crazed fangi ds?"

Sam | ooked to Topper. -One of them"

Topper glared while Caneo grimaced and said. "That kind of worman you do not
need." tsking over the ripped seamat the crown. "Now to find you a
replacerment...."

"Mnd if | hel p?" Topper gestured to the tux rack and the top hats on top

"Pl ease do." Caneo said. "We're | ooking for sonmething in a small."

Topper got a step stool and began to inspect the hats, and Samcould tell she
was not just checking their size.

Caneo set his battered hat aside on a work table, then picked up an
overstuffed ragbag fromthe floor and set it next to it. "Let's see what |'ve
got in ny bag of tricks. I'd rather not borrow fromDutton if | can help
it....- She opened the bag and rifled through her assortnent of costune

pi eces. pulling out another top bat, collapsed flat She held it in her hands
for a long while, contenplating it then shook her bead, and with an expert
flick of her wist popped the top out into shape.

She turned, stopping and | ooked up at Topper where she was perched on the
stool. "That's a lovely hat you have there. Melissa." she said at last. "Had
it [ong?"

Topper | ooked at the one in her hands. then set it down and reached up and
tapped the one on her head. "Wy yes, actually. My grandfather gave it to ne
shortly before he died...."

300KEVI N ANDREW MURPHY

-Em...so sony for your |oss. Wre you fond of hin®"

It was kind of a forward question. even for Caneo. and Topper stopped search
t hrough the top shelf for a nonent Then continued. "Vet's,. But it's a nixed
bag. My grandpa was a stage magician. Really great in his day. before the wild
card. Rut it destroyed him- She grabbed for another stack of top bats,
poppi ng them out and checking inside. "He used to work places like this. have
booki ngs all over the country. Then ... nothing.- She grimaced. "He was very
bitter about it—+ nean, who wants to see soneone pull a rabbit out of a hat
when in the next tent there's a woman who can turn into a flying el ephant?"
Caneo turned the hat over in her hands. "And then you drew an ace fromthat

i nfernal deck....-

-1 didn't tell him" Topper said, trying another hat. "Or anyone el se for that
matter. Not until after grandpa died.-

-He knew. " Cameo assured her. "Trust ne, he knew. He just didn't say
anyt hi ng. -

Topper cocked her head. -You really think so?"

-1 know so. G andfathers know these things. Caneo gave a dark. chuckl e.
"Resides. it's hard to keep a secret froma professional magician.' Her nouth
twisted in a wy grin as she contenplated the hat. turning it over again. "So
what did you do after..."” She paused. as if trying to come up with a delicate
way to phrase it, then failing. -... your grandfathers death? If you don't

m nd ne asking. .

-I"ma private eye. I'mused to questions.- Topper sighed and shrugged. "I
went into governnent work. | didn't want to be one of the aces who took the
spotlight away fromhim Thal and the fact that | hate being on stage." She
grimaced. "l must be the only person who ever had the wild card turn from
stage fright. Right in the mddle of ny high school talent show no |l ess."
-And your grandfather never told you that he knew ..."

-1f he did know. - Topper shook her head. "Trust himto die |l eaving ne a
nmystery."

-Or two.- Caneo chuckled. "The world needs mysteries now
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nore than ever...." She laughed long and loud, as if she'd just heard the best
joke in the world, then abnptly shook her head and stopped. "You know. Sam "
she said, turning the hat over in her hands. "I don't think this hat will fit



you after all." She collapsed it. far less deftly than she'd popped it out,
then turned and began to replace it in her ragbag.

"Are you sure?" Topper asked, com ng down off the steps. "Could | see that
one?"

Caneo paused, then shrugged and pulled the flattened top hat back out flipping
it to Topper like a Frisbee. Topper caught it and popped it out, turning it
over in her hands and reaching inside to check the Iining.

"You see." Cameo said. comng over next to her and retrieving the hat. "this
is a seven and a quarter. and we need nore of a six and seven eighths or a
seven. - She put the hat on Sam denmpnstrating where it went down too | ow on
his forehead, then collapsed it and put it back in her ragbag. Topper gave Sam
a | ook he couldn't read.

"Here.- Caneo said as she cane back, "until | can fix the silk—f | can fix
the sil k—why don't you just nmake do with ordinary' felt?" She went to the rack
where Topper had been searching and took down a nodemtop hat with rounded
corners, checked the label. then put it on Samis head where it fit perfectly,
if inelegantly.

"Socks?" Sam bent down and began unlacing his left boot "And do you by any
chance have any opera gl asses or binocul ars?"

"Are you on a scavenger hunt?" Canmeo | ocated a single clean sock. pointing him
to a trash bin when he of fered her the ink-soaked one. "No binocul ars right
now. Maybe a | orgnette?-

Topper shook her head lightly. "No. sorry.- Sam said.

"Ask Jim - Cameo suggested, collecting her ragbag. "I need to go check the
greenroom for cumerbunds. Alec isn't someone you can just fit off the rack.”
She | eft and Topper came over as Sam finished tying his bootlaces. Sam

| aughed. -So. your talent show? Mne turned in detention."
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- What ?-

Sam waggl ed his fingers. "My deuce. | was busted for graffiti. The P tossed ny
artwork in the furnace.- He paused. "You know. nental cruelty to a latent is a
firing offense....- Ile stood up and retrieved his sketchbook fromthe fl oor
"But hey, | survived. and so did you. Nothing wong with that."

"Yeah." said Topper. "lIs it ne. or did she pull a Bobo Switch?" A what?" Sam
asked.

-A Bobo Switch. It's a nagician's pass that |lets you swap one coin wth
another. You could do it with collapsed hats." Why?"

