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Some Rights Reserved
About this book

Thisismy third novel, and aswith my first, Down andOut in the Magic Kingdom and my second, Eastern
Standard Tribe , | anreleasing it for free on the Internet the very same day that it shipsto the stores. The
books are governed by Creative Commons licenses that permit their unlimited noncommercia
redistribution, which meansthat you' re welcome to share them with anyone you think will want to see
them. In the words of Woody Guthrie:

“Thissong is Copyrighted in U.S., under Sedl of Copyright #154085, for aperiod of 28 years, and
anybody caught singin it without our permission, will be mighty good friends of ourn, cause we don't give
adern. Publishit. Writeit. Sing it. Swingtoit. Yodd it. Wewroteit, that’s all we wanted to do.”

Why do | do this? There are three reasons:

Short Term

In the short term, I’ m generating more sales of my printed books. Sure, giving away ebooks displaces
the occasiona sale, when adownloader reads the book and decides not to buy it. But it'sfar more
common for areader to download the book, read some or all of it, and decide to buy the print edition.
Likel said in my essay, Ebooks Neither ENor Books , digital and print editionsare intensaly
complimentary, o acquiring one increases your need for the other. I’ ve given away more than haf a
million digital copiesof my award-winning first novel, Down and Out in the Magic Kingdom, and that
sucker has blown throughfive print editions (yee-HAW!), so I’m not worried that giving away booksis
hurting my sales

Long Term

Some day, though, paper bookswill al but go away. We re dready reading more words off of more
screens every day and fewer words off of fewer pages every day. Y ou don’t need to be a sciencefiction
writer to see thewriting on thewall (or screen, asthe case may be).

Now, if you' ve got apoor imagination, you might think that we'll enter that erawith specid purpose
“ebook readers’ that smulate the experience of carrying around “redl” books, only digital. That'slike
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believing that your mobile phone will be the same thing as the phone attached to your wall, except in your
pocket. If you believe this sort of thing, you have no business writing s, and you probably shouldn’t be
reading it ether.

No, the business and socid practice of ebookswill be way, way weirder than that. In fact, | believe that
it's probably too weird for usto even imagine today, astheidea of today’ s radio marketplace was
incomprehengble to the Vaudeville artists who accused the radio station owners of mass piracy for
playing music on theair. Those people just couldnat imagine afuture in which audiences and playlists
were datigticaly sampled by a specia “collection society” created by a Congressiona anti-trust * consent
decree,” said society to hand out money collected from radio stations (who collected from soap
manufacturers and other advertisers), to compensate artists. It was inconceivably weird, and yet it made
the artists who embraced it rich as hell. The artists who demanded that radio juststop went broke, ended
up driving taxis, and were forgotten by history.

| know which example | intend to follow. Giving away books costs menathing, and actudly makesme
money. But most importantly, it ddiversthe very best market-intelligence that | can get.

When you download my book, please: do weird and cool stuff with it. Imagine new things that books
arefor, and do them. Useit in unlikely and surprisng ways. Thentell me about it . Email me with that
precious market-intelligence about what € ectronic text isfor, so that | can be the first writer to figure out
what the next writerly businessmodd is. I’'m an entrepreneur and | live and die by marketintd .

Some other writers have decided that their readers are thieves and pirates, and they devote countless
hoursto systematically aienating their customers. These writerswill go broke. Not me—I loveyou
people. Copy the hdll out of thisthing.

Medium Term

There may well be atime between the sunset of printed text and the appearance of robust modelsfor
unfettered distribution of dectronic text, an interregnum during which the fortunes of novdistsfollow
those of poets and playwrights and other ink-stained scribblers whose industries have cratered beneath
them.

When that happens, writerly income will come from incidental sources such as paid spesking
engagements and commissioned articles. No, it'snot “fair” that novelists who are good speakers will
have a better deal than novelists who aren't, but neither wasit fair that the era of radio gave aboost to
the career of artistswho played well in the studios, nor that the age of downloading is giving aboost to
the careers of artissswho play well live. Technology giveth and technology teketh away. I'man s writer:
it smy jobto lovethe future.

My chances of landing speaking gigs, columns, paid assignments, and the rest of it are dl contingent on
my public profile. The more people there are that have read and enjoyed my work, the more of these
gigs!’ll get. And giving away booksincreases your notoriety awhole lot more than clutching them to
your breast and damning the pirates.

So there you haveit: I’'m giving these books away to sell more books, to find out more about the market
and to increase my profile so that | can land speaking and columnist gigs. Not because I’m some
patchouli-scented, fuzzy-headed, *information wantsto be freg’ info-hippie. I'm at it because | want to
fill my bathtub with money and rub my hands and laugh and laugh and laugh.




Deveoping nations

A large chunk of “ebook piracy” (downloading unauthorized ebooks from the net) is undertaken by
people in the developing world, where the per-capita GDP can be lessthan adollar aday. These people
don't represent any kind of commercia market for my books. No one inBurundi isgoing to pay a
month’ swages for a.copy of thisbook.A Ukranian film of thisbook isn't going to compete with
box-office receiptsin theUkraine for aHollywood version, if one emerges. No one imports commercia
editions of my booksinto most developing nations, and if they did.they’d be priced out of the local
market.

So I’ ve applied anew, and very cool kind of Creative Commons license to this book: theCrestive
Commons Developing Nations License . What that meansisthat if you live in acountry that’s not on the
World Bank’ slist of High-Income Countries , you get to do practically anything you want with this book.

While residents of the rich world are limited to making noncommercia copies of this book, residents of
the developing world can do much more. Want to make acommercia edition of this book? Be my guest.
A film?Surething.A trandation into the loca language?But of course.

The soleredtriction isthat youmay not export your work with my book beyond the developing world .
Y our Ukranian film, Guyanese print edition, or Ghanian trandation can be fredy exported within the
developing world, but can't be sent back to the rich world, where my paying customers are.

It'san honor to have the opportunity to help people who are living under circumstances that make mine
seem like the lgp of luxury. I'm especidly hopeful that thiswill, in some smal way, help developing
nations bootstrap themsalvesinto a better economic situation.

DRM

The word technology ideasince the eectrified nipple-clamp is“Digitd Rights Management,” asuite of
voodoo products that are supposed to control what you do with information after you lawfully acquireit.
When you buy aDVD abroad and can’'t watch it at home because it' s from the wrong “region,” that's
DRM. When you buy aCD and it won't rip on your computer, that’s DRM. When you buy aniTune
and you can't loan it to afriend, that’s DRM.

DRM doesn’'t work. Every file ever rleased with DRM lockson it is currently available for free
download on the Internet. Y ou don't need any specid skillsto break DRM these days. you just haveto
know how to search Google for the name of the work you’ re seeking.

No customer wants DRM. No one woke up this morning and said, “Damn, | wish therewasaway to
do lesswith my books, moviesand music.”

DRM can't control copying, but it can control competition. Apple can threaten to sueRed for making
Realmedia playersfor theiPod on the groundsthat Real had to bresk Apple DRM to accomplish this.
The cartel that runslicensing for DV Ds can block every new festurein DVDsin order to preserveits
cushy businessmodd (why isit that all you can do with a DV D you bought ten years ago iswatch it,
exactly what you could do with it then—when you can take a CD you bought a decade ago and turn it
into aringtone, an MP3, karaoke, a mashup, or afile that you send to afriend?).

DRM isused to slence and even jail researchers who exposeitsflaws, thanksto lawslike the US
DMCA andEurope’sEUCD.



In casethere sany doubt: | hate DRM. Thereisno DRM on this book. None of the books you get from
this ste have DRM on them. If you get a DRMed ebook, | urge you to bresk the locks off it and convert
it to something sengiblelike atext file.

If you want to read more about DRM, here’ satak | gave to Microsoft on the subject and here’ s apaper
| wrote for the Internationa Telecommunications Union about DRM and the devel oping world.

Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercia -NoDerivs 2.0 License

THE WORK (ASDEFINED BELOW) ISPROVIDED UNDER THE TERMS OF THIS
CREATIVE COMMONS PUBLIC LICENSE (“CCPL” OR “LICENSE"). THEWORK IS
PROTECTED BY COPYRIGHT AND/OR OTHER APPLICABLE LAW. ANY USE OF THE
WORK OTHER THAN ASAUTHORIZED UNDER THISLICENSE OR COPYRIGHT LAW IS
PROHIBITED.

BY EXERCISING ANY RIGHTSTO THE WORK PROVIDED HERE, YOU ACCEPT AND
AGREE TO BEBOUND BY THE TERMSOF THISLICENSE. THE LICENSOR GRANTS YOU
THE RIGHTS CONTAINED HERE IN CONSIDERATION OF Y OUR ACCEPTANCE OF SUCH
TERMSAND CONDITIONS.

1. Ddfinitions

1. “Caollective Work” means awork, such asaperiodica issue, anthology or encyclopedia, in which the
Work initsentirety in unmodified form, ong with anumber of other contributions, congtituting separate
and independent worksin themselves, are assembled into a collective whole. A work that congtitutes a
Collective Work will not be considered a Derivative Work (as defined below) for the purposes of this
License.

2. “Derivative Work” means awork based upon the Work or upon the Work and other pre-existing
works, such asatrandation, musical arrangement, dramatization, fictionalization, motion picture version,
sound recording, art reproduction, abridgment, condensation, or any other form in which the Work may
be recadt, transformed, or adapted, except that awork that congtitutes a Collective Work will not be
consdered a Derivative Work for the purpose of this License. For the avoidance of doubt, where the
Work isamusical composition or sound recording, the synchronization of the Work in timed-relation
with amoving image (“synching”) will be considered a Derivative Work for the purpose of this License.

3. “Licensor” meanstheindividua or entity that offersthe Work under the terms of this License.

4. “Origind Author” meanstheindividua or entitywho crested the Work.

5. “Work” meansthe copyrightable work of authorship offered under the terms of this License.

6. “You" meansan individud or entity exercisng rights under this License who has not previoudy
violated the terms of this License with respect to the Work, or who has received express permission from
the Licensor to exercise rights under this License despite a previous violation.

2. Far UseRights. Nothing in thislicenseisintended to reduce, limit, or restrict any rightsarisng from

far use, first sde or other limitations on the exclusive rights of the copyright owner under copyright law or
other gpplicable laws.



3. License Grant. Subject to the terms and conditions of this License, Licensor hereby grants You a
worldwide, royalty-free, non-exclusive, perpetud (for the duration of the gpplicable copyright) licenseto
exercisetherightsin the Work as stated below:

1. to reproduce the Work, to incorporate the Work into one or more Collective Works, and to
reproduce the Work asincorporated in the Collective Works,

2. to digtribute copies or phonorecords of, display publicly, perform publicly, and perform publicly by
means of adigital audio transmisson the Work including asincorporated in Collective Works;

The above rights may be exercised in all mediaand formats whether now known or hereafter devised.
The above rightsinclude the right to make such modifications as are technically necessary to exercise the
rightsin other mediaand formats, but otherwise you have no rightsto make Derivative Works. All rights
not expressy granted by Licensor are hereby reserved, including but not limited to the rights set forth in
Sections 4(d) and 4(e).

4. Redtrictions.The license granted in Section 3 above is expresdy made subject to and limited by the
following regtrictions:

1. Youmay digtribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitaly perform the Work only
under theterms of this License, andY ou must include a copy of, or the Uniform Resource I dentifier for,
this License with every copy or phonorecord of the Work Y ou distribute, publicly display, publicly
perform, or publicly digitaly perform. Y ou may not offer or impose any terms on the Work thet ater or
redtrict theterms of thisLicense or therecipients exercise of the rights granted hereunder. Y ou may not
sublicense the Work. Y ou must keep intact al noticesthat refer to this License and to the disclaimer of
warranties. Y ou may not distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitdly performthe
Work with any technological measuresthat control access or use of the Work in amanner incons stent
with the terms of this License Agreement. The above gppliesto the Work asincorporated in a Collective
Work, but this does not require the Collective Work apart from the Work itself to be made subject to
thetermsof thisLicense. If'You create a Collective Work, upon notice from any Licensor Y ou must, to
the extent practicable, remove from the Collective Work any reference to such Licensor or the Origina
Author, as requested.

2. You may not exercise any of the rights granted toY ou in Section 3 abovein any manner that is
primarily intended for or directed toward commercia advantage or private monetary compensation. The
exchange of the Work for other copyrighted works by means of digital file-sharing or otherwise shdl not
be considered to be intended for or directed toward commercid advantage or private monetary
compensation, provided there is no payment of any monetary compensation in connection with the
exchange of copyrighted works.

3. If you digtribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitaly perform the Work, Y ou must
keep intact al copyright noticesfor the Work and give the Origina Author credit reasonableto the
medium or means Y ou are utilizing by conveying the name (or pseudonym if applicable) of the Origina
Author if supplied; thetitle of the Work if supplied; and to the extent reasonably practicable, the Uniform
Resource [dentifier, if any, that Licensor specifies to be associated with the Work, unless such URI does
not refer to the copyright notice or licensing information for the Work. Such credit may be implemented
in any reasonable manner; provided, however, that in the case of a Collective Work, at aminimum such
credit will appear where any other comparable authorship credit appears and in amanner at least as
prominent as such other comparable authorship credit.

4. For the avoidance of doubt, where the Work isamusical composition:



1. Performance RoydtiesUnder Blanket Licenses. Licensor reservesthe exclusiveright to collect,
whether individualy or viaa performance rights society (e.g. ASCAP, BMI, SESAC), roydtiesfor the
public performance or public digita performance (e.g. webcast) of the Work if that performanceis
primarily intended for or directed toward commercid advantage or private monetary compensation.

2. Mechanicd Rights and Statutory Royalties. Licensor reserves the exclusiveright to collect, whether
individudly or viaamusic rights agency or designated agent (e.g. Harry Fox Agency), royatiesfor any
phonorecord Y ou create from the Work (“cover verson”) and distribute, subject to the compulsory
license created by 17 USC Section 115 of the US Copyright Act (or the equivaent in other
jurigdictions), if Y our distribution of such cover versonisprimarily intended for or directed toward
commercia advantage or private monetary compensation.

5. Webcasting Rights and Statutory Royalties. For the avoidance of doubt, where the Work isasound
recording, Licensor reserves the exclusiveright to collect, whether individualy or viaa
performance-rights society (e.g. SoundExchange), royatiesfor the public digita performance (e.g.
webcast) of the Work, subject to the compulsory license created by 17 USC Section 114 of the US
Copyright Act (or the equivalent in other jurisdictions), if Y our public digita performanceis primarily
intended for or directed toward commercid advantage or private monetary compensation.

5. Representations, Warranties and Disclaimer

UNLESSOTHERWISE MUTUALLY AGREED BY THE PARTIESIN WRITING, LICENSOR
OFFERS THE WORK AS-ISAND MAKES NO REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES OF
ANY KIND CONCERNING THE WORK, EXPRESS, IMPLIED, STATUTORY OR
OTHERWISE, INCLUDING, WITHOUT LIMITATION, WARRANTIESOF TITLE,
MERCHANTIBILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE, NONINFRINGEMENT, OR
THE ABSENCE OF LATENT OR OTHER DEFECTS, ACCURACY, OR THE PRESENCE OF
ABSENCE OF ERRORS, WHETHER OR NOT DISCOVERABLE. SOME JURISDICTIONS DO
NOT ALLOW THE EXCLUSION OF IMPLIED WARRANTIES, SO SUCH EXCLUSION MAY
NOT APPLY TO YOU.

6. Limitation on Liability. EXCEPT TO THE EXTENT REQUIRED BY APPLICABLE LAW, IN NO
EVENT WILL LICENSOR BE LIABLETO YOU ON ANY LEGAL THEORY FOR ANY
SPECIAL, INCIDENTAL, CONSEQUENTIAL, PUNITIVE OR EXEMPLARY DAMAGES
ARISING OUT OF THIS LICENSE OR THE USE OF THE WORK, EVEN IF LICENSOR HAS
BEEN ADVISED OF THE POSSIBILITY OF SUCH DAMAGES.

7. Termination

1. ThisLicense and the rights granted hereunder will terminate automaticaly upon any breach byY ou of
thetermsof thisLicense. Individuas or entities who have received Collective Works fromY ou under this
License, however, will not havetheir licenses terminated provided such individuals or entitiesremainin
full compliance with those licenses. Sections 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, and 8 will survive any termination of this
License.

2. Subject to the above terms and conditions, the license granted hereis perpetud (for the duration of
the applicable copyright in the Work). Notwithstanding the above, Licensor reservestheright to release
the Work under different license terms or to stop distributing the Work at any time; provided, however
that any such dection will not serve to withdraw this License (or any other license that hasbeen, or is
required to be, granted under the terms of this License), and this Licensewill continuein full force and



effect unless terminated as stated above.
8. Miscdlaneous

1. EachtimeY ou digtribute or publicly digitally perform the Work or a Collective Work, the Licensor
offersto the recipient alicense to the Work on the same terms and conditions as the license granted to
Y ou under thisLicense.

2. If any provision of thisLicenseisinvaid or unenforceable under gpplicablelaw, it shdl not affect the
vaidity or enforceahility of the remainder of the terms of this License, and without further action by the
partiesto this agreement, such provision shal be reformed to the minimum extent necessary to make such
provision vaid and enforcesble.

3. Noterm or provision of this License shal be deemed waived and no breach consented to unless such
waiver or consent shdl beinwriting and signed by the party to be charged with such waiver or consent.

4. This License congtitutes the entire agreement between the parties with respect to the Work licensed
here. There are no understandings, agreements or representations with respect to the Work not specified
here. Licensor shdl not be bound by any additiona provisonsthat may appear in any communication
fromYou . This License may not be modified without the mutua written agreement of the Licensor and
You.

Creative Commonsis not aparty to this License, and makes no warranty whatsoever in connection with
the Work. Creative Commonswill not beliabletoYou or any party on any legd theory for any damages
whatsoever, including without limitation any genera, specid, incidental or consequential damages arising
in connection to this license. Notwithstanding the foregoing two (2) sentences, if Creative Commons has
expressy identified itsalf asthe Licensor hereunder, it shal have dl rights and obligations of Licensor.

Except for the limited purpose of indicating to the public that the Work islicensed under the CCPL,
neither party will use the trademark “ Creative Commons’ or any related trademark or logo of Cresgtive
Commons without the prior written consent of Creative Commons. Any permitted use will bein
compliance with Creative Commons' then-current trademark usage guidelines, as may be published on
itswebsite or otherwise made available upon request from timeto time.

Creative Commons Developing Nations 2.0 License

THE WORK (AS DEFINED BELOW) ISPROVIDED UNDER THE TERMS OF THIS
CREATIVE COMMONS PUBLIC LICENSE (“CCPL” OR “LICENSE"). THEWORK IS
PROTECTED BY COPYRIGHT AND/OR OTHER APPLICABLE LAW. ANY USE OF THE
WORK OTHER THAN ASAUTHORIZED UNDER THIS LICENSE OR COPYRIGHT LAW IS
PROHIBITED.

BY EXERCISING ANY RIGHTS TO THE WORK PROVIDED HERE, YOU ACCEPT AND
AGREE TOBEBOUND BY THE TERMS OF THISLICENSE. THE LICENSOR GRANTS YOU
THE RIGHTS CONTAINED HERE IN CONSIDERATION OF YOUR ACCEPTANCE OF SUCH
TERMSAND CONDITIONS.

1. Definitions

1. “Collective Work™ means awork, such asaperiodica issue, anthology or encyclopedia, in which the
Work initsentirety in unmodified form, along with anumber of other contributions, congtituting separate



and independent works in themselves, are assembled into a collective whole. A work that congtitutes a
Collective Work will not be considered a Derivative Work (as defined below) for the purposes of this
License

2. “Derivative Work” means awork based upon the Work or upon the Work and other pre-existing
works, such asatrandation, musical arrangement, dramatization, fictionaization, motion picture verson,
sound recording, art reproduction, abridgment, condensation, or any other form in which the Work may
be recast, transformed, or adapted, except that awork that constitutes a Collective Work will not be
considered a Derivative Work for the purpose of this License. For the avoidance of doubt, wherethe
Work isamusica composition or sound recording, the synchronization of the Work in timed-relation
with amoving image (“synching”) will be considered a Derivative Work for the purpose of thisLicense.

3. “Deveoping Nation” meansany nation that is not classfied asa*“high-income enconomy” by the
World Bank.

4. “Licensor” meanstheindividua or entity that offersthe Work under the terms of this License.

5. “Origind Author” meanstheindividud or entitywho created the Work.

6. “Work” means the copyrightable work of authorship offered under the terms of this License.

7. “You" meansanindividud or entity exercisng rights under this License who has not previoudy
violated the terms of this License with respect to the Work, or who has received express permission from
the Licensor to exercise rights under this License despite a previous violation.

2. Far Use Rights. Nothing in thislicenseisintended to reduce, limit, or restrict any rights arisng from
fair use, first sde or other limitations on the exclusive rights of the copyright owner under copyright law or
other applicable laws.

3. License Grant. Subject to the terms and conditions of this License, Licensor hereby grants You a
worldwide, royalty-free, non-exclusive, perpetua (for the duration of the applicable copyright or subject
to Section 7(a)) license to exercise therightsin the Work, in any Developing Nation, solely within the
geographic territory of one or more Developing Nations, as stated below:

1. to reproduce the Work, to incorporate the Work into one or more Collective Works, and to
reproduce the Work asincorporated in the Collective Works,

2. to create and reproduce Derivative Works,

3. to distribute copies or phonorecords of, display publicly, perform publicly, and perform publicly by
means of adigital audio transmisson the Work including asincorporated in Collective Works;

4. to digtribute copies or phonorecords of, display publicly, perform publicly, and perform publicly by
means of adigital audio transmisson Derivative Works;

5. For the avoidance of doubt, where thework isamusical composition:
1. Performance RoyaltiesUnder Blanket Licenses. Licensor waivesthe exclusive right to collect, whether

individudly or viaa performance rights society, royatiesfor the public performance or public digital
performance (e.g. webcast) of the Work.



2. Mechanical Rights and Statutory Royalties. Licensor waives the exclusiveright to collect, whether
individualy or viaamusic rights agency or designated agent, roydtiesfor any phonorecordY ou create
from the Work (“cover verson”) and distribute, subject to any compulsory license that may apply.

6. Webcasting Rights and Statutory Royalties. For the avoidance of doubt, where the Work isasound
recording, Licensor waivesthe exclusiveright to collect, whether individualy or viaa performance-rights
society, roydtiesfor the public digita performance (e.g. webcast) of the Work, subject to any
compulsory license that may apply.

The above rights may be exercised in al mediaand formats whether now known or hereafter devised.
The above rightsinclude the right to make such modifications as are technicaly necessary to exercisethe
rightsin other mediaand formats. All rights not expressy granted by Licensor are hereby reserved,
including but not limited to the rights and restrictions described in Section 4.

4. Redtrictions. Thelicense granted in Section 3 above is expresdy made subject to and limited by the
following regrictions

1. You may distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitaly perform the Work only
under theterms of this License, andY ou must include acopy of, or the Uniform Resource |dentifier for,
this License with every copy or phonorecord of the Work Y ou distribute, publicly display, publicly
perform, or publicly digitaly perform. Y ou may not offer or impose any terms on the Work that ater or
redtrict theterms of thisLicense or therecipients exercise of the rights granted hereunder. Y ou may not
sublicense the Work. Y ou must keep intact al noticesthat refer to this License and to the disclaimer of
warranties. Y ou may not distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitdly perform the
Work with any technological measures that control access or use of the Work in amanner incons stent
with the terms of this License Agreement. The above gppliesto the Work asincorporated in a Collective
Work, but this does not require the Collective Work apart from the Work itself to be made subject to
thetermsof thisLicense. If'You create a Collective Work, upon notice from any Licensor Y ou mugt, to
the extent practicable, remove from the Collective Work any reference to such Licensor or the Origina
Author, as requested. IfYou create a Derivative Work, upon notice from any Licensor Y ou mugt, to the
extent practicable, remove from the Derivative Work any reference to such Licensor or the Origina
Author, as requested.

2. If you didtribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitdly perform the Work or any
Derivative Works or Collective Works, Y ou must keep intact al copyright noticesfor the Work and give
the Origina Author credit reasonable to the medium or means'Y ou are utilizing by conveying the name
(or pseudonym if gpplicable) of the Origind Author if supplied; thetitle of the Work if supplied; to the
extent reasonably practicable, the Uniform Resource [dentifier, if any, that Licensor specifiesto be
associated with the Work, unless such URI does not refer to the copyright notice or licensing information
for the Work; and, in the case of a Derivative Work, acredit identifying the use of the Work in the
Derivative Work (e.g., “French trandation of the Work by Origina Author,” or “ Screenplay based on
origind Work by Origind Author™). Such credit may be implemented in any reasonable manner;
provided, however, that in the case of a Derivative Work or Collective Work, at aminimum such credit
will appear where any other comparable authorship credit gppears and in amanner at least as prominent
as such other comparable authorship credit.

3. The Work and any Derivative Works and Collective Works may only be exported to other
Developing Nations, but may not be exported to countries classfied as* high income” by the World
Bank.

4. ThisLicense does not authorize making the Work, any Derivative Works or any Collective Works



publicly available on the Internet unless reasonable measures are undertaken to verify that the recipient is
located in a Devel oping Nation, such as by requiring recipients to provide name and posta mailing
address, or by limiting the distribution of the Work to Internet IP addresses within a Developing Nation.

5. Representations, Warranties and Disclaimer

UNLESS OTHERWISE MUTUALLY AGREED TOBY THE PARTIESIN WRITING,
LICENSOR OFFERS THE WORK AS-ISAND MAKES NO REPRESENTATIONS OR
WARRANTIES OF ANY KIND CONCERNING THE WORK, EXPRESS, IMPLIED,
STATUTORY OR OTHERWISE, INCLUDING, WITHOUT LIMITATION, WARRANTIES OF
TITLE, MERCHANTIBILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE,
NONINFRINGEMENT, OR THE ABSENCE OF LATENT OR OTHER DEFECTS, ACCURACY,
OR THE PRESENCE OF ABSENCE OF ERRORS, WHETHER OR NOT DISCOVERABLE.
SOME JURISDICTIONS DO NOT ALLOW THE EXCLUSION OF IMPLIED WARRANTIES,
SO SUCH EXCLUSION MAY NOT APPLY TO YOU.

6. Limitation on Liability. EXCEPT TO THE EXTENT REQUIRED BY APPLICABLE LAW, INNO
EVENT WILL LICENSOR BE LIABLETO YOU ON ANY LEGAL THEORY FOR ANY
SPECIAL, INCIDENTAL, CONSEQUENTIAL, PUNITIVE OR EXEMPLARY DAMAGES
ARISING OUT OF THIS LICENSE OR THE USE OF THE WORK, EVEN IF LICENSOR HAS
BEEN ADVISED OF THE POSSIBILITY OF SUCH DAMAGES.

7. Termination

1. ThisLicense and the rights granted hereunder will terminate automaticaly upon (i) any breach by You
of theterms of thisLicense or (ii) if any Developing Nation in which the Work is used, exported or
digtributed ceases at any timeto qualify asaDeveloping Nation, in which case this License will
automatically terminate with respect to such country five (5) years after the date of such re-classfication;
provided that Y ou will not beligble for copyright infringement unlessand until Y ou continue to exercise
such rights after Y ou have actua knowledge of the termination of this License for such country.
Individuals or entities who have received Derivative Works or Collective Works from Y ou under this
License, however, will not havetheir licenses terminated provided such individuals or entitiesremainin
full compliance with those licenses. Sections 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, and 8 will survive any termination of this
License,

2. Subject to the above terms and conditions, the license granted hereis perpetud (for the duration of
the applicable copyright in the Work). Notwithstanding the above, Licensor reservesthe right to release
the Work under different license terms or to stop distributing the Work at any time; provided, however
that any such eection will not serve to withdraw this License (or any other license that has been, or is
required to be, granted under the terms of this License), and this License will continuein full force and
effect unlessterminated as stated above.

8. Miscdlaneous

1. EachtimeY ou digtribute or publicly digitally perform the Work or a Collective Work, the Licensor
offersto the recipient alicense to the Work on the same terms and conditions as the license granted to
Y ou under thisLicense.

2. EachtimeY ou digtribute or publicly digitally perform a Derivative Work, Licensor offersto the
recipient alicenseto the origind Work on the same terms and conditions as the license granted to Y ou
under thisLicense.



3. If any provison of thisLicenseisinvaid or unenforceable under applicablelaw, it shal not affect the
validity or enforceability of the remainder of theterms of this License, and without further action by the
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Blurb

SOMEONE COMES TO TOWN, SOMEONE LEAVES TOWN isaglorious book, but there are
hundreds of those. ... Itismore. ... It isaglorious book unlike any book you' ve ever read.

—Gene Wolfe

Dedication

For the family | was born into and the family | chose. | got lucky both times.
Thenovel

Alan sanded the house onWales Avenue . It took six months, and the wholetimeit was the smell of the
sawdugt, ancient and sweet, and the reek of chemical stripper and the damp smell of rusting sted wooal.

Alan took possession of the house on January 1, and paid for it in full by means of an e-gold transfer. He
had to do afair bit of hand-holding with the realtor to get her set up and running on e-gold, but he loved
to do that sort of thing, loved to St at the elbow of anovitiate and guide her through the clicks and taps
and forms. He loved to break off for impromptu lectures on the underlying principles of the transaction,
and so he treated the poor redtor lady to a dozen addresses on the nature of international currency
markets, the value of precious metd asakind of financid linguafrancato which any currency could be
converted, the poetry of vault shelvesin ahundred banks around the world piled with the heaviest of
metas, glinting dully in the fluorescent tube lighting, tended by gnomish bankers who spoke a hundred
languages but communicated with one another by means of this universal tongue of weights and measures
and purity.

The clerks who' d tended Alan’s many stores—the used clothing store in the Beaches, the used
book-store in the Annex, the collectible tin-toy storein Y orkville, the antique shop on Queen

Street—had both benefited from and had their patience tried by Alan’ s discursive nature. Alan had
pretended never to notice the surreptitious rolling of eyes and twirling fingers aimed templewise among his
employees when he got himsdlf warmed up to agood oration, but in truth very little ever escaped his
attention. His customersloved hislittle talks, loved the way he could wax rhapsodic about the tortured
prosein aVictorian potboiler, the nearly erotic curve of abeat-up old table leg, the voluminous cuffs of
an embroidered slk smoking jacket. The clerks who listened to Alan’ slectures went on to open their
own stores al about town, and by and large, they did very well.



He d put the word out when he bought the house onWales Avenueto dl his protégés. Wooden
bookcases! His cdll-phone rang every day, bringing news of another wooden bookcase found at thisflea
market, that thrift store, thisrummage sale or estate auction.

He had aman he used part-time, Tony, who ran asmall man-with-van service, and when the phone
rang, he'd send Tony over to his protég€' s shop with hisbig panel van to pick up the case and deliver it
to the cellar of the house on Wales Avenue, which wasramified by cold storages, root cdllars, disused
cod chutes and sorm cdllars. By the time Alan had finished with his sanding, every nook and cranny of
the cellar was packed with wooden bookcases of every size and description and repair.

Alan worked through the longToronto winter at his sanding. The house had been gutted by the previous
owners, who'd had big plansfor the building but had been tempted away by ajob inBoston . They'd had
to sHlfadt, and no amount of redtor magic—flowers on the dining-room table, soup Smmering on the
stove—could charm away the essentid dagginess of the gutted house, the exposed timbers with sagging
wires and conduit, the runnels gouged in the floor by careless draggers of furniture. Alan got it for asong,
and was ddlighted by hisfortune.

He was drunk on the wood, of course, and would have paid much more had the realtor noticed this, but
Alan had spent hiswhole life drunk on trivid things from others' livesthat no one else noticed and he'd
developed the dcoholic’ s knack of disguising hisintoxication. Alan went to work as soon asthe redtor
staggered off, reeling with aNew Y ear’ s Day hangover. He pulled his pickup truck onto the frozen lawn,
unlocked the Kryptonite bike lock he used to secure the camper bed, and dragged out his big belt sander
and his many boxes of sandpaper of dl grainsand sizes, hisheat strippers and hisjugs of caustic chemical
peder. He dill had hisjumbled, messy place across town in a nondescript two-bedroom on the Danforth,
would keep on paying the rent there until his big sanding project was done and the house on Wales
Avenue wasfit for habitation.

Alan’ssanding project: Firg, finish gutting the house. Get rid of the substandard wiring, the ancient,
lead-leaching plumbing, the cracked tile and water-warped crumbling plaster. Hefilled a half-dozen
dumpsters, working with Tony and Tony’s homie Nat, who was happy to help out in exchange for cash
on the barrelhead, provided that he wasn't required to report for work on two consecutive days, since
he' d need one day to recover from the heroic drinking he’ d do immediately after Alan laid the cash
acrosshispam.

Once the house was gutted to brick and timber and delirious wood, the plumbers and the el ectricians
camein and lad down their straight shining ducts and pipes and conduit.

Alan tarped the floors and brought in the heavy sandblaster and stripped the age and soot and gunge off
of the brickwork throughout, until it glowed red asagolem’sass.

Alan’ sfather, the mountain, had many golemsthat called him home. They lived round the other sde of
hisfather and left Alan and his brothers alone, because even a golem has the sense not to piss off a
mountain, especidly oneit livesin.

Then Alan tackled the timbers, reaching over his head with palm-sanders and sandpaper of ever finer
grains until the timbers were as smooth asAdirondack chairs, his chest and arms and shoulders athrob
with the agony of two weeks work. Then it was the floorwork, butnot the floors themsalves , which he
was saving for last on the grounds that they were low-hanging fruit.

Thismateridized anew lecture in his mind, one about the proper role of low-hanging fruit, afavorite



topic of MBAswho' d patronize his stores and his person, giving him unsolicited advice on the care and
feeding of his shops based on the kind of usdless book-learning and jargon-dinging that Fortune 100
companies gpparently paid big bucks for. When an MBA said “low-hanging fruit,” he meant “easy
pickings,” something that could and should be snatched with minima effort. Butred low-hanging fruit
ripenslast, and should be therefore picked aslate as possible. Further, picking the low-hanging fruit first
meant that you' d have to carry your bushel basket higher and higher asthe day wore on, which was
plainly stupid. Low-hanging fruit was meant to be picked last. It was one of the ways that he understood
people, and one of the kinds of people that he’' d come to understand. That was the game, after
al—undergtanding people.