1 don't know.- Topper said. "I would have sworn that the top hat she just had
there was mne. And she's asking all these questions about ny grandfather

Then next thing. she starts to put it away, then hands it back, and that's the
exact way a magi ci an woul d swap one coin for another." She gave hima sharp

| ook. "Trust ne. | may not be great at it anynore. but that was one of ny
tricks for the talent competition.-
Sam | ooked at her. "Again ... why?"
Topper waved at the air. 1 don't know. |'mjust maki ng suppositions here.

She's the right height and build, and that mask there is awfully suspi cious.
And while her hair's too short, it's the right color. and it's hard to tel

l ength anyway with that hat, so maybe she has it pinned up. O maybe she wore
a wig—there's plenty of themhere." Topper gestured to the room "Plus that
brooch of hers—that could have made a | unp under the |latex that would | ook
like an Adam s apple. And that weird crack about fashionable haz.- nat
sui t s—what was Rubber Maid wearing if not that?"

"Or Bondage Babe could have been M. Dutton in drag,"” Sam pointed out -He's
thin too. He owns all these wigs and costumes. and he can certainly afford a
pair of fake breasts."

"Or that" Topper conceded. "That's the naddeni ng thing about detective work.
But was it just ne. or was Caneo acting seriously weird?"

"Schou* weird? Remenber. this is Jokenown, and you're
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talking to a man who's housemates with Jim The guy's al nost twenty and stil
sends letters to Santa-which woul d just be pathetic, except Christmas norning.
there's extra presents under the tree and the m |k and cooki es are gone." Sam
let that sink in for effect. -Wird is relative. Caneo's a theatre person
Weird, yes. Seriously. no. Or at |east she always acts like that. We think
she's had one too many nethod acting classes."” Sam chuckl ed. ' Roger got her
drunk at a cast party and she did this hilarious crazed hunchback i npression
You shoul d have seen it."

"Crazed hunchback?" Topper inquired, then shook her head and took a deep
breath. "You're right. I'mbeing paranoid. Let's just go see if Jimhas any

bi nocul ars then check the audi ence again. The show should start soon."

They went downstairs and over to the stage where the guys were tal king over
the sound of an inpatient audi ence com ng through the curtain. -Wat do you

t hi nk, San®?" Al ec asked. -Ditch the formals? 'Cause |'ve got this G een Knight
outfit | was planning to wear for second set—+ nean, it's Hall oween and

all —and

can't find the stupid cumrerbund and we're going to be on national TV. Plus

t he whol e tux business nmakes me | ook |ike Lurch anyway"

"Better than Tiny Tim" Paul said, glaring. "If | hear 'God bl ess us,
everyone': one nore time. | swear. |'m gonna whack soneone."

"lop Hat' is our big nunber. that's all |'m saying," Roger pointed out, -and
it'll look pretty stupid to have four guys in formal wear plus the Rockettes
danci ng around a Ren Faire refugee. W close on 'Top Hat' at the break, then
we change costunes, and then you can be the Jolly Green Gant all you want."
"It's not the Jolly Geen Gant! It's the Green Knight! Fromthe tale of Sir
Gawai n. "

"Right. Alec. W all know about your Anhudan fixation. Even the wild card
virus knows about your Arthurian fixation. Now lay off and tell us where you
hid the cummerbund. "

"I didn't hide the—Wait a sec.- he said, breaking off and | ook-
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ing down his very |long nose at Topper. "Couldn't you just pull my cumerbund
out of your bat?"

Topper stared at himwi th a deer-in-headlights expression. then slowy shook
her head. -Sorry. No requests. Firmrule of mne." -Can't you break it?"

-Only if it's life or death. Is a cumerbund that serious?"

'You ever been on stager Alec's nostrils flared, making hint

| ook even nore horse-faced. "Wth people calling you 'Lurch'?" Dirk | ooked up
at Alec. -Hey dude. we could shave your head

the rest of the way. Then you'd look like Uncle Fester instead." Alec glared
down at him -And if we dressed you in stripes.

you' d | ook |ike Pugsley."

-1 f Pugsl ey bl eached his hair and did a whole ton of steroids." Paul renarked.
-Shut up. Timry." Dirk told him "It's not ny freakin' fault 1've got mnuscles
like this.-

-Well." said Jim If you use the Charles Atlas systemfor nore than five days,
what do you expect? You keep saying |'mcrazy. but at |east followed the
directions." Jimstood there. cutting a perfect figure in his tux. then added.
"But if the problemis Alec being too tall for the lineup. and we need a quick
fix, what if we just nmade Paul taller instead? After all. it's a lot easier to
stretch someone who's already stretchy, and his braces are fully adjustable.”
Paul waved a crutch. -You know how long it takes nme to put these things on

| et al one change the settings. W don't have tinme." -Sure we do.- Jim said.
"Look what | just got."
You coul d have heard a pin drop at that monent. Jinmis Lone Il hat f just gots

were usually foll owed by sonething spectacul ar and sonetinmes frightening,
occasionally destructive. He held up his latest gincrack. what | ooked like a
renote control, with a few extra wires and sparkling diodes held on with
strips of duct tape. "It's a universal renote." He displayed it with all the
pride of a child showing off the new toy Santa had brought him "The box
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said it would control all my appliances. electronics. entertai nment and
audi ovi sual equipnent. | had to fiddle with it a bit before it worked right,
but now it does, and doctor always calls Paul's braces appliances. And | ook
here's the railcar He pointed the renote at Paul and a jolt of electrica
energy shot forth, connecting with the rubber boy's braces and arcing al ong
themlike a Tesla coil.

Paul began to get taller and taller. rapidly nearing Al ec's height then going

somewhat beyond. his body becom ng correspondingly thinner. like a life-size
Stretch Arnmstrong doll. "G ntrack! Cut it out!" Paul's |leg braces were clearly
vi si bl e beyond his highwater tux pants. getting higher still as electricity

crackl ed and adjustnment pins on the braces clicked and ratcheted
spasnodi cal |y, inching higher and higher

"Cut what out?" asked Jim

"He neans stop.- Roger said. "There's a stop button, isn't there, JinP-
"Sure." said the ace. -it's right bere.- Jimpressed the renote and the

el ectrical charge zapped into nothingness. Paul's braces |ocking just short of
eight feet. Hs elongated nmidriff stuck out below his shirtwaist and above his
tux pants, held up by his massively strai ned suspenders.

Topper | eaned over to Sam and whi spered in his ear, "On second thought. let's
not ask about the binoculars.- Sam nodded.

The rubber boy | ooked down at hinmself. "Hey, actually this is pretty cool.- He

stilt-wal ked a couple steps towards Alec. "Hey | ook, Alec. |'meven taller
than you!" He smled then, the corners of his nouth curling up like a
caricature. "l can even touch your horn...."

Paul reached his elongated anti for the forward point of Alec's Mhawk and the
tall joker jerked away. "Don't you touch it you fucking rubber chicken!" Alec
reared back. his goatee flying. "I know you' re not a virgin!"

Paul grinned even nore w ckedly. 1-ley, when you can beat al
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the other guys at Freakers annual 'Whip it out' contest. the girls can never
get enough of you!"

"Real | y?" Jim| ooked perpl exed again. "That hasn't been ny experience. | keep
getting entails about how to Add extra inches: and those work of course, but
there's never any 'Lose unwanted inches' prograns. at |east for your penis.-
There was anot her of those pin-drop silences."Jim- Roger said. shaking his
head, "please, whatever you do, don't mention that once the curtain goes up
And Al ec, Paul +hat goes double for you two. You should know better. This is
our first live broadcast and we don't want to piss off the network."

"The Network?" Jimrepeated. "The celestial intelligences | hear with ny
pyram d hat ?

"Well 'celestial intelligences' may be going a bit far. but they're the ones
who cut the checks.- said a wonan's voi ce from behind Sam "Renenber. we're
tal king Mur here."

Sam turned. seeing a tall brunette in a gold dress with nmore sequins than the
Sul tan of Brunei, her hair elaborately coiffed up with pins tipped with gold
coins with a matching necklace and drop pendant earrings, and a pair of
beauti ful brown-and-whitefeathered wi ngs behind her. And equally spectacul ar
cleavage in front. Peregrine. the flying ace nodel and tal k show hostess.

She swept forward, regal as the Queen of Angels. which was probably the
general idea. 1 hope you boys excuse the liberty. | was wanting to talk with
you about a possi bl e appearance on ny Perch, and Chaos invited us backstage. -
She waved behind herself. then partially unfurled her left wing. to both

shelter and backdrop two other individuals. "I also wanted to introduce ny
son, John Fortune. He's a great fan of yours. And this is his date ..." She
gl anced back.

"Velvet? supplied the girl. "Velvet Brown."

If it was possible to eclipse Peregrine. this girl did. Posed against the
feathered curtain. which nade her even nore radiant. was a startlingly



beauti ful young woman. no nore than sixteen
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gorgeous as a Holl ywood starlet of another era, with long dark curls. flaw ess
ivory skin, and intense violet eyes. She was dressed in a velvet riding habit,
circa 1940s. and a pert little top hat, and had one slimhand laid on the arm
of a young man about the same age. This lucky boy was as gorgeous as his

not her and alnpst as tall. with the extra perk of being genuinely exotic, at

| east on the nat end of the schene, with cafe-au-fait skin, kinky hair the
col or of burnished gold, and huge al nond-shaped brown eyes. This didn't
exactly fit with the round bl ack gl asses or the purple scar makeup in the
shape of a lightning bolt at the edge of his hairline. but having a nother who
could actually help you fly was probably consol ation for a

| ess-t han-convincing Harry Potter costune.

"Ww " said John. "This is so cool. | can hardly believe it! You guys are
really all jokers?"
"Well I'mnot:' Jimadnmitted. "I'monly a latent." He said this. as al ways.

with a straight face, though this time while holding a universal renote

wr apped wi th duct tape and di odes and arcing with weird electrical enets.

John Fortune | ooked askance at it. as did Velvet Brown and Peregrine. "There's
so nmuch shoddy wor kmanshi p these days.- Jim apol ogi zed further. "but then
guess you get what you pay for." He waved it. making it spark and causi ng Paul
to grow an inch. "I picked this up off the bargain table at the five and dine,
so | really shouldn't complain.”

Alec put his finger next to his ear and twirled it in the universal crazy
signal . then | ooked away and pretended he was prinping his Mhawk the noment
Ji m gl anced back.

"I"'ma latent too: said John. smiling the

tryi ng-t o- make-conversati on-w t h-the-ni ce-crazy-person snile

Jimsmled back. "My synpathies. -

"Perhaps you mght nmake your friend a bit shorter. dear?" Peregrine
interrupted gently. "Say, six-three, six-four? Alittle nore in the shoul ders,
alittle less in the hips. the Fabio proponi ons?-

"Ckay....- Jimpressed a couple buttons. causing the static to

arc, and Paul began to get shorter and slightly w der, at |east
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across the shoulders, while Jimlooked back to John. "Roger was a |l atent unti
alittle while ago. but he was |ucky enough to draw a joker-deuce, and he's
wor ki ng on naking it into an ace."