So the floors would come lagt, after the molding, after the stairs, after the railings and the pandling. The
railings, in particular, were horrible bastards to get clean, covered in ten or thirty coats of enamd of
varying colors and toxicity. Alan spent days working with awire brush and pointed twists of stedl wool
and 00zing stinging paint stripper, until the grain was as spotless and unmarked asthe day it came off the
lathe.

Thenhe did the floors, using the big rotary sander firdt. It had been years since he' d last swung a sander
around—it had been when he opened the tin-toy shop in Y orkville and he' d rented one while he was
prepping the place. The technique came back to him quickly enough, and hefell into a steedy rhythm that
soon had al the floors cool and dry and soft with naked, exposed woody heartmest. He swept the place
out and locked up and returned home.

The next day, he stopped at the Portuguese contractor-supply on Ossington that he liked. They opened
at fiveam., and the men behind the counter were aways happy to sketch out dternative solutionsto his
amateur congtruction problems, they never mocked him for hisincompetence, and dwaysthrew in aten
percent “ contractor’ sdiscount” for him that made him swell up with irrationd pride that confused him.
Why should the son of amountain need affirmation from runty Portugees with pencil stubs behind their
ears and scarred fingers? He picked up apair of foam-rubber knee pads and aten-kilo box of lint-free
shop rags and another carton of disposable paper masks.

He drove to the house onWaes Avenue , parked on the lawn, which was now starting to thaw and
show deep muddy ruts from histires. He spent the next twelve hours crawling around on his knees,
lugging atool bucket filled with sandpaper and steed wool and putty and wood-crayons and shop rags.
Heran hisfingertips over every inch of floor and molding and pandling, feding the talc softness of the
sfted sawdugt, feeling for rough spots and gouges, smoothing them out with histools. Hetried puttying
over the gougesin the flooring that he' d seen the day he took possession, but the putty seemed like alie
to him, less honest than the gouged-out boards were, and so he scooped the putty out and sanded the
grooves until they were as smooth as the wood around them.

Nextcame the beeswax, sweet and shiny. It most broke his heart to apply it, because the soft, newly
exposed wood was S0 delicioudy tender and sensuous. But he knew that wood €ft to its own would
eventudly chip andsplinter and yellow. So he rubbed wax until his elbows ached, massaged thewax into
the wood, buffed it with shop rags so that the house shone.

Twenty coats of urethane took forty days—aday to coat and aday to dry. More buffing and the house
took on ahigh shine, adippery dickness. He nearly broke his neck on the dippery staircase treads, and
the Portuguese helped him out with abag of clear grit made from ground wanut shells. He used afoam
brush to put one more coat of urethane on each tread of the stairs, then sprinkled granulated walnut shells
onwhileit was till sticky. He committed arare error in judgment and did the stairs from the bottom up
and trapped himsdlf on the third floor, with its attic cellings and dormer windows, and felt likea
goddamned idiot as he curled up to deep on the cold, hard, dippery, smooth floor while he waited for his



gairsto dry. The urethane must be getting to his head.

The bookcases came out of the cellar one by one. Alan wrestled them onto the front porch with Tony’s
help and sanded them clean, then turned them over to Tony for urethane and dooring.

The doors were UV -filtering glass, hinged at the top and surrounded by felt on their inside lips so that
they closed softly. Each one had asmall brass prop-rod on the left side that could brace it open. Tony
had been responsible for measuring each bookcase after he retrieved it from Alan’s protégés’ shops and
for sending the measurements off to aglazier inMissssauga.

The glazier wastechnicdly retired, but he'd built every display casethat had ever sat insgde any of
Alan’s shops and was happy to make use of the small workshop that his daughter and son-in-law had
ingtaled in his garage when they retired him to the burbs.

The bookcases went into the house, dong each wall, according to a system of numbers marked on their
backs. Alan had used Tony’ s measurements and some CAD software to come up with a permutation of
stacking and shouldering cases that had them completely covering every wall—except for thewall by the
mantel piecein the front parlor, thewall over the countertop in the kitchen, and the wall beside the
daircases—to the calling.

Heand Tony didn't speak much. Tony was thinking about whatever people who drive moving vans
think about, and Alan was thinking about the story he was building the house to writein.

May smelled great in Kensington Market. The fosslized dog shit had melted and washed away in the
April rains, and the smellswere al springy ones, loam and blossoms and spilled tetrgpak fruit punch left
behind by the pan-ethnic street-hockey league that formed up spontaneoudy in front of his house. When
the winds blew from the east, he smdlled the fish stdls on Spadina, salty and redolent of Chinese
barbecue spices. When it blew from the north, he smelled baking bread in the kosher bakeries and
sometimes arare whiff of roasting garlic from the pizzasin the seaming ovens at Massmo' sdl theway
up on College. The western winds smelled of hospital incinerator, acrid and smoky.

Hisfather, the mountain, had attuned Art to smells, since they were the leading indicators of his moods,
sulfurous belches from deep in the caverns when he was displeased, the cold non-smell of spring water
when he was thoughtful, the new-mown hay smell from his dopes when he was happy. Understanding
amellswas something that you did, when the mountain was your father.

Once the bookcases were seated and screwed into the walls, out came the books, thousands of them,
tens of thousands of them.

Littlekids bookswith loose signatures, ancient first-edition hardcovers, outsized novelty art books,
mass-market paperbacks, reference books as thick as cinderblocks. They were mostly used when he'd
gotten them, and that was what he loved most about them: They smelled like other people and their
pages contained hints of their lives: marginaliaand pawn tickets, bus transfers gone yellow with age and
smears of long-ago meals. When he read them, he was in three places: hisliving room, the authors
heads, and the world of their previous owners.

They came off his shelves at home, from the ten-by-ten storage down on the lakeshore, they came from
friends and enemies who' d borrowed his books years before and who' d “forgotten” to return them, but
Alannever forgot, he kept every book in agreat and deep relationa database that had begun as ahumble
flatfile but which had been imported into successive generations of industrid-grade database software.



This, in turn, was but a pocket in the Ur-database, The Inventory in which Alan had input the value, the
cog, the sdient features, the unique identifiers, and the photographic record of every single thing he
owned, from the socksin his sock drawer to the potsin his cupboard. Maintaining The Inventory was
serious business, no lessimportant now than it had been when he had begun it in the course of securing
insurance for the bookshop.

Alan was an insurance man’ sworst nightmare, a customer from hell who' d messenger over five bankers
boxes of detailed, cross-referenced Inventory at the dightest provocation.

The books filled the shelves, row on row, behind the dust-proof, light-proof glass doors. The books
began in the foyer and wrapped around the living room, covered thewall behind the dining roomin the
kitchen, filled the den and the master bedroom and the master bath, climbed the short wallsto the dormer
cellings on thethird floor. They were organized by idiosyncratic subject categories, and aphabetical by
author within those categories.

Alan’sfather was amountain, and his mother was awashing machine—he kept aroof over their heads
and she kept their clothes clean. His brothers were: adead man, atrio of nesting dolls, afortuneteler,
and an idand. He only had two or three family portraits, but he treasured them, even if outsiderswho saw
them often mistook them for landscapes. There was one where hisfamily stood on hisfather’s dopes,
Mom out in the open for arare exception, along tail of extension cords snaking away from her to the
cave and the diesdl generator’ s three-prong outlet. He hung it over the mantel, using two hooksand a
level to make surethat it came out perfectly even.

Tony helped Alan ingtd| the shalow collectibles cases dong the house' stwo-story stairwell, holding the
level while Alan worked the cordless powerdriver. Alan’ s glazier had built the casesto Alan’s specs, and
they stretched from the treads to the ceiling. Alan filled them with Made-in-Occupied-Jgpan tin toys, felt
tourist pennants from central Floridagator farms, a stone from Marie Laveau’ stomb inthe St. Louis|
Cemetery in New Orleans, tarnished brass Zippos, smal framed comic-book bodybuilding ads, carved
Polynesian coconut monkeys, melamine transistor radios, Bakelite snow globes, al the tchotchkeshe' d
accumulated over alifetime of picking and hunting and digging.

They were glorioudy scuffed and non-mint: he' d dways sold off the sterile mint-in-package goods as
quickly as he could, squirreling away the items that were marked with “ Property of Freddy Terazzo” in
shaky ballpoint, the ones with tooth marks and frayed boxes taped shut with brands of stickytape not
offered for sdleinfifty years.

Thelast thing to go in wasthe cellar. They knocked out any wall that wasn't |oad-bearing, smeared
concrete on every surface, and worked in aloose mosaic of beach glass and beach china, smooth and
white with spidery blueillugtrations pae as adream. Three coats of urethane made the surfaces gleam.

Then it wasjust amatter of stringing out the cablesfor the clip-on halogens whose beams he took care
to scatter off the cellingsto keep the glare to aminimum. He moved in his horsehair sofaand armchairs,
hisbig old bed, his pots and pans and sideboard with its novelty decanters, and his entertainment totem.

A man fromBel| Canada came out and terminated the dataline in his basement, in aroom that he'd
outfitted with an uninterruptible power supply, afasefloor, dry fire extinguishers and a pipe-break
sensor. He ingtalled and configured the router, set up his modest rack and home servers, fished three
four-pair wires through to the living room, the den, and the attic, where he attached them to unobtrusive
wireless access points and thence to weatherproofed omnidirectiona antennae made from copper tubing
and PV C that he' d affixed to the building’ s exterior on short masts, aimed out over Kensington Market,
blanketing awhole block with free Internet access.



He had an ideathat the story he was going to write would require some perambulatory cogitation, and
he wanted to be able to take his laptop anywhere in the market and sit down and write and hop online
and check out little factoids with a search engine so he wouldn't get hung up on stupid details.

The house onWaes Avenue was done. He d repainted the exterior alovely robin’ s-egg blue, fixed the
front step, and planted alow-maintenance combination of outsized rocks from theCanadian Shield and
wild grasses on the front lawn. On July first, Alan celebrated Canada Day by crawling out of the attic
window onto the roof and watching the fireworks and listening to the collective sighs of the people
densdly packed around him in the Market, then he went back into the house and walked from room to
room, looking for something out of place, some spot sill rough and unsanded, and found none. The
books and the collections lined the walls, the fanswhirred softly in the cellings, the filters benegth the
open windows hummed as they sucked the pollen and particulate out of the rooms—Alan’ sretall
experience had convinced him long ago of the salling power of fresh air and street sounds, o he refused
to keep the windows closed, despite the fantastic volume of city dust that blew in.

The house was perfect. The ergonomic marvel of achair that UPS had dropped off the previous day
was tucked under the wooden sideboard he' d set up as a desk in the second-floor den. His brand-new
computer sat centered on the desk, a top-of-the-line laptop with awireless card and a screen big enough
to qualify asahome theater in somecircles.

Tomorrow, he' d start the story.

Alan rang the next-door house' s doorbell at eight am. He had a bag of coffees from the Greek diner.
Five coffees, one for each bicyclelocked to the wooden railing on the sagging porch plus one for him.

He waited five minutes then rang the bell again, holding it down, listening for the sound of footsteps over
the muffled jangling of the buzzer. It took two minutes more, he estimated, but he didn’t mind. It wasa
beautiful summer day, soft and moist and green, and he could aready smell the fish market over the
mellow brown vapors of the strong coffee.

A young woman in long johns and a baggy tartan T-shirt opened the door. She was excitingly plump,
round and alittle jiggly, the kind of woman Alan had dways gone for. Of course, shewasdl of
twenty-two, and so was certainly not an appropriate romantic interest for him, but shewasfunto look at
as she ungummed her eyes and worked the deep out of her voice.

“Yes?" she said through the locked screen door. Her voice brooked no nonsense, which Alan also
liked. He' d hire her in asecond, if he were ill running ashop. Heliked to hire sharp kidslike her, get to
know them,try to winkle out their motives and emotions through observation.

“Good morning!” Alansaid. “I'm Alan, and | just moved in next door. I’ ve brought coffee!” He hefted
hissack in her direction.

“Good morning, Alan,” shesad. “Thanksand al, but—"
“Oh, no need to thank me! Just being neighborly. | brought five—one for each of you and onefor me.”
“Wdll, that’ sawfully nice of you—"

“Nothing at al.Nice morning, huh? | saw arobin just there, on that tree in the park, not an hour ago.



Fantagtic.”
“Great.” She unlatched the screen door and opened it, reaching for the sack.

Alan stepped into the foyer and handed it to her. “There' s cream and sugar in there,” he said.
“Lots—don’'t know how you folkstakeit, so | just figured better sure than miserable, better to err on the
sde of caution. Wow, look at this, your place has acompletely different layout from mine. | think they
were built at the sametime, | mean, they look alot dike. I don’t redlly know much about architecture,
but they redly do seem the same, don't they, from the outside? But look at this! In my place, I've got a
long corridor before you get to the living room, but your placeisal open. | wonder if it was built that
way, or if someone did that later. Do you know?’

“No,” she sad, hefting the sack.

“Wdll, I'll just have a seat while you get your roommates up, al right? Then we can dl have anice cup of
coffee and a chat and get to know each other.”

She dithered for a moment, then stepped back toward the kitchen and the stairwell. Alan nodded and
took alittle tour of theliving room. There was avery nice mediatotem, endless shelves of DVDsand
videos, including agood selection of Chinese kung-fu VCDs and black and white comedies. Therewasa
stack of guitar magazines on the battered coffee table, and a cozy sofawith an afghan folded neatly on
one am. Good kids, he could tell that just by looking at their possessions.

Not very security-conscious, though. She should have ether kicked him out or dragged him around the
house while she got her roomies out of bed. He thought about dipping some VCDsinto his pocket and
returning them later, just to make the point, but decided it would be getting off on the wrong foot.

She returned amoment later, wearing afuzzy yellow robe whose belt and seams were gray with grime
and wear. “They’re coming down,” she sad.

“Terrific!” Alan said, and planted himself on the sofa." How about that coffee, hey?”

She shook her head, smiled alittle, and retrieved a coffee for him." Cream?Sugar?’

“Nope,” Alan said. “The Greek makesit just theway | likeit.Black and strong and arométic. Try some
before you add anything—it’ sreally fantastic. One of the best things about the neighborhood, if you ask
rre”

Another young woman, rail-thin with a shaved head, baggy jeans, and atight t-shirt that he could count
her ribsthrough, shuffled into the living room.Alan got to hisfeet and extended his hand.”Hi there! I'm
Adam, your new neighbor! | brought coffees!”

She shook his hand, her long fingernails sharp on hispalm. “Nataie,” shesaid.

The other young woman passed a coffee to her. “He brought coffees,” she said. “Try it before you add
anythingtoit.” Sheturned to Alan. “I thought you said your name was Alan?’

“Alan, Adam, Andy. Doesn't matter, | answer to any of them. My mom had ahard time keeping our
names sraight.”

“Funny,” Natdie said, Spping at her coffee. “Two sugars, three creams,” she said, holding her hand out.



The other woman slently passed them to her.
“I haven't gotten your nameyet,” Alan said.
“Right,” the other one said. “ Y ou sure haven't.”

A young man, al of seventeen, with straggly sideburns and ashock of pink hair gicking straight up in the
air, shuffled into the room, wearing cutoffs and an unbuttoned guayabera

“Adam,” Natdiesad, “thisisLink, my kid brother. Link, thisis Arthur—he brought coffees.”
“Hey, thanks, Arthur,” Link said. He accepted his coffee and stood by his sister, Sipping reverently.
“So that leaves onemore,” Alan said. “ And then we can get started.”

Link snorted. “Not likely.Krishna doesn’t get out of bed before noon.”

“Krishna?’ Alan said.

“My boyfriend,” the namelesswoman said. “Hewas up late.”

“More coffeefor therest of us, | suppose,” Alan said. “Let’sal st and get to know one another, then,
shdl we?’

They sat. Alan durped down the rest of his coffee,then gestured at the sack. The nameless woman
passed it to him and he got the last one, and set to drinking.

“I’m Andreas, your new next-door neighbor. I’ ve just finished renovating, and | moved in last night. I'm
redly looking forward to spending timein the neighborhood—I work from home, so I'll be around a
bunch. Fedl freeto drop by if you need to borrow acup of sugar or anything.”

“That'sso niceof you,” Natdiesad. “I'm surewe |l get dong fine!”

“Thanks, Nataie. Areyou astudent?’

“Yup,” she said. Shefished in the voluminous pockets of her jeans, tugging them lower on her knobby
hips, and came up with apack of cigarettes. She offered one to her brother—who took it—and oneto
Alan, who declined, then it up.” Studying fashion design at OCAD. I’'minmy last year, Soit'sdl

practicum from now on.”

“Fashion! How interesting,” Alan said. “1 used to run alittle vintage clothes shop in the Beaches, cdlled
Tropicd.”

“Oh, lloved that shop,” she said. “Y ou had thebest stuff! | used to sneak out there on the streetcar after
school.” Yup. Hedidn't rememberher , exactly, but hertype , sure. Solo girlswith hardcover sketch
books and vintage clothes home-tailored to anicefit.

“Wdll, I"d be happy to introduce you to some of the people | know—there' savintage shop that afriend
of minerunsin Parkdae. He saways looking for designersto help with rehab and repros.”

“That would be so cool!”



“Now, Link, what do you study?’

Link pulled a his smoke, ashed in the fireplace grate. “Not much. | didn’t get into Ryerson for eectrica
engineering, S0 I'm spending ayear as abike courier, taking night classes, and regpplying for next year.”

“Wall, that' Il keep you out of trouble a least,” Alan said. He turned to the namel ess woman.
“So, what do you do,Apu 7’ she said to him, before he could say anything.

“Oh, I'mretired, Mimi,” hesaid.

“Mimi?’ shesad.

“Why not?It’s as good a name as any.”

“Her nameis—" Link started to say, but she cut him off.

“Mimi isasgood aname as any. I'm unemployed.Krishna’s a bartender.”

“Areyou looking for work?’

She smirked. “ Sure. Whatcha got?’

“What can you do?’

“I’ve got three-quarters of adegreein environmental studies, one year of kinesiology, and ahalf-written
one-act play.Oh, and student debt until the year 3000.”

“A play!” hesaid, dapping histhighs. “Y ou should finishit. I’'m awriter, too, you know.”

“I thought you had a clothing shop.”

“I did. And a bookshop, and a collectibles shop, and an antique shop. Not all a the sametime, you
understand. But now I'm writing. Going to write astory, then | imagine 1’|l open another shop. But I'm
moreinterested inyou , Mimi, and your play. Why haf-finished?’

She shrugged and combed her hair back with her fingers. Her hair was brown and thick and curly, down
to her shoulders. Alan adored curly hair. HE d had aclerk a the comics shop with curly hair just like
hers, an earnest and bright young thing who drew her own comicsin the back room on her breaks, using
the receiving table as adrawing board. She’ d never made much of ago of it asan artist, but she did end
up publishing a popular annua anthology of underground comicsthat had captured the interest of theNew
Y orker theyear before. “| just ran out of inspiration,” Mimi said, tugging at her hair.

“Well, there you are. Timeto get inspired again. Stop by any timeand we' Il talk about it, dl right?’

“If | get back toit, you' Il bethe first to know.”

“Tremendous!” hesaid. “1 just know it’ll be fantastic. Now, who playsthe guitar?’

“Krishng,” Link said. “1 noodle abit, but he’ sreally good.”



“Hesaureis” Alansad. “Hewasin fineform last night, about threeam.!” He chuckled pointedly.

There was an awkward silence. Alan durped down his second coffee. “Whoops!” hesaid. “I believel
need to impose on you for the use of your facilities?’

“What?' Natdie and Link said smultaneoudy.

“Hewantsthetoilet,” Mimi said.” Up the stairs, second door on the right. Jiggle the handle after you
flush”

The bathroom was crowded with too many towels and too many toothbrushes. The sink was powdered
with blusher and marked with lipstick and mascararesidue. It made Alan fed a home. Heliked young
people.Liked their energy, their resentment, and their enthusiasm. Didn't liketheir guitar-playing at three
am.; but he' d sort that out soon enough.

He washed his hands and carefully rinsed the long curly hairs from the bar beforereplacing it initsdish,
then returned to the living room.

“Abd,” Mimi said, “sorry if the guitar kept you up last night.”
“No swedt,” Alan said. “It must be hard to find time to practice when you work nights.”

“Exactly,” Natalie said.” Exactly right! Krishna always practices when he comes back from work. He
blows off some steam so he can get to bed. Wejust al learned to deep through it.”

“Waell,” Alan said, “to be honest, I'm hoping | won’t haveto learn to do that. But | think that maybe |
have a solution we can both live with.”

“What' sthat?’ Mimi said, jutting her chin forward.

“It' seasy, redly. | can put up areslient channel and abaffle dong that wal there, soundproofing. I'll
paint it over white and you won't even natice the difference. Shouldn’t take me more than aweek. Happy
todoit. Thick walls make good neighbors.”

“Wedon't redly have any money to pay for renovations,” Mimi said.

Alan waved hishand. “Who said anything about money?1 just want to solve the problem. I’'d do it on
my side of thewadll, but I’ ve just finished renovating.”

Mimi shook her head. “1 don't think the landlord would go for it.”

“Y ou worry too much,” he said. “Give me your landlord’ s number and I’ll sort it out with him, al right?’
“All ight!” Link said. “ That’ sterrific, Albert, redly!”

“All right, Mimi? Natdie?’

Nataie nodded enthusiagtically, her shaved head whipping up and down on her thin neck precarioudy.
Mimi glared a Natdieand Link. “I’ll askKrishna,” shesaid.



“All right, then!” Alan said. “Let me measure up thewal and I'll start shopping for supplies.” He
produced a matte black, egg-shaped digita tape measure and started shining pinpoints of laser light on
thewall, clicking the egg’ s buttons when he had the cornerstight. The Portuguese clerks at hisfavorite
store had dissolved into hysterics when he' d proudly shown them the $300 gadget, but they were
consstently impressed by the exacting CAD drawings of his projects that he generated with its output.
Natalie and Link stared in fascination as he did his thing with more showmanship than was technicaly
necessary, though Mimi made a point of rolling her eyes.

“Don’t go spending any money yet, cowboy,” she said. “I’ ve dill got to talk toKrishna, andyou' ve ill
got to talk with the landlord.”

Hefished in the breast pocket of hisjean jacket and found a stub of pencil and alittle steno pad,
scribbled his cell phone number, and tore off the sheet. He passed the sheet, pad, and pencil to Mimi,
who wrote out the landlord’ s number and passed it back to him.

“Okay!” Alan said. “Thereyou go. It'sbeen areal pleasure meeting you folks. | know we' re going to
get dong great. I'll call your landlord right away and you cal me onceKrishna’sup, and I'll seeyou
tomorrow at ten am. to start construction, God willin’ and the crick don't rise.”

Link stood and extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Albert,” he said.“Redly. Thanksfor the muds,
t00.” Natalie gave him abony hug, and Mimi gave him alimp handshake, and then hewas out in the
sunshine, head full of desgnsand logistics and plans.

The sun st a nine p.m. in along summertime blaze. Alan sat down on the twig-chair on hisfront porch,
pulled up the matching twig table, and set down awine glass and the bottle of Niagara Chardonnay he'd
brought up from the cellar. He poured out aglassand held it up to the light, admiring the new blister he'd
gotten on his pinky finger while hauling two-by-fours and gyprock from histruck to hisneighbors’ front
room. Kidsrode by on bikes and punks rode by on skateboards. Couples wandered through the park
across the street, their murmurous conversations clear on the whispering breeze that rattled the leaves.

He hadn’t gotten any writing done, but that was dl right. He had plenty of time, and once the soundwall
wasin, he'd be able to get agood night’ s deep and really focus down on the story.

A Chinese girl and awhite boy walked down the sdewalk, talking intensdy. They weredl of six, and
the boy had a Russian accent. The Market’ sdiversity dways excited Alan. The boy looked alittle like
Alan’sbrother Doug (Dan, David, Dearborne ) had looked when he was that age.

Doug was the one he’ d help murder. All the brothers had hel ped with the murder, even Charlie (Clem,
Carlos, Cory), theidand, who'd opened a grest fissure down hismain fault line and closed it up over
Doug's corpse, ensuring that their parents would be none the wiser. Doug was a stubborn
son-of-a-hitch, though, and his corpse had tunneled up over the next six years, built araft from the
bamboo and vinesthat grew in proliferation on Carlos swest coast. He sailed the raft through
treacherous seas for ayear and aday, beached it on their father’ s gentle dope, and presentedhimsdf to
their mother. By that time, the corpse had decayed and frayed and worn away, so that he waslittle more
than atorso and stumps, his tongue withered and stiff, but he pled his case to their mother, and she was
S0 upset that her load overbalanced and they had to restart her. Their father was so angry that he quaked
and caved in Billy (Bob, Brad, Benny)’ sroom, crushing dl histoolsand al histrophies.

But alot of time had gone by and the brothers weren't kids anymore. Alan was nineteen, ready to move
toToronto and start scouting for red estate. Only Doug still looked like alittle boy, abeit astumpy and



desiccated one. He hollered and stamped until hisfingerbones rattled on the floor and histongue flew
across the room and cracked on the wall. When his anger was spent, he crawled atop their mother and
let her rock himinto along, long dumber.

Alan had left hisfather and hisfamily the next morning, carrying arucksack heavy with gold from under
the mountain and walked down to the town, taking the sametrail he'd walked every school day since he
wasfive. He waved to the people that drove past him on the highway as he waited at the bus stop. He
was the first son to leave home under his own power, and he' d been full of butterflies, but he had a
half-dozen good books that he’ d checked out of the Kapuskasing branch library to keep him occupied
on the 14-hour journey, and before he knew it, the bus was pulling off the Gardiner Expressway by the
SkyDome and into the midnight streets of Toronto, where the buildings siretched to the sky, where the
blinking lights of the Y onge Street deaze-strip receded into the distance like alanding strip for ahorny
UFO.

Hisliquid cash wastight, so he spent that night in theRexHotd , in the worst room in the house, right
over the cymbdl tree that the jazz-drummer below hammered on until nearly twoam.. The bed was smdll
and hard and smelled of bleach and must, the washbasin gurgled mysterioudy and spat out moist sewage
odors, and he' d read dl his books, so he sat in the window and watched the drunks and the hipsters
stagger down Queen Street and inhaled the smoky air and before he knew it, he'd nodded off in the chair
with his heavy coat around him like a blanket.

The Chinese girl abruptly thumped her fist into the Russian boy’ s ear. He clutched his head and howled,
tears streaming down hisface, while the Chinese girl ran off. Alan shook hishead, got up off hischair,
went insde for a cold washcloth and an ice pack, and came back ouit.

The Russian boy’ s face was screwed up and blotchy and streaked withtears, and it made him look even
more like Doug, who' d aways been a crybaby. Alan couldn’t understand him, but he took aguessand
knelt at his side and wiped the boy’ sface, then put the ice pack in hislittle hand and pressed it to the Side
of hislittle heed.

“Comeon,” he said, taking the boy’ s other hand. “Where do your parentslive? I’ |l take you home.”

Alan metKrishna the next morning a ten am., as Alan was running atable saw on the neighbors’ front
lawn, sawing studs up to fit the second wall.Krishnacame out of the housein adirty dressng gown, his
short hair matted with gel from the night before. He wastal and fit and muscular, his brown calves
flashing through the vent of his housecoat. He was smoking a hand-rolled cigarette and clutching a can of
Coke.

Alan shut down the saw and shifted his goggles up to hisforehead. “Good morning,” hesaid. “I’d stay
on the porch if | were you, or maybe put on some shoes. There relots of nails and splinters around.”

Krishna, about to step off the porch, stepped back. “Y ou must beAlvin,” he said.

“Yup,” Alan said, going up the stairs, sticking out his hand. “And you must beKrishna.. Y ou're pretty
good with aguitar, you know that?’

Krishnashook briefly, then snatched his hand back and rubbed at his stubble. “I know. Y ou' re pretty
fucking loud with atable saw.”

Alan looked sheepish. * Sorry about that. | wanted to get the heavy work done before it got too hot.



Hope I’m not disturbing you too much—today’ sthe only sawing day. I'll be hammering for the next day
or two, then it' sal wet work—the loudest tool I’ [l be using is sandpaper. Won't take more than four
daystops , anyway, and we' |l bein good shape.”

Krishnagave him along, consdering look. “What are you, anyway?’

“I'm awriter—for now.Used to have afew shops.”

Krishnablew aplume of smoke off into the distance. “ That’ s not what | mean. Whatare you, Adam?
Alan? Andrew? I’ ve met people like you before. There' s something not right about you.”

Alan didn’t know what to say to that. Thiswas bound to come up someday.
“Where are you from?’

“Up north.Near Kapuskasing,” he said.“A littletown.”

“I don't believe you,”Krishnasaid. “ Areyou an dien?A fary? What?’

Alan shook hishead. “ Just about what | seem, I’ m afraid. Just aguy.”

“Just about, huh?’ he said.

“Just about.”

“There salot of wiggleroom injust about , Arthur. 1t' safree country, but just the same, | don’t think |
like you very much. Far as|’m concerned, you could get lost and never come back.”

“Sorry you fed that way,Krishna. | hopel’ll grow on you astime goeshby.”

“I hope that you won't have the chance to,” Krishna said, flicking the dog end of his cigarette toward the
gdewak.

Alan didn't like or understandKrishna, but that was okay. He understood the othersjust fine, more or
less. Natdie had taken to hel ping him out after her classes, mudding and taping the drywall, then sanding
it down, priming, and painting it. Her brother Link came home from work swesty and grimy with road
dugt, but he always grabbed a beer for Natalie and Alan after his shower, and they’ d sit on the porch and
kibbitz.

Mimi was less hospitable. She sulked in her room while Alan worked on the soundwall, coming
downgairsonly to fetch her breskfast and coldly ignoring him then, despite his cheerful greetings. Alan
had to force himself not to stare after her as she walked into the kitchen, carrying yesterday’ s dishes
down from her room; then out again, with asandwich on afresh plate. Her curly hair bounced as she
stomped back and forth, her soft, round buttocks flexing under her long-johns.

Onthe night that Alan and Natdie put thefirgt coat of paint on thewal, Mimi camedown in alittle
baby-doll dress, thigh-high striped tights, and chunky shoes, her face painted with swaths of glitter.

“Y ou look wonderful, baby,” Natalie told her as she emerged onto the porch. “ Going out?’



“Goingto theclub,” shesaid. “DJNoneOf Y our Fucking Businessis spinning andKrishna’ s going to get
meinfor free”

“Dancemusic,” Link said disgustedly. Then, to Alan, “Y ou know this tuff? It’snot playing music, it's
playingrecords .Snore.”

“Soundsinteresting,” Alan said. “Do you have any of it | could ligen to?A CD or some MP3s?’
“Oh,that’s not how you listen to this stuff,” Natalie said. “Y ou have to go to aclub anddance .
“Redly?’ Alan said. “Do | haveto take ecstasy, or isthat optiona 7’

“It' smandatory,” Mimisaid, thefirst words she' d spoken to him al week. “ Grest fistfuls of E, and then
you have to consume two pounds of candy necklaces at an after-hours orgy.”

“Not redly,” Nataliesaid,sotto voce . “But youdo have to dance. Y ou should go with, uh, Mimi, to the
club. DIJNoneOf Y our Fucking Businessisamazing .

“I don’t think Mimi wants company,” Alan said.

“What makesyou say that?” Mimi said, making adare of it with hipshot body language. “ Get changed
and we'll go together. You' Il haveto pay to get in, though.”

Link and Natalie exchanged araised eyebrow, but Alan was dready headed for his place, fumbling for
his keys. He bounded up the stairs, swiped awashcloth over hisface, threw on apair of old cargo pants
and afaded Stedl Pole Bathtub T-shirt he' d bought from a head-shop one day because he liked the
words' incongruity, though he' d never heard the band, added afaded jean jacket and a pair of high-tech
sneakers, grabbed his phone, and bounded back down the stairs. He was convinced that Mimi would be
long gone by the time he got back out front, but she was till there, the stripesin her stockings glowing in
thedanting light.

“Retro chic,” she said, and laughed nagtily. Natalie gave himathumbs up and asmilethat Alan
uncharitably took for asimper, and felt guilty about it immediately afterward. He returned the thumbs up
and then took off after Mimi, who' d dready started downAugusta, headed forQueen Strest .

“What' s the cover charge?’ he said, once he' d caught up.

“Twenty bucks,” she said. “It’ s an all-ages show, so they won't be selling alot of booze, so there'sa
high cover.”

“How’ sthe play coming?’

“Fuck off about the play, okay?’ she said, and spat on the sidewalk.

“All right, then,” he said. “I’m going to start writing my story tomorrow,” he said.
“Y our gory, huh?’

“Yup.”

“What' sthat for?’



“What do you mean?’ he asked playfully.
“Why are you writing astory?’

“Wdll, | haveto! I've completely redone the house, built that soundwall—it’ d be a shame not to write
the story now.”

“Y ou're writing astory about your house?’
“No,inmy house.l haven't decided what the story’ s about yet. That’ll be job one tomorrow.”
“You did dl that work to have a place to write? Man, | thought! wasinto procrastination.”

He chuckled self-deprecatingly. “1 guessyou could look at it that way. | just wanted to have anice,
cregtive environment to work in. The story’ simportant to me, isal.”

“What are you going to do with it once you' re done? There aren’t awhole lot of places that publish
short stories these days, you know.”

“Oh, | know it! I'dwriteanovd if | had the patience. But thisisn’t for publication—yet. It sgoing into a
drawer to be published after | die.”

“What?’

“Like Emily Dickinson. Wrote thousands of poems, stuck 'em in adrawer, dropped dead. Someone
else published ’em and she made it into the canon. I’ m going to do the same.”

“That’ snuts—are you dying?’

“Nope.But | don't want to put this off until 1 am. Could get hit by abus, you know.”

“Y ou’ re agoddamned psycho.Krishnawasright.”

“What doesKrishna have against me?’

“I think we both know what that’ s about,” she said.

“No, redly, what did | ever do to him?”’