"As should we all." said Peregrine. "Being an ace is an attitude. Though a
good fashi on designer helps.- Samrealized then that she wasn't got up as the
Queen of Angels but the Queen of Pentacles. wearing what had to be a Bob
Macki e ori gi nal

Ji m began to | ook distraught, then showed the renote to Peregrine. "I checked
all the buttons, but there isn't a hip-narrowing function...."
Peregrine snmled. "Ch yes there is. | was in nore than enough beauty pageants

when | was younger.- She furled her wings and noved cl oser. checki ng out
Paul's butt. now that he'd reached a nore reasonable height "Do you have any
athletic taper

"No: said Jim then produced a silver roll fromthe pocket of his tux, "but I
have duct tape. -

Paul's eves al nost popped out of his head, literally. "You're not going to
duct tape ny ass!”

Peregrine's wings rustled softly as she laid a perfectly mani cured hand on his
shoul der. her nails as gold as her lipstick. "Truss ne, dear—there are no
jokers. only aces with bad publicists and fashi on designers. -

"Yeah. all Bloat needed was a muunuu...."

Peregrine only smled. "And a press kit. This is showbiz. Wre selling a
fantasy.- She cast a gl ance around. then | ocked eyes with Topper standi ng next



to Sam "Melissal My goodness. | didn't even notice you! Wat are you doing
here?" She smiled her nost dazzling smle. an advertisement for the virtues of
t oot hbondi ng and cosnetic dentistry. 1 know you have athletic tape in that hat
of yours. Could we trouble you for sone?"

1.1b ..." said Topper, and Samrealized that the world' s chattiest ace tall
show hostess was the |ast person that Topper wanted to know that she'd | ost
her magi c conjuring hat.

"Good luck: said Alec. "She won't even give ne ny cunmerbund. -
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"Which | just found." said Cameo. appearing frombehind Dirk. "It was behind
the couch in the greenroom

"Caneo!" Peregrine exclaimed. -So lovely to see you."

"Say it on camera and |I'Il believe it. Peri.- she replied. taking a nmonment to
adj ust her hat. As she brushed by Peregrine. there was a sudden | oud '-LOT"
and a flash of electricity and ozone. and the only thing Samcould figure was
that the beads on Caneo's fl apper dress had sonehow acted as a conductor and
allowed the static electricity fromJims renote control and Paulie's braces
to arc to Peregrine's copious ampbunts of netal jewelry. Her hair went up like
the Bride of Frankenstein and her w ngs spreadeagled on reflex. the feathers
whacki ng the front edge on Al ec's Mhawk, and the spiraled ivory horn

Al ec screamed and the screamturned into a whinny as his face el ongat ed.
becom ng nore horselike. and his body becane nore staglike. and his |egs
became nore goatlike. and his tuxedo split apart. revealing a lion's tail.
very much like the one Sam possessed. except in white. with an el aborate
tassel at the tip, like the one possessed by a heraldic lion-or a unicorn

whi ch was what Al ec had become. Only his spiraled horn. Mhawked nmane, |ong
whit e goatee and mass renmi ned constant between forns. He waved his cl oven
hooves. pawing the air as the remmants of the tuxedo fell to the stage. then
he cane down hard on (hem |ooking at Peregrine with fire in his eye. an
accusatory snort. and his horn pointed straight at her heart.

Lenore was squawki ng and screanming and trying to beconme airborne while the
static in Peregrine's hairdo collapsed. and she stood (here. a wisp of snoke
com ng fromthe underwires of her support bra. -Wat happened?"

"You're not a virgin!' Jim exclai nmed.

"What ?' said Peregrine. dazed. "OF course I'mnot a virgin—+'ma nother! How
many nothers are virgins?' She blinked. marling to focus on the unicorn in the
top hat in front of her

"Alec shifts if anyone who's not a virgin touches the tip of his
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horn.- Jimexplained. "He can only change back if he has a virgin ride him™"
-\What sort of 'ride' ?" asked Topper

"A short one. Five. ten mnutes, tops." Jimpaused and bit his lip. "As for
virgin nothers, there's Sister Mary |Immuacul ate over at Qur Lady of Perpetua
M sery. She's given birth the last seven Christnmases in a row, and she's the
one we get to ride Alec if there aren't any other virgins handy:

Vel vet Brown put up her hand. "So any girl who's never had sex with a man
count s?"

1 think so.- said Jim -Lesbians can still be virgins, if that's what you're
wonderi ng. "

Vel vet smiled her starlet smle, then threw her arnms around Al ec's neck and
announced, in the worst British accent Sam had ever heard, "Pie's the best
horse! I"'mgoing to ride himin the Gand Nationals!' Wth (his, she planted a
kiss right at the base of Alec's horn and swung herself up on his back, posing
as if she were ready for her closeup

Alicorn the unicorn's eyes went wi de and then he screaned. rearing up
chanmping the air. Velvet Brown clinging frantically to his mane as |ie shook
his head till the ridiculous top hat flew free.

1 don't think she's a virgin.- Jimsaid. "Alec gets very upset if someone
who's not a virgin gets-- Jimbroke off abruptly as Alicorn's hoof |ashed out



and knocked the universal renote fromhis hand, sending it spinning and
skittering across the stage. weird energy arcing in all directions, grounding
itself into every bit of nmetal in sight. then sone beyond it as the curtain
began to rise. the ropes of the gaffing systembeginning to pull it up via

el ectronic pulley.

-\What ' s happeni ng?" Peregri ne denanded.

-My renote!’ Jimscreaned. smashed it! And | think he hit play!"