Now they were onQueen Street , walking east in the early evening crowd, surrounded by summertime
hipsters and wafting, appetizing smells from the bistros and Jamaican roti shops. She stopped abruptly
and grabbed his shoulders and gave him ahard shake.

“You'refull of shit, Ad-man. | know it and you know it.”

“I realy don’t know what you' re talking about, honestly!”

“Fine, let’sdo this.” She clamped her hand on hisforearm and dragged him down a side street and

turned down an aley. She stepped into adoorway and started unbuttoning her Alice-blue babydoll
dress. Alan looked away, embarrassed, glad of the dark hiding his blush.



Once the dress was unbuttoned to her waist, she reached around behind her and unhooked her white
underwire bra, which sagged forward under the weight of her heavy breasts. She turned around, treating
him to aglimpse of the full curve of her breast under her arm, and shrugged the dress down around her
wag.

She had two stubby, leathery wings growing out of the middie of her back, just above the shoulder
blades. They sat flush againgt her back, and as Alan watched, they unfolded and flexed, flapped afew
times, and settled back into their position, nested among the soft roll of flesh that descended from her
neck.

Involuntarily, he peered forward, examining the wings, which were covered in fine downy brown hairs,
and their bases, roped with muscle and surrounded by amess of ugly scars.

“You...sewed ... theseon?’ Alan said, aghast.
She turned around, her eyes bright with tears. Her breasts swung free of her unhooked bra. “No, you

fucking idiot. I sawed them off. Four timesayear. They just grow back. If | don’t cut them, they grow
down to my ankles.”

Mimi was curioudy and incomprehensibly affectionate after she had buttoned up her dress and resumed
walking toward the strip of clubs dongRichmond Street . She put her hand on his forearm and murmured
funny commentary about the outlandishly attired club kidsin their plastic cowboy hats, Sailor Moon
outfits, and plagtic tuxedoes. She plucked a cigarette from hislips, dragged on it, and put it back into his
mouth, till damp with her sdliva, an act that sent ashiver down Alan’s neck and made the hair on the
backs of hishands stand up.

She seemed to think that the wings were self-explanatory and needed no further discussion, and Alan
was content to let them stay in hismind' s eye, bat-shaped, powerful, restless, surrounded by their
gridwork of angry scars.

Oncethey got to the club, Shasta Disagter, arenovated brick bank with robotic halogen spots that
swept the sidewalk out front with a throbbing penislogomark, shelet go of hisarm and her body
diffened. She said something in the doorman’ s ear, and he let her pass. When Alan tried to follow her,
the bouncer stopped him with ameaty hand on his chest.

“Canl hdpyousdr,” hesadflatly. He was basically ablock of fat and musclewith ahead on top, arms
asthick as Alan’ sthighs barely contained in asilver button-down short-deeve shirt that bound at his
ampits.

“Do | pay the cover to you?’ Alan asked, reaching for hiswallet.

“No, you don't get to pay acover. You're not coming in.”

“But I’'mwith her,” Alan said, gesturing in the direction Mimi had gone. “I’mKrishna’sand her
neighbor.”

“Shedidn’t mentioniit,” the bouncer said. He was smirking now.

“Look,” Alan said. “1 haven't been to aclub in twenty years. Do you guys still take bribes?”



The bouncer rolled his eyes. “ Some might. | don’'t. Why don't you head home, Sir.”
“That'sit, huh?’ Alan said. “Nothing | can say or do?’
“Don’'t beasmart guy,” the bouncer said.

“Good night, then,” Alan said, and turned on his hedl. He walked back up toQueen Street , which was
ablaze with TV lights from the open studio out front of the CHUM-City building. Hordes of teenagersin
tiny, outrageous outfits milled back and forth from the coffee shops to the studio window, where some
band he’ d never heard of was performing, generally ambling southward to the clubs. Alan bought himsalf
acoffee with asixteen-syllableldinate trade name (“Moch-alatt-a-merai can-a-spress-a-chino,” heliked
to cal them) at the Second Cup and hailed ataxi.

Hefdt only the shortest moment of anger at Mimi, but it quickly cooled and then warmed again,
replaced by bemusement. Decrypting the mystical deeds of young people had been his hobby and
avocation since he hired hisfirst cranky-but-bright sixteen-year-old. Mimi had playedhim, he knew that,
ddiberately set him up to be humiliated. But she' d d so wanted amoment alone with him, an opportunity
to confront him with her wings—wingsthat were taking on an air of the erotic now in hisimagination,
much to his chagrin. He imagined that they were soft and pliable aslips but with spongy cartilage beneath
that gave way likelivid nipple flesh. The hair must be silky, soft, and dippery asa pubic thatch oiled with
swegt and juices. Dear oh dear, he wasredlly getting himsdlf worked into alather, imagining the wings
drooping to the ground, unfolding powerfully in hisliving room, encircling him, enveloping him ashislips
enveloped the tendons on her neck, as her vaginaenveloped him... Whew!

Thetaxi droveright past his place and that gave Alan amuch-needed digtraction, directing the cabbie
through the maze of Kensington Market’ s one-way streets back around to his front door. He tipped the
cabbie a couple of bucks over his customary ten percent and bummed a cigarette off him, realizing that
Mimi had asked him for a butt but never returned the pack.

He puffed and shook his head and stared up the street at the distant lights of College Street , then turned
back to his porch.

“Hdlo, Albert,” two voices said in unison, speaking from the shadows on his porch.

“Jesus,” he said, and hit the remote on his keyring that switched on the porch light. It was his brother
Edward, the eldest of the nesting dolls, the bark of their trinity, coarse and tough and hollow. He was
even fatter than he' d been as alittle boy, fat enough that hisarms and legs appeared vestigia and
unjointed. He struggled, panting, to histiny feet—feet like undersized exclamation points beneeth the
tapered Oh of hisbody. Hisface, though doughy, had not gone to undefined softness. Rather, every
feature had acquired its own rolls of fat, rollsthat warred with one another to define his
appearance—nose and cheekbones and brow and lips al grotesque and inflated and blubbery.

“Eugene,” Alansad. “1t' sbeen avery long time.”
Edward cocked his head. “It has, indeed, big brother. I’ ve got bad news.”
“What?’

Edward leaned to the | ft, the top half of hisbody tipping over completely, splitting at his narrow leather
belt, so that histrunk, neck, and head hung upside down beside his short, cylindrical legsand tiny feet.



Insde of him was Frederick, the perennia middle child.Frederick planted his pdms on the dry, smooth
edges of hisolder brother’ swaist and levered himsdlf up, stepping out of Ed'slegs with the unconscious
ease of alifetime spractice. “It’sgood to see you, Andy,” he said. He was pale and wore his habitual
owlish expression of surprise a seeing the world without looking through his older brother’ s eyes.

“It'sniceto seeyou, too, Frederick,” Alan said. He d always gotten dong withFrederick , aways liked
his ability to play peacemaker and to lend alistening ear.

Frederick hel ped Edward upright, methodically circumnavigating his huge belly, retucking hisgrimy white
shirt. Then he hitched up his sweatshirt over the hairy pale expanse of hisown belly and tipped to one
sde.

Alan had been expecting to see Gregory, the core, but instead, there was nothing insidefFrederick . The
Gregory-shaped void was empty.Frederick righted himsalf and hitched up his belt.

“Wethink he' sdead,” Edward said, his rubbery features distorted into a Greek tragedy mask. “We
think that Doug killed him.” He pinwhedled his round arms and then clapped his handsto hisface,
sobbing.Frederick put ahand on hisarm. He, too, was crying.

Once upon atime, Alan’smother gave birth to three sonsin three months. Birthing sonswas hardly
extraordinary—before these three came adong, she' d adready had four others. But the interval, well, that
was unusud.

Asthe ddest, Alan wasthefirst to recognize the early sgns of her pregnancy. The laundry loads of
diapers and play clothes he fed into her belly unbalanced more often, and her spin cycle became dmost
lackadaisical, so the garments had to hang on the line for days before they stiffened and dried completely.
Alan liked to st with hisback againgt his mother’ s hard ename side while she rocked and gurgled and
churned. It comforted him.

The details of her conception were dways mysterious to Alan. He' d been walking down into town to
attend day school for five years, and he' d learned al about the birds and the bees, and he thought that
maybe his fathe—the mountain—impregnated his mother by means of some strange pollen carried on
the gusts of winds from his deep and gloomy caves. There was agnome, too, who made sure that the
long hosethat led from Alan’ s mother’ s back to the spring pooal in hisfather’ s belly remained clear and
unfouled, and sometimes Alan wondered if the gnome dove for hisfather’ s seed and fed it up his
mother’ sintake. Alan’slifewasfull of mysteries, and he' d long since learned to keep his mouth shut
about hishome life when he was at school.

He attended dl three births, aong with the smaller kids—Bill and Donad (Charlie, theidand, was il
smdl enough to float in the middle of their father’ s heart-pool)—waiting on tenterhooks for hismother’s
painful off-balance spin cycle to spend itself before reverently opening the round glass door and removing
theinfant within.

Edward wasfat, even for ababy. Helooked like an e ongated soccer bal with asmaller ball on top. He
cried hedthily, though, and gave hearty suck to their mother’ s exhaust valve once Alan had cleaned the
S0ap suds and fabric softener resdue from hislittle body. Hisfather gusted proud, warm, blustery winds
over them and their little domestic scene.

Alan noticed that little Edward, for dl hisgirth, was very light, and wondered if the baby was full of



helium or some other airy substance. Certainly he hardly appeared to be full of baby , snce everything he
ate and drank passed through him in amatter of seconds, hardly digested at al. Alan had to go into town
twiceto buy new twelve-pound boxes of clean white shop ragsto clean up the dimetrail the baby |eft
behind him. Drew, a three, seemed to take a perverse delight in the scummy water, spreading it around
the cave as much as possible. The grovein front of the cave mouth was booby trapped with clothedine
upon clothedine, dl hung with digpers and rags drying out in the early spring sunlight.

Thirty days|ater, Alan came home from schooal to find the younger kids surrounding his mother as she
rocked from side to side, actually popping free of the grooves her smal metd feet had worn in the cave
floor over theyears.

Two babiesin thirty days! Such athing was unheard of in their father’ s cave. Edward, normaly a
sweet-tempered baby, howled long screams that resonated through Alan’s milk teeth and made his
testicles shrivel up into hard stones. Alan knew his mother liked to be left done when shewasin labor,
but he couldn’t just stand there and watch her shake and shiver.

He went to her and pressed his palmsto her top, tried to soothe and restrain her. Bill, the second el dest
and still only four years old, followed suit. Edward' s screams grew even louder, loud and hoarse and
utterly terrified, echoing off their father’ swalls and back to them. Soon Alan was sobbing, too, biting his
lip to keep the soundsinside, and so were the other children. Dillon wrinkled his brow and screamed a
high-pitched wail that could have cut glass.

Alan’smother rocked harder, and her exhaust hose didodged itsalf. A high-pressure jet of cold, soapy
water spurted from her back parts, painting the cave wall with suds. Edward crawled into the puddleit
formed and scooped small handsful of the liquid into his mouth between howls.

And then, it stopped. His mother stopped rocking, stopped shaking. The stream trailed off into atrickle.
Alan stopped crying, and soon the smdller kids followed suit, even Edward. The echoes continued for a
moment, and then they, too, stopped. The silence was as startling—and nearly as unbearable—asthe
cacophony had been.

With atrembling hand, Alan opened his mother’ s door and extracted littleFrederick . The baby was
small and cyanotic blue. Alan tipped the baby over and shook him gently, and the baby vomited up a
fantastic quantity of wash water, a prodigious stream that soaked the front of Alan’s school trousersand
hisworn brown loafers. Findly it ended, and the baby let out a hedlthy yowl. Alan shifted the infant to
one am and gingerly reconnected the exhaust hose and set the baby down dongside of its end. The baby
wouldn't suck, though.

Acrossthe cave, from his soggy seet in the puddle of waste water, Edward watched the new baby with
curious eyes. He crawled across the floor and nuzzled his brother with his high forehead.Frederick
squirmed and fussed, and Edward shoved him to one side and sucked. Hislittle digper dripped asthe
liquid passed directly through him.

Alan patiently picked dripping Edward up and put him over one shoulder, and gaveFrederick the tubeto
suck.Frederick gummed at the hose' s end, then fussed some more, whimpering. Edward squirmed in his
arms, nearly plummeting to the hard stone floor.

“Billy,” Alan said to the solemn little boy, who nodded. “ Can you take care of Edward for alittle while?
| need to clean up.” Billy nodded again and held out his pudgy arms. Alan grabbed some clean shop rags
and briskly wipedFrederick down, then laid another across Billy’ s shoulder and set Edward down. The
baby promptly set to snoring. Danny started screaming again, with no provocation, and Alan took two



swift stepsto bridge the distance between them and smacked the child hard enough to stun him silent.

Alan grabbed amop and bucket and d oshed the puddlesinto the drainage groove where his mother’s
waste water usud|ly ran, out the cave mouth and into a stand of choking mountain-grassthat fed greedily
and thrived riotous in the phosphates from the detergent.

Frederickdid not eet for thirty days, and during that time he grew o thin that he appeared to shrivel like
arasn, going hard and folded in upon himsdlf. Alan spent hours patiently spooning sudsy water into his
little pink mouth, but the baby wouldn’t swallow, just spat it out and whimpered and fussed. Edward
liked to twine around Alan’ sfeet like a cat as he joggled and spooned and fretted overFrederick . It was
al Alan could do not to go completely mad, but he held it together, though his grades dipped.

His mother vibrated nervoudy, and hisfather’ swinds grew so unruly that two of the golems came
around to the cave to make their dow, peevish complaints. Alan shoved a baby into each of their arms
and serioudy logt his shit upon them, screaming himsdlf hoarse at them while hanging more diapers, more
rags, more clothes on theline, tossing his unfinished homework in their faces.

But on the thirtieth day, his mother went into |abor again—alabor so frenzied that it didodged a
ddactite and sent it crashing and chundering to the cave floor in afractious shivering of flinders. Alan
took achip inthe neck and it opened up asmal cut that nevertheless bled copioudly and ruined, ruined his
favorite T-shirt, with Snoopy Stting atop his doghouse in an aviator’ s hdmet, firing an imaginary machine
gun at the cursed Red Baron.

That was nearly thefind straw for Alan, but he held fast and waited for the labor to passand finaly
unlatched the door and extracted little George, a peanut of achild, alima-bean infant, curled and fetal
and eerily quiet. He st thelittle half-baby down by the exhaust hose, where he' d put shriveledFrederick
in ahopeless hope that the baby would suck, would ingest, finally.

And ingestFrederick did. His dry and desiccated jaw swung open like a snake's, unhinged and spread
wide, and heswalowed little George, ate him up in three convulsive swallows, the new baby making
Frederick’ sbelly swell like abdloon. Alan swallowed panic, seizedFrederick by the heds, and shook
him upside down.” Spit him out,” Alan cried, “ Spat him free!”

ButFrederick kept hislips stubbornly together, and Alan tired of the terrible business and set the boy
with the newest brother within down on apile of hay he’ d brought in to soak up some of Edward's
continuous excretions. Alan put his hands over his face and sobbed, because he' d failed his
responsibilities as eldest of their family and there was no one he could tell hiswoesto.

The sound of baby giggles stopped his crying. Edward had belly-crawled toFrederick 's side and he
was egtinghm, jaw unhinged and gorge working. He was up to Frederick’ slittle bottom, dehydrated to
aleathery baby-jerky, and then he was past, swallowing the arms and the chin and theheed , the giggling,
smiling head, the laughing head that had done nothing but whine and fuss since Alan had cleared it of its
volume of detergenty water, fresh from their mother’ sbelly.

And thenFrederick was gone. Horrified, Alan rushed over and picked up Edward—now as heavy asa
cannonball—and pried his mouth open, staring down his gullet, staring down intoanother mouth
Frederick’ s mouth, which gaped open, revedling athird mouth, George' s. The smdlest mouth twisted and
opened, then shut. Edward squirmed furioudy and Alan nearly fumbled him. He set the baby down in the
straw and watched him crawl acrossto their mother, where he sucked hungrily. Automaticaly, Alan
gathered up an armload of rags and made ready to wipe up the stream that Edward would soon be
gecting.



But no stream came. The baby fed and fed, and |et out adeep burp in three-part harmony, spat up a
little, and drank some more. Somehow, Frederick and George were in there feeding, too. Alan waited
patiently for Edward to finish feeding, then put him over his shoulder and joggled him until he burped up,
then bedded him down in hislittle rough-hewn crib—the crib that the golems had carved for Alan when
he was born—cleaned the cave, and cried again, leaned up against their mother.

Frederickhuddled in on himslf, haf behind Edward on the porch, habitualy phobic of open spaces.
Alantook his hand and then embraced him. He smdlled of Edward’ s clammy guts and of swest.

“Areyou two hungry?’ Alan asked.

Edward grimaced. * Of course we' re hungry, but without George there' s nothing we can do about it, is
there?’

Alan shook his head. “How long has he been gone?’

“Threeweeks” Edward whispered. “I’m so hungry, Alan.”

“How did it happen?’

Frederickwobbled on his feet,then leaned heavily on Edward. “1 need to sit down,” he said.

Alan fumbled for hiskeys and let them into the house, where they settled into the corners of hisold
oversuffed horsehide sofa. He dialed up the wal sconcesto adim, homey lighting, solicitous of Frederick
'ssengtive eyes. Hetook an Apollo 8 Jm Beam decanter full of stunning Irish whiskey off the sdeboard
and poured himsdlf afinger of it, not offering any to his brothers.

“Now, how did it happen?’

“He wanted to speak to Dad,” Frederick said. “He climbed out of me and wandered down through the
tunndsinto the spring pool. The goblin told usthat he took off his clothes and waded in and started
whispering.” Like mogt of the boys, George had believed that their father was most awarein hisvery
middle, where he could direct the echoes of the water’ srippling, shape them into words and phrasesin
the hollow of the great cavern.

“So the goblin saw it happen?’

“No,” Frederick said, and Edward began to cry again. “No. George asked him for some privacy, and so
he went alittle way up the tunnel. He waited and waited, but George didn’t come back. He called out,
but George didn’t answer. When he went to ook for him, he was gone. His clothes were gone. All that
he could find wasthis.” He scrabbled to fit his chubby hand into his jacket’ s pocket, then fished out alittle
black pebble. Alan took it and saw that it wasn’t apebble, it was arotted-out and dried-up fingertip,
pierced with unbent paperclip wire.

“It sDave's, isn't it?’ Edward said.

“I think so,” Alan said. Dave used to spend hours wiring his dropped-off parts back onto his body,
gluing histeeth back into hisheed. “ Jesus.”



“We'regoing to die, aren’'t we?’ Frederick said. “We re going to starve to death.”

Edward held his pudgy hands one on top of the other in hislap and began to rock back and forth.
“WEell beokay,” helied.

“Did anyone see Dave?’ Alan asked.

“No,” Frederick said. “We asked the golems, we asked Dad, we asked the goblin, but no one saw him.
No one' s seen him for years.”

Alan thought for amoment about how to ask his next question. “Did you look in the pool ?On the
bottom?”

“He snot therel” Edward said. “We looked there. Welooked al around Dad. We looked in town.
Alan, they’ re both gone.”

Alan felt asear of acid jet up esophagus. “I don't know what to do,” he said. “I don’t know whereto
look.Frederick , can’t you, | don’t know,suff yoursdf with something? So you can eat”?’

“Wetried,” Edward said. “We tried rags and sawdust and clay and bread and they didn’t work. |
thought that maybe we could get achild and put him insde, maybe, but God, Albert, | don’t want to do
that, it' sthe kind of thing Dan would do.”

Alan gared at the softly glowing wood floors, reflecting highlights from the soft lighting. He rubbed his
stocking toes over the waxy finish and felt itsshine. “Don’t do that, okay?” he said. “I’ll think of
something. Let me deep on it. Do you want to deep here? | can make up the sofa”

“Thanks, big brother,” Edward said. “ Thanks.”

Alan waked past his study, past the tableau of laptop and desk and chair, felt the pull of the story, and
kept going, pulling his housecoat tighter around himsdlf. The summer morning was aready hotting up, and
the air in the house had a sticky, dewy fedl.

Hefound Edward sitting on the sofa, with the sheets and pillowcases folded neatly next to him.

“I set out acouple of towelsfor you in the second-floor bathroom and found an extratoothbrush,” Alan
sad.“If you want them.”

“Thanks,” Edward said, echoing in hisempty chest. Thethick rolls of hisface were contorted into a
caricature of sorrow.

“Where sFrederick 7’ Alan asked.

“Gonel” Edward said, and broke into spasms of sobbing. “He' s gone he' s gone he' sgone, | woke up
and hewas gone.”

Alan shifted the folded linensto the floor and sat next to Edward. “What happened?”

“Y ouknow what happened, Alan,” Edward said. “Y ou know aswell as| do! Dave took him in the night.
He followed us here and he camein the night and stole him away.”



“You don’'t know that,” Alan said, softly stroking Edward’ s greasy fringe of hair. “He could have
wandered out for awak or something.”

“Of course | know it!” Edward yelled, hisvoice booming in the hollow of hisgreat chest. “Look!” He
handed Alan asmall, desiccated lump, like ablack bean pierced with a paperclip wire.

“Y ou showed methis yesterday—" Alan said.

“It' sfrom adifferent finger I” Edward said, and he buried hisfacein Alan’s shoulder, sobbing
uncontrollably.

“Have you looked for him?” Alan asked.
“I’ve been waiting for you to get up. | don’t want to go out alone.”

“WE ll look together,” Alan said. He got apair of shortsand a T-shirt, shoved hisfeet into Birkenstocks,
and led Edward out the door.

The previous night’s humidity had thickened to agray cloudy soup, swift thunderheads coming in from al
sdes. Thefoot traffic was reduced to sparse, fast-moving umbrellas, people rushing for shelter before the
deluge. Ozone crackled in the air and thunder roiled seemingly up from the ground, deep and sickening.

They started with a circuit of the house, looking for footprints, body parts. He found a shred of torn gray
thrift-store shirt, caught on arose bramble near the front of hiswalk. It smelled of the homey warmth of
Edward’ sinnards, and had afew of Frederick ' s short, curly hairs stuck to it. Alan showed it to Edward,
then folded it into the change pocket of hiswallet.

They waked the length of the Sdewalk, crossedWales, and began to dowly crossthe little park.
Edward circumnavigated thelittle cement wading pooal, tracing the political runes|eft behind by the
Market's cheerful anarchist taggers, painfully bent amost double a his enormouswais.

“What are welooking for, Alan?’

“Footprints.Finger bones.Clues.”

Edward puffed back to the bench and sat down, tears streaming down hisface. “1I’m sohungry ,” he
sad.

Alan, crawling around the torn sod | eft when someone had dragged one of the picnic tables, contained
hisfrustration. “If we can find Danidl, we can get Frederick and George back, okay?’

“All right,” Edward snuffled.

The next time Alan looked up, Edward had taken off his scuffed shoes and grimy-gray socks, rolled up
the cuffs of histent-szed pants, and was wading through the little pool, piggy eyes cast downward.

“Good idea,” Alan called, and turned to the sandbox.

A moment later, there was abooming yelp, dmost lost in theroll of thunder, and when Alan turned
about, Edward was gone.



Alan kicked off his Birks and splashed up to the hems of his shortsin the wading pool. Inthe pool’s
center, the round fountainhead was a twisted wreck, the concrete crumbled and the dry steel and brass
fixtures contorted and ruptured. They had long streaks of abraded skin, torn shirt, and blood on them,
leading down into the guts of the fountain.

Cautioudy, Alan leaned over, looking well down the dark tunnel that had been scraped out of the
concrete centerpiece. The thin gray light showed him the rough walls, chipped out with some kind of
sharp toal. “Edward?’ he cdled. His voice did not echo or bounce back to him.

Tentatively, he reached down the tunndl, bending at the waist over the rough lip of the former fountain.
Deep he reached and reached and reached, and as his fingertips hit loose dirt, he leaned farther in and
groped blindly, digging his handsinto the plug of soil that had been shoveled into thetunnd’s bend afew
feet below the surface. He straightened up and climbed in, sinking to thewaist, and tried to kick the dirt
out of the way, but it wouldn’t give—the tunnel had caved in behind the plug of earth.

He clambered out, feding the first fat drops of rain on his bare forearms and the crown of his head. A
shove . There was onein thelittle coach house in the back of his place, behind the collgpsed boxes and
the bicycle pump. As he ran across the street, he sawKrishna, Sitting on his porch, watching himwith a
hint of asmile.

“Lost another one, huh?’ he said. Helooked asif he' d been awake dl night, now hovering on the brink
of deepiness and wiredness. A roll of thunder crashed and asheet of rain hurtled out of the sky.

Alan never thought of himself asaviolent person. Even when he d had to throw the occasiond
troublemaker out of his shops, he' d done so with an aimost cordial force. Now, though, he trembled and
yearned to take Krishna by the throat and ram his head, facefirg, into the column that held up hisfront
porch, again and again, until hisfingerswere dick with the blood fromKrishna’ s shattered nose.

Alan hurried past him, his shoulders and fists clenched. Krishna chuckled nastily and Alan thought he
knew who got the job of sawing off Mimi’ swings when they grew too long, and thought, too,
thatKrishnamust relish the task.

“Where you going?’ Krishnacaled.

Alan fumbled with his keyring, desperate to get in and get the keys to the coach house and to fetch the
shovel before the new tunnels under the park collgpsed.

“Y ou'retoo late, you know,” Krishna continued. “Y ou might aswell give up.Too late, too late!”

Alan whirled and shrieked, awordless, contorted war cry, asound from hisbestiad guts. Ashiseyes
swam back into focus, he saw Mimi standing besideKrishna, barefoot in afaded housecoat. Her eyes
were very wide, and as she turned away from him, he saw that her stubby wings were splayed aswide as
they’ d go, forming atent in her robe that pulled it up above her knees. Alan bit down and clamped his
lipstogether and found his keys. He tracked mud over the polished floors and the ancient, threadbare
Pergan rugs as he ran to the kitchen, snatching the coach-house keys from their hook over the sink.

He ran back acrossthe street to the little park, clutching his shove. He jammed hishead into the
centerpiece and tried to see which way the tunnel had curved off when it turned, but it wastoo dark, the
dirt too loose. He pulled himsdlf out and took the shove in his hands like a spear and stabbed it into the
concrete bed of the wading pool, listening forahollowness in the returning sound like a man thudding for



astud under drywall.

The white noise of the rain was too high, the rolling thunder too steedy. His chest heaved and histears

mingled with the rain streaking down his face as he stabbed, again and again, at the pool’ s bottom. His
mind was scrambled and saturated, hisvison clouded with the humid mist rising off his exertion-heated
chest and the raindrops caught in his eyel ashes.

He splashed out of the wading pool and took the shovel to the sod of the park’slawn, picking an
arbitrary spot and digging inefficiently and hysterically, the bent shove tip twisting with each stroke.

Suddenly strong hands were on his shoulders, another set prizing the shovel from his hands. He looked
up and blinked his eyes clear, looking into the face of two young Asian police officers. They were bulky
from the Kevlar vests they wore under their rain dickers, with kind and exasperated expressions on their
faces.

“Sir,” the one holding the shove said, “what are you doing?’

Alan breathed himself into a semblance of composure. “I... ” he Sarted, then trailled off Krishnawas
watching from his porch, grinning ferocioudy, holding a cordless phone.

The creature that had howled atK rishna before scrambled for purchase in Alan’ s chest. Alan averted his
eyesfromKrishna’s shit-eating, 911-calling grin. He focused on the cap of the officer in front of him,
shrouded in aclear plastic shower cap to keep itscrown dry. “I’'m sorry,” he said. “1t wasa—adog. A
dray, or maybe arunaway. A little Scottie dog, it jumped down the center of the fountain there and
disappeared. | looked down and thought it had found atunnel that cavedinonit.”

The officer peered a him from under the brim of his hat, dubiousness writ plain on hisyoung,
good-looking face.” A tunnd?’

Alan wiped therain from his eyes, tried to regain his composure, tried to find his charm. It wasn't to be
found. Instead, every time he reached for something witty and caming, he saw the streaks of blood and
torn clothing, dark on the loose soil of the fountain’s center, and no sooner had he dispelled those images
than they were replaced withKrishna,, sneering, saying, “Lost another one, huh?’ He trembled and
swallowed a sob.

“I think | need to sit down,” he said, as camly as he could, and he sank dowly to hisknees. The hands
on hisbicepslet him descend.

“Sir, do you live nearby?’ one of the cops asked, closein to his ear. He nodded into his hands, which
he' d brought up to cover hisface.

“Acrossthe street,” he said. They helped him to his feet and supported him as he tottered, wesk and
heaving, to his porch.Krishnawas gone once they got there.

The cops helped him shuck his drenched shoes and socks and put him down on the overstuffed
horsehide sofa. Alan recovered himsalf with an effort of will and gavethem hisID.

“I'm sorry, you must think I’'m an absolute lunatic,” he said, shivering in hiswet clothes.

“Sir,” the cop who' d taken the shove from him said, “we see absolute lunatics every day. | think you're
just alittle upset. Wedl goalittle nuts from timeto time.”



“Yeah,” Alansaid.“Yesgh.A littlenuts . | had along night last night. Family problems.”
The cops shifted their weight, showering the floor with raindrops that beaded on the finish.
“Areyou going to bedl right on your own?We can cal someoneif you'd like.”

“No,” Alan said, pasting on awesk smile. “No, that'sal right. I’ [l befine. I’ m going to change into some
dry clothes and clean up and, oh, | don’t know, get some deep. | think | could use some deep.”

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” the cop who' d taken the shovel said. Helooked around at the
bookcases. “You' veread dl of these?’ he asked.

“Naw,” Alan said, faling into the rote response from his proprietorship of the bookstore. “What’ sthe
point of abunch of books you' ve dready read?’ The joke reminded him of better timesand he smiled a
genuinesmile

Though the stinging hot shower revived him somewhat, he kept quickening into panic at the thought of
David cregping into his house in the night, stumping in on desiccated black child-legs,snaggled rictus
under mummified lips

He spooked at imagined noises and thudding rain and the dry creaking of the old house as he toweled
off and dressed.

There was no phone in the mountain, no way to gpeak to his remaining brothers, the golems, his parents.
He balled hisfists and stood in the center of his bedroom, shaking with impotent worry.

David. None of them had liked David very much. Billy, the fortune-teller, had been born with aquiet
wisdom, an eerie solemnity that had made him easy for the young Alan to carefor. Carlos, theidand, had
crawled out of their mother’ swomb and pulled himself to the cave mouth and up the face of their father,
lying therefor ten years, accreting until he was ready to push off on hisown.

But Danid, Danid had been ahateful child from the day he was born. He was colicky, and his screams
echoed through their father’ s caverns. He screamed from the moment he emerged and Alan tipped him
over and toweled him gently dry and he didn’t stop for an entire year. Alan stopped being ableto tell day
from night, lost track of the weeks and months. He' d developed ataste for food, real peoplefood, that
he' d buy in town at the L oblaws Superstore, but he couldn’'t leave Davey donein the cave, and he
certainly couldn’t carry the howling, shitting, puking, pissing, filthy baby into town with him.

So they ate what the golems brought them: sweet grasses, soft berries, frozen winter fruit dug from the
base of the orchardsin town, blind winter fish from the streams. They drank snowmelt and ate pine cones
and the baby Davey cried and cried until Alan couldn’t remember what it wasto live in aworld of words
and conversations and thought and reflection.

No one knew what to do about Davey. Their father blew warm winds scented with coal dust and loam
to cam him, but ill Davey cried. Their mother rocked him on her gentlest spin cycle, but till Davey
cried. Alan waked down the dopeto Carl’ slandmass, growing with the dust and rains and snow, and
set him down on the soft grass and earth there, but till Davey cried, and Carlosinched farther and
farther toward theSt. Lawrenceseaway , duggishly making hisway out to the ocean and asfar away from
the baby as possible.



After hisfirg birthday, David started taking breaks from his screaming, learning to crawl and then totter,
becoming aholy terror. If Alan |eft his schoolbooks within reach of the boy, they’ d be reduced to shreds
of damp mulch in minutes. By the time he was two, his head was exactly at Alan’s crotch height and he'd
greet his brother on his return from school by charging at full speed into Alan’snuts, propelled at unlikely

gpeed on histhin legs.

At three, he took to butchering animals—the rabbits that little Bill kept in stacked hutches outside of the
cave mouth went firdt. Billy rushed home from his grade-two class, eyes crazed with precognition, and
found David methodicaly wringing theanimals necks and then dicing them open with abit of sharpened
chert. Billy had showed David how to knap flint and chert the week before, after seeing afilmstrip about
itin class. He kicked the makeshift knife out of Davey’ s hand, breaking his thumb with the toe of the hard
leather shoes the golems had made for him, and left Davey to bawl in the cave while Billy dignified his
pets corpses, putting their entrails back ingde their bodies and wrapping them in shrouds made from old
digpers. Alan helped him bury them, and then found Davey and taped his thumb to his hand and spanked
him until hisarm wastoo tired to ded out one more wallop.

Alan made hisway down to the living room, the floor streaked with mud and water. He went into the
kitchen and filled abucket with soapy water and gathered up an armload of rags from the rag bag.
Methodically, he cleaned away the mud. He turned his sopping shoes on end over the grate and dialed
the thermostat higher. He made himself abowl of granolaand a cup of coffee and sat down at hisold
wooden kitchen table and ate mindlesdy, then washed the dishes and put them in the drying rack.

He' d have to go speak toKrishna.

Natalie answered the door in a pretty sun dress, combat boots, and abaseball hat. She eyed him warily.
“I'd like to speak toKrishna,” Alan said from under the hood of his poncho.
There was an awkward silence. Findly, Natdie sad, “He snot home.”

“I| don't believeyou,” Alan said. “And it’ surgent, and I’m not in the mood to play around. Can you
getKrishnafor me, Natalie?’

“I told you,” she said, not meeting hiseyes, “he' snot here.”

“That' senough,” Alan said in his boss voice, his more-in-anger-than-in-sorrow voice. “ Get him, Natalie.
Y ou don't need to be in the middle of this—it’ snot right for him to ask you to. Get him.”

Natalie closed the door and he heard the deadbolt turn.1s she going to fetch him, or is shelocking me
out?

He was on the verge of hammering the buzzer again, but he got his answer.Krishna opened the door and
stepped onto the dripping porch, bulling Alan out with his chest.

He smiled grimly at Alan and made awell-go-on gesture.
“What did you see?” Alansaid, hisvoicetight but under contral.

“Saw you and that fat guy,” Krishna said. “ Saw you rooting around in the park. Saw him disappear down



thefountain.”
“He' smy brother,” Alan said.

“Sowhat, heain't heavy? He sfat, but | expect there'sareason for that. I’ ve seen your kind before,
Adam. | don’t likeyou, and | don’t owe you any favors.” He turned and reached for the screen door.

“No,” Alan said, taking him by thewrist, squeezing harder than was necessary. “Not yet. You said,
‘Lost another one.” What other one Krishna? What €l se did you see?’

Krishnagnawed on his neatly trimmed soul patch. “Let go of me, Andrew,” he said, dmost too softly to
be heard over therain.

“Tell mewhat you saw,” Alansaid. “Tel me, and I'll let you go.” His other hand balled into afist.
“Goddammit,tel me !” Alan ydlled, and twistedKrishna’ s arm behind his back.

“| called the cops,”Krishnasaid. “I called them again and they’ re on their way. Let me go, freak show.”

“I don't likeyou, ether, Krishna,” Alan said, twisting the arm higher. He let go suddenly, then ssumbled
back asK rishna scraped the hedl of his motorcycle boot down his shin and hammered it into the top of
hisfoot.

He dropped to one knee and grabbed his foot whileKrishna dipped into the house and shot the lock.
Then he hobbled home as quickly as he could. Hetried to pace off the ache in hisfoot, but the throbbing
got worse, S0 he made himself adrippy ice pack and sat on the sofain the immaculate living room and
rocked back and forth, holding the ice to his bare foot.

At five, Davey graduated from torturing animasto beating up on smdler children. Alan took him down
to the school on the day after Labor Day, to sign him up for kindergarten. He was wearing his stiff new
blue jeans and sneakers, his knapsack stuffed with fresh binders and pencils. Finding out about these
things had been Alan’ sfirst experience with the wide world, akindergartner Szing up his surroundings a
speed so that he could try tofit in. David was acute kid and had the benefit of Alan’s experience. He
had afoxy little face and shaggy blond hair, dl clever smiles and awkward winks, and for al that hewas
dill amonger.

They came and got Alan twenty minutes after classes started, when his new home-room teacher was ill
briefing them on the rules and regulationsfor junior high students. He was painfully aware of dl the eyes
on hisback as he followed the office lady out of the portable and into the old school building where the
kindergarten and the administration was housed.

“We need to reach your parents,” the office lady said, once they were donein the empty halways of the
old building.

“Youcan't,” Alan sad. “They don't have aphone.”

“Then we can drive out to seethem,” the office lady said. She amdled of artificid floral scent and Ivory
0, likethe femae hygiene aide a the drugstore.

“Mom’sdill red dck,” Alan said, sticking to histraditiona story.



“Y our father, then,” the office lady said. He d had variations on this conversation with every office lady
at the schoal, and he knew he' d win it in the end. Meantime, what did they want?

“My dad’s, you know, gone,” hesaid.“Since | wasalittlekid.” That line dways got the office ladies,
“dncel wasalittlekid,” made them want to write it down for their family Christmas newdetters.

The office lady smiled a powdery smile and put her hand on his shoulder. “ All right, Alan, come with
rre"

Davey was ditting on the dusty sofain the vice principd’ s office. He punched the sofa cushion
rhythmicaly. “Alan,” he said when the officelady led him in.

“Hi, Dave,” Alan sad. “What' sgoing on?’

“They're supid here. | hatethem.” He gave the sofaa particularly vicious punch.
“I'll get Mr Davenport,” the office lady said, and closed the door behind her.

“What did you do?” Alan asked.

“Shewouldn’t et me play!” David sad, glaring a him.

“Who wouldn't?’

“A girl! She had the blocks and | wanted to play with them and she wouldn’t let me!”
“What did you hit her with?” Alan asked, dreading the answer.

“A block,” David said, suddenly and murderoudy cheerful.”1 hit her inthe eyel”

Alan groaned. The door opened and the vice principal, Mr. Davenport, camein and sat behind his desk.
He was the punishment man, the one that no one wanted to be sent in to see.

“Hdlo, Alan,” he said gravely. Alan hadn’t ever been persondly called before Mr. Davenport, but Billy
got into some spot of precognitive trouble from time to time, rushing out of classto stop some disaster a
home or somewhere else in the school. Mr. Davenport knew that Alan was a straight arrow, not
someone he' d ever need to personally take an interest in.

He crouched down next to Darren, hitching up hisdacks. “Y ou must be David,” he said, ducking down
low to meet Davey’ s downcast gaze.

Davey punched the sofa.

“I’'m Mr. Davenport,” he said, and extended ahand with abig classring on it and asmaller wedding
band.

Davey kicked him in the nose, and the vice principa toppled over backward, whacking his head on the
sharp corner of hisdesk. He tumbled over onto his side and clutched his head. “Motherfucker!” he

gasped, and Davey giggled maniacaly.

Alan grabbed Davey’ swrist and bent his arm behind his back, shoving him across his knee. He swatted



thelittle boy on the ass as hard as he could, threetimes. “Don’t you ever—" Alan began.
Thevice principa sat up, till clutching hishead. “That' senough!” he said, catching Alan’sarm.
“Sorry,” Alan said. “And David s sorry, too, right?’ He glared at David.

“Y ou're astupid motherfucker!” David said, and squirmed off of Alan’slap.

Theviceprincipd’slipstightened. “Alan,” he said quietly, “ takeyour brother into the hdlway. | am going
to write anote that your mother will have to sgn before David comes back to school, after histwo-week

suspension.”
David glared at them each in turn. “I’m not coming back to this motherfuckerplace!” he said.

Hedidn't.

Therain let up by afternoon, leaving acrystdline, fresh-mown air hanging over the Market.

Andrew sat in his office by his laptop and watched the sun come out. He needed to find Ed, needed to
find Frank, needed to find Grant, but he was out of practice when it came to the ways of the mountain
and its sons. Whenever hetried to imagine athing to do next, his mind spun and the worldless howling
thing ingde him gtirred. The more he tried to remember what it was like to be ason of the mountain, the
more he felt something he’ d worked very hard for, his delicate normalcy, dipping away.

So he put his soaked clothesin the dryer, clamped hislgptop under hisarm, and went out. He moped
around the park and the fountain, but the stroller moms whose tots were splashing in the wading pool
gave him sufficient dirty looksthat he walked up to the Greek’s, took atable on the patio, and ordered a
murderoudy strong cup of coffee.

He opened up the screen and rotated around the little café table until the screen wasin the shade and his
wireless card was aligned for best reception from the yagi antenna poking out of his back window. He
opened up abrowser and hit MapQuest, then brought up a street-detailed map of the Market. He
pasted it into his CAD app and started to mark it up, noting al the different approachesto his house that
Davey might take the next time he came. The maps soothed him, made him fed like apart of the known
world.

Augusta AvenueandOxford were both out; even after midnight, when the storeswere all shuttered, there
was far too much foot traffic for Davey to pass by unnoticed. But the dleysthat mazed the back ways
were idea. Some were fenced off, some were too narrow to pass, but most of them—he' d tried to
navigate them by bicycle once and foundhimsdf utterly lost. HE d had to turn around dowly until he
spotted the CN Tower and use it to get his bearings.

He poked at the map, sipping the coffee,then ordering another from the Greek’ s son, who hadn’t yet
figured out that he was aregular and S0 sneered at hislaptop with undisguised contempt. “ Computers,
huh?’ he said. “Doesn’t anyone just read abook anymore?’

“I used to own abookstore,” Alan said, then held up afinger and moused over to his photo abum and
brought up the thumbnails of his old bookstore. “ See?’

The Greek’ s son, thirty with apaunch and swegt-rings under the pits of hiswhite“The Greek’s” T-shirt,



sat down and looked at the photos.”1 remember that place, onHarbord Street , right?”

Alan amiled.”Yup. Welost the store when they blew up the abortion clinic next door,” he said.
“Insurance paid out, but | wasn't ready to start over with another bookstore.”

The Greek’ s son shook his head.” Another coffee, right?’
“Right,” Alan said.
Alan went back to the map, redigning the laptop for optimal reception again.

“You got awirdesscard inthat?’ ayoung guy at the next table asked. He was dressed in Kensington
Market crusty-punk chic, tatts and facid piercings, filth-gray bunchoffuckinggoofstee, cutoffs, and
sweaty high boots draped with chains.

“Yeah,” Alan said. He sghed and closed the map window. He wasn't getting anywhere, anyway.

“And you get service here? Where' s your access point?’ Crusty-punk or no, he sounded as nerdy as
any of the Web-heads you' d find shopping for bargains on CD blanks onCollege Street .

“Three blocksthat way,” Alan said, pointing.“Hanging off my house. The network nameis‘waesave.”
“Shit, that’ syou?’ the kid said. “ Goddammit, you’ re clobbering our access points!”
“What access point?’

“Accesspoints .ParasiteNet.” He indicated a peeling sticker on the lapdl of his cut-down leather jacket
showing a skull with crossed radio towers underneath it. “1’m trying to get a mesh-net running though all
of theMarket, and you' re hammering me. Jesus, | was ready to rat you out to the radio cops at the
Canadian Radio and Tdevison Commisson. Dude, you' ve got to turn down the freskinggan on those

things”
“What'samesh-net?’

The kid moved his beer over to Alan’ stable and sat down. “Okay, so pretend that your laptop isthe
access point. It radiates more or lessequally in al directions, depending on your antenna characteristics
and leaving out the RF shadows that microwaves and stucco and cordless phones generate.” He
arranged the coffee cup and the beer at equal distances from the laptop, then moved them around to
demongtrate the coverage area. “ Right, so what happensif I’'m out of range, overhere —" he put his beer
back on his own table—"and you want to reach me? Well, you could just turn up the gain on your access
point, either by increasing the power so thet it radiatesfarther in al directions, or by focusing the
transmissons so they traved farther inaline of sght.”

“Right,” Alan said, sipping his coffee.

“Right.So both of those approaches suck. If you turn up the power, you radiate over everyone else's
sgna, soif I’ ve got an access pointhere "—he held hisfist between their tables—"no one can hear it
because you're drowning it out. It’slike you' re shouting so loud that no one else can carry ona
conversaion.”

“So why don't you just use my network? | want to be able to get online anywherein the Market, but



that meansthat anyone can, right?’

The crusty-punk waved hishand dismissvely.” Sure, whatever. But what happensif your network gets
shut down?Or if you decide to start eavesdropping on other people?Or if someone wantsto get to the
printer in her living room? It's no good.”

“So, what, you want me to switch to focused antennae?’

“That’ sno good. If you used afocused signd, you' re going to have to be perfectly aligned if you're
going to talk back to your base, so unless you want to provide a connection to onetiny pinpoint
somewhere a couple kilometers away, it won't do you any good.”

“There sno solution, then? | should just give up?’

The crusty-punk held up his hands.”Hdll, no! There sjust nocentraized solution. You can't be
Superman, blanketing the whole world with wirdess using your dmighty antennaprick, but so what?
That'swhat mesh networks arefor. Check it out.” He arranged the beer and the laptop and the coffee
cup so that they were strung out dong a straight line. “Okay, you' re the laptop and I' m the coffee cup.
We both have aradio and we want to talk to each other.

“Wecould turn up the gain on our radios so that they can shout loud enough to be heard at this distance,
but that would drown out this guy here.” He gestured at the now-empty beer. “Wecould use afocused

antenna, but if | move alittle bit off the beam"—he nudged the coffee cup to one side -- “we re dead.
But there’ sathird solution.”

“We ask the beer to pass messages around?’

“Fucking right we do! That’sthe mesh part. Every station on the network getstwo radios—one for
talking in one direction, the other for relaying in the other direction. The more stations you add, the lower
the power on each radio—and the more pathways you get to carry your data.”

Alan shook his head.

“It' safuckin' mind-blower, isn't it?’

“Sure” Alan said. “Sure. But doesit work? Don't al those hops between pointaand pointb dow down
the connection?’

“A little, sure.Not so’syou' d notice. They don’t have to go that far—the farthest any of these signals has
to travel is151 Front Street .”

“What's at 151 Front?”

“Torlx—the mainnetwork interchange for the whole city! We gtick an antenna out awindow there and
downlink it into the cagewhere dl the big Toronto 1SP's meet—voila, instant 11-megabit city-wide
freenet!”

“Where do you get the money for that?’

“Who said anything about money? How much do you think UUNet and PS| charge each other to
exchange traffic with one another? Who benefits when UUNet and PSI cross-connect? Is UUNet the



beneficiary of PSI’ straffic, or vice versa? Internet access only costs money at theedge —and with a
mesh-net, there is no edge anymore. It’'s penetration at the center, just like the Devo song.”

“I'mAdrian,” Alan sad.
“I’'mKurt,” the crusty-punk said. “Buy me abeer,Adrian 7’

“It'd bemy pleasure,” Alan said.

Kurt lived in the back of a papered-over storefront onOxford . The front two-thirds were a maze of
peding, stickered-over samped-meta shelving units piled high with junk tech: ancient shrink-wrapped
software, stacked up low-capacity hard drives, cables and tapes and removable media. Alan tried to
imaginemaking sense of it dl,flowing it into The Inventory, and felt something like vertigo.

Inasmall hollow carved out of the back, Kurt had arranged a cluttered desk, a scuffed twin bed and a
rack of milk cratesfilled with t-shirts and underwesr.

Alan picked hisway ddicately through the store and found himsalf a seat on an upturned milk crate.
Kurt sat on the bed and grinned expectantly.

“So?’ hesad.

“Sowhat?’ Alan sad.

“Sowhat isthis! IVt it great?’

“Wadll, you sure have alot of Suff, I'll giveyou that,” Alan said.
“It'sdl dumpstered,” Kurt said casudly.

“Oh, you dive?’ Alan said. “1 used to dive.” It was mostly true. Alan had always been a picker, aways
on the lookout for bargoons, even if they were sticking out of someone strash bin. Sometimesespeciadly
if they were sticking out of someone’ strash bin—seeing what norma people threw away gavehim arare
glimpseinto their lives

Kurt walked over to the nearest shelving unit and grabbed a PC mini-tower with thelid off. “But did you
ever do this?" He stuck the machine under Alan’ s nose and swung the gooseneck desk lamp over it. It
was awhite-box PC, generic commodity hardware, with a couple of network cards.

“What' sthat?’

“It'sajunk access point! | made it out of trash! The only thing | bought were the network cards—two
wireless, one Ethernet. It' s running a FreeBSD distribution off a CD, so the OS can never get corrupted.
I’ sgot lots of sweet stuff in the distro, and al you need to do isplug it in, point the antennae in opposite
directions, and you're up. It doesits own power management, it automagically peerswith other access
pointsif it can find’em, and it does its own dynamic channel selection to avoid stepping on other access

points.”

Alan turned his head thisway and that, making admiring noises. “Y ou madethis, huh?’



“For about eighty bucks.1t’s my fifteenth box. Eventudly, | wanna have a couple hundred of these.”

“Ambitious,” Alan said, handing the box back. “How do you pay for the parts you have to buy? Do you
have agrant?’

“A grant?Shit, no! I’ ve got abunch of street kidswho comein and take digita pix of the stuff | have no
use for, research them online, and post them to eBay. | split the take with them. Bringsin a couple grand
aweek, and I'm keeping about fifty street kids fed besides. | go diving three times aweek out inConcord
andOakville andRichmond Hill , anywhere | can find anindustrid park. If | had room, I’ d recruit fifty

more kids—I’m bringing it in faster than they can sdll it.”
“Why don’t you just do lessdiving?’

“Areyou kidding me?It'sal | can do not to go out every night! Y ou wouldn't believe the Stuff |
find—all | can think about isdl the stuff I’'m missing out on. Some days| wish that my kidswere less

honest; if they ripped off some stuff, I'd have room for alot more.”

Alan laughed. Worry for Edward and Frederick and George nagged at him, impotent anxiety, but this
wasjust so fascinating. Fascinating and distracting, and, if not normal, at least not nearlyso strange as he
could be. Heimagined the city gridded up with junk equipment, radiating Internet accessfrom the
lakeshore to the outer suburbs. The grandiosity took his breath away.

“Look,” Kurt said, spreading out amap of Kensington Market on the unmade bed. “I’ ve got access
points here, here, here, and here. Another eight or ten and I’ ll have the whole Market covered. Then I’'m
going to head north, cover the U of T campus, and push east towardsY onge Street .Bay Street
andUniversity Avenue are going to be tough—how can | convince bankersto let me plug this by thelr

windows?’

“Kurt,” Alansaid, “1 suspect that the journey toUniversity Avenue is going to be alot dower than you
expect it to be.”

Kurt jutted hisjaw out. “What' sthat supposed to mean?’

“There' salot of real estate between here and there. A ot of trees and high-rises, office towers and
empty lots. Y ou' re going to have to knock on doors every couple hundred meters—at best—and
convince themto let you ingtal one of these boxes, made from garbage, and plug it in, to participate in

wha?’
“Democratic communication!” Kurt said.

“Ah, well, my guessisthat most of the people who you'll need to convince won't redlly care much about
that.\WWon't be able to make that abstract notion concrete.”

Kurt mumbled into his chest. Alan could see that he wasfuming.
“Just because you don't have the vision to appreciate this—"
Alan held up hishand. “ Stop right there. | never said anything of the sort. | think that thisisbig and

exciting and looks likealot of fun. I think that ringing doorbells and talking peopleinto letting me nail an
access point to their walls sounds like alat of fun. Redlly, I’ m not kidding.



“But thisisajourney, not adestination. The vaueyou'll get out of thiswill be more in the doing than the
having done. The having done' s going to take decades, I’ d guess. But the doing’ s going to be
something.” Alan’s smile was so broad it ached. Theidea had seized him. Hewas drunk onit.

The buzzer sounded and Kurt got up to answer it. Alan craned his neck to seeapair of bearded
neohippiesinrasta hats.

“Areyou Kurt?' one asked.
“Yeah, dude, I'm Kurt.”

“Marcd told usthat we could make some money here? We re trying to raise bus fare to Burning Man?
We could redly use the work?’

“Not today, but maybe tomorrow,” Kurt said. “Come by around lunchtime.”

“You sureyou can't use ustoday ?’

“Not today,” Kurt said. “I’'m busy today.”

“All right,” the other said, and they douched away.

“Word of mouth,” Kurt said, with ajingling shrug. “Kidsjust turn up, looking for work with the trash.”

“Y ou think they’Il come back tomorrow?’ Alan was pretty good at eval uating kids and they hadn’t
looked very reliable.

“Those two?Fifty-fifty chance. Tdl you what, though:there s dways enough kids and enough junk to go
around.”

“But you need to make arrangements to get your access points mounted and powered. Y ou’ ve got to
sort it out with people who own stores and houses.”

“Y ou want to knock on doors?’ Kurt said.
“I think I would,” Alan said. 1 suspect it' sapossibility. We can gart with the shopkeepers, though.”

“I haven't had much luck with merchants,” Kurt said, shrugging his shoulders. His chainsjingled and a
whiff of armpit wafted across the claustrophobic hollow.” Capitdist pigs”

“I can'timaginewhy,” Alan sad.

“Wales Avenue, huh?’ Kurt said.

They were walking downOxford Street , and Alan was seeing it with fresh eyes, casting his gaze
upward, looking at the lines of sight from one building to another, mentally painting in radio-frequency
shadows cast by the transformers on the light poles.

“Just moved it on duly firgt,” Alan said.” Still getting settledin.”



“Which house?

“The blue one, with the big porch, on the corner.”

“Sure, | know it. | scored some great plumbing fixtures out of the dumpster there last winter.”

“You' rewelcome,” Alan sad.

They turned at Spadina and picked their way around the tourist crowds shopping the Chineseimporters
sidewak digplays of bamboo parasols and Hello Kitty dippers, past the fogged-up windows of the
dim-sum restaurants and the smell of fresh pork buns. Alan bought a condensed milk and kiwi

snow-cone from asidewalk vendor and offered to treat Kurt, but he declined.

“Y ou never know about those places,” Kurt said. “How clean istheir ice, anyway? Where do they wash
their utensls?’

“You dig around in dumpgtersfor aliving,” Alan sad. “Aren’'t you immune to germs?’

Kurt turned atBaldwin , and Alan followed. “I don't est garbage, | pick it,” he said. He sounded angry.
“Hey, sorry,” Alan said. “Sorry. | didn’'t mean to imply—"

“I know you didn’'t,” Kurt said, stopping in front of adry-goods store and spooning candied ginger into
abaggie. He handed it to the age-hunched matron of the shop, who dropped it on her scale and dusted
her hands on her black dress. Kurt handed her atwo-dollar coin and took the bag back. “I’'m just
touchy, okay? My last girlfriend split because she couldn’t get past it. No matter how much | showered, |
was never clean enough for her.”

“Sorry,” Alan said again.

“I heard something weird about that blue house on the corner,” Kurt said. “One of my kidstold methis
morning, he saw something last night when hewasin the park.”

Alan pulled up short, nearly coalliding with atrio of cute university girlsin wife-beaters pushing
bundle-buggies full of newspaper-wrapped fish and bags of soft, steaming bagels. They stepped around
him, lugging their groceries over the curb and back onto the sidewalk, not breaking from their discussion.

“What wasit?’

Kurt gave him asdewayslook. “It'sweird, okay? The kid who saw it isnever al that reliable, and he
likesto embdlish.”

“Okay,” Alan said. The crowd was pushing around them now, trying to get past. The dry-goods lady
sucked her teeth in annoyance.

“So thiskid, he was smoking ajoint in the park last night, redlly late, after the clubs shut down. He was
alone, and he saw what he thought was a dog dragging a garbage bag down the steps of your house.”

“YS?’

“So he went over to take alook, and he saw that it was too big to be a garbage bag, and the dog, it



looked sick, it moved wrong. He took another step closer and he must have triggered a motion sensor
because the porch light switched on. He says... ”

“What?’

“He snot very reliable. He saysit wasn't adog, he said it was like a dried-out mummy or something,
and it had itsteeth sunk into the neck of thisbig, fat, naked guy, and it was dragging the fat guy out into
the street. When the light came on, though, it gave the fat guy’ s neck a hard shake, then let go and turned
on thiskid, waking toward him on stumpy little feet. He saysit made akind of growling noise and lifted
up itshand like it was going to dap the kid, and the kid screamed and ran off. When he got toDundas,,
he turned around and saw the fat guy get dragged into an aley between two of the stores onAugusta..”

“I see” Alan said.

“It'sstupid, | know,” Kurt said.

Nataie and Link rounded the corner, carrying dices of pizzafrom Pizzabilities, mounded high with
eggplant and cauliflower and other toppings that were never intended for use in connection with pizza
They startled on seeing Alan and Kurt, then started to walk away.

“Wait,” Alan cdled. “Natalie, Link, wait.” He smiled gpologeticdly at Kurt. “My neighbors,” he said.

Natalie and Link had stopped and turned around. Alan and Kurt walked to them.

“Natdie, Link, thisisKurt,” he said. They shook handsal around.

“| wanted to gpologize,” Alan said. “1 didn’t mean to put you betweenKrishnaand me. It was very
unfar.”

Natalie smiled warily. Link lit acigarette with agreat show of indifference. “1t'sdl right,” Natdie sad.

“No, it'snot,” Alan said. “I was distraught, but that’ s no excuse. We're going to be neighbors for along
time, and ther€ sno sensein our not getting dong.”

“Redly,it's okay,” Natalie said.

“Yeah, fing” Link said.

“Three of my brothers have gone missing,” Alan said. “ That’ swhy | was so upset. One disappeared a
couple of weeks ago, another last night, and one thismorning.Krishna ... ” He thought for amoment.
“Hetaunted me about it. | really wanted to find out what he saw.”

Kurt shook hishead. “Y our brother went missing last night?’

“From my house.”

“Sowhat thekid saw...”

Alanturned to Natdie. “A friend of Kurt’swasin the park last night. He says he saw my brother being
carried off.”



Kurt shook hishead.“Y our brother?”’

“What do you mean, ‘carried off’ 7’ Natalie said. Shefolded her dicein haf to keep the toppings from
silling.

“Someoneis stalking my brothers” Alan said.” Someone very strong and very cunning. Three are gone
that | know about. There are others, but | could be next.”

“Staking?’ Natdiesad.

“My family isalittlestrange,” Alan said. “I grew up in thenorth country , and things are different there.
Y ou' ve heard of blood feuds?’

Natalie and Link exchanged a significant look.

“I' know it soundsridiculous. Y ou don't need to be involved. | just wanted to et you know why | acted
S0 strangdly last night.”

“We haveto get back,” Natalie said.“ Nice to meet you, Kurt. | hope you find your brother, Andy.”
“Brothers” Alan said.

“Brothers,” Natdie said, and walked away briskly.

Alan wasthe oldest of the brothers, and that meant that he was the one who blazed al the new trailsin
thefamily.

He met agirl in the seventh grade. Her name was Marci, and she had just transferred in fromScotland .
Her father was amining engineer, and she' d led agypsy life that put her in stark contrast to the
third-generation homebodies that made up most of the rest of their class.

She had red hair and blue eyes and away of holding her face in repose that made her look cunning at dl
times. No one understood her accent, but there was awiry ferocity in her movement that warned off any
kid who thought about teasing her about it.

Alan liked to play in amarshy corner of the woods that bordered the playground after school, crawling
around in the weeds, catching toads and | etting them go again, spying on the crickets and the secret lives
of the larvae that grubbed in the milkweed. He was hunkered down on his haunches one afternoon when
Marci came crunching through thetall grass. He ducked down lower, then peered out from his hiding spot
as she crouched down and he heard the unmistakabl e patter of urine as she peed in the rushes.

Hisjaw dropped. He' d never seen agirl pee before, had no ideawhat the squatting businesswas all
about. The wet ground sucked at his sneaker and he tipped back on hisasswith ayep. Marci
straightened abruptly and crashed over to him, kicking him hard in the ribs when she reached him, leaving
amuddy toeprint on hisfal windbresker.

Shewound up for another kick and he hollered something wordless and scurried back, smearing marsh
mud across hisjeans and jacket.

“You pervert!” she said, pronouncing it Y uh peervurrt!



“l amnot!” he said, fill scooting back.
“Watching from the bushes!” she said.

“1 wasn't—I was dready here, and you—I mean, what wereyou doing? | wasjust minding my own
business and you came by, | just didn’t want to be bothered, thisismy place!”

“Youdon't ownit,” shesaid, but she sounded dightly chastened. “Don’t tell anyone | had apiss here, dl
right?’

“l won't,” hesaid.

She sat down beside him, unmindful of the mud on her denim skirt. “Promisg,” shesad. “It'sso
embarrassng.”

“| promise” he said.

“Swear,” she said, and poked him in the ribs with abony finger.

He clutched hishandsto hisribs. “Look,” he said, “I swear. I'm good at secrets.”

Her eyes narrowed dightly.“ Oh, aye? And | suppose you' ve lots of secrets, then?’

He said nothing, and worked at keeping the smile off the corners of his mouth.

She poked him in the ribs,then got him in the ssomach as he moved to protect his chest.” Secrets, huh?”
He shook his head and clamped hislips shut. She jabbed aflurry of pokes and prodsat him while he

scooted back on his butt, then dug her clawed hands into histummy and tickled him vicioudy. He
giggled, then laughed, then started to hiccup uncontrollably. He shoved her away roughly and got up on

hisknees, gagging.

“Oh, I likeyou,” shesaid, “just look at that. A weetickle and you' re ready to toss your lunch.” She
tenderly stroked his hair until the hiccups subsided, then clawed & hisbelly again, sending him rolling
through the mud.

Once he' d struggled to hisfeet, helooked at her, panting. “Why are you doing this?’
“You'renot serious! It'sthe most fun I’ ve had since we moved to thisterrible place.”

“You'reasadist!” He d learned the word from abook he' d bought from the ten-cent pile out front of
the used bookstore. It had a clipped-out recipe for liver cutlets between the pages and lots of squishy
grown-up sex things that seemed improbableif not laughable. He' d looked “sadist” up in the class

dictionary.

“Aye” shesaid. “I’'mthat.” She made claws of her hands and advanced on him dowly. He giggled
uncontrollably as he backed away from her. “ C' mere, you, you’ ve more torture comin’ to ye beforeI’'m
satisfied that you can keep a secret.”

He hdd hisarms before him like amovie zombie and walked toward her. “Y es, mathter,” hesaidina



monotone. Just as he was about to reach her, he dodged to one side, then took off.

She chased him, laughing, halfway back to the mountain, then cried off. He stopped a hundred yards up
the road from her, she doubled over with her hands planted on her thighs, face red, chest heaving. “You
go on, then,” she called. “But it's more torture for you at school tomorrow, and don’'t you forget it!”

“Only if you catch me!” he called back.

“Oh, I’'ll catch you, have no fear.”

She caught him at lunch. He was ditting in acorner of the schoolyard, eating from a paper sack of
mushrooms and dried rabbit and keeping an eye on Edward-Frederick-George as he played tag with the
other kindergartners. She snuck up behind him and dropped ahandful of gravel down the gap of his
pants and into his underpants. He sprang to his feet, sending grave rattling out the cuffs of hisjeans.

“Hey!” he said, and she popped something into his mouth. It was wet and warm from her hand and it
squirmed. He spat it out and it landed on the schoolyard with a soft splat.

It was an earthworm, thick with loamy soil.

“You!” he said, casting about for a curse of sufficient vehemence.“Y ou!”

She hopped from foot to foot in front of him, clearly delighted with thisreaction. He reached out for her
and she danced back. He took off after her and they were chasing around the yard, around hopscotches
and tag games and sand castles and out to the marshy woods. She skidded through the puddies and he
legpt over them. She ducked under a branch and he caught her by the hood of her windbreaker.
Without hesitating, she flung her armsin the air and dithered out of the windbresgker, down to ayellow
T-shirt that rode up her back, exposing her pale freckles and the knobs of her spine, the fingers of her
ribs. She took off again and he balled the windbreaker up in hisfist and took off after her.

She stepped behind a bushy pine, and when he rounded the corner she was waiting for him, her hands
clawed, digging at histummy, leaving him giggling. He pitched back into the pine needles and she
followed, straddling hiswaist and tickling him until he coughed and choked and gasped for air.

“Tel me!” shesad. “Tel meyour secretd”

“Stop!” Alan said. “Please! I'm going to piss mysdlf!”

“What' sthat to me?’ she said, tickling more vigoroudly.

Hetried to buck her off, but she wastoo fast. He caught one wrist, but she pinned his other arm with her
knee. He heaved and she collapsed on top of him.

Her face wasinches from his, her breath moist on hisface. They both panted, and he smelled her hair,
which was over hisface and neck. She leaned forward and closed her eyes expectantly.

He tentatively brushed hislips across hers, and she moved closer, and they kissed. It was wet and alittle
gross, but not dtogether unpleasant.



She leaned back and opened her eyes, then grinned a him. “ That' s enough torture for one day,” she
sad. “You'refreeto go.”

She“tortured” him at morning and afternoon recess for the next two weeks, and when heleft school on
Friday afternoon after the last bell, she waswaiting for him in the schoolyard.

“Hello,” shesad, socking himinthearm.

“Hi,” hesad.

“Why don’t you invite me over for supper thisweekend?’ she said.
“Supper?

“Yes. I'myour girlfriend, yeah? So you should have me around to your place to meet your parents.
Next weekend you can come around my place and meet my dad.”

“l can't,” hesaid.

“Youcan't”

“No.”

“Why not?’

“It sasecret,” hesaid.

“Oooh, asecret,” she said. “What kind of secret?’

“A family secret. We don't have people over for dinner. That’ stheway it is.”
“A secret! They'redl child molesters?’

He shook his head.

“Horribly deformed?’

He shook his head.

“What, then? Giveusahint?’

“It' sasecret.”

She grabbed his ear and twisted it. Gently at firgt, then harder. “A secret?’ she said.
“Yes” hegasped. “It'sasecret, and | can't tell you. Y ou're hurting me.”

“| should hope s0,” she said. “And it will go very hard for you indeed if you don’t tell mewhat | want to
know.”



He grabbed her wrigt and dug his strong fingersinto the thin tendons on their insdes, twisting his
fingertips for maxima effect. Abruptly, she released hisear and clenched her wrist hard, sticking it
between her thighs.

“Owwww! That bloody hurt, you bastard. What did you do that for?’

“My secrets,” Alan said, “are secret.”

She held her wrigt up and examined it. “ Heaven help you if you' veleft abruise Alvin,” shesad. “I’ll kill
you.” Sheturned her wrist from sideto side. “All right,” she said.” All right. Kissit better, and you can
cometo my place for supper on Saturday at sxp.m..” She shoved her arm into hisface and he kissed the

soft skin ontheingde of her wridt, putting alittletongueiniit.

She giggled and punched him in the arm. “ Saturday, then!” she called as she ran off.

Edward-Felix-Gerald were too young to give him shit about his schoolyard romance, and Brian wastoo
sengtive, but Dave had taken to lurking about the schoolyard, spying on the children, and he’ d seen
Marci bresk off from aclench with Alan, take his hand, and plant it firmly on her tiny breast, an act that
had shocked Danny to the core.

“Hi, pervert,” David said, as he stepped into the cool of the cave. “Pervert” was Davey’ s new nickname
for him, and he had afinely honed way of ddlivering it so that it dripped with contempt. “ Did you have
sex with yourgirlfriend today, pervert 7’

Allan turned away from him and helped E-F-G take off his shoes and roll up the cuffs of his pants so that
he could go down to thelake in the middle of their father and wade in the shalows, listening to Father's
winds soughing through the greet cavern.

“Did you touch her boobies? Did she suck your pee-pee? Did you put your finger in her?” Thelitany
would continue until Davey went to bed, and even then he wasn't safe. One night, Allen had woken up to
see Darren standing over him, hands planted on his hips, face twisted into an el aborate sneer. “Did you
put your penisingde of her?’ he’ d hissed, then gone back to bed.