On cue. the bands' instruments behind (hem everything fromDirk's drunsticks
to Roger's electric fiddle, rose up into position
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borne al oft by strands of phantom enera and started into the opening strains
of Irving Berlin's 'Top Hat: Then a gap open in the curtain as the drapery
swags parted and the unicorn made for it. still scream ng. running out onto
the runway spit acconpani ed by the screanms of Velvet Brown mixed with those of
countl ess other girls.

A camera operator ran in. wearing headphones and a m ke. "Peri! The caneras
are acting like they're possessed, but that doesn't matter-we've somehow got a
live network feed! We're livel We're the!"
"It's all audiovisual and entertainnent....
say The Network?"

Peregri ne and Roger exchanged | ooks, then, with the instincts of veteran
showpeopl e. they turned to the wings and called. "Cue the Rockettes!"
Peregrine then took the cameraman's headset and stepped forward, into the
breech, announcing, -Ladies and gentlemen, live fromthe new, and aptly naned.
Club Chaos, M is proud to present a special Hall oween show New York's new
honet own favorite. The Jokenows Boys!"

Sam bal ked—Al ec had beconme hoarse all right. O horse. O unicorn, as was the
case, and he had the choice of joining the band as repl acenent singer or
chasing after his friend. It was an easy choice, and not just because of the
rattle of tap shoes behind himor the screans and wild appl ause as the unicorn
ran the length of the runway. Topper running after himand Vel vet Brown
screaming. -Jerry. you idiot!" as they vaulted into the aisle. Sam foll owed,
National Velvet Jerry or whoever she was still astride Alicorn's back as the
unicorn ran into the | obby. out the main doors, and up the street, vaulting
cabs.

Sonmewhere in the | obby. Samrealized that John Fortune was with them in fact
out paci ng Topper. quidditch robes far better suited to running than stiletto
heel s, and they all caught tip with Velvet Brown just as she was dunped on her
ass in the mddle of the roadway. Alicorn continuing up the street w thout
her .
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"That was wi cked cool!" John excl ai med, while Topper and Sam coul dn't do much
nore than pant.

A moment | ater. Peregrine |landed next to them 'John Fortune!" she excl ai ned.
using all her stage presence and the fury or nothers everywhere. "What on
earth do you think you' re doing running off |ike that?"

John pointed to his date. who Sam suddenly realized was a dead ringer for |ong
dead nmovie starlet. Elizabeth Taylor. "You said | was supposed to stick with
ny bodyguard, nom "

-That is not your bodyguard." Peregrine intoned with barely controlled rage.
"Thor is soneone who is so fired she'd think 1..1. Flash had done it."

The girl went pale. "And our Agency?"

Peregri ne paused. "Has proven itself on other occasions: she conceded. | ooking
to Topper. "Melissa, are you free?"

Jimsaid plaintively. -Did you

—Raid not. |I'mon another case, -
Peregrine | ooked sour at this. but didn't bother to plead or argue. nerely
took her son by the shoul ders and said, -Young man—+ wll, of course, be

furious if the answer is no, but | need an honest answer to a sinple question
Are you a virgin?"



John Fortune's eyes went wi de behind the Harry Potter glasses and he nodded.
-Yes ma' am -

-Good." said Peregrine, -then you get to ride a unicorn. Assuning..." She

| ooked askance to Sam and Topper

Sam nodded. "Male virgins count." He pointed up the street. "He went that
way. "

-Good." said Peregrine. gathering John Fortune into her awns and wi ngi ng of f
down the bl ock.

Jerry-Vel vet-Elizabeth got up and dusted herself off. |ooking after the

rapi dly di sappearing Peregrine, then sinply shrugged and wal ked over to them
-Back to the club?"

-For us. You got fired. renmenber?" Topper took a couple steps in that

direction then stopped. the girl still following. "Yes. Jerry?" "What sort of
case are you on?"

"Um..." Topper |ooked stricken. and Samrealized that, the
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same as Peregrine. Jerry was al so soneone who under no circunstances coul d
know t hat Topper had | ost her hat.

"Actually. she's not on a case: Sam said. taking Toppers hand. "We're on a
date.™

"Yes, a date.- Topper hugged close to him putting her head on his shoul der
for a nonent.

The fallen starlet |ooked at Topper. then Sam then back. "I thought you said
you didn't go for younger nen:

"No.- said Topper. "that's just sonething | told Pete. | don't date guys who
habitual Iy insult people and snmoke huge cigars as overconpensation. But | was
trying to be polite." She | ooked to the faux Elizabeth Taylor. then Sam then
pulled himinto a kiss, full on French. no hol ds barred.

By the time it was over. Samfelt alnmpbst as dazed as Peregrine had been after
the jolt. "See?" Topper said. "Date." She led Sam a few step back towards the
club. "And if you tell Pete about any of this. I'lIl tell himabout you and the
dal mati ans. "

"What dal mati ans?"

"You know Pete." Topper said. 1 don't need to tell himany

More than that: She paused. "Maybe a number. A hundred. A hun-
dred and one. He already knows you have a thing for denn d ose.'
woul dn' t:

"Try me. Cruella.-

They continued back towards C ub Chaos. Jerry-Velvet-Elizabeth taggi ng al ong
like a kid sister. "Ch well." the girl said. "even if you' re not on a case.
there's still one nystery left" Topper | ooked askance at her until finally the
girl let it out: "Do you think Cameo zapped Perry?"

"That's your mystery?" Topper |ooked exasperated. "Caneo? W both saw the
sparks from G ncrack's gi zno. "

"Yeah, but that would give her the perfect cover."

Topper snorted. "But why? And with what?