Alby went out again, climbing the rockface faster than Doug could keep up with him, so that by thetime
he' d found his perch high over the woodlands, where he could see the pines dance in the wind and the
ant-9zed cars zooming dong the highways, Doug was far behind, likely sat atop their mother, sucking his
thumb and sulking and thinking up new perversionsto accuse Alan of.

Saturday night arrived faster than Alan could have imagined. He spent Saturday morning in the woods,
picking mushrooms and checking his snares, then headed down to town on Saturday afternoon to get a
haircut and to haunt thelibrary.

Converting hisfather’ s gold to cash was easier than getting alibrary card without an address. Therewas
an old assayer whom the golems had described to him before hisfirst trip to town. The man was chesp
but he knew enough about the strangeness on the mountain not to cheat him too badly. The stern librarian
who glared a him while he walked the shelves, sometimes|ooking at thetitles, sometimes the authors,
and sometimes the Dewey Decima numbers had no such fear.

The Deweyswere fascinating. They traced the fashionsin human knowledge and wisdom. It was easy



enough to understand why the arbiters of the system placed subdivided Motorized Land Vehicles
(629.2) into severd categories, but here in the 629.22s, where the books on automobiles were, you
could seethe planners  deficiencies. Automobiles divided into dozens of mgjor subcategories (taxis and
limousines, buses, light trucks, cans, lorries, tractor trailers, campers, motorcycles, racing cars, and so
on), then ramified into acombinatoria explosion of sub-sub-sub categories. There were Dewey numbers
on some of the automotive book spinesthat had twenty digits or more after the decimal, an entire Dewey
Decima system hidden between 629.2 and 629.3.

Tothelibrarian, this shelf-reading looked like your garden-variety screwing around, but what redly
made her nervous were Alan’ s excursions through the card catalogue, which required constant tending to
replace the cards that errant patrons made unauthorized reorderings of.

The subject headingsin the third bank of card drawers were the most interesting of al. They, too,
branched and forked and rejoined themselves like the meanderings of an ant colony on the march. He'd
go in sequence for awhile, then start following cross-references when he found an interesting branch,
keeping notes on scraps of paper on top of the file drawer. He had spent quite sometimein the
mythology categories, looking up golems and goblins, looking up changelings and mongters, looking up
seers and demigods, but none of the books that he' d taken down off the shelves had contained anything
that helped him understand hisfamily better.

Hisfamily was uncatal ogued and unclassfied in human knowledge.

Herang the bell on Marci’s smart little brick house at bang-on six, carrying some daisies he' d bought
from the grocery store, following the etiquette laid down in severd rather yucky romance novelshe'd
perused that afternoon.

She answered in jeans and a T-shirt, and punched him in the arm before he could give her the flowers.
“Don’'t you look smart?’ she sad. “Well, you' re not fooling anyone, you know.” She gave him apeck on
the cheek and snatched away the daisies. “ Come aong, then, we' re eating soon.”

Marci sat him down in the living room, which was furnished with neutral sofas and aneutral carpet and a
neutral coffee table. The bookcaseswere bare. “It’shorrible,” she said, making aface. Shewas
twittering alittle, dancing from foot to foot. Alan was glad to know he wasn't the only one who was
uncomfortable. “1sn't it? The company put us up here. We had agrand flat inScotland .”

“It' snice,” Alan said, “but you look like you could use some books.”

She crossed her eyes.” Books? Sure—I’ ve gotten boxes of them in the basement. Y ou can come by and
help me unpack them.”

“Tenboxes?” Alan said. “Y ou' re making that up.” Ten boxes of books! Thingslike booksdidn't last
long under the mountain, in the damp and with the ever-inquisitive, ever-destructive Davey exploring
every inch of floor and cave and corridor in search of opportunitiesfor pillage.

“l an't neither,” she said.” At least ten. It was agrand flat and they were all in aphabetical order, too.”
“Canwego see?’ Alan asked, getting up from the sofa

“See boxes?’



“Yes” Alan said. “And look inside. We could unbox them after dinner, okay?’
“That’ smore of an afternoon project,” said avoice from the top of the stairs.

“That'smy Da,” she said. “Come down and introduceyoursdf to Alan, Da,” she said. “Y ou're not the
voice of God, so you can bloody well turn up and show your face.”

“No more sass, gdl, or it will go very hard for you,” said the voice. The accent waslike Marci’s
squared, thick as oatmedl, liqueur-thick. Nearly incomprehensible, but the voice was kind and smart and
patient, too.

“You'll have ahard time giving me any licks from the top of the gairs, Da, and Alan lookslikehe's
goingto dieif you don't at least come down and say hello.”

Alan blushed furioudy. “Y ou can come down whenever you like, sr,” hesaid. “That' sdl right.”

“That’ s mighty generous of you, young Sir,” said thevoice.“ Aye. But before | come down, tell me, are
your intentions toward my daughter honorable?’

His cheeks grew even hotter, and his earsfelt like they were melting with embarrassment. “Yes, sr,” he
sadinasmal voice.

“He sadreadful pervert, Da,” Marci said. “Y ou should see the things hetries, you' d kill him,you
would.” She grinned foxish and punched him in the shoulder. He sank into the cushions, face suddenly
drained of blood.

“What?" roared the voice, and there was a clatter of dipperson the neutral carpet of the sairs. Alan
didn’t want to look but found that he couldn’t help himsdlf, his head inexorably turned toward the sound,
until apair of thick legs hove into sight, whereupon Marci legpt into hislap an threw her amsaround his
neck.

“Ge orff me, pervert!” she said, as she began to cover hisfacein darting, pecking kisses.
Hewent rigid and tried to sink al the way into the sofa.

“All right, dl right, that’ s enough of that,” her father said. Marci stood and dusted hersdlf off. Alan Stared
at hisknees.

“She'shorrible, isn't she?’ said the voice, and agrest, thick hand appeared in hisfield of vison. He
shook it tentatively, noting the heavy classring and the thin, plain wedding band. He looked up dowly.

Marci’ sfather was short but powerfully built, like the wrestlers on the other kids' lunchboxes at school.
He had ashock of curly black hair that was flecked with dandruff, and athick bristling mustache that
made him look very fierce, though his eyes were gentle and bookish behind thick glasses. Hewas
wearing wool trousers and a cable-knit sweater that was unraveling at the elbows.

“Pleased to meet you, Albert,” he said. They shook hands gravely. “I’ ve been after her to unpack those
books since we moved here. Y ou could come by tomorrow afternoon and help, if you'd like—I think it's
the only way I'll gethersdf to stir her lazy bottom to do some chores around here.”

“Oh,Da!”Marci said. “Who cooks around here? Who does the laundry?’



“The take-away pizza man does the mgority of the cooking, daughter. And asfor laundry, thelast time |
checked, there were two weeks worth of laundry to do.”

“Da,” shesadinasweet voice, “I loveyou Da,” she said, wrapping her ams around histrim waist.
“You seewhat | haveto put up with?’ her father said, snatching her up and dangling her by her ankles.

Sheflailed her arms about and made outraged choking noises while he swung her back and forth like a
pendulum, releasing her a the top of one arc so that she flopped onto the sofain atangle of thin limbs.

“It'samadhouse around here,” her father continued as Marci righted herself, knocking Alanin the
temple with atennis shoe, “but what can you do? Once she'salittle bigger, | can put her to work in the
mines, and then I’ll have alittle peace around here.” He sat down on an oversiuffed armchair with afussy
antimacassar.

“He sgot ahugelife-insurance policy,” Marci said conspiratoridly. “I'm just waiting for him to kick the
bucket and then I’m going to retire.”

“Oh, aye,” her father said. “Retire. Your lifeisan awful one, it is. Junior high isaterrible hardship, |
know.”

Alan found himsdf grinning.
“What'sso funny?’” Marci said, punching him in the shoulder.

“Youtwo are,” hesad, grabbing her arm and then digging hisfingersinto her tummy, doubling her over
withtickles.

There weretweve boxes of books. The damp in the basement had softened the cartonsto
cottage-cheese mush, and the back covers of the bottom layer of paperbacks were soft asfelt. To Alan,
these seemed unremarkable—all paper under the mountain looked like this after aweek or two, even if
Doug didn’'t get to it—but Marci was heartbroken.

“My books, my lovely books, they’re roont!” she said, as they piled them on the living room carpet.

“They'refine” Alansaid. “They’ll dry out alittle wobbly, but they’ll befine. We Il just spread the damp
ones out on therug and shelve therest.”

And that’ swhat they did, book after book—old books, hardcover books, board-back kids books,
new paperbacks, dozens of green- and orange-spined Penguin paperbacks. He fondled them, smelled
them. Some smelled of fish and chips, and some smelled of road dust, and some smelled of Marci, and
they had dog ears where she' d stopped and cracks in their spines where she' d bent them around. They
fell open to pagesthat had her favorite passages. He felt wobbly and drunk as he touched each onein
turn.

“Haveyou read al of these?’ Alan asked as he shifted the John Mortimers down one shelf to make
room for the Ed McBains.

“Naw,” she said, punching him in the shoulder. “What' sthe point of abunch of books you' ve dready



read?’

She caught him in the schoolyard on Monday and dragged him by one ear out to the marshy part. She
pinned him down and straddled his chest and tickled him with one hand so that he cried out and used the
other hand to drum afinger across hislips, so that his cries came out “bibble.”

Once he' d bucked her off, they kissed for alittle while,then she grabbed hold of one of his nipples and
twisted.

“All right,” she said. “ Enough torture. When do | get to meet your family?’

“Youcan't,” he said, writhing on the pine needles, which worked their way up the back of hisshirt and
pricked him across hislower back, fedling like the bristles of a hairbrush.

“Oh, I can, and | will,” she said. She twisted harder.

He dapped her hand away. “My family isredly weird,” hesaid. “My parentsdon’t redly ever go out.
They'renot like other people. They don't talk.” All of it true.

“They' remute?’

“No, but they don't talk.”

“They don't talk much, or they don’t talk at dl?” She pronounced it a-tall.

“Notat al.”

“How did you and your brotherslearn to tak, then?’

“Neghbors.” Still true. The golemslived in the neighboring caves.” And my father, alittle” True.
“So you have neighborswho visit you?’ she asked, atriumphant gleamin her eye.

Damn. “No, we visit them.” Lying now. Swesat on the shag of hair over hisears, which felt like they had
coals pressed to them.

“When you were ababy?’

“No, my grandparents took care of me when | was ababy.” Deeper. “But they died.” Bottoming out
NOW.

“I don't believe you,” she said, and he saw tears glisten in her eyes. “Y ou’ re too embarrassed to
introduce meto your family.”

“That' snot it.” Hethought fast.“My brother. David. HE snot well. He hasabrain tumor. Wethink he'll
probably die. That’swhy he doesn’t come to school. And it makes him act funny. He hits people, says
terriblethings” Mixing truth with lieswas alot easier. “He shouts and hurts people and he' sthe reason |
can't ever havefriends over. Not until hedies”

Her eyesnarrowed. “If that'salie,” shesad, “it' saterrible one. My Madied of cancer, and it’ s not



something anyone should make fun of. So, it better not bealie”

“It'snotalie” hesaid, mustering atear. “My brother David, we don't know how long he'll live, but it
won't belong. He actslike amongter, o it’shard to love him, but we al try.”

She rocked back onto her haunches. “It' strue, then?’ she asked softly.
He nodded miserably.

“Let’ssay no more about it, then,” she said. Shetook his hand and traced hieroglyphs on his pam with
the ragged edges of her chewed-up fingernails.

The recess bell rang and they headed back to school. They were about to leave the marshland when
something hard hit Alan in the back of the head. He spun around and saw asmall, sharp rock skitter into
the grass, saw Davey’ s face contorted with rage, lips pulled all the way back off histeeth, half-hiddenin
the boughs of atree, winding up to throw another rock.

Heflinched away and the rock hit the paving hard enough to bounce. Marci whirled around, but David
was gone, high up in theleaves, invisble, malicious, biding.

“What wasthat?’

“I dunno,” Alan lied, and groaned.

Kurt and Alan examined every gap between every storefront onAugusta, no matter how narrow. Kurt
kept slent as Alan fished hisarm up to the shoulder aong miniature aleysthat were just wide enough to
accommodeate the rain gutters depending from the roof.

They found the alley thatFrederick had been dragged down near the end of the block, between a
mattress store and an egg wholesder. It was narrow enough that they had to traverse it sdeways, but
there, at the entrance, were two smears of skin and blood, just above the ground, stretching off into the

sulfurous, rotty-egg depths of the aleyway.

They did dong the dley’ slength, headed for the gloom of the back. Something skittered away from
Alan’s shoe and he bent down, but couldn’t seeit. He ran his hands aong the ground and the walls and
they came back with arime of dried blood and asingle strand of long, oily hair stuck to them. He wiped
his pams off on the bricks.

“l can't see,” hesaid.

“Here,” Kurt said, handing him aminiature maglight whose handle was corrugated by hundreds of
toothmarks. Alan saw that he was intense, watching.

Alantwisted thelight on. “Thanks” he said, and Kurt smiled a him, seemed alittletaler. Alan looked
again. There, on the ground, was a sharpened black tooth, pierced by a piece of pipe-cleaner wire.

He pocketed the tooth before Kurt saw it and delved farther, approaching the alley’ s end, which was
carpeted withahumus of moldering cardboard, leaves, and road turds blown or washed there. He kicked
it asde as best he could, thencrouched down to examine the sewer grating beneath. The greenish brass
screws that anchored it to the ground had sharp cutsin their old grooves where they had been recently



removed. Herattled the grating, which was about half a meter square, then dipped his multitool out of his
belt holster. He flipped out the Phillips driver and went to work on the screws, unconscioudy putting
Kurt sflashlight in his mouth, his front teeth finding purchase in the dents that Kurt' s own had | eft there.

Heredized with abrief shudder that Kurt probably used this flashlight while nipple-degp in dumpsters,
had an image of Kurt transferring it from his gloved hands to his mouth and back again as he dug through
bags of kitchen and toilet waste, looking for discarded technology. But themeta was cool and clean
againg histeeth and so he bit down and worked the four screws|oose, worked hisfingersinto the mossy
dotsinthegrate, lifted it out, and set it to one side.

He shone thelight down the hole and found another fingerbone, the tip of athumb, desiccated to the size
of alargeraisin, and he pocketed that, too. Therewasalot of blood here, alittle puddle that was still wet
in the crusted middle. Frederick’ s blood.

He stepped over the grating and shone the light back down the hole, inviting Kurt to have alook.

“That’ swherethey went,” he said as Kurt bent down.

“That hole?’

“That hole,” hesaid.

“Isthat blood?’

“That’ sblood. It' s not easy to fit someone my brother’ssize down ahole likethat.” He set the grate
back, screwed it into place, and passed the torch back to Kurt. “Let’ s get out of here,” he said.

On the street, Alan looked at his blood and moss-grimed palms. Kurt pushed back his floppy,
frizzed-out, bleach-whitemohawk and scratched vigoroudy at the downy brown fuzz growing in on the
sdesof hisskull.

“Youthink I'manut,” Alan sad. “It' sokay, that’s natural.”

Kurt smiled sheepishly. “If it' sany consolation, | think you' re aharmless nut, okay? | like you.”

“Y ou don't have to believe me, so long asyou don't get in my way,” Alan said. “But it seasier if you
beieveme”

“Eader to do what?’

“Oh, to get dong,” Alan said.

Davey legpt down from arock outcropping as Alan made hisway home that night, landing on his back.
Alan stumbled and dropped his school bag. He grabbed at the choking arm around his neck, then
dropped to his knees as Davey bounced afist-sized stone off hishead, right over hisear.

He dammed himsdlf back, pinning Davey between himsdf and the sharp stones on the walkway up to
the cave entrance, then mashed backward with his elbows, his head ringing like agong from the one's
blow. Hisleft elbow connected with Davey’ s solar plexus and the arm around his throat went dack.



He climbed to hisknees and looked Davey in the face. He was blue and gasping, but Alan couldn’t
work up alot of sympathy for him as he reached up to the sde of his head and fdlt the goose egg welling
there. Hisfingertips came back with afew strands of hair blood-glued to them.

He' d been in afew schoolyard scraps and this was always the moment when ateacher intervened—one
combatant pinned, the other atop him. What could you do after this? Was he going to take the rock from
Davey’ shand and smash himin the face with it, knocking out histeeth, breaking his nose, blacking his
eyes? Could he get off of Davey without getting back into the fight?

He pinned Davey’ s shoulders under his knees and took him by the chin with one hand. “Y ou can't do
this, Danny,” he said, looking into his hazel eyes, which had gone green asthey did when hewas angry.

“Dowhet 7’
“Spy onme. Try to hurt me. Try to hurt my friends. Tease medl thetime. You can't doiit, okay?’

“I'll stab you in your deep, Andy. I'll break your fingerswith abrick. I'll poke your eyes out with a
fork.” Hewasfizzling like abaking-soda volcano, sdivadicking his cheeks and nogtrilsand chin, hiseyes
raling.

Alan felt hel plessness settle on him, weighing down hislimbs. How could helet him go? What else could
he do? Was he going to have to sit on Davey’ s shoulders until they were both old men?

“Please, Davey. I'm sorry about what | said. | just can’t bring her home, you understand,” he said.
“Pervert.She' sadut and you' re apervert. I'll tear her titties off.”
“Don’'t, Danny, please. Stop, okay?’

Darren bared histeeth and growled, jerking his head forward and snapping at Alan’s crotch, heedless of
the painful thuds his head made when it hit the ground after each lunge.

Alanwaited to seeif hewould tire himsalf out, but when it was clear that he would not tire, Alan waited
for his head to thud to the ground and then, abruptly, he popped him in the chin, legpt off of him turned
him on hisbelly, and wrenched him to his knees, twisting one arm behind his back and pulling his head
back by the hair. He brought Davey to hisfeet, under his control, before he' d recovered from the punch.

“I’'mteling Dad,” he said in Davey’ s ear, and began to frog-march him through to the cave mouth and
down into the lake in the middle of the mountain. He didn’'t even dow down when they reached the
smooth shore of the lake, just pushed on, doshing in up to his chest, Davey’ s head barely above the
water.

“Hewon't stop,” Alan said, to thewinds, to the water, to the vaulted ceiling, to the scurrying retrest of
the goblin. “1 think he'll kill meif he goes on. He storturing me. Y ou’ ve seeniit. Look at him!”

Davey wasthrashing in the water, hisface swollen and bloody, his eyesrattling like dried pessin a
maraca. Alan' sfingers, ill buried in Davey’ s shiny blond hair, kept brushing up againgt the swollen
bruisesthere, getting bigger by the moment. “I’lIfucking kill you!” Davey howled, screaming inchoate into
the echo that came back from hiscall.

“Shhh,” Alan said into hisear. “ Shhh. Listen, Davey, please, shhh.”



Davey’ sroar did not abate. Alan thought he could hear the whispers and groans of their father inthe
wind, but he couldn’t makeit out. “ Please, shhh,” he said, gathering Davey in ahug that pinned hisarms
to hissides, putting hislips up againg Davey’ s ear, holding him till.

“Shhh,” he said, and Davey stopped twitching againgt him, stopped histerrible roar, and they listened.
At first the sound was barelyaudible, a soughing through the tunndls, but gradually the echoes chased
each other round the great cavern and acrossthe dtill, dark surface of the lake, and then avoice, illusive
asafaceintheclouds.

“My boys,” thevoice sad, their father said.“ My sons. David, Alan. Y ou mugt not fight likethis.”
“He--!I" Davey began, the echoes of his outburst scattering their father’ svoice.

“Shhh,” Alan said again.

“Danid, you must love your brother. He lovesyou. | love you. Trust him. Hewon't hurt you. | won't let
you cometo any harm. | love you, son.”

Alanfdt Danny tremblein hisarms, and he was trembling, too, from theicy cold of the lake and from
the voice and the words and the love that echoed from every surface.

“Adam, my son.Keep your brother safe. Y ou need each other. Don't be impatient or angry with him.
Givehimlove”

“I'will,” Alan said, and he relaxed his arms so that he was holding Danny in ahug and not a pinion.
Danny relaxed back into him. “1 love you, Dad,” he said, and they trudged out of the water, out into the
last warmth of the day’ s sun, to dry out on the dope of the mountainside, green grass under their bodies
and wispy cloudsin the sky that they watched until the sun went out.

Marci followed him homeaweek before Christmas break . He didn’t notice her at first. Shewas
cunning, and followed hisboot printsin the snow. A blizzard had blown up hafway through the school
day, and by thetime classlet out, there was fresh knee-deep powder and he had to lift each foot high to
hike through it, the shush of his snow pants and the huff of his breath the only soundsin theicy winter
evening.

She followed the deep prints of his boots on the fresh snow, stalking him like he stalked rabbitsin the
woods. When he happened to turn around at the cave mouth, he spotted her in her yellow snow-suit,
struggling up the mountainsde, barely visblein thetwilight.

He' d never seen an intruder on the mountain. Thedirt trail that led up to the cave branched off aside
road on the edge of town, and it was too rocky even for the dirt-bike kids. He stood at the cave-mouth,
torn by indecison. He wanted to keep walking, head away farther uphill, away from the family’ s den, but
now she' d seen him, had waved to him. His cold-numb face drained of blood and his bladder hammered
inggtently at him. He hiked down the mountain and met her.

“Why are you here?’ he said, once he was close enough to see her pae, freckled face.

“Why do you think?" she said. “1 followed you home. Where do you live, Alan? Why can't | even see



whereyou live?
Hefdlt tearsprick a hiseyes. “Youjustcan't ! | can't bring you home!”
“Y ou hate me, don't you?’ she said, hands baling up into mittened figts. “That’sit.”
“| don't hate you, Marci. I—I loveyou,” he said, surprising himself.

She punched him hard in the arm. “ Shut up.” She kissed his cheek with her cold, dry lips and the huff of
her breath thawed his skin, making it tingle.

“Wheredoyou live, Alan?’

He sucked air so cold it burned hislungs. “ Comewith me.” He took her mittened hand in hisand
trudged up to the cave mouth.

They entered the summercave, where the family spent itstime in the warm months, now mostly empty,
savefor some straw and afew scattered bits of clothing and toys. Heled her through the cave, hiseyes
adjusting to the gloom, back to the right-angle bend behind a stal actite baffle, toward the sulfur reek of
the hot spring on whose shores the family spent itswinters.

“It getsdark,” hesaid. “I'll get you alight once we' reinsde.”
Her hand squeezed histighter and she said nothing.

It grew darker and darker as he pushed into the cave, hel ping her up the gentle incline of the cavefloor.
He saw wdll in the dark—the whole family did—but he understood that for her thiswas a blind voyage.

They stepped out into the sulfur-spring cavern, the acoustics of their breathing changed by the long, flat
hollow. In the dark, he saw Edward-Frederick-George playing with his matchbox carsin one corner;
Davey leaned up againgt their mother, sucking histhumb. Billy was nowherein sght, probably hiding out
in hisroom—hewould, of course, have foreseen thisvisit.

He put her hand againgt the cave wall,then said, “Wait here.” Helet go of her and waked quickly to the
heap of winter coats and boots in the corner and dug through them for the flashlight he used to do his
homework by. It was a hand-crank number, and as he squeezed it to life, he pointed it at Marci, her face
wan and scared initslight. He gave the flashlight afew more pumpsto get itsflywhed spinning,then

passed it to her.

“Just keep squeezing it,” he said. “1t doesn’t need batteries.” Hetook her hand again. It waslimp.

“You can put your thingson the pile,” he said, pointing to the coats and boots. He was aready shucking
his hat and mittens and boots and snow pants and coat. His skin flushed with the warm vapors coming off
of the sulfur spring.

“Youlive here?’ she said. Thelight from the flashlight was dimming and he reached over and gaveit a
couple of sgueezes, then handed it back to her.

“I live here. It' scomplicated.”

Davey’s eyes were open and he was staring at them with squinted eyes and afrown.



“Where are your parents?’ she said.

“It'scomplicated,” he said again, asthough that explained everything. “ Thisis my secret. No onedse
knowsit.”

Edward-Frederick-George tottered over to them with an armload of toy cars, which he mutely offered
to Marci, smiling adrooly smile. Alan patted him on the head and knelt down. “1 don’t think Marci wants
to play cars, okay?’ Ed nodded solemnly and went back to the edge of the pool and began running his
carsthrough the nearly scalding water.

Marci reached out a hand ahead of her into the wesak light, looked at the crazy shadowsit cast on the
distant walls. “How can you live here? It' sa cave, Alan. How can you livein acave?’

“Youget usedtoit,” Alansaid. “1 can't explainit al, and the partsthat | can explain, you wouldn't
believe. But you' ve been to my home now, Marci. I’ ve shown you where live.”

Davey approached them, a beatific smile on hisangdlic face.
“Thisismy brother, Danidl,” Alan said. “Theonel told you about.”
“You'rehisdut,” Davey said. Hewas gtill smiling. “ Do you touch his peter?”

Alanflinched, suppressing adesireto smack Davey, but Marci just knelt down and looked him in the
eye. “Nope,” shesad. “Areyou dwaysthis horrible to strangers?’

“Yes!” Davey said, cheerfully. “I hateyou, and | hatenim,” he cocked his head Alanward. “And you're
dimotherfuckers.”

“But we' re not wee horrible shits, Danny,” she said. “We' re not filthy-mouthed bratswho can't keep a
civil tongue”

Davey snapped his head back and then forward, trying to get her in the bridge of the nose, afavorite
tactic of his, but shewastoo fast for him and ducked it, so that he ssumbled and fell to hisknees.

“Y our mother’ s going to be very cross when shefinds out how you' ve been acting. You'll be lucky if
you get any Chrisgmas pressies,” she said as he struggled to hisfeet.

He swung apunch at her groin, and she caught hiswrist and then hoisted him to histiptoes by hisarm,
then lifted him off thefloor, bringing hisface up level with hers. “Stop it,” shesaid.“Now.”

Hefel slent and narrowed his eyes as he dangled there, thinking about this. Then he spat in her face.
Marci shook her head dowly asthe gob of spit did down her eyebrow and over her cheek, then she spat
back, nailing him square on thetip of hisnose. She set him down and wiped her face with aglove.

Davey started toward her, and shelifted a hand and he flinched back and then ran behind their mother,
hiding in her tangle of wires and hoses. Marci gave the flashlight a series of hard cranksthat splashed light
across the washing machine and then turned to Alan.

“That’ syour brother?’



Alan nodded.

“Wadll, | seewhy you didn’t want me to come home with you, then.”

Kurt was properly appreciative of Alan’s bookcases andtrophies, ran hisfingertips over the wood,
willingly accepted some iced mint tea sweetened with honey, and used a coaster without having to be
asked.

“A washing machine and amountain,” hesad.
“Yes,” Alan said. “He kept aroof over our heads and she kept our clothes clean.”

“You'vetold that joke before, right?” Kurt'sfoot was bouncing, which made the chains on his pants and
jacket jangle.

“And now Davey’safter us” Alan said. “I don’'t know why it’snow. | don’t know why Davey does
anything . But he dways hated me most of al.”

“So why did he snatch your brothersfirg?’

“I think he wants me to sweset. He wants me scared, al thetime. I’ m the eldest. I'm the one who |eft the
mountain. I’m the one who camefirgt, and made al the connections with the outside world. They dl
looked to me to explain the world, but | never had any explanations that would suit Davey.”

“Thisispretty weird,” hesaid.

Alan cocked hishead at Kurt. He was about thirty, old for a punk, and had akind of greasy sheen
about him, like he didn’t remember to wash often enough, despite his protestations about his cleanliness.
But at thirty, he should have seen enough to let him know that the world was both weirder than he
sugpected and not so weird as certain mystically inclined people would like to believe.

Armolddidn’t like thismoment of disclosure, didn’t like dropping his carefully cultivated habit of hiding
this, but he dso couldn’t help but fed relieved. A part of his mind nagged him, though, and told him that
too much of thiswould waken the worry for his brothers from its narcotized dumber.

“I’vetold other people, just afew. They didn't believe me. Y ou don’'t have to. Why don’t you think
about it for awhile?’

“What are you going to do?’

“I’m going to try to figure out how to find my brothers. | can’t go underground like Davey can. | don’t
think | can, anyway. | never have. But Davey’s<0...broken ... so smdl and twisted. He' s not smart, but
he' s cunning and he' s determined. I'm smarter than heis. So I'll try to find the smart way. I'll think about
it, too.”

“Wéll, I've got to get ready to go diving,” Kurt said. He stood up with ajangle. “ Thanks for theiced tea,
Adam.”

“It was nice to meet you, Kurt,” Alan said, and shook his hand.




Alan woke with something soft over hisface. It waspitch dark, and he couldn’t breathe. Hetried to
reach up, but hisarmswouldn’t move. He couldn’t Sit up. Something heavy was Sitting on his chest. The
soft thing—a pillow?2—ground againgt hisface, cruelly pressing down on the cartilage in hisnosg, filling
his mouth as he gasped for air.

He shudderedhard, and felt something give near hisright wrist and then hisarm was |oose from the
elbow down. He kept working the arm, his chest &fire, and then he' d freed it to the shoulder, and
something bit him, hard little teeth like knives, in the fleshy underside of hisbicep. Hailing dug theteethin
harder, and he knew he was bleeding, could fed it seeping down hisarm. Finally, he got his hand onto
something, adesiccated, mummified piece of flesh.Davey.Davey’ sribs, like dry stones, cold and thin. He
felt up higher, felt for the place where Davey’ sarm met his shoulder, and then twisted ashard ashe
could, until the arm popped freein its socket. He shook his head violently and the pillow did away.

The room was gill dark, and the hot, moist air rushed into his nogtrils and mouth as he gasped it in. He

heard Davey moving in the dark, and as his eyes adjusted, he saw him unfolding aknife. It wasaclasp
knife with a broken hasp and it swung open with the sound of a cockroach’ s shell crunching underfoot.
The blade was rusty.

Alan flung hisfreed arm across his body and tried to tug himsdlf loose. He was being held down by his
own sheets, which had been tacked or stapled to the bed frame. Using dl his strength, herolled over,
heaving and bucking, and felt/heard the staples popping free down one side of the bed, just as Davey
dashed at where his face had been amoment before. The knife whistled past his ear, then scored deeply
along his shoulder. Hisarm flopped usdesdy at his sde and now they were both fighting one-armed,
though Davey had aknife and Adam was wrapped in a shedt.

His bedroom was singularly lacking in anything that could be improvised into aweapon—he considered
trying getting a heavy encyclopedia out to use asa shidld, but it wastoo far adistance and too long a
shot.

He scooted back on the bed, trying to untangle the sheet, which was still secured at the foot of the bed
and dl dong one sde. Hefreed hisgood arm just as Davey dashed a him again, aiming for the mest of
histhigh, the big arteries there that could bleed you out in a minute or two. He grabbed for Davey’s
shoulder and caught it for an instant, squeezed and twisted, but then the skin he had hold of doughed
away and Davey was free, dancing back.

Then he heard, from downgtairs, the sound of rhythmic pounding at the door. He' d been hearing it for
sometime, but hadn’t registered it until now.A muffled ydl from below. Police? Mimi? He screamed out,
“Help!” hoping hisvoice would carry through the door.

Apparently, it did. He heard the sound of the small glass pane over the doorknob shatter, and Davey
turned his head to look in the direction of the sound. Alan snatched up the pillow that he'd been
smothering under and swung it as hard as he could a Davey’ s head, knocking him around, and the door
was open how, the summer night air sweeping up the stairs to the second-floor bedroom.

“Alan?’ It was Kurt.

“Kurt, up here, he' sgot aknife!”

Boots on the sairs, and Davey standing again, cornered, with the knife, dashing at the air toward him
and toward the bedroom door, toward the light coming up the stairs, bobbing, Kurt’s maglight, clenched



in histeeth, and Davey bolted for the door with the knife held high. Thelight stopped moving and there
was an instant’ s tableau, Davey caught in the light, cracked black lips pedled back from sharp teeth,
chest heaving, knife bobbing, and then Alan wasfree, diving for hisknees, bringing him down.

Kurt was on them before Davey could struggle up to his good e bow, kicking the knife away, scattering
fingerboneslikedice.

Davey screeched like arusty hinge as Kurt twisted his arms up behind his back and Alan took hold of
his ankles. He thrashed like araccoon in atrap, and Alan forced the back of his head down so that his
face was mashed againgt the coal floor, muffling hiscries.

Kurt shifted so that his knee and one hand were pinning Davey’ swrigts, fished in his pockets, and came
out with abundle of hairy twine. He st it on the floor next to Alan and then shifted his grip back to
Davey’'sarms.

As soon as Alan released the back of Davey’ s head, he jerked it up and snapped histeeth into the top
of Kurt’scaf, just above the top of his high, chain-draped boot. Kurt hollered and Adam reached out
and took the knife, moving quickly before he could think, and smashed the buitt into Davey’ sjaw, which
cracked audibly. Davey let go of Kurt's caf and Alan worked quickly to lash hisfeet together, using half
the bundle of twine, heedless of how he cut into the thin, cracking skin. He used the knife to snip the
string and then handed theroll to Kurt, who went to work on Danny’ swrists.

Alan got the lights and rolled his brother over, looked into his mad eyes. Dae wastrying to scream, but
with hisjaw hanging limp and histeeth scattered, it came out in arasp. Alan stood and found that he was
naked, his shoulder and bicep dripping blood down his side into a pool on the polished floor.

“WEe |l take him to the basement,” hetold Kurt, and dug through the laundry hamper at the foot of the
bed for jeans. He found a couple of pairs of boxer shorts and tied one around his bicep and the other
around his shoulder, using histeeth and chin as a second hand. It took two tries before he had them
bound tight enough to ill the throb.

The bedroom looked like someone had butchered an animd in it, and the floor was gritty with Darrel’s
leavings, teeth and nails and fingerbones. Picking hisway carefully through the mess, he hauled the sheet
off the bed, popping out the remaining staples, which pinged off the bookcases and danced on the
polished wood of the floor. Hefolded it double and laid it on the floor next to Davey.

“Helpmeroall himontoit,” he said, and then saw that Kurt was staring down at his shriveled, squirming,
hateful brother in horror, wiping his hands over and over again on the thighs of hisjeans.

He looked up and his eyeswere glazed and wide. “1 was passing by and | saw the shadowsin the
window. | thought you were being attacked—" He hugged himsdif.

“I was” Alan said. He dug another T-shirt out of his hamper. “Here, wrap this around your hands.”

They rolled Davey into the sheet and then wrapped himinit. Hewas surprisngly heavy, dense. Hefting
hisend of the sheet one-handed, hefting that mysterious weight, he remembered picking up
Ed-Fred-Geoff in the cave that first day, remembered the weight of the
brother-in-the-brother-in-the-brother, and he had a sudden sickening sense that perhaps Davey was so
heavy because he' d eaten them.

Once they had him bound snugly in the sheet, Danny stopped thrashing and became very 4iill. They



carried him carefully down the dark stairs, the walnut-shell grit echoing the fed of teeth and flakes of skin
on the bare soles of Alan’ sfeet.

They dumped him unceremonioudy on the cool mosaic of tile on the floor. They stared a the unmoving
bundle for amoment. “Wait here, I'm going to get achair,” Alan said.

“Jesus, don't leave me done here,” Kurt said. “ That kid, the one who saw him—take—your brother?
No one' sseen him since.” He looked down at Davey with wide, crazed eyes.

Alan’s shoulder throbbed. “All right,” he said. “Y ou get achair from the kitchen, the captain’ s chair in
the corner with the newspaper recycling stacked on it.”

While Kurt was upgtairs, Alanunwrapped his brother. Danny’ s eyes were closed, hisjaw hanging
askew, hiswrists bound behind him. Alan leaned carefully over him and took hisjaw and rotated it gently
until it popped back into place.

“Davey?’ he said. The eyes were closed, but now there wasan attentiveness , an dertnessto him. Alan
stepped back quickly, feding foolish a hisfear of this pathetic, digointed bound thing on hisfloor. No
two ways about it, though: Davey gave him the absolutely willies, making histesticles draw up and the
hair on the back of hisarms prickle.

“Set the chair down there,” Alan said, pointing. He hoisted Davey up by hisdry, papery armpits and sat
him in the seat. He took some duct tape out of a utility drawer under the basement staircase and used it
to gum Danny down inthe chair.

“Davey,” hesaid again. “I know you can hear me. Stop pretending.”
“That’ syour brother?” Kurt said. “The onewho—"
“That'shim,” Alan said. “1 guessyou believe me now, huh?’

Davey grinned suddenly, mirthless. “ Still making friends and influencing people, brother?” he said. His
voice was wet and hiccuping, like he was drowning in snot.

“WEe re not going to play any games here, Davey. Y ou're going to tell me where Edward, Felix,
andGriffin are, or I’m going to tear your fingers off and smash them into powder. When | run out of
fingers, I'll switch to teeth.”

Kurt looked at him in darm. He moaned. “ Jesus, Adam—"

Adam whirled on him, something snapping inside. “Don’t, Kurt, just don’t, okay? Hetried to kill me
tonight. He may dready have killed my brothers. Thisislife or death, and there’ sno room for sentiment
or humanity. Get ahammer out of the toolbox, on that shelf.” Kurt hesitated. “Doit!” Alan said, pointing
at the toolbox.

Kurt shrank back, looking as though he' d been dapped. He moved asif in adream, opening the toolbox
and pawing through it until he came up with a scarred hammer, one claw snapped off.

Davey shook hishead. “Y ou don't scare me, Albert. Not for an ingtant. | have alarge supply of fingers
and teeth—adll | need. And you—you'relike him. Y ou’ re asentimentdist. Scared of yoursdf . Scared of
me Scared of everything. That' swhy you ran away. That’ swhy you got rid of me. Scared.”



Alan dug in his pocket for the fingerbones and teeth he' d collected. He found the tip of apinky with a
curled-over nail asthick asan oyster’ s shell, crusted with dirt and blood. “ Give me the hammer, Kurt,”
he said.

Davey’ seyesfollowed him as he set the fingertip down on the tiles and raised the hammer. He brought it
down just to one side of the finger, hard enough to bresk thetile. Kurt jumped alittle, and Alan held the
hammer up again.

“Tel meor thistimel won't miss” hesad, looking Davey inthe eye.
Davey shrugged in his bonds.

Alan sivung the hammer again. It hit the fingertip with ajarring impact that vibrated up hisarm and
resonated through his hurt shoulder. He raised the hammer again. He' d expected the finger to crush into
powder, but instead it fissured into three jagged pieces, like apiece of chert fracturing under a
hammer-stone.

Davey’s eyeswere squeezed down to dits now. “ Y ou're the scared one. Y ou can't scare me,” he said,
his voice choked with phlegm.

Alan sat ontheirregular tile and propped his chinin his pdm. “ Okay, Davey, you'reright. I’m scared.
Y ou’ ve kidnapped our brothers, maybe even killed them. Y ou're terrorizing me.l can't think, | can’t
deep. Sotel me, Danny, why shouldn't | just kill you again, and get rid of al that fear?’

“1 know where the brothersare,” he said ingtantly. “I know where there are more peoplelike us. All the
answers, Albert, every answer you' ve ever looked for. I've got them. And | won't tell you any of them.
But solong as I’ mwaking around and talking, you think that | might.”

Alan took Marci back to his bedroom, the winter bedroom that was no more than anichein the
hot-spring cavern, apile of rags and a deeping bag for abed. It had always been enough for him, but
now he was ashamed of it. He took the flashlight from Marci and let it wind down, so thet they were
gtting in darkness.

“Y our parents—" she said,then broke off.

“It'scomplicated.”

“Arethey dead?’

He reached out in the dark and took her hand.

“I don't know how to explainit,” hesaid. “I canlie, and you'll probably think I'm telling the truth. Or |
cantell thetruth, and you'll think that I'm lying.”

She squeezed his hand. Despite the sweaty heat of the cave, her fingerswere cold asice. He covered
her hand with hisfree hand and rubbed at her cold fingers.

“Tel methetruth,” shewhispered. “I'll believeyou.”



So hedid, in mutters and whispers. He didn't have thewordsto explainit al, didn’t know exactly how
to explainit, but hetried. How he knew hisfather’s moods. How hefelt his mother’slove.

After keeping this secret dl hislife, it fet incredible to beletting it out. His heart thudded in his chest, and
his shouldersfdt progressively lighter, until he thought he might rise up off hisbedding and fly around the

cave.
If it hadn't been dark, he wouldn’t have been ableto tdll it. It wasthe dark, and the faint lunar glow of
Marci’ sface that showed no expression that let him open up and spill out al the secrets. Her fingers

squeezed tighter and tighter, and now hefelt like Singing and dancing, because surdly between the two of
them, they could find abook in the library or maybe an article in the microfilm cabinets that wouldredly

explanittohim.

He wound down. “No one else knowsthis,” he said.“No one except you.” Heleaned in and planted a
kisson her cold lips. She sat rigid and unmoving as he kissed her.

“Mac?

“Alan,” she breathed. Her fingers went dack. She pulled her hand free.

Suddenly Alan was cold, too. The scant inches between them felt like an unbridgesable gap.

“Youthink I'mlying,” he said, saring out into the cave.

“I don’t know—"

“It'sokay,” hesaid. “I can help you get home now, al right?’

She folded her hands on her 1ap and nodded miserably.

On the way out of the cave, Eddie-Freddie-Georgie tottered over, ill holding his car. He held it out to
her mutely. She knelt down solemnly and took it from him, then patted him on the head. “Merry
Christmas, kiddo,” she said. He hugged her leg, and she laughed alittle and bent to pick him up. She

couldn’t. He wastoo heavy. Shelet go of him and nervoudy pried hisarms from around her thigh.

Alan took her down the path to the side road that led into town. The moonlight shone on the white
snow, making the world glow bluish. They stood by the roadside for along and awkward moment.

“Good night, Alan,” she said, and turned and started trudging home.

There was no torture at school the next day. Sheignored him through the morning, and he couldn’t find
her at recess, but at lunch she came and sat next to him. They ate in silence, but he was comforted by her
presence beside him,awarmth that he sensed more than felt.

She sat beside him in afternoon classes, too. Not aword passed between them. For Alan, it felt like
anything they could say to one another would be less true than the silence, but that redization hurt. HE d
never been ableto discuss hislife and nature with anyone and it seemed as though he never would.

But the next morning, in the school yard, she snagged him as he walked past the climber made from a
jumble of bolted-together logs and dragged him into the middle. It smelled faintly of pee and wasarich



source of mysterious roaches and empty beer bottles on Monday mornings after the teenagers had come
and gone.

She was crouched down on her haunchesin the snow there, her stleaming bresth coming in short huffs.
She grabbed him by the back of hisknit toque and pulled hisface to hers, kissng him hard on the mouith,
shocking the hell out of him by forcing her tongue past hislips.

They kissed until the bell rang, and as Alan made hisway to class, hefdt like hisfacewas glowing likea
lightbulb. His homeroom teacher asked him if he wasfeding well, and he sammered out some kind of
afirmative while Mardi, gtting in the next row, stifled agiggle.

They ate their lunchestogether again, and shefilled the slence with arunning commentary of the
deficiencies of the sandwich her father had packed her, the strange odors coming from the brown bag
that Alan had brought, filled with winter mushrooms and some soggy bread and cheese, and the hairiness
of the mole on thelunch lady’ s chin.

When they reached the schoolyard, she tried to drag him back to the logs, but he resisted, taking her
instead to the marsh where he' d first spied her. The ground had frozen over and the rushes and reeds
were stubble, poking out of the snow. He took her mittened handsin his and waited for her to stop

squirming.

Which she did, eventualy.He d rehearsed what he' d say to her al morning: Do you believe me? What
am|1? Am | likeyou? Do you sill love me? Areyou still my friend? | don’t understand it any better than
you do, but now, now there are two of uswho know about it, and maybe we can make sense of it
together. God, it' ssuch ardlief to not be the only one anymore.

But now, standing there with Marci, in the distant catcalls of the playground and the smell of the new
snow and the soughing of thewind in the trees, he couldn’t bring himself to say it. She either knew these
thingsor shedidn’t, and if shedidn’t, he didn’t know what he could do to help it.

“Wha?' shesad e last.

“Do you—" he began,then fell slent. He couldn’t say the words.

She looked irritated, and the sounds and the smells swept over him as the moment stretched. But then
she softened. “I don’t undergtand it, Alan,” shesaid. “Isit true?Isit really how you say itis?Did | see
what | saw?’

“It'strue,” he said, and it was as though the clouds had parted, the world gone bright with the glare off
the snow and the sounds from the playground now joyousinstead of crud. “It' strue, and | don’t
understand it any more than you do, Marci.”

“Areyou...humen , Alan?’

“Ithink so,” hesaid. “1 bleed. | eat. | deep. | think and talk and dream.”

She squeezed his hands and darted akissat him. “You kiss,” she said.

And it wasadl right again.




The next day was Saturday, and Marci arranged to meet him at the cave-mouth. In the lee of the wind,
the bright winter sun reflected enough hesat off the snow that some of it melted away, reveding the sunted
winter grass benesth. They sat on the dry snow and listened to the wind whistle through the pines and the

hiss of loose snow blowing across the crust.

“Will I get to meet your Da, then?’ she said, after they’ d watched ajackrabbit hop up the mountainside
anddisappear into the woods.

He sniffed deeply, and smelled the coaface smell of hisfather’ s cogitation.
“Youwant to?" hesad.

“I do.”

And s0 heled her inside the mountain, through the winter cave, and back and back to the poal in the
mountain’'s heart. They crept dong quietly, her fingerstwined in his. “Y ou have to put out the flashlight
now,” hesaid. “It'll scarethe goblin.” His voice shocked him, and her, he felt her startle. It was so quiet

otherwise, just the sounds of breathing and of cave winds.

So shelet the whirring dynamo in the flashlight wind down, and the darkness descended on them. It was
cool, but not cold, and the wind smelled more strongly of coalface than ever. “He sinthere” Alan said.
He heard the goblin scamper away. Hiswords echoed over the pool around the corner. “Come on.” Her
fingerswere very cool. They walked in adow, measured step, like aking and queen of efland going for

awak in the woods.

He stopped them at the pool’ s edge. There was dmost no light here, but Alan could make out the
smooth surface of hisfather’ s pool.

“Now what?" she whispered, the hissng of her words susurrating over the pool’ s surface.
“We can only talk to him from the center,” he whispered. “We haveto wadein.”

“I can’'t go homewith wet clothes,” she whispered.
“You don’t wear clothes,” he said. Helet go of her hand and began to unzip his snowsuit.

And so they stripped, there on hisfather’ s shore. She was luminousin the dark, a pale girl-shape picked
out in the ripples of the pool, skinny, with her arms crossed in front of her chest. Even though he knew
she couldn’t see him, he was self-consciousin his nudity, and he stepped into the pool as soon ashewas

naked.
“Wait,” she said, sounding panicked. “Don’'t leave me!”

So he held out hishand for her, and then, redizing that she couldn’t seeit, he stepped out of the pool
and took her hand, brushing her small breast as he did so. He barely registered the contact, though she

dartled and nearly fell over. “Sorry,” he said. “Comeon.”
The water was cold, but once they were in up to their shoulders, it warmed up, or they went numb.

“Isit okay?’ she whispered, and now that they were in the center of the cavern, the echoes crossed
back and forth and took along timeto die out.



“Listen,” Andy said. “Just ligten.”

And as the echoes of hiswords died down, the winds picked up, and then the words emerged from the
breeze.

“Adam,” hisfather sighed. Marci jumped afoot out of the water, and her splashdown sent watery
ripples rebounding off the cavern walls.

Alan reached out for her and draped his arm around her shoulders. She huddied againgt his chest, dick
cold naked skin goose-pimpled againgt hisribs. She smelled wonderful, like afox. I1tfdt wonderful, and
solemn, to stand there nude, in the heart of hisfather, and let his secrets spill away.

Her bresthing tilled again.
“Alan,” hisfather said.

“We want to understand, Father,” Alan whispered. “What am 17’ It was the question he' d never asked.
Now that he' d asked it, hefet like afool: Surdly hisfatherknew , the mountain knew everything, had
stood forever. He could have found out anytime he' d thought to ask.

“| don’'t have the answer,” hisfather said. “ There may be no answer. Y ou may never know.”
Adam let go of Marci, let hisarmsfall to hissides.

“No,” hesaid. “No!” he shouted again, and the stiliness was broken. The wind blew cold and hard, and
hedidn’'t care. “NO!” he screamed, and Marci grabbed him and put her hand over his mouth. Hisears
roared with echoes, and they did not die down, but rather built atop one another, to awall of noise that
scared him.

She was crying now, scared and openmouthed sobs. She splashed him and water went up his nose and
stung his eyes. The wind was colder now, cold enough to hurt, and he took her hand and doshed
recklessly for the shore. He spun up the flashlight and handed it to her, then yanked his clothes over his
wet skin, glaring at the pool while she did the same.

Inthewinter cave, they met agolem.

It stood like astatue, brick-red with glowing eyes, beside Alan’s mother, hands at its sides. Golems
didn't ventureto thissde of hisfather very often, and amost never in daylight. Marci caught himin the
flashlight’ s beam as they entered the warm humidity of the cave, shivering in the gusting winds. She
fumbled the flashlight and Alan caught it before it hit the ground.

“It'sokay,” he said. His chest was heaving from his tantrum, but the presence of the golem calmed him.
Y ou could say or do anything to agolem, and it couldn’t strike back, couldn’t answer back. The sons of
the mountain that sheltered—and birthed?—the golems owed nothing to them.

Hewalked over to it and folded hisarms.

“What isit?’ hesad.



The golem bent its head dightly and looked him in the eye. It was man-shaped, but baggier, muscleslike
frozen mud. An overhang of belly covered its smooth crotch like akilt. Its chisel-shaped teeth clacked
together asit limbered up itsjaw.

“Your father issad,” it said. Itsvoice was dow and grinding, like an avdanche. “Our sde grows cold.”

“I don’'t care,” Alan said. “ Fuckmy father,” he said.Behind him, perched atop their mother, Davey
whittered amean little laugh.

“Y ou shouldn’t—"
Alan shoved the golem. It waslike shoving aboulder. It didn’t give at al.

“You don't tell mewhat to do,” he said. “ Y ou can't tell me what to do. | want to know what | am, how
we' re possible, and if you can’t help, then you can leave now.”

Thewinds blew colder, smelling now of the golem’ s side of the mountain, of clay and the dry bones of
their kills, which they arrayed on thewalls of their cavern.

The golem stood stock ill.
“Doesit...understand 7’ Marci asked. Davey snickered again.

“It'snot supid,” Alan said, cdming alittle. “I1t’'s...dow . It thinks dowly and acts dowly. But it’ s not
stupid.” He paused for amoment. “It taught me to speak,” he said.

That did it. He began to cry, biting hislip to keep from making a sound, but the tears rolled down his
cheeks and his shoulders shook. The flashlight’ s beam pinned him, and he wanted to run to his mother
and hide behind her, wanted to escape the light.

“Go,” he said softly to the golem, touching itselbow. “1t’'Il bedl right.”

Sowly, gratingly, the golem turned and lumbered out of the cave, clumsy and ponderous.

Marci put her arm around him and he buried hisface in her skinny neck, the hot tears coursing down her
collarbones.

Davey cameto him that night and pinned himin thelight of the flashlight. He woke staring up into the
bright bulb, shielding his eyes. He groped out for the light, but Darryl danced back out of reach, keeping
the beam in hiseyes. The air crackled with the angry grinding of its hand-dynamo.

He climbed out of bed naked and felt around on the floor. He had a geode there, he’ d broken it and
polished it by hand, and it was the Size of a softbdl, the top smooth as glass, the undersderough asa
coconut’ s hide.

Wordless and swift, he wound up and threw the geode as hard as he could at where he judged Davey’s
head to be.

Therewas athud and acry, and the light clattered to the ground, growingmore dim asits dynamo
whirred to a stop. Green blobs chased themsalves across his vision, and he could only see Darren rolling



on the ground by turning his head to one side and looking out of the corner of hiseye.

He groped toward Davey and smelled the blood. Knedling down, he found Davey’ s hand and followed
it up to his shoulder, his neck. Slick with blood. Higher, to Davey’ sface, hisforehead, the dent there
sanded ragged by the rough side of the geode. The blood flowed freely and beneath his other hand
Danny’ s chest heaved as he breathed, shalowly, rapidly, dmost panting.

Hisvision was coming back now. He took off his T-shirt and wadded it up, pressed it to Davey’s
forehead. They'd donefirgt aid in class. Y ou weren’t supposed to move someone with ahead injury. He
pressed down with the T-shirt, trying to stanch the blood.

Then, quick asawhip, Davey’ s head twisted around and he bit down, hard, on Alan’s thumbtip. Albert
reded back, but it wastoo late: Davey had bitten off thetip of hisright thumb. Alan howled, waking up
Ed-Fred-Geoff, who began to cry. Davey rolled away, scampering back into the cave’ s depths.

Alan danced around the cave, hand clamped between histhighs, mewling. Hefell to the floor and
squeezed hislegstogether, then dowly brought his hand up before hisface. The ragged stump of his
thumb was softly spurting blood in time with his heartbest. He struggled to remember hisfirst ad. He
wrapped his T-shirt around the wound and then pulled his parka on over his bare chest and jammed his
bare feet into his boots, then made his way to the cave mouth and scooped up snow under the moon’s
glow, awkwardly packing a snowbal around his hand. He shivered as he made hisway back into the
winter cave and propped himsalf up againgt his mother, holding his hurt hand over his head.

The winter cave grew cold astheice packed around his hand. Bobby, woken by his clairvoyant
ingtincts, crept forward with a sheet and draped it over Alan. He' d foreseen this, of course—had
foreseen dl of it. But Bobby followed his own code, and he kept his own counsd, cleaning up after the
disasters he was powerless to prevent.

Deep in the mountains, they heard the echoes of Davey’ stittering laughter.

“It waswrong to bring her here, Adam,” Billy said to him in the morning, as he fed Alan the crusts of
bread and dried apples he' d brought him, packing his hand with fresh snow.

“I didn’t bring her here, shefollowed me,” Adam said. Hisarm ached from holding it aoft, and his back
and tailbone were numb with the ache of anight spent Sitting up againgt their mother’ sside. “And
besides, why should it be wrong? Whose rules? What rules? What are thefucking rules?’

“Y ou can fed therules, brother,” he said. He couldn’t look Alan in the eye, he never did. Thiswasa
major speech, coming from Bobby.

“I can't fed any rules,” Alan said. He wondered if it wastrue. HE d never told anyone about the family
before. Had he known all dong that he shouldn’t do this?

“1 can. She can't know. No one can know. Even we can’'t know. W€ Il never understand it.”
“Whereis Davey?’
“He sdoing a... ritua.With your thumb.”

They sat slent and strained their earsto hear the winds and the distant shuffle of the denizens of the



mourtain.

Alan shifted, using his good hand to prop himsalf up, looking for a comfortable position. He brought his
injured hand down to hislap andunwrapped his blood-soaked T-shirt from hisfigt, gently pedling it away
from the glue of dried blood that held it there.

His hand had shriveled in the night, from ice and from restricted circulation, and maybe from Davey’s
ritual. Alan pondered its crusty, clawed form, thinking that it looked like it belonged to someone—some

thing—else.

Buddy scaled the stalactite that served as the ladder up to the lofty nook where he dept and came back
down holding hiswater bottle. “It' s clean, it' sfrom the pool,” he said, another magjor speech for him. He
also had an armload of scavenged diapers, much-washed and worn soft as flannel. He wet one and
began to wipe away the crust of blood on Alan’sarm and hand, working hisway up from the elbow,
then tackling the uninjured fingers, then, very gently, gently as afeether-touch, dow asaglacier, he
worked on Alan’s thumb.

When he was done, Alan’ s hand was clean and dry and cold, and the wound of his thumb was exposed
and naked, athin crust of blood weeping liquid dowly. It seemed to Alan that he could see the stump of
bone protruding from the wound. He was amazed to see his bones, to get alook at a cross-section of
himself. Hewondered if he could count the rings and find out how old he was, as he had never been
redlly certain on that score. He giggled ghoulishly.

He held out his good hand. “Get me up, okay?’ Bobby hauled him to hisfeet. “ Get me some warm
clothes, too?’

And he did, because he was Bobby, and he was always only too glad to help, only too glad to do what
service he could for you, even if hewould never do you the one service that would benefit you the most:
telling you of hisvisons, heping you avoid the disasters that loomed on your horizon.

Standing up, walking around, being clean—he began to fed like himself again. He even managed to get
into his snow pants and parka and struggle out to the hillside and the bright sunshine, where he could get
agood look at hishand.

What he had taken for abone wasn't. It was a skinny little thumbtip, growing out of the raggedy, crusty
stump. He could see the whorl of afingerprint there, and narrow, nearly invisible cuticles. He touched the
tip of histongueto it and it seemed to him that he could fedl atongue rasping over the top of hismissng
thumbtip.

“It' sdisgusting, keep it away,” Marci said, shrinking away from his hand in mock horror. He held his
proto-thumb under her nose and waggled it.

“No joking, okay? | just want to know what itmeans . I’ mgrowing anew thumb .”

“Maybeyou're part sdamander. They regrow their legs and tails. Or aworm—cut aworm in half and
you get two worms. It’sin one of my Da s books.”

He stared at histhumb. It had grown perceptibly, just on the journey into town to Marci’ s place. They
were holed up in her room, surrounded by watercolors of horsesin motion that her mother had painted.
She'd raided the fridge for cold pork pies and cheese and fizzy lemonade that her father had shipped



from the Marks & Spencer inToronto . It was the strangest food he' d ever eaten but he' d developed a
tagtefor it.

“Wiggleit again,” shesad.

Hedid, and the thumbtip bent down like ascale model of athumbtip, cracking the scab around it.

“We should go to adoctor,” she said.

“l don't go to doctors,” he said flatly.

“Y ouhaven't gone to a doctor—doesn’ tmean you can't.”

“I don’'t go to doctors.” X-ray machines and stethoscopes, blood tests and clever little flashlightsin your
ears—who knew what they’ d reved ? He wanted to be the first to discoverit, he didn’t want to have to
try to explain it to adoctor before he understood it himself.

“Not even when you' re sick?’

“The golemstake care of it,” he said.

She shook her head. “Y ou're aweirdo, you know that?”

“l know it,” hesaid.

“I thought my family was strange,” she said, stretching out on her tummy on the bed. “But they’ renot a
patch on you.”

“I know it.”
He finished hisfizzy lemonade and lay down beside her, belching.
“We could ask my Da. He knows alot of strange things.”

He put hisface down in her duvet and smelled the cotton covers and her nighttime swest, like aspice,
like cinnamon. “1 don’'t want to do that. Please don't tell anyone, al right?’

Shetook hold of hiswrist and looked again at the teensy thumb. “Wiggleit again,” shesaid. Hedid. She
giggled. “Imagineif you were like aworm. Imagineif your thumbtip was out there growing anotheryou .”

He sat bolt upright. “Do you think that’s possible?” he said. His heart was thudding. “ Do you think so?’

Sherolled on her side and stared at him. “No, don't be daft. How could your thumb grow anotheryou?

“Why wouldn't it?”
She had no answer for him.

“1 need to go home,” he said. “I need to know.”



“I’m coming with,” she said. He opened his mouth to tell her no, but she made afierceface a him, her
foxy featureswrinkled into amock snarl.

“Come aong then,” he said. “Y ou can help me do up my coat.”

The winter cave was deserted. He listened at the mouths of dl the tunnels, straining to hear Davey. From
his high nook, Brian waitched them.

“Whereishe, Billy?" Alan cdled. “Tel me, godfuckit!”

Billy looked down from him perch with his sad, hollow eyes—had he been forgetting to eat again?—and
shook his head.

They took to the tunnels. Even with the flashlight, Marci couldn’t match him for speed. He could fed the
tunnels through the soles of his boots, he could smell them, he could pick them apart by the quality of their
echoes. He moved fast, dragging Marci along with his good hand while she cranked the flashlight as hard
as she could. He heard her panting, triangulated their location from the way that the shalow noises
reflected off thewalls.

When they found Davey & lagt, it wasin the golem’s cave, on the other side of the mountain. Hewas
hunkered down in acorner, while the golems moved around him dowly, avoiding him like hewasa
boulder or astalagmite that had sprung up in the night. Their stony heads turned to regard Marci and
Adam asthey came upon them, their luminous eyes lighting on them for amoment and then moving on. It
was an eoquent statement for them: Thisis the business of the mountain and his sons. We will not
intervene.

There were more golems than Alan could remember seeing at once, six, maybe seven. The golems made
more of their kind from the clay they found at the riverbank whenever they cared to or needed to, and
alowed their number to dwindle when the need or want had passed by the smple expedient of
decongtructing one of their own back to the clay it had come from.

Thegolems cave was lined with smal bones and skulls, rank and row climbing the walls, twined with
dried grassesin ascending geometries. These were the furry animas that the golems patiently trapped and
killed, skinned, dressed, and smoked, laying them in small, fur-wrapped bundlesin thefamily’ s cave
when they were done. It was part of their unspoken bargain with the mountain, and the tiny bones had
once borne the flesh of nearly every sgnificant med Alan had ever egaten.

Davey crouched among the bones at the very back of the cave, his back to them, shoulders hunched.

The golems stood stock still as Marci and he crept up on Davey. So intent was he on hiswork that he
didn’t notice them, even asthey loomed over his shoulder, staring down on the thing he held in his hands.

It was Alan’ sthumb, and growing out of it—Allen. Tiny, the Size of apipe-cleanerman, and just as
skinny, but perfectly formed, squirming and insensate, face contorted in atiny expression of horror.

Not so perfectly formed, Alan saw, once he was over theinitia shock. One of the pipe-cleaner-Allen’s
armswas missing, protruding there from Davey’ s mouth, and he crunched it with lip-smacking relish.
Alan gawped atit, taking it in, watching his miniature doppel ganger, hardly bigger than the thumb it
sprouted from, thrash like aworm on a hook.



Davey finished thearm, durping it back like anoodle. Then he dangled the tiny Allen from the thumb,
shaking it, before taking hold of the legs, one between the thumb and forefinger of each hand, and he
gently, dmost lovingly pulled them gpart. The Allen screamed, a sound astiny and tortured as a cricket
song, and then the I eft leg wrenched free of its socket. Alan felt hisown leg twist in sympathy, and then
therewas akilling ragein him. He looked around the cave for the thing that would let him murder his
brother for once and for dl, but it wasn't to be found.

Davey’ s murder was till to come.

Instead, he legpt on Davey’ s back, arm around his neck, hand gripping his choking fig, pulling the
headlock tighter and tighter. Marci was screaming something, but she was lost in the crash of the
blood-surf that roared in his ears. Davey pitched over backward, trying to buck him off, but he wouldn’t
be thrown, and he flipped Davey over by the neck, so that he landed it athrash of skinny armsand legs.
The Allen fell to the floor, weeping and dragging itsalf one-armed and one-legged away from the melee.

Then Davey was on him, squeezing hisinjured hand, other thumb in hiseye, screeching like arusted
hinge. Alan tried to see through the tears that Sprang up, tried to reach Davey with his good hand, but the
rage was leaking out of him now. He rolled desperately, but Davey’ sweight on hischest waslikea
cannonball, impossibly heavy.

Suddenly Davey waslifted off of him. Alan struggled up into aSitting position, clutching hisinjured hand.
Davey dangled by hisarmpitsin the implacable hands of one of the golems, face contorted into
unrecogni zability. Alan stood and confronted him, just out of range of hiskicking feet and his gnashing
teeth, and Darrel spat in hisface, a searing gob that landed in hiseye.

Marci took hisarm and dragged him back toward the cave mouth. He fought her, looking for thelittle
Allen, not seeing him. Wasthat him, there, in the shadows? No, that was one of the little bone tableaux, a
field mouse’ sdried bones splayed in an anatomically correct mystic hieroglyph.

Marci hauled him away, out into the bright snow and the bright sun. His thumb was bleeding anew,
dripping fat drops the color of ared crayon into the sun, blood so hot it seemed to Szzle and sink into the
SOW.

“Y ou need to tell an adult, Alan,” she said, wrapping his new little thumb in gauze she' d taken from her
pocket.

“My father knows. My mother knows.” He sat with his head between his knees, not daring to look at
her, in hisnook in the winter cave.

Shejust looked at him, squinting.

“They count,” he said. “ They understand it.”

She shook her head.

“They understand it better than any adult you know would. Thiswill get better on its own, Marci. Look.”
gz\évggled histhumb at her. It was now the size of thetip of his pinky, and had awell-formed nail and

“That’snot al that hasto get better,” shesaid. “You can't just let thisfester.Y our brother. Thatthingin



thecave...” She shook her head. “ Someone needs to know about this. Y ou’ re not safe.”

“Promise me you won't tell anyone, Marci. Thisisimportant. No one except you knows, and that’ s how
it hasto be. If you tell—"

“What?" She got up and pulled her coat on. “What, Alan?1f | tell and try to help you, what will you do
tome?’

“l don't know,” he mumbled into his chest.

“WEell, you do whatever you have to do,” she said, and stomped out of the cave.

Davey escaped at dawn. Kurt had gone outside to repark his oldBuick, the trunk bungeed shut over his
haul of LCD flat panels, empty laser-toner cartridges, and open gift baskets of pricey Japanese
cosmetics. Alan and Davey just glared at each other, but then Davey closed his eyes and began to snore
softly, and even though Alan paced and pinched the bridge of his nose and stretched out hisinjured arm,
he couldn’t help it when he sat down and closed his eyes and nodded off.

Alan woke with agtart, staring at the empty loops of duct tape and twine hanging from his captain’s
chair, dried strings of skin like desiccated banana ped fibers hanging from them. He swore to himsalf
quietly, and shouted Shit! a the low basement ceiling. He couldn’t have been adeep for more than afew
seconds, and the haf-window that Davey had escaped through gaped open at him like a sneer.

He tottered to hisfeet and went out to find Kurt, bare feet jammed into sneakers, bare chest and
bandages covered up with ajacket. He found Kurt cutting through the park, dragging his heelsin the
bloody dawn light.

Kurt looked at his expression,then said, “What happened?’ He had hisfists at his sdes, he looked
tensed to run. Alan felt that he waswaiting for an order.

“He got away.”

“How?"

Alan shook his head. “ Can you help me get dressed? | don’t think | can get ashirt on by myself.”

They went to the Greek’ s, waiting out front on the curb for the old man to show up and unchain the
chairs and drag them out around the table. He served them tall coffees and omelets deepily, and they ate
in slence, too tired to talk.

“Let metake you to the doctor?” Kurt asked, nodding at the bandage that bulged under his shirt.

“No,” Alansaid. “I’'m afast healer.”

Kurt rubbed at his calf and winced. “He broke the skin,” he said.

“You got al your shots?’

“Hél yeah.Too much crap in the dumpsters. | once found a styro cooler of smashed blood vidsin aRed
Crosstrash.”



“You'll be okay, then,” Alan said. He shifted in his seat and winced. He grunted allittle ouch. Kurt
narrowed his eyes and shook his head at him.

“Thisis pretty fucked up right here,” Kurt said, looking down into his coffee.

“It'sonly alittle lessweird for me, if that’ sany comfort.”

“It'snot,” Kurt said.

“Wall, that’ swhy | don't usudly tell others. Y ou're only the second person to bdieveit.”
“Maybe | could meet up with thefirst and form asupport group?’

Alan pushed hisomeet away. “Y ou can't. She' sdead.”

Davey haunted the schoolyard. Alan had dways treated the school and its grounds as a safe haven, a
place where he could get away from the inexplicable,a place where he could play at being normal.

But now Davey was everywhere, lurking in the climber, hiding in the trees, peering through the
tinsal-hung windows during class. Alan only caught the quickest glimpses of him, but he had the sense
that if heturned his head around quickly enough, he’ d see him. Davey madehimsdf scarcein the
mountain, hiding in the golems cave or one of the deegp tunnels.

Marci didn’'t cometo class after Monday. Alan fretted every morning, waiting for her to turn up. He
worried that she'd told her father, or that she was a home sulking, too angry to come to school, glaring
at her Chrigmastree.