"Her ace." said the starlet

"Ace? Jerry. she's a fanous fraud." Topper bit her lip. "Even if

314KEVI N ANDREW MURPHY

she isn't. she's what, a spirit mediun? | didn't see any seano:. tables. \Wat
could she do, zap Perry with ectopl asnP"

"No: said Jerry, "with a dead ace's ace."

Topper bal ked, bringing her and Samto a dead stop. "Conme agai n?"

1 went on a mission with her once.- Jerry explained. "Secret governnent stuff.
Very hush-hush. Billy Ray was there. You used to work with him He tell you?"
"W're talking Billy," Topper said. "No.-

Jerry | ooked snug. "Caneo's ace lets her channel the dead by touching
something they had in life. Sonething inportant to them Like your hat.
Melissa. If you were dead. | nmean. And if the dead person was an ace. she can

"You



channel their powers too." Jerre | ooked at Topper's topper. "Actually. that
hat would be a real score for her. Caneo's paynment for the m ssion was going
to be Black Eagle's jacket. but if she had your bat. she could pull out that.

Brain Trust's pearls. Cyclone's flight hel met—hell. whatever she wants."
"I'f I were dead.- Topper anended.
"Yeah. "

"And this shocking ace?

"Dunn(); Jerry said. "Canmeo had all this junk in her backpack. Said she could
sumon a shocker with some hat. Never sawit. | ... left the mssion early:
Topper squeezed Sami s band, and he squeezed back. and they wal ked a I ong while
in silence before Topper said, "So you planning to out her? For putting her
ace back up her sleeve. | nean. after Peri and everyone | aughed at it?

"Wen maybe Peri "

"Wul d | augh at you too." Topper finished. "Face it, Jerry-Canmeo may have the
perfect notive. but she's also got a perfect alibi. And even if she confessed.
Peri woul dn't believe her." She paused. "And in the schene of ace pranks.
zappi ng soneone's bun is pretty trivial. You' d out someone for that? You. of
all peopl e?"
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"It was probably Jims renote anyway," Sam sai d.

Jerry paused. ""This sort of thing happens?"

"Since we were kids. You should have seen it when he took drivers ed. The car
was an autonmatic."”

"You know. Jernc" Topper said, you could still catch a nmovie....'
"Hrm ... the Metreon is showing all the Hanmer Dracal as. |ncluding Brides."
The starlet |ooked pensive. -Those girls in the nightgowns are really hot....
"And they're waiting for you.- Topper said. "Look, there's a cab." Jerry

| ooked, then ran for it. waving.

"She's bisexual, right?" Sam asked. "' Cause regul ar | esbians don't set Alec--
"Jerry's a special case." Topper said, shutting himoff, "and yes. our agency
is a detective agency. -

"I'sn't she a bit young?"

"You're not one to talk, young man." Topper squeezed his hand. "But you should
see Pete. Not that that matters right now since we know—-

There was a flutter of feathers and gold sequins as Peregrine alighted.

"You' re needed on stage, Sam"

"But nothing. You're the best thing to happen to jokers rights in ten years."
She scooped himup in both arms and Sam and hi s sketchbook were pressed

agai nst the fanmous cl eavage as the flying ace took off, speaking into her
headset. "Got him Cue the Boys for our entrance." They swept up into the air,
then down. and Samfelt his stomach lurch as Peregrine folded her wings in a
power dive. fanning themout as they entered the | obby then fol ding them again
as they plunged through the doors into the main theatre, swooping over the
heads of audi ence. The crowd went wild, with cheers and screans, and Roger's
voi ce booned, "LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, My BROTHER. SAM-OUR ACE. COVER ARTI ST
SWASH!
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Peregrine | anded with himand Roger pressed a m crophone into his hands.
"Jokerreuw Blues, Sam C.C's version—your |ead."

Samfelt his mouth go dry. but Dirk pressed a bottle of water into his hand
and Samtook a swig, realizing that the drumer's presence nmeant that Jims
mad ace was somehow still playing the instruments. He hoped it could take a
cue: "And a One- Two- Threel

If yore go down to Jokertown

Anwse you m ght see

Mght be a little old | ady

Narme of Juju Marie

She might |ook like ,yes

She m ght | ook |ike ne



But there's mighty meax 11101111Pl a

Name of Jubi Marie

The radi os had pl ayed that fourteen years ago, C.C. Ryder's version of the old
M. Rai nbow song, when Sam and Roger's parents had taken themto Jokertown for
the day. And while they hadn't nmet the old blues witch, they'd run into her
counterpart. Typhoid Croyd, their parents dying. Sam and Roger going to the
1-town or phanage.

If yore go down to Jokertown

Better watch what nu soy

O that little old lady's

Gonna bl ow pm away

' Toads and Di anoxds, "’

That's what she sings,

" Jokers, and Aces,

And Bl ack (Wens and Ki ngs'

Sam put his heart into that verse. 'Kings' was 1-town slang for latents,
shorthand for 'suicide kings: the sword of Danpcles of the
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wi | d card suspended over every latent's head until it finally dropped, usually

ending in death. sometines maimng even worse than death.

He'd been a latent for eleven years and a deuce for only three. He knew what
it felt like.

If you go Cows to Jokertors

You better prey hard

That a little old | ady

Don't deal mu a card

You might start to weep

You might stars to wail

You m ght feel an urge

To start a-shaking your tail

Sam did so. flaunting the thing that set himapan from human, the joker that
he coul d have but woul d never have renoved. The audi ence went wild. girls
scream ng, snatching and grabbing for it as he danced out of the way.