Davey’ sgrin was everywhere.

On Wednesday, he got caled into the vice principa’ s office. As he neared it, he heard the rumble of
Marci’ sfather’ sthick voice and his heart began to pound in his chest.

He cracked the door and put hisfacein the gap, looking at the two men there: Mr. Davenport, the vice
principd, with hisgray hair growing out hislarge ears and cavernous nostrils, sitting behind his desk,
looking awkwardly at Marci’ sfather, eyes bugged and bagged and bloodshot, face turned to the ground,
looking like adifferent man, the picture of worry and loss.

Mr. Davenport saw him and crooked afinger a him, looking stern and stony. Alan was sure, then, that
Marci’dtold it dl to her father, who' d told it al to Mr. Davenport, who would tell the world, and
suddenly he was jealous of his secret, couldn’t bear to have it revealed, couldn’t bear the thought of men
coming to the mountain to catalogueit for the subject index at the library, to study him and take him

apart.

And hewas... afraid. Not of what they’d al do to him. What Davey would do tothem. He knew,
suddenly, that Davey would not abide their secrets being disclosed.

Heforced himsdf forward, hisfeet dragging like millstones, and stood between the two men, handsin
his pockets, nervoudy twining a his underwear.



“Alan,” Marci’ sfather croaked. Mr. Davenport held up ahand to silence him.

“Alan,” Mr. Davenport said. “Have you seen Marci?’

Alan had been prepared to deny everything, cal Marci aliar, betray her as she' d betrayed him,make it
ggr word againgt his. Protect her. Protect her father and the school and the town from what Davey would
Now he whipped his head toward Marci’ sfather, suddenly understanding.

“No,” hesaid. “Not al week! Isshedl right?’

Marci’ s father sobbed, a sound Alan had never heard an adult make.

And it came tumbling out. No one had seen Marci since Sunday night. Her presumed whereabouts had
moved from afriend s placeto Alan’s place to runaway to falen in alaketo hit by a car and motionless
inaditch, and if Alan hadn't seen her—

“I haven't,” Alan said. “Not since the weekend. Sunday morning. She said she was going home.”

Another new sound, the sound of an adult crying.Marci’ sfather, and his sobs made his chest shake and
Mr. Davenport awkwardly came from behind his desk and set abox of kleenexes on the hard bench
besdehim.

Alan caught Mr. Davenport's eye and the vice principal madeashoo and pointed at the door.

Alan didn’'t bother going back to class. He went straight to the golems’ cave, straight to where he knew
Davey would be—must be—hiding, and found him there, playing with the bonesthat lined the walls.

“Whereisshe?’ Alan said, after he' d taken hold of Davey’ s hair and, without fanfare, smashed hisface
into the cold stone floor hard enough to break hisnose. Alan twisted hiswrists behind his back and when
he tried to get up, Alan kicked hislegs out from under him, wrenching hisarmsin their sockets. He heard
apopping sound.

“Whereisshe?’ Alan said again, amazing himself with his own camness. Davey was crying now,
genuingly scared, it seemed, and Alan reveled inthefeding. “I'll kill you,” hewhispered in Davey’ sear,
amogt lovingly. “I'll kill you and put the body where no onewill find it, unlessyou tel mewhere sheis.”

Davey spat out amilk tooth, hisright top incisor, and cried around the blood that coursed down hisface.
“I'm—I’msorry, Alan,” hesad. “But it wasthesecret .” His sobs were louder and harsher than Marci’s
father’ s had been.

“Whereisshe?’ Alan said, knowing.

“With Caeb,” Davey said. “1 buried her in Caleb.”

He found his brother the idand midway down the mountain, diding under cover of winter for the seaway.
He climbed theidand’ s dope, making for the ring of footprints in the snow, the snow peppered brown

with soil and green with grass, and he dug with his hands like a dog, tossing snow soil grassthrough his
legs, digging to loose soil, digging to acold hand.



A cold hand, protruding from the snow now, from the soil, some of the snow red-brown with blood. A
skinny, freckled hand, afingernail missing, torn off leaving behind an impression, an inversefingernall. A
hand, an arm.Not attached to anything. He set it to one side, dug, found another hand. Another arm. A
leg.A head.

She was beaten, bruised, eyes swollen and two teeth missing, ear torn, hair caked with blood. Her
beautiful head fell from his shaking cold hands. He didn’t want to dig anymore, but he had to, because it
was the secret, and it had to be kept, and—

—heburied her in Caleb, piled dirt grass snow on her parts, and his eyeswere dry and he didn’t sob.

It was along autumn and along winter and along spring that year, unwiring the Market. Alan fel into the
familiar rhythm of the work of anew venture, risng early, dossing late, dways doing two or three things
at once: setting up meetings, swest-talking merchants, debugging his process on thefly.

Hisfirg victory came from the Greek, who was no pushover. The man was over seventy, and had been
pouring letha coffee and cheap beer down the throats of Kensington's hipsters for decades and had
steadfastly refused every single crackpot scheme hatched by his customers.

“Larry,” Andy said, “1 have aproposa for you and you're going to hateit.”

“I hateit already,” the Greek said. His dapper little mustache twitched. It was not even seven am. yet,
and the Greek was tinkering with the guts of his espresso ddlivery system, making it emit loud hissesand
tossing out evil congeded masses of sin-black coffee grounds.

“What if | told you it wouldn’t cost you anything?’

“Maybel’d hateit alittleless”

“Here sthe pitch,” Alan said, taking asip of the thick, steaming coffee the Greek handed to himina
minuscule cup. He shivered as the stuff coated histongue. “Wow.”

The Greek gave him half asmile, which was hisverson of roaring hilarity.

“Here' sthe pitch. Me and that punk kid, Kurt, we' re working on acommunity Internet project for the
Market.”

“Computers?’ the Greek said.

“Yup,” Alansad.

“Pah,” the Greek said.

Anders nodded. “I knew you were going to say that. But don’t think of this as acomputer thing, okay?
Think of this as afree gpeech thing. We re putting in asystem to dlow people dl over the Market—and
someday, maybe, the whole city—to communicate for free, in private, without permission from anyone.

They can send messages, they can get information about the world,they can have conversations. It'slike
alibrary and atelephone and acafé dl at once.”



Larry poured himsdlf a coffee. “1 hate when they comein here with computers. They St forever at their
tables, and they don’t talk to nobody, it’ slike having aplace full of statues or zombies”

“Wdl,aure,” Alansad. “If you're al done with acomputer, you're just going to fall down the rabbit
hole. Y ou'rein your own world and cut off from the rest of the world. But once you put those computers
on the network, they become away to talk to anyone elsein the world. For free! Y ou help uswith this
network—all we want from you is permission to stick up abox over your sign and patch it into your
power, you won't even know it' s there—and those customerswon't be antisocid, they’ |l be socidizing,
over the network.”

“Y ou think that’ swhat they’ll doif | help them with the network?’

He started to say, Absolutely , but bit it back, because Larry’ s bullshit antennae were visbly twitching.
“No, but some of themwill. You'll seethemin here, talking, typing, typing,talking . That's how it goes.
The point isthat we don’t know how people are going to use this network yet, but we know thet it'sa
socid bendfit.”

“Y ou want to use my eectricity?’

“Well, yesh.”

“Soit'snot free”

“Not entirdly,” Alan said. “ Y ou got methere.”
“Ahal” the Greek said.

“Look, if that'sadedl breaker, I'll personaly come by every day and give you adollar for thejuice.
Come on, Larry—the box we want to put in, it’ sjust arepeater to extend the range of the network. The
network already reachesto here, but your box will help it go farther. You'll bethe first merchant in the
Market to have one. | cameto you first because you' ve been here the longest. The otherslook up to
you. They'll seeit and say, ‘Larry hasone, it must bedl right.””

The Greek downed his coffee and smoothed his mustache. “Y ou are abullshit artist, huh? All right, you
put your box in. If my eectricity billsare too high, though, | takeit down.”

“That'saded,” Andy said. “How about | do it this morning, before you get busy?Won't take more than
acouple minutes.”

The Greek’ swas midway between his place and Kurt's, and Kurt hardly stirred when helet himself into
get an access point from one of the chipped shelving units before going back to his place to get his ladder
and Makitadrill. It took him most of the morning to get it securely fastened over the Sign, screws sunk
deep enough into the old, spongy wood to survive the build up of ice and snow that would come with the
winter. Then he had to wireit into the sign, which took longer than he thought it would, too, but then it
was done, and theidiot lights started blinking on the box Kurt had assembled.

“And what, exactly, are you doing up there, Al?” Kurtsaid, when hefinally sumbled out of bed and
down the road for his afternoon breskfast coffee.

“Larry’sletting us put up an access point,” he said, wiping the pigeon shit off awire preparatory to
taping it down. He descended the ladder and wiped his hands off on his painter’ s pants. “ That'll be ten



bucks, please.”

Kurt dug out ahandful of coinsand picked out enough loonies and toonies to make ten dollars, and
handed it over. “Y ou talked the Greek into it?” he hissed.“How?’

“I kissed hisasswithout insulting hisintelligence.”

“Neat trick,” Kurt said, and they had alittle partner-to-partner high-five. “1’d better login to that thing
and get it onto the network, huh?’

“Yeah,” Anderssaid. “I’'m gonnaorder some lunch, lemme get you something.”

What they haddone, was they had hacked the shit out of those boxes that Kurt had built in his junkyard
of agtorefront of an gpartment.

“Thesework?’ Alan said. He had three of them in abig catering tub from his basement that he' d duiced
clean. The base stations no longer looked like they’ d been built out of garbage. They’ d switched to
low-power Mini-ATX motherboards that et them shrink the hardware down to small enough tofitina
50-dollar al-wesather junction box from Canadian Tire.

Adam vaguely recognized the day’ s street-kids as regulars who' d been hanging around the shop for
sometime, and they gave him the hairy eyeba | when he had the audacity to question Kurt. These kids of
Kurt' sweren’'t much like the kids he' d had working for him over the years. They might be bright, but
they werealot... angrier. Some of the girlswere cutters, with knife scars on their forearms. Some of the
boys looked like they’ d been beaten up afew timestoo many on the streets, like they were spoiling for a
fight. Alan tried to unfocus his eyes when hewasin the front of Kurt’' s shop, to not see any of them too
closy.

“They work,” Kurt said. He smelled terrible, a combination of garbage and sweet, and he had the
raccoon-eyed jitters he got when he stayed up al night. “1 tested them twice.”

“You built measpare?’ Alan said,examining the nest lines of hot glue that gasketed the Sturdy
rubberized antennae in place, masking the dightly melted edges left behind by the drill press.

“Youdon't need aspare,” Kurt said. Alan knew that when he got touchy like this, he had to be very
careful or he' d blow up, but he wasn't going to do another demo Kurt’' sway. They’ d done exactly one
of those, a a Toronto District School Board superintendents meeting, when Alan had gotten the idea of
using schools' flagpoles and backhaul as test beds for building out the net. It had been a debacle,
needless to say. Two of the access points had been permanently installed on either end of Kurt's
storefront and the third had been in storage for amonth since it waslast tested.

One of the street kids, aboy with apair of improbably enormous raver shoes, looked up at Alan.
“We vetested these dl. They work.”

Kurt puffed up and gratefully socked the kid in the shoulder. “Wedid.”
“Fine” Adam said patiently. “But can we make sure they work now?’

“They’ Il work,” Kurt had said when Alan told him that he wanted to test the access points out before
they took them to the mesting. “It’ s practicaly solid-state. They' re running off the standard distribution.



There' samogt no configuration.”

Which may or may not have been true—it certainly sounded plausibleto Alan’slay ear—but it didn’t
change the fact that once they powered up the third box, the other two seized up and died. The blinking
network lightsfell ill, and as Kurt hauled out an old VT-100 termina and plugged it into the serid ports
on the backs of hisbig, ugly, bestickered, and cig-burned PC cases, it became apparent that they had
ceased to honor al requests for routing, association, dissociation, DHCP leases, and the myriad of other
networking services provided for by the software.

“It' spracticaly solid-gtate,” Kurt said, nearlyshouted , after he' d powered down the third box and
found that the other two—previoudy routing and humming aong happily—refused to come back up into
their known-good state. He gave Alan adirty look, asthough hisinsistence on preflighting were the root
of their problems.

The street-kid who' d spoken up had jumped when Kurt raised his voice, then cringed away. Now as
Kurt began to tear around the shop, looking through boxes of CDs and dropping things on the floor, the
kid all but cowered, and the other three all looked down &t the table.

“I'll just reingtall,” Kurt said. “ That' s the beauty of these things. It' sa standard distro, | just copy it over,
and biff-bam, it'll comeright back up. No problem. Take me ten minutes. We ve got plenty of time.”

Then, five minuteslater, “ Shit, | forgot that this one has a different mo-bo than the others.”
“Mo-bo?’ Alan said, amused. He' d spotted the signs of something very finicky gone very wrong and
he' d given up any hope of actually doing the demo, so he’ d settled in to watch the process without

rancor and to learn as much as he could.

“Motherboard,” Kurt said, reaching for aspool of blank CDs. “Just got to patch the distribution,
recompile, burnit to CD, and reboot, and we' re on the road.”

Ten minuteslater, “ Shit.”

“Yes?' Alan sad.

“Back off, okay?’

“I"'m going to call them and let them know we' re going to be late.”

“WEe renat going to belate,” Kurt said, hisfingers going into claws on the keyboard.
“We'redready late,” Alan said.

“Shit,” Kurt said.

“Let’'sdothis” Alan said. “Let’ s bring down the two that you' ve got working and show them those, and
explantheres.”

They’ d had afight, and Kurt had inssted, as Alan had suspected he would, that he was only aminute or
two away from bringing everything back online. Alan kept his cool, made mental notes of the things that
went wrong, and put together aplan for avoiding al these problems the next time around.



“Isthereaspare?’ Alan said.

Kurt sneered and jerked athumb at his workbench, where another junction box sat, bunny-ear antennae
poking out of it. Alan moved it into histub. “ Greet,” he said. “ Tested, right?’

“All permutations tested and ready to go. Y ou know, you' re not the boss around here.”

“I know it,” he said.“ Partners.” He clapped Kurt on the shoulder, ignoring the damp gray grimy feding
of the clammy T-shirt under hispam.

The shoulder under his palm sagged. “Right,” Kurt said. “ Sorry.”
“Don'tbe” Alansaid. “You ve been hard at it. I'll get loaded while you wash up.
Kurt sniffed a hisarmpit. “Whew,” he said. “Y eah, okay.”

When Kurt emerged from the front door of his storefront ten minutes later, helooked like he'd at least
made an effort. Hismohawk and its fins were dicked back and tucked under abaseball hat, his black
jeans were unripped and had only one conservative chain joining the wallet in his back pocket to his belt
loop. Throw in aclean t-shirt advertising an old technology conference instead of the customary old
hardcore band and you had an approximation of the kind of geek that everyone knew wasin possession
of secret knowledge and hence must be treated with attention, if not respect.

“| fed likesuch adilbert,” hesad.

“You look totally disreputable,” Alan said, hefting the tub of their access pointsinto the bed of histruck
and pulling the bungeestight around it.“ Punk asfuck.”

Kurt grinned and ducked hishead. “ Stop it,” he said.” Flatterer.”
“Get inthetruck,” Alan said.

Kurt drummed hisfingers nervoudy on his pamsthe whole way toBell offices. Alan grabbed hishand
and illedit. “Stop worrying,” hesaid. “Thisisgoing to go great.”

“I dill don’'t understand why we' re doing this,” Kurt said. “ They’ re the phone company. They hate us,
we hate them. Can't we just leave it that way?’

“Don’'tworry, we ll ill dl hate each other when we get done.”

“So why bother?” He sounded petulant and groggy, and Alan reached under his seet for the thermos
he’ d had filled at the Greek’ s before heading to Kurt' s place. “Coffee,” he said, and handed it to Kurt,
who groaned and swigged and stopped bitching.

“Why bother isthis” Alan said. “We re going to get alot of publicity for doing this.” Kurt snorted into
the thermos. “1t’ sgoing to be abig deal. Y ou know how big a dedl this can be. We' regoing to
communicate that to the press, who will communicate it to the public, and then there will be ashitstorm.
Radio cops, telco people, whatever—they’ re going to try to discredit us. | want to know what they’re
lisbleto say.”

“Chrigt, you' re dragging me out for that? 1 can tell you what they’ll say. They’ll drag out the Four



Horsemen of the Infocaypse: kiddie porn, terrorigts, pirates, and the mafia. They’ Il tell usthat any tool
for communicating that they can't tap, log, and switch off isirresponsble. They’ll tell uswe re geding
from ISPs. It' swhat they say every time someonetriesthis: Philly,New Y ork ,London .All around the
world same song.”

Alan nodded. “That' s good background—thanks. | still want to knowhow they say it, what the flaws are
intheir expression of their argument. And | wanted us to run a demo for some people who we could
never hope to sway—that' s a good audience for exposing the flawsin the show. This || be agood prep
sesson.”

“So | pulled an dl-nighter and busted my nuts to produce a demo for abunch of peoplewe don’t care
about? Thanksalot.”

Alan started to say something equally bitchy back, and then he stopped himsdlf. He knew where this
would end up—a screaming match that would leave both of them emotionaly overwrought at atime
when they needed cool heads. But he couldn’t think of what to tell Kurt in order to placate him. All his
life, he'd been in Stuationslike this: confronted by people who had some beef, some grievance, and he'd
had no answer for it. Usudly he could puzzle out the skeleton of their cause, but sometimes—timeslike
this—he was stumped.

He picked at the phrase.| pulled an dl-nighter . Kurt pulled an dl-nighter because he' d left thisto the last
minute, not because Alan had surprised him with it. He knew that, of course.Waswaiting, then, for Kurt
to bust himonit. Totdl him, Thisisyour fault, not mine. Totdl himlfthis demo fails, it’ s because you
fucked off and Ieft it to the last minute. So he was angry, but not at Alan, hewas angry a himself.

A bunch of peoplewe don't care about,what was that about? Ah. Kurt knew that they didn’t take him
serioudy in the rea world. Hewastoo dirty, too punk-as-fuck, too much of hisidentity waswrapped up
in being dienated and dienating. But he couldn’t make his dream come true without Alan’s help, ether,
and so Alan wasthe friendly face on their enterprise, and he resented that—feared that in order to keep
up his appearance of punk-as-fuckitude, he' d have to go into the meeting cursing and sneering and that
Alan would bust him on that, too.

Alan frowned at the steering wheel. He was getting better at understanding people, but that didn’t make
him necessarily better at being a person. What should he say here?

“That was aredly heroic effort, Kurt,” he said, biting hislip. “I cantell you put alot of work intoit.” He
couldn’t believe that praise this naked could possibly placate someone of Kurt’s heroic cynicism, but
Kurt’ sfeatures softened and he turned his face away, rolled down the window, lit acigarette.

“I thought I’ d never get it done,” Kurt said. “1 was so deepy, | fdt like was half-baked. Couldn't
concentrate.”

Y ou were up al night because you left it to the last minute, Alan thought. But Kurt knew that, was
waiting to be reassured about it. “I don’'t know how you get as much done asyou do.Must beredly
hard.”

“It'snot so bad,” Kurt said, dragging on his cigarette and not quite disguising hisgrin. “It gets easier
evay time”

“Y eah, we' re going to get this down to a science someday,” Alan said. “ Something we can teach anyone
todo.”



“That would be so coal,” Kurt said, and put his boots up on the dash. “God, you could pick al the parts
you needed out of the trash, throw alittle methodology at them, and out would pop thisthing that
destroyed the phone company.”

“Thisisgoing to beafun meeting,” Alan said.

“Shit, yeah. They're going to beterrified of us”

“Someday.Maybe it startstoday.”

TheBell boardroom looked more like aretail operation than aback office, decked out in
brand-consgtent livery, from the fabric-dyed rag carpets to the avant-garde lighting fixtures. They were
given espressos by the young secretary-bari sta whose skirt-and-top number was some kind of
reinterpreted ravewear outfit toned down for a corporate workplace.

“SothisisthenewBdl ,” Kurt said, once she had gone.“ Our tax dollars at work.”

“Thisisgood work,” Alan said, gesturing at the blown-up artwork of pan-ethnic modelswho were
extraordinary- but not beautiful-looking on the walls. TheBell redesign had come a the sametime asthe
telco was struggling back from the brink of bankruptcy, and the marketing firm they’ d hired to do the
work had made its name on the strength of the campaign. “Makesyou fed like using aphoneisaredly
futurigtic, cutting-edge activity,” he sad.

His contact at the semiprivatized corporation was a young kid who shopped at one of his protégés
designer furniture store. He was ayoung turk who' d made aname for himsalf quickly in the company
through acouple of 1SP acquisitions at fire-sale prices after the dot-bomb, which he’ d executed
flawlesdy, integrating the companiesinto Bell’ s network with hardly ahiccup. He' d been very polite and
guardedly enthusiastic when Alan caled him, and had invited him down to meet some of his colleagues.

Though Alan had never met him, he recognized him the minute he walked in as the person who had to go
with the confident voice he' d heard on the phone.

“Lyman,” he said, standing up and holding out his hand. The guy was dightly Asan-looking, tdl, witha
sharp suit that managed to look casud and expensive at the sametime.

He shook Alan’shand and said, “ Thanks for coming down.” Alan introduced him to Kurt, and then
Lyman introduced them both to his colleagues, a gender-parity posse of young, smart-looking people,
aong with one graybeard (literally—he had aUnix beard of grest rattiness and gravitas) who had no
fewer than seven devices on hisbdlt, including aline tester and a GPS.

Once they were seated, Alan snuck alook at Kurt, who had narrowed his eyes and cast his gaze down
onto the business cards he' d been handed. Alan hadn’t been expecting this—he d figured on finding
himself facing down agroup of career bureaucrats—and Kurt was clearly thrown for aloop, too.

“Wadl, Alan, Kurt, it'sniceto meet you,” Lyman said. “I hear you' re working on some exciting tuff.”

“Weare” Alan said. “We re building a city-wide mesh wirdess network using unlicensed spectrum that
will provide high-gpeed, Internet connectivity absolutely gratis.”



“That' sambitious,” Lyman said, without the skepticism that Alan had assumed would greet his
datement. “How’ sit coming?’

“Wadl, we ve got abunch of Kensington Market covered,” Alan said. “Kurt’ s been improving the
hardware design and we' ve come up with something cheap and reproducible.” He opened histub and
handed out the access points, housed in gray high-impact plastic junction boxes.

Lyman accepted one solemnly and passed it on to his graybeard, then passed the next to an East Indian

woman in horn-rim glasses whose hitten-down fingernailsimmediately popped the latch and began lightly
stroking the hardware insde, tracing the connections. Thethird landed in front of Lyman himsdif.

“So, what do they do?’

Alan nodded at Kurt. Kurt put his hands on the table and took a breath. “ They’ ve got three network
interfaces; we can do any combination of wired and wireless cards. The OSisloaded on aflash-card; it
auto-detects any wireless cards and auto-configures them to seek out other access points. When it finds
apeer, they negotiate a client-server relationship based on current load, and the client then associates
with the server. There sakey exchange that we use to make sure that rogue APs don’'t snegk into the
mesh, and a self-healing routine we use to switch routesif the connection drops or we Start to see too
much packet loss.”

The graybeard looked up. “It izz aradio vor talking to Gott!” he said. Lyman’'s posse laughed, and after
asecond, so did Kurt.

Alan must have looked puzzled, for Kurt elbowed him in theribsand said, “It’ sfrom Indiana Jones,” he
sad.

“Ha,” Alan said. That movie had come out long before he' d come to the city—he hadn’t seen amovie
until he was dmost 20. Aswas often the case, the reference to afilm made him fed likeaMartian.

The graybeard passed his unit on to the others at the table.
“Doesit work?” hesaid.

“Yeah,” Kurt said.

“Well, that’ s pretty cool,” he said.

Kurt blushed. “1 didn’t writethefirmware,” he said.” Just stuck it together from parts of other peoples
projects.”

“So, what' sthe plan?’ Lyman said. “How many of these are you going to need?’

“Hundreds, eventualy,” Alan said. “But for starters, we'll be happy if we can get enough to shoot down
to 151 Front.”

“You'regoing to try to peer with someone there?’ The East Indian woman had plugged the AP into a
riser under the boardroom table and was examining its blinkenlights.

“Yeah,” Alan said. “ That' sthe generd idea.” He was getting alittle uncomfortable—these people
weren't nearly hogtile enough to their idess.



“Well, that' svery ambitious,” Lyman said. His posse dl nodded as though he' d paid them a compliment,
though Alan wasn't sure. Ambitious could certainly be code for “ridiculous.”

“How about ademo?’ the East Indian woman said.

“Course,” Kurt said. He dug out his laptop, a battered thing held together with band stickers and gaffer
tape, and plugged in awireless card. The others started to pass him back his access points but he shook
his head. “Just plug’emin,” he said. “Here or in another room nearby—that’ |l be cooler.”

A couple of the younger people at the table picked up two of the APs and headed for the hallway. “ Put
oneon my desk,” Lyman told them, “and the other at reception.”

Alan felt asudden prickle at the back of his neck, though he didn’t know why—just arandom
premonition that they were on the brink of something very bad happening. Thiswas't the kind of vison
that Brad would experience, that far away ook followed by a snap-to into the now, eyesfilled with
certitude about the dreadful future. More like agoose walking over his grave, atickle of badness.

The East Indian woman passed Kurt aVGA cable that snaked into the table' s guts and down into the
riser on the floor. She hit abutton on aremote and an LCD projector mounted in the celling began to
hum, projecting arectangle of white light on onewal. Kurt wiggled it into the backside of his computer
and spun down the thumbscrews, hit a button, and then his desktop was up on the wall, ten feet high. His
wallpaper was a picture of agroup of black-clad, kerchiefed protesters charging a police line of batons
and gas-grenades. A closer |ook revedled that the protester running in the lead was probably Kurt.

He tapped at histouchpad and awindow came up, showing relative strength signasfor two of the
access points. A moment later, the third came online.

“I’ve been working with this network visualizer app,” Kurt said. “It triesto draw logica maps of the
network topology, with false coloring denoting packet |0ss between hops—that’ s a pretty good proxy
for distance between two APs.”

“Morelikethefade,” the graybeard said.

“Fadeisafunction of distance,” Kurt said. Alan heard the dismissal in his voice and knew they were
getting into adick-swinging match.

“Fadeisafunction of geography and topology,” the graybeard said quietly.

Kurt waved his hand.“ Whatever—sure. Geography. Topology. Distance. It safloor wax and a dessert
topping.”

“I’'m not being pedantic,” the graybeard said.

“You'renot just being pedantic,” Lyman said gently, watching the screen on which four animated jaggy
boxes were jumbling and dancing as they reported on the throughput between the routers and the |aptop.

“Not just pedantic,” the graybeard said. “If you have alat of these boxesin known locations with known
nominal throughput, you can use them as akind of sensor array. When throughput drops between point
foo and point bar, it will tell you something about the physical world between foo and bar.”



Kurt looked up from his screen with a thoughtful look. “Huh?’

“Like, whether atree had logt itsleavesin the night. Or whether there were alot of people standing
around in anormally desolate area. Or whether there are lots of devices operating between foo and bar
that areinterfering with them.”

Kurt nodded dowly. “ The packets we lose could be just asinteresting as the packetswe don’t lose,” he
sad.

A light went onin Alan’s head. “We could be like jazz critics, listening to the Sllencesingtead of the
notes,” he said. They dl looked at him.

“That'svery good,” Lyman said. “Likeajazz critic.” He smiled.

Alan smiled back.

“What arewe seeing, Craig?’ Lyman said.

“Kurt,” Alan said.

“Right, Kurt,” he said. “ Sorry.”

“We're seeing the grid here. See how the access points go further up the spectrum the more packets
they get? I’ m associated with that bad boy right there.” He gestured to the box blinking silently in the

middle of the board room table. “ And it's connected to one other, which is connected to athird.”

Lyman picked up his phone and dialed a speed-dia number. “Hey, can you unplug the box on my
desk?’

A moment later, one of the boxes on the display winked out. “Watch this,” Kurt said, asthe remaining
two boxes werejoined by a coruscating line. “ See that?Sdf-heding.Minima packet loss. Beautiful.”

“That'shot,” Lyman said. “That makesmedl wet.”

They chuckled nervoudly at his crudity.” Serioudy.”

“Here,” Kurt said, and another window popped up, showing twenty or more boxes with marching ant
trails between them. “ That’ satime-lgpse of the Kensington network. The boxes are running different
versons of the firmware, so you can see that in some edge cases, you get alot more oscillation between
two smilar sgnds. Wefixed that inthe new verson.”

The graybeard said, “How?’

“Weflipacoin,” Kurt said, and grinned. “ These guysinDenmark ran some smulations, proved that a
random toss-up worked aswell as any other algorithm, and it’salot cheaper, computationaly.”

“So what’ s going on just to the northeast of center?”’

Alan paid attention to the patch of screen indicated. Three access points were playing musica chairs,
dropping sgnd and reacquiring it, dropping it again.



Kurt shrugged. “Bum hardware, | think. We ve got volunteers assembling those boxes, from parts.”
Kurt' sgrin widened."Y eah.From the trash, mostly.l dumpster-divefor ’em.”
They grinned back. “That’ svery hot,” Lyman said.

“WEe re looking at normalizing the parts for the next revison,” Alan said. “Wewant to be ableto usea
sangledistro that workson dl of them.”

“Oh, sure,” Lyman said, but he looked alittle disgppointed, and so did Kurt.

“Okay, it works,” Lyman said. “1t works?’ he said, nodding the question at his posse. They nodded
back. “ So what can we do for you?’

Alan chewed hislip, caught himsdif at it,stopped . He' d anticipated a dugfest, now he was getting
strokes.

“How comeyou' re being so niceto us?’ Kurt said. “ Y ou guysare The Man.” He shrugged a Alan.
“Someone had to say it.”

Lyman smiled. “Y eah, we' re the phone company. Big lumbering dinosaur that isthrashing in the tarpit.
The spazz dinosaur that's so embarrassed al the other dinosaurs that none of themwarnt to rescue us.”

“Heh, spazz dinosaur,” the East Indian woman said, and they dl laughed.
“Heh,” Kurt said. “But serioudy.”

“Serioudy,” Lyman said.” Serioudy. Think a second about the scale of atelco.Of thistelco. The
thousands of kilometers of wirein the ground. Switching sations. Skilled linesmen and cable-pullers.
Coders. Switches Backhaul. Peering arrangements. We' vegot it al. Ever get on ahighway and hit aflat
patch where you can't see anything to the horizon except the road and the tel ephone poles and the
wires? Those areour wires . It'salot of goodness, especidly for abig, evil phone company.

“Sowe vegot alot of smart hackers.A lot of cool toys. A gigantic budget. The biggest network any of
us could ever hope to manage—like amodd train set the Size of acity.

“That said, we re hardly nimble.Moving aBdll islike shifting a battleship by tapping it on the nosewith a
toothpick. It can be done, but you can spend ten years doing it and still not be sureif you' ve made any
progress. From the outside, it s easy to mistake ‘dow’ for ‘evil.” It' s easy to make that mistake from the
insde, too.

“But | don't let it get me down. It sgood for aBell to be dow and plodding, most of thetime. Y ou don’t
want to go home and discover that we' ve digpatched the progress-ninjas to upgrade al your phoneswith
video screens and a hush mode that reads your thoughts. Most of our customers ill can't figure out
voice mail. Some of them can’t figure out touch-tone diding. So we' re dow. Conservative. But we can
dolotsof killer R& D, we can roll out really hot upgrades on the back end, and we can provide this
essentid service to the world that underpinsits ability to communicate. We' re not just cool, we' re
essentid.



“So you comein and you show usyour redly swell and interesting meshing wireless data boxes, and |
say, ‘ That isdamned coal.’ | think of waysthat it could be part of aBell ' sbusiness planin acouple
decades time.”

“A couple decades?’ Kurt squawked. “ Jesus Chrigt, | expect to have achip in my brain and ajetpack in
acouple decades time.”

“Whichiswhy you'd beanidiot to get involved with us” Lyman said.
“Who wantsto get involved with you?” Kurt said.

“Noone” Alan said, putting his hands on the table, grateful that the conflict had finaly hove above the
surface. “That’ s not what we're herefor.”

“Why areyou here Alvin 7’ Lyman said.

“WE re here because we' re going into the moving-data-around trade, in an ambitious way, and because
you folks are the most ambitious moving-data-around tradespeople in town. | thought we' d come by and
let you know what we' re up to, seeif you have any advicefor us.”

“Advice, hun?’

“Yeah.Y ou’ ve got lots of money and linesmen and switches and users and so forth. Y ou probably have
some kind of well-developed cosmology of connectivity, with best practices and philosophical
ruminations and tasty metaphors. And | hear that you, personally, are redly good at making geeks and
telcos play together. Since we' re going to be akind of telco"—Kurt startled and Alan kicked him under
the table—"1 thought you could help us get started right.”

“Advice” Lyman said, drumming hisfingers. He stood up and paced.

“One: don't bother. Thisisat least two orders of magnitude harder than you think it is. There aren't
enough junk computersin al of Toronto ’ s landfillsto blanket the city in freewirdless. Therangeis nothing
but three hundred feet, right? Lessif there are trees and buildings, and this city isall treesand buildings.

“Two: don't bother. The liability hereis stunning. The gear you' re building isniceand al, but you're
putting it into peopl€ s hands and you' ve got no ideawhat they’ re going to do with it. They’ re going to
hack in bigger antennae and sgnd amplifiers. The radio copswill be on your ass day and night.

“What's more, they’ re going to open it up to the rest of the world and any yahoo who has a need to hide
what he’ sup to isgoing to use your network to commit unspeskable acts—you’ re going to be every
pirate' s best friend and every terrorist’ s safest haven.

“Three: don't bother. Thisisn't going to work. Y ou' ve got a cutelittle routing agorithm that runswith
three nodes, and you’' ve got amodel that may scale up to 300, but by the time you get to 30 thousand,
you' re going to be hitting so much latency and dropping so many packets on the floor and incurring so
much sgnaing overhead that it'll beagigantic failure.

“Y ou want my advice? Turn thisinto a piece of enterprise technology: achegp way of rolling out
managed solutionsin hotel's and office towers and condos—buil ding-wide meshes, not city-wide. Those
guyswill pay—they pay ahundred bucks per punchdown now for wired networking, so they’ll gladly
cough up athousand bucks afloor for these boxes, and you' | only need one on every other story. And



those peopleusenetworks, they’ re not joe consumer who doesn’t have thefirst clue what to do with a
network connection.”

Kurt had gtiffened up when the rant began, and once he heard the word “ consumer,” he began to
pogitively vibrate. Alan gave him awarning nudge with hiselbow.

“Y ou're shitting me, right?’ Kurt said.
“Y ou asked mefor advice—" Lyman said, mildly.

“Y ou think we' re going to bust our balsto design and deploy al this hardware so that business hotels
can save money on cable-pullers? Why the hell would we want to do that?’

“Becauseit pays pretty well,” Lyman said. He was shaking his head alittle, leaning back from the table,
and his posse picked up on it, going dightly restless and fidgety, with aroom-wide rustle of papersand
clicking of pensand laptop latches.

Alan hdd up hishand. “Lyman, I’'m sorry, we' ve been unclear. WEe re not doing this as amoney-making
venture—" Kurt snorted. “It’s about serving the public interest. We want to give our neighbors access to
tools and ideas that they wouldn’t have had before. There's something fundamentally undemocratic about
charging money for communications: It means that the more money you have, the more you get to

communicate. So we' retrying to fix thet, in some small way. We are heartily appreciative of your advice,

though—"

Lyman held up ahand. “ Sorry, Alan, | don’'t mean to interrupt, but there was something | wanted to
relate to you two, and I’ ve got to go in about five minutes.” Apparently, the meetingwas at an end. “And
| had made myself anoteto tell you two about thiswhen | discovered it last week. Can | have the floor?’

“Of course,” Alan said.

“| took aholiday last week,” Lyman said.“Meand my girlfriend. We went toSwitzerland to seethe Alps
and to visit her sgter, who's doing something for the UN inGeneva. So her sgter, she'sinto, | don't
know, saving children from vampiresinAfghanistan or something, and she has Internet access at the
office, and can't see any reason to drop a connection in a home. So there | was,wandering the streets
of Geneva at saven in the morning, trying to find aWiF connection so | can get my email and find out
how many ways| can enlarge my penisthisweek.

“No problem—outside every hotel and most of the cafés, | can find asigna for anetwork cdled
Swisscom. | log on to the network and | fire up abrowser and | get a screen asking me for my
password. Well, | don’t have one, but after poking around, | find out that | can buy acard with a
temporary password onit. So | wait until some of the little smoke shops open and start asking them if
they sdl Swisscom Internet Cards, in my terrible, miserable French, and after chuckling at my accent,
they look at me and say, ‘| have no clue what you' re talking about,” shrug, and go back to work.

“Then | get theideato go and ask at the hotels. Thefirst one, the guy tells methat they only sdll cardsto
guests, sncethey’rein short supply. The cards are in short supply! Three hotels later, they allow as how
they’ll sall mea30-minute card. Oh, that’ s fine. Thirty whole minutes of connectivity. Whoopee. And
how much will thet be?Only about a zillion Swiss pesos. Don't they sdll cards of larger denominations?
Oh sure, two hours, 24 hours, seven days—and each one costs about double thelast, so if you want,
you can get a seven day card for about as much as you' d spend on aday’ sworth of connectivity in
30-minute increments—about three hundred dollars Canadian for aweek, just FY|.



“Well, paying 300 bucksfor aweek’ s Internet is ghastly, but very Swiss, where they charge you if you
have more than two bits of cheese at breakfast, and hell, | could afford it. But three hundred bucksfor a
day’ sworth of 30-minute cards? Fuck that. | was going to have to find a seven-day card or bust. So |
ask a acouple more hotes and findly find someone who' Il explain to me that Swisscom isthe Swiss
telco, and that they have aretail storefront acouple blocks away wherethey’d sell me dl the cards|
wanted, in whatever denominations| require.

“By thistime, it'snearly nineam. and I’m thinking that my girlfriend and her Sster are probably up and
eating abig old breakfast and wondering where the fuck | am, but I’ ve got too much invested in this
adventure to give up when I'm so close to finding the treasure. And so | hied myself off to the Swisscom
storefront, which is closed, even though the sign saysthey open at nine and by nowit’s nine-oh-five, and
S0 much for Swiss punctudity. But eventually this sneering kid with last year’ s faux-hawk comes out and
opens the door and then disappears up the sairs at the back of the show room to the second floor,
where| follow him. | get up to his counter and say, ‘ Pardonnez moi,” but he holds up ahand and points
behind me and says, ‘Numero!” | make an eaborate shrug, but he just points again and says, * Numero!’
| shrug again and he shakes his head like he' s dedling with some kind of unbelievable moron, and then he
steps out from behind his counter and stalks over to alittle touchscreen. He takes my hand by the wrist
and plants my palm on the touchscreen and alittle ribbon of paper with zero-zero-one didesout. | takeit
and he goes back behind his counter and says, * Numero un!’

“I cantell thisis not going to work out, but | need to go through the motions. | go to the counter and ask
for aseven-day card. He opens his cash drawer and paws through a pile of cards, then smiles and
shakes his head and says, sorry, al sold out. My girlfriend is probably through her second cup of coffee
and reading brochures for nature walksin the Alps at this point, so | say, fine, give me aone-day card.
He takes amoment to snicker at my French, then says, so sorry, sold out those, too. Two hours? Nope.
Haf an hour? Oh, those we got.

“Think about thisfor asecond. | am sitting there with my lgptop in hand, at Sx inthe morning, ona
Swiss street, connected to Swisscom'’ s network, a credit card in my other hand, wishing to give them
some money in exchange for the use of their network, and instead | have to go chasing up and down
every hotel in Genevafor acard, which isnot to befound. So | go to the origin of these cards, the
Swisscom store, and they’ re sold out, too. Thisisnot aT-shirt or aloaf of bread: there’ sno inherent
scarcity in two-hour or seven-day cards. The cards are just aconvenient place to print some numbers,
and al you need to do to make more numbersis pull them out of thin air. They’ re just numbers. We have
asmany of them aswe could possibly need. There' sno sane, rationa universein which dl the ‘two-hour’
numbers sell out, leaving nothing behind but * 30-minute’ numbers.

“So that’ s pretty bad. It' sthe kind of story that net-heads tell about Bell-heads dl around theworld. It's
the kind of thing I’ ve made it my business to hunt down and exterminate here wherever | find it. So | just
wrote off my email for that week and came home and downloaded a hundred thousand spams about my
cock’ sinsufficient dimensions and went in to work and | told everyone | could find about this, and they
al smiled nervoudy and none of them seemed to find it asweird and ridiculous as me, and then, that
Friday, | went into a meeting about our new high-speed WiFi service that we' re piloting in Montrea and
the guy in charge of the program hands out these little packages to everyone in the meeting, adide deck
and some of the marketing collateral and—allittle prepaid 30-minute access card.

“That’ swhat we' re ddivering.Prepaid cards for Internet access. Complet avecnumber shortages and
businesstravelers prowling the bagel joints of Rue St Urbain looking for a shopkeeper whose cash
drawer has afew seven-day cardskicking around.



“And you comein here, and you ask me, you ask the ruling Bell, what advice do we have for your
metro-wide free info-hippie wireless dumpster-diver anarcho-network? Honestly—I don’'t have a
fucking clue. We don't have afucking clue. We re atelephone company. We don’'t know how to give
away free communications—we don’t even know how to charge for it.”

“That was refreshingly honest,” Kurt said. 1 wanna shake your hand.”

He stood up and Lyman stood up and Lyman’ s posse stood up and they converged on the doorway in
an orgy of handshaking and grinning. The greybeard handed over the access point, and the East Indian
woman ran off to get the other two, and before they knew it, they were out on the Street.

“I liked him,” Kurt said.

“l could tell,” Alan said.

“Remember you said something about an advisory board?How about if we ask himto join?’

“Thet isatremendous and deeply weird ideg, partner. I'll send out the invite when we get home.”

Kurt said that the anarchist bookstore would be adam dunk, but it turned out to be the hardest sdl of
al.

“I spoke to them lastmonth, they said they were going to run it down in their weekly generd meeting.
They loveit. It' sanarcho-radio. Plus, they al want high-speed connectivity in the store so they can
webcast their poetry dams. Just go on by and introduce yourself, tel ’em | sent you.”

Ambrose nodded and skewered up ahunk of omelet and swirled it in the live yogurt the Greek served,
and chewed. “All right,” hesaid, “I'll do it this afternoon. Y ou look exhausted, by the way.Hard night in
the st mines?’

Kurt looked at hiswatch. “I got about an hour’ sworth of divingin. | spent the rest of the night breaking
up with Monica.”

“Monica?’
“Thegirlfriend.”
“Already?l thought you two just got together last month.”

Kurt shrugged.”Longest fucking month of my life. All she wanted to do was go clubbing dl night. She
hated staying over a my place because of the kids coming by in the morning to work on the access

points.”

“I’'msorry, pa,” Andy said. He never knew what to do about failed romance. He' d had no experience
inthat department since the seventh grade, after al. “ Y ou'll find someone el se soon enough.”

“Too soon!” Kurt said. “We screamed at each other for five hours before finally got gone. It was
probably my fault. | lose my temper too easy. | should be morelike you.”

“You' reagood man, Kurt. Don't forget it.”



Kurt ground hisfistsinto his eyes and groaned. “I’m such afuck-up,” he said.

Alan tugged Kurt' s hand away from hisface. “ Stop that. Y ou’ re an extraordinary person. I’ ve never met
anyone who hasthe gifts you possess, and I’ ve met some gifted people. Y ou should be very proud of the
work you' re doing, and you should be with someone who' s equaly proud of you.”

Kurt vigbly inflated. “ Thanks, man.” They gripped one another’ s hands for amoment. Kurt swiped at
his moist eyeswith the deeve of his colorless grey sweatshirt. “Okay, it's way past my bedtime,” he said.
“Y ou gonna go to the bookstore today?’

“Absolutely. Thanksfor setting them up.”

“It was about time | did some of the work, after you got the nut-shop and the cheese place and the
Salvadoran pupusa place.”

“Kurt, I'm just doing thework that you set in motion. It'sal you, this project. I'm just your helper.
Sespwdl.”

Andy watched him douch off toward home, regling alittle from deep deprivation and emotiond
exhaustion. He forked up the rest of hisomelet, looked reflexively up at the blinkenlights on the AP over
the Greek’ ssign, just above the apostrophe, where he' d nailed it up two months before. Since then, he'd
nailed up five more, each going more smoothly than thelast. At thisrate, he' d have every maindrag inthe
Market covered by summer. Sooner, if he could offload some of the labor onto one of Kurt's eager kids.

He went back to his porch then, and watched the Market wake up. The traffic was mostly bicycling
bankers stopping for afresh bagel on their way down to the business digtrict. The Market was quite
restful. It shuffled like an old man in carpet dippers, setting up streetside produce tables, twiddling the
dids of its many radios looking for something with a beat. He watched them roll past, the Salvadoran
pupusaladies, Jamaican Patty Kings, Italian butchers, Vietnamese pho-tenders, and any number of
thrift-store hotties, crusty-punks, strung-out artistes, trustafarians and pretty-boy skaters.

As he watched them go past, he had an ideathat he’ d better write his story soon, or maybe never.
Maybe nevernothing : Maybe thiswas his last season on earth. Felt like that, apocdyptic. Olddebts,
cometo be settled.

He shuffled upstairs and turned on the disused computer, which had sat on his desk for months and was
therefore no longer top-of-the-line, no longer nearly so exciting, no longer so fraught with promise. Still,
he made himsdlf sit in his seat for two full hours before he allowed himsdf to get up, shower, dress, and
head over to the anarchist bookstore, taking aslow route that gave him the chance to eyeball the lights on
adl the APshe'd ingtaled.

The anarchist bookstore opened lackadaisicaly at 11 or el even-thirty or sometimes noon, so he'd
brought along anice old John D. MacDonad paperback with a gun-toting bikini girl on the cover to
read. He liked MacDonad’ s books: Y ou could dwaystell who the villainesses were because the
narrator made a point of noting that they had fat asses. It was as good away as any to shorthand the
world, he thought.

The guy who came by to open the store was vaguely familiar to Alfred, a Kensington stalwart of about
forty, whose thrifted dacks and unraveling sweater weren't hip so much asthey werejust plain old down
and out. He had afrizzed-out, no-cut haircut, and carried an enormous army-surplus backpack that



sagged with beat-up |efty books and bags of organic vegetariania.
“Hi therel” Arnoldsaid pocketing the book and dusting off his hands.

“Hey,” theguy said into hisstringy beard, fumbling with akeyring. “I'll be opening up in acouple
minutes, okay? | know I’'m late. It'sabad day.okay 7’

Armoldheld hishands up, pdms out.“Hey, no problem at dl! Take asmuch time asyou need. I’'minno
hurry.”

The anarchist hustled around inside the shop, turning on lights, firing up the cash-register and counting
out afloat, switching on the coffee machine. Alan waited patiently by the doorway, holding the door open

with histoe when the clerk hauled out arack of discounted paperbacks and earning adirty look for his
trouble.

“Okay, we' re open,” the anarchist said looking Alan in the toes. He turned around and banged back into
the shop and perched himsdlf behind the counter, opening a close-typed punk newspaper and burying his
noseinit.

Adam waked in behind him and stood at the counter, politely, waiting. The anarchist looked up from his
paper and shook his head exasperatedly. “Y es?’

Alan extended hishand. “Hi, I'mArchie, | work with Kurt, over onAugusta?’
The anarchist stared at his hand, then shook it limply.
“Okay,” hesaid.

“So, Kurt mentioned that he' d spoken to your collective about putting awirel ess repeater up over your
sgn?

The anarchist shook his head. “We decided not to do that, okay.” He went back to his paper.

Andrew consdered him for amoment. “So, what' s your name?’

“| don’t liketo give out my name,” the anarchist said. “Cdl me Wado, dl right?’

“All right,” Andy said smiling. “That’ sfine by me. So, can | ask why you decided not to do it?’

“It doesn't fit with our priorities. We re here to make print materials about the movement available to the
public. They can get Internet access somewhere else. Internet accessisfor people who can afford

computers, anyway.”

“Good point,” Art said. “That’ sagood point. | wonder if | could ask you to reconsider, though? I’d love
achanceto try to explain why this should be important to you.”

“| don’'t think so,” Waldo said. “We re not redly interested.”
“I think youwould be interested, if it were properly explained to you.”

Waldo picked up his paper and pointedly read it, bresthing heavily.



“Thanksfor your time,” Avi said and |ft.

“That’ shullshit ,” Kurt said. “ Chrigt, those people—"

“| assumed that there was some kind of politics,” Augtin said, “and | didn’t want to get into the middle of
it. I know that if | could get a chance to present to the wholegroup, that | could win them over.”

Kurt shook his head angrily. His shop was better organized now, with Six access points ready to go and
five stuck to thewalls as atest bed for new versions of the software. A couple of geeky Korean kids
were seeted at the communa workbench, eating donuts and wrestling with drivers.

“It' sdl politicswith them. Everything. Y ou should hear them argue about whether it's cool to feed mesat
to the store cat! Who was working behind the counter?’

“Hewouldn’t tdl me hisname. Hetold meto cal him—'
“Waddo.”

“Yeah”

“Wall, that could be any of about six of them, then. That’ swhat they tell the cops. They probably
thought you were anarc or afed or something.”

“| see”

“It'snot total parancia. They’ ve been busted before—it’ saways bullshit. | raised bail for acouple of
them once”

Andrew redlized that Kurt thought he was offended at being mistaken for a cop, but he got that. He was
weird—visbly weird.Out of place wherever he was.

“So they owe me. Let metalk to them some more.”

“Thanks, Kurt. | appreciateit.”

“Wadl, you'redoing dl the heavy lifting these days. It stheleast | can do.”

Alan clapped ahand on his shoulder. “None of thiswould exist without you, you know.” Hewaved his
hand to take in the room, the Korean kids, the whole Market. “| saw abunch of people at the Greek’s
with lgptops, showing them around to each other and drinking beers.In the park, with PDAS. | see

people sitting on their porches, typing in the twilight. Crouched in doorways. Eating abage in the morning
on abench. People arefinding it, and it’ sthanksto you.”

Kurt smiled ashy smile. “You'rejust trying to cheer me up,” he said.

“Coursel am,” Andy said. “Y ou deserveto befull of cheer.”

“Don’t bother,” Andy said. “ Serioudy, it'snot worth it. We'll just find somewhere else to locate the



repester. I’ snot worth al the bullshit you' re getting.”

“Screw that. They told methat they’ d take one. They’re the only onesl talked into it. My contribution to
the effort. And they’ re fuckinganarchists —they’ vegot to beinto this. It'stotaly irrationa!” He was

amog crying.

“| don’t want you to screw up your friendships, Kurt. They’ll come around on their own. Y ou’ re turning
yourself ingde out over this, and it'sjust not worth it. Come on, it's cool.” He turned around hislaptop
and showed the picture to Kurt. “Check it out, people with tails.An entire gdlery of them!” There were
lots of pictureslikethat on the net. None of people without belly buttons, though.

Kurt took apull off hisbeer. “ Disgusting,” he said and clicked through the gdllery.

The Greek looked over their shoulder. “1t' sred?”

“It'sred, Larry,” Alan said.” Fresky, huh?’

“That'sterrible,” the Greek said. “Pah.” There were five or six other network users out on the Greek’s,
and it was early yet. By five-thirty, there' d be fifty of them. Some of them brought their own power strips
so that they could share juice with their cordigionists.

“You redly want meto give up?’ Kurt asked, once the Greek had given him anew beer and ascowling
look over thelitter of picked-at beer [abd on the table before him.

“I realy think you should,” Alan said. “It'sapoor use of time.”
Kurt looked ready to cry again. Adam had no ideawhat to say.

“Okay,” Kurt said.“Fine” Hefinished hisbeer in slence and dunk away.

But it wasn't fine, and Kurt wouldn't giveit up. He kept on besting his head against the blank wall, and
every time Alan saw him, he was grimmer than the last.

“Letitgo,” Adam said. “I’ ve done aded with the vacuum-cleaner repair guy acrossthe street.” A
weird-but-sweet old Polish Holocaust survivor who'd listened attentively to Andy’ s pitch before
announcing that he' d been watching al the hardware go up around the Market and had smply been
waiting to beincluded in the club. “That'll cover that corner just fine”

“I’'m going to throw aparty,” Kurt said. “Here, in the shop. No, Il rent out one of the warehouses
onOxford . I'll invite them, the kids, everyone who'slet us put up an access point, abig mill-and-swill.
Buy acouple kegs. No one can resist free beer.”

Alan had tarted off frustrated and angry with Kurt, but this drew him up and turned him around. “That is
afineideq” hesad. “We ll invite Lyman.”

Lyman had taken to showing up on Alan’s soop in the morning sometimes, on hisway to work, for a
cup of coffee. He' d taken to showing up a Kurt’s shop in the afternoon, sometimes, on hisway home
fromwork, to marve at thekids industry. His greybeard had written some code that analyzed packet
loss and tried to make guesses about the crowd dengity in different parts of the Market, and Lyman took



aproprietary interest in it, sanding out by Bikes on Whedls or the Portuguese furniture store and
watching the dataon his PDA, comparing it with the actual crowds on the street.

He d only hesitated for a second when Andrew asked him to be the inaugural advisor on ParasiteNet’s
board, and once he' d said yes, it became clear to everyone that he was endlesdy fascinated by their little
adhocracy and its experimentd telco potential.

“This party soundslike agrest idea,” he said. He was buying the drinks, because he was the one with
five-hundred-dollar glasses and afull-suspension racing bike. “Lookit that,” he said.

From the Greek’ sfront window, they could seeOxford Street and allittle of Augusta, and Lyman loved
using hisPDA and his density analyss software while he sat, looking from his colored map to the crowd
scene. “Lookit the truck asit goes downOxford and turns upAugusta. That Signature is sodidinctive, |
could spot it inmy deep. | need to figure out how to sall thisto someone—maybe the cops or
something.” Hetipped Andy awink.

Kurt opened and shut his mouth afew times, and Lyman dapped his pam down on the table. “Y ou look
like you re going to bust something,” he said. “Don’t worry. | kid. Damn, you' ve got you some big,
easy-to-push buttons.”

Kurt made aface. “'Y ou wanted to sl our stuff to luxury hotels. Y ou tried to get usto present at the
SkyDome . You're capable of anything.”

“The SkyDomewould be agreat venuefor this stuff,” Lyman said settling into one of hisfavorite
vaiations of bait-the-anarchist.

“The SkyDome was built with tax-dollars that should have been spent on affordable housing, then was
turned over to rich pals of the premier for a song, who then ran it into the ground, got bailed out by the
province, and then it got turned over to different rich pals. Y ou can just shut up about the goddamned
SkyDome. Y ou’d have to break both of my legs andcarry me to get meto set foot in there.”

“About the party,” Adam said.“ About the party.”

“Yes, certainly,” Lyman said. “Kurt, behave.”

Kurt belched loudly, provoking a scowl from the Greek.

The Wadosdl showed up in abunch, with plastic brown liter bottlesfilled with murky homemade beer
and agiant bag of skunk-weed. The party had only been on for a couple hours, but it had already
bakanized into inward-facing groups. merchants, kids, hackers. Kurt kept turning the music way up (“If
they’ re not going to talk with one another, they might aswell dance.” “Kurt, those people are old. Old
people don’t dance to music likethis.” “Shut up, Lyman.” “Makeme. ), and Andy kept turning it down.

The bookstore people driftedin, then stopped and moved vagudly toward the middle of the floor, there
to found their own breakaway conversationa republic. Lyman startled. “ Sara?’ he said and one of the
anarchistslooked up sharply.

“Lyman?’ She had two short ponytails and around face that made her look teenage young, but on closer
ingpection she was more Lyman’ s age, mid-thirties. She laughed and crossed the gap to their little
republic and threw her arms around Lyman’s neck. “ Crispy Christ, what areyou doing here?”



“1 work with these guys!” Heturned to Arnold and Kurt. “Thisismy cousn Sara,” hesad. “These are
Albert and Kurt. I'm helping them out.”

“Hi, Sara,” Kurt said.
“Hey, Kurt,” she said looking away. It was clear even to Alan that they knew each other dready. The
other bookstore people were looking on with suspicion, drinking their beer out of refillable coffee-store

thermos cups.

“It' sgreat to meet you!” Alan said taking her hand in both of hisand shaking it hard. “I’mredlly glad you
folks came down.”

She looked askance at him, but Lyman interposed himself. “Now, Sara, these guysredly, redly wanted
to talk something over with you dl, but they’ ve been having ahard time getting ahearing.”

Kurt and Alan traded uneasy glances. They’ d carefully planned out a subtle easeway into this
conversation, but Lyman was running withit.

“Y ou didn't know that | wasinvolved, huh?’
“Surprised the hell outtame,” Lyman said. “Will you hear them out?’

Shelooked back &t her collective. “What the hell. Yeah, I'll talk "emintoit.”

“It sartswith the sinking of theTitanic ,” Kurt said. They’ d arranged their mismatched chairsinacirclein
the cramped back room of the bookstore and were drinking and eating organic crumbly things with the
taste and consistency of mud-brick. Saratold Kurt that they’ d have ten minutes, and Alan had told him
that he could takeit dl. Alan’ d spent the day reading on the net, remembering the arguments that had
swayed the most people, talking it over. He was determined that Kurt would win thisfight.

“There sthis ship going down, and it'ssignaling S-O-S, S-O-S, but the message didn’t get out, because
the shipping laneswere full of other shipswith other radios, radiosthat clobbered theTitanic’ssgnd.
That' s because there were no rulesfor radio back then, so anyone could light up any transmitter and
send out any signa at any frequency. Imagine aroom where everyone shouted at the top of their lungs,
nonstop, while setting off air horns.

“ After that, they decided that fed regulators would divide up the radio spectrum into bands, and give
those bands to exclusive licensees who' d know that their radio waves would reach their destination
without being clobbered, because any clobberers would get shut down by the cops.

“But today, we ve got a better way: We can make radios that are capable of intelligently cooperating
with each other. We can make radios that use databases or just finely tuned listenersto determine what
bandsaren’t in use, a any given moment, in any place. They can talk between the gapsin other sgnals.
They can relay messages for other radios. They can even try to detect the presence of dumb radio
devices, like TVsand FM tuners, and grab the signal they’ re meant to be receiving off of the Internet and
passit on, so that the dumb device doesn't even redlize that the world has moved on.

“Now, the original radio rules were supposed to protect free expression because if everyonewas
allowed to speak at once, no one would be heard. That may have been true, but it was a pretty poor



system asit went: Mostly, the people who got radio licenses were cops, spooks, and media barons.
Therearen't alot of average people usng the airwaves to communicate for free with one another. Not a
lot of free speech.

“But now we have dl this new technology where computers direct the operation of flexible radios, radios
whose characteristics are determined by software, and it’ slooking like the scarcity of the electromagnetic
spectrum has been pretty grosdy overstated. It's hard to prove, because now we' ve got aworld where
lighting up abunch of smart, agileradiosisacrime againg the‘legit’ license-holders.

“But Parliament’ s not going to throw the airwaves open because no eected palitician can be responsible
for screwing up the voters televisions, because that' s the surest-fire way to not get redlected. Which
means that when you say, ‘Hey, our freedom of speech isbeing clobbered by bad laws,” the other side
can say, ‘ Gostudy some physics, hippie, or produce aworking network, or shut up.’

“Theradioswe reingtaling now are about one millionth as smart asthey could be, and they use one
millionth as much spectrum asthey could without stepping on anyone else ssignd, but they'relegd, and
they’ re letting more people communicate than ever. There are people al over the world doing this, and
whenever the policy wonks go to the radio copsto ask for more radio spectrum to do this stuff with, they
parade people like usin front of them. We're like the Pinocchio’ s nose on the face of the radio cops:
They say that only their big business buddies can be trusted with the peopl€ s airwaves, and we show
them up for giant liars”

Hefdl dlent and looked at them. Adam held his breath.

Saranodded and broke the silence. “Y ou know, that sounds pretty cool, actudly.”

Kurt inssted on putting up that access point, while Alan and Lyman steadied the ladder. Sara came out
and joked with Lyman, and Alan got distracted watching them, trying to understand this notion of
“cousins.” They had an easy rapport, despite dl their differences, and spoke inashorthand of family
weddings long past and crotchety relatives long dead.

So none of them were watching when Kurt overbal anced and dropped the Makita, making awild grab
for it, foot dipping off the rung, and toppled backward. 1t was only Kurt’ swild bark of panic that got
Adam to ingtinctively move, to hold out hisarms and look up, and he caught Kurt under the armpitsand
gentled him to the ground, taking the weight of Kurt’ sfal in abone-jarring crush to hisrib cage.

“You okay?" Alan said once he' d gotten his breath back.
“Oof,” Kurt said.“Yesh.”

They were cuddied together on the sdewalk, Kurt atop him, and Lyman and Sara bent to help them
gpart. “Nice catch,” Lyman said. Kurt was helped to hisfeet, and he declared that he’ d sprained his
ankle and nothing worse, and they helped him back to his shop, where a couple of hiskids doted over
him, getting him an ice pack and a pillow and his Iaptop and one of the many dumpster-dived discmen
from around the shop and some of the CDs of old punk bands that he favored.

There he perched, growly as awounded bear, master of hiskingdom, for the next two weeks, playing
online and going twitchy over the missed dumpsters going to the landfill every night without his expert
picking over. Alan visted him every day and listened raptly while Kurt gave him the statsfor theday’'s
network usage, and Kurt beamed proud the whole while.



One morning, Alan threw aclatter of toonies down on the Greek’ s counter and walked around the
Market, smelling thelast night’ s taggering pissers and the morning’ s blossoms.

Here were his neighbors, multicolored heads at the windows of their sagging house adjoining his, Link
and Natalie in the adjacent windows farthest from hisfront door, Mimi’ s face suspicious at her window,
and was that Krishnabehind her, watching over her shoulder, hand between her wings, fingerstracing the
scars depending from the muscles there?

Hewaved at them. The reluctant winter made every day fed like the day before aholiday weekend. The
bankers and the retail daves coming into and out of the Market had afestive air.

He waved at the neighbors, and Link waved back, and then so did Natalie, and he hefted his sack of
coffees from the Greek’ s suggestively, and Mimi shut her curtains with asnap, but Natalie and Link
gmiled, and amoment later they were Sitting in twig chairs on his porch in their jammies, watching the
world go past as the sun began to boil the air and the coffee tasted as good as it smelled.

“Beautiful day,” Nataie said rubbing the duckling fuzz on her scalp and closing her eyes.

“Found any work yet?’ Alan said remembering his promiseto put her in touch with one of hisfashionista
protégés.

She made aface.“In avideo store.Bo-ring.”

Link made arude noise. “Y ou areso spoiled. Not just any video store, she' sworking at Martian Signd
onQueen Street .”

Alan knew it, agreat shop with ahuge selection of cult moviesand abrisk trade in zines, transgressive
literature, action figures and T-shirts.

“It must be gresat there,” he said.

She smiled and looked away. “It' sokay.” Shebit her lip. “1 don’t think | like working retail,” she said.

“Ah, retail!” he said. “Retall would befantadtic if it wasn't for the fucking customers.”

Shegiggled.

“Don't let them get to you,” he said. “ Get to be really smart about the stock, so that there' saways
something you know more about than they do, and when that isn't true, get them toteach you more so
you'll bein control the next time.”

She nodded.

“And have fun with the computer when it sdow,” he said.

“What?’

“A dtore like that, it’s got the home phone number of about seventy percent of the peopleinToronto
you’ d want to ever hang out with. Most of your school friends, even the onesyou' ve lost track of. All the



thingsthey’ ve rented. All their old addresses—you can figure out who' sliving together, who gave their
gpartment to whom, all of that stuff. That kind of database isway more fun than you redlize. Y ou can get
logt init for months”

She was nodding dowly. “1 can seethat,” she said. She upended her coffee and set it down. “Listen,
Arbus—" she began, then bit her lip again. She looked at Link, who tugged at hisfading pink shock of
hair.

“It' snothing,” he said. “We get emationaly overwrought about friends and family. | have asmuch to
apologizefor as... Well, | oweyou an apology.” They stared at the park acrossthe stret, at the
damaged wading pool where Edward had vanished.

“So, sorriesal 'round and kisses and hugs, and now we'redl friendsagain, huh?’ Link said. Natdie
made arude noise and ruffled his hair, then wiped her hand off on his shirt.

Alan, though, solemnly shook each of their handsin turn, and thanked them. When he was done, he felt
asthough aweight had been lifted from him. Next door, Mimi’ swindow dammed shuit.

“What isit you're doing around here, Akin?’ Link said. “1 keegp seeing you running around with ladders
and toal belts. | thought you were awriter. Are you soundproofing the whole Market?’

“I never told you?’ Alan said. He d been explaining wirel ess networking to anyone who could sit il
and had been beginning to believe that he’ d run it down for every denizen of Kensington, but he'd
forgotten to cluein hisown neighbors!

“Right,” he said. “ Are you seated comfortably? Then | shdl begin. When we connect computers
together, we call it anetwork. There' salig network of millions of computers, called the Internet.”

“Evenl know this” Natalie said.

“Shush,” Alan said. “I'll gtart at the beginning, where | started ayear ago, and work my way forward.
It sweird, it shigand it scool.” And hetold them the story, the things he’ d learned from Kurt, the
arguments he’ d honed on the shopkeepers, the things Lyman had told him.

“So that’ sthe holy mission,” he said at last. “'Y ou give everyone a voice and a chance to spesk on a
leve playing field with the rich and powerful, and you make democracy, which isgood.”

Helooked at Link and Natalie, who were looking to one another rather intensely, communicating in
some slent idiom of sbling body-language.

“Plate-o-shrimp,” Nataie said.

“Funny coincidence,” Link said.

“Wewere just talking about this yesterday.”
“Spectrum?’ Alan quirked his eyebrows.

“No, not exactly,” Natalie said." About making adifference. About holy missons.Wondering if there
wereany left.”



“I mean,” Link said, “riding abike or renting out videos are honest waysto makealivingand dl, and
they keep usin beer and rent money, but they’ re not—"

“—important.” Natalie said.

“Ah” Alan sad.

“Ah?’

“Wdl, that’ sthe thing we dl want, right?Making adifference.”

“Yesh”

“Whichiswhy you went into fashion,” Link said giving her skinny shoulder aplayful shove.
She shoved him back. “And whyyou went into eectrica engineering!”

“Okay,” Alan said. “It’' s not necessarily about what career you pick. It's about how you do what you
do. Natalie, you told me you used to shop at Tropica.”

She nodded.

“Y ou likedit, you used to shop there, right?’

“Yegh”

“And it inspired you to go into fashion design. It also provided employment for a couple dozen people
over theyears. | sometimes got to help out little dternative girls fromNorth Toronto buy vintage prom
dresses at the end of the year, and | helped Motown revival bands put together matching outfits of red
blazers and wide trousers. Four or five little shops opened up nearby sdlling the same kind of thing,
imitating me—that whole little rip down there started with Tropicd.”

Natalie nodded. “ Okay, | knew that, | guess. But it’ s not the same asredly making adifference, isit?’
Link flicked his butt to the curb. “Y ou' re changing peopl€ slivesfor the better either way, right?’
“Exactly,” Alan said.

Then Link grinned. “But there' s something pretty, oh, | dunno,bdlsy , about thiswirdessthing, yeah?
It's not the same.”

“Not thesame,” Alan said grinning. “ Better.”

“How can we hdp?’

Kurt had an assembly line cranking out his access points now. Half adozen street kidsworked in the
front of his place, in a cleared-out space with a makeshift workbench made from bowed plywood and
scratched IKEA table-legs. It made Alan fed better to watch them making sense of it dl, made him fed a
little like he felt when he was working on The Inventory. The kids worked from noon, when Kurt got
back from breakfast, until 9 or 10, when he went out to dive.



The kids were smart, but screwed up: half by teenaged