Then his lion's tail wasn't the only one on stage. Alicorn |leapt onto the end
of the runway. John Fortune di snounting, and the uni corn began sl owy wal ki ng
along the ranp to the adul ation of the virgins and sonewhat |ess virgina

t eenyboppers on both sides as the rest of the Boys joined in on the next

ver se:

If you go Cows to Jokenoun

Vel |, you mght just stay there

' Cause that nean ol' woman

Wio deal cards, she ain't fair

If you | ose, you win

If you win, you | ose

What |'mtal k* about

Is called the WIld Card Bl uuuuuuues.
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On the long sustained note, the unicorn reached the end of the runway and
reared up on his hind legs. nmorphing fromAlicorn into Alec-Alec. totally
naked—and Sam realized that when he'd catal ogued his friend s changes earlier
he'd been inaccurate. Aside fromhis horn, mane, and nass. Alec's

unnenti onabl es renained rel atively unaffected by the transformation: He was
hung like a horse in either form Grls screaned in appreciation while the
Boys got in front of him strategically placing Dirk's shoul ders between the
caneras and Al ec. handing hima mcrophone for the encore:

You' |l get no rel easel

You' |l get so repriat!

And if you go down to Jokenown

You m ght :ow | eave



The crowd went wild while various individuals attenpted to enforce decency
standards: caneranen battling to restrain possessed and prurient audiovisua
equi prent. Jim puzzling over his smashed renote. and Caneo running from

of fstage carrying a giant green tunic which she threwto Al ec. Just as he put
it on over his horn and got it |ow enough for at |east regi nental standards of
decency. the weird electrical energy evaporated into nothingness and the
instruments clattered to the stage. As the curtain began to come down. Jim
triunphantly held up the universal renote in one hand and the batteries in the
ot her.

'That was fun: the crazy ace said. turning to the rest of them "Do you think
we'll be able to top that with the next set?"

-God | hope not..." Alec prayed. 1 nust have | ooked lice Herne out there."
Jimnodded. -Alot like he did in 'The King of Spring:"

-Jim" Paul said. "that's not a good thing. That's a joker porn video."

-t is not.- Jiminsisted. "I read the box. It's a French art film" -Were
Her ne fucks twenty nuns."
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"It's synmbolic. He's the King of Spring."

Dirk snorted. -King of Sproing is nmore like it.-

"You're not being hel pful." Canmeo said, then to Alec. -Honestly. A ec. you do
not | ook Iike Herne.-

"Herne has antlers.- Jimsaid helpfully. -you have a unicorn horn. No one
could m stake you. Above the waist. at |east"

Al ec groaned while Cameo said. "Let's just get you your tights."

The went offstage to the changi ng area where the nost noticeable thing was
Caneo' s ragbag spilled across the floor. The next npbst noticeabl e thing was
when Topper snatched the cloche hat off Caneo's head. -Alright.- she said,
stuffing it inside the inverted top hat she held in her other hand. "and for
my next trick. I'd like to hear sone serious answers. That is. if you ever
want to see your own precious hat again."

Caneo turned and began to glow blue with St. Elnp's fire. electricity sparking
of f the bobbypi ns of her bizarre hairdo, which consisted of her |ong honey

bl ond tresses pinned up and over a battered fedora, squashed fromwhere it had
been hi dden beneath the cloche. "I don't know who you are. lady." she grow ed.
"but you stay away fromEllen or you'll have to answer to ne."

"And who are you?" Topper asked, stepping back, her hand still down her hat.
"That | expect, would be Nick WIllians." said Peregrine, stepping in front of
John Fortune. -a dead private investigator. And a dead ace. WII-0'-(be-Wsp.
t he Hol | ywood phantom "

"Who-" said Caneo. turning, then,-Ch, the wi nged binbo who called ne a liar
Ellen too." A small ball of energy had formed in the air. levitating above her
right hand like an ignis fatuous. "Going to call us liars again?"

Peregrine stood (here, her face a mask of regal calm "No. Though you were

| ess than forthcoming with all the particulars of your story."

"I told you everything." Caneo said. "I was an ace up the sleeve, and | was
nmurdered for it. Only thing | didn't tell you was that when Ellen calls ne
back. she calls ny ace too.-
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"I's that why you stole ny hat?" Topper asked.

"\What ?" said Caneo, then | ooked distracted, as if she were listening to
someone. -Ellen says she didn't steal your hat, she stole your grandfather's
hat She needed to talk with him" Caneo | ooked distracted again. "Says he's a
stubborn ol d bastard, and he's pissed as hell that you kept your ace up your
sleeve. But tit for tat. You never told himyour secret, he never told you
his."

Topper's eyes went wide. "That's what this is about? G andpa's tricks?"

The el ectrical charge faded back into Cameo and she shook her head. "Yes." she
said, "lI'msorry for borrowi ng your hat. but you can use any hat for your
tricks, while |I needed this one in particular."



Topper | ooked to Sam then back to Canmeo. "You read that same damed Aces!
article. didn't you?"

-Actually. | did: said Roger. "I won't let Canmeo take the rap for it alone. |
put her up to it. The article said that after the fire. the only persona

ef fects Bl ackwood t he Magnificent had left were his hat-"

"And the International Brotherhood of Magicians pocket watch he was buried

wi th: Topper finished for him -And you didn't want to desecrate his grave.
guess | should thank you for that." She paused then and grimaced. "G andpa
forgive me ... hopefully soon....- She reached deep into her hat and came back
with a corroded silver pocket watch, covered with dust and gnvenol d. She
tossed it to Caneo.

The nmedi um caught it in one hand, then gazed at it for a | ong nmoment Then she
popped the catch and | ooked at the watchface. remarking. "This is going to
need to be cleaned if you expect me to be wearing it." She | ooked up then
smling. "Melissa. How are you. my dear?"

"G andpa?" Topper asked

"The sane." she said, "or different. Don't be so amazed. Swapping places with
an assistant is old hat." She chuckl ed. -Besides which, if Houdini managed an
escape fromthe grave. why should you be surprised when | play the sane

(rick?"
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"This afternoon ... you didn't tell me it was you."

"You didn't ask. Besides which, it wasn't ny tack to reveal." Cameo raised her
eyebrows. "Anything you'd like to tell me now, ny dear?"

Topper bit her lip, then let it out all in one breath: "I'm an ace, grandpa,"”
The nmedi um nodded. "There, that wasn't so hard. I'mglad to hear it. But as |
can see fromthe faces here, that secret has been spread rather thin. |ndeed.

| heard you tell it this afternoon to one who you believed was a conplete
stranger. Not quite worth the price of the Blackwood | egacy." She | ooked about
the group. "Are there any other takers?" She |ooked to Roger. "You, sit the
gentl eman with the handsome raven—+'minformed you quest after magic. Is this
so?"

"OfF course." said Roger. 'You're one of ny idols."

"Aflattering thing to hear in a weary world," Caneo responded, "but flattery
is cheap, and you know ny price: A secret for a secret. But a bit of

pr of essi onal advice: A good magi ci an has nore than one trusted assistant |f
you can take those present here into your confidence. | suggest you do so."
Roger | ooked around. lingering a | ong nonent on Peregrine and her son, but she
nodded as did he. "Alright.- Roger said. 'Pmnot an ace. Not even a deuce. Al
my tricks are parlor magic."

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

Roger paused. then took a deep breath. "I'mnot a joker either." He reached up
and lifted his eyepatch. then opened his eye and pinched out a |arge black

I ens. 'Theatrical contacts. -

"But you have horns!" Jimprotested. 'lI've seen them"

"Those are real." Roger said. "just not mne. | got themfrom Hodge-Podge."
"Hodge- Podge?" Peregrine asked.

"Back alley psychic surgeon."” Roger explained. "She takes bits off aninmals and
put them on people." Roger replaced his contact and eyepatch, then lifted his
hat. ' Sonewhere there's a small African antel ope missing its horns.”
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Evel yone | ooked at Sams tail until he tucked it between his legs. "lib ...
guys, this is original equipnent."

'Sane here.- said Al ec.

-Not here." Roger dropped his hat a latent That's all.’

"No.- said Cameo. "you are also a skilled illusionist | can soe fromthe faces
here.- She gazed about the circle. "I also find this very droll—-an ace
pretending to be a latent aiding a |latent pretending to an ace." She gl anced
over to Topper. 'And teaching nmy granddaughter a valuable | esson in the



bar gai n: A good magi ci an never relies too heavily on one trick. Enjoy your
hat, Melissa. And adieu, for the noment.-

Caneo clicked the watch shut and shook her head. "He's gone.” 'May | have his
wat ch back?"

Caneo paused, then pressed the stud again, raising a cloud of dust. and fixed
Topper with haughty look. 'Really. Melissa. It's ny watch, and | ast | checked,
the dearly departed were allowed to tate their grave goods into the afterlife
however they please. This is how | please. Once Ellen assists with costune
changes. we intend to watch the perfonnance—and nmy new apprentice.”

"I thought | was your apprentice.”

"You were, nty dear" Caneo said softly, "but there's a difference between
somet hing you do to please your grandfather, and something you do out of |ove
for the art. And despite ny current state. | still have standards. This young
man nmeets them Masqueradi ng one magic as another well, that has a certain
flair. don't you think? You are all assistants in a grand illusion, one fina
Bl ackwood trick.- She paused. listening. "And Ellen tells me that it is tine
for a certain young man to get into his tights. It appears the theatre has not
changed much in the years since my death. and | take sone confort in that so
again, adieu for now. " Cameo clicked the watch shut again and said to Topper
-My hat ?"

Topper pulled the cloche out of her topper and tossed it to Cameo, and as she
and the Boys set about costune changes, Topper came over next to Sam and

si ghed. "Trust grandpa to upstage me, even after all these years.-
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"Trust ny brother to join him" Sam sai d.

"They're two of a kind. aren't they?"

"Seens |ike. Anything for the show Your grandpa ever drag you onstage?"

"When | was Topper bit her lip. "You know. | was planning to go to a costune
party at Aces High. Care to blow this popstand and join ne?" She paused.
"What's wrong?"

"That phrase,” Sam nodded to where Caneo was helping Jimwith a Dr.
Frankenstein costunme. "Do you know how many sodas have nanes |ike 'Burst' and
"Blast'? Jimblew up the 7-11 once."” Sam switched his tail then. "Do | neet
the dress code?"

"You' ve just had thousands of girls screaming for you. Hranms a snob, not an
idiot. And it's a charity nmasquerade anyway." She paused. "The only problemis
that | only bought one ticket and it's sold out. And while Hi ram keeps extras
in his desk," Wth a flourish. she produced a sheaf from her hat, "they
require his signature to be valid...."

"Odhat's the charity?"

"1-town dinic, sane as always," Topper said, handing himthe passes. 1 can
slip a fewthousand in the till when he's not |ooking."

Sam grinned, |aying themout on the cover of his sketchbook. "Got an exanpl e?"
he asked, pulling off his glove.

Topper produced one, and with a flair. Sam forged both Hi ram Wrchesters

f I anboyant up-and-down signature and his peacock blue fountain pen ink. -Cast
party is on nme," said Topper. taking the extras and handing themto Peregrine.
-but tell the Boys that |'ve absconded with their backup singer." She replaced
her hat, tapped the top, and extended her armto Sam "Care to join your

fell ow aces?-

Sam accepted her arm -Sure thing.-
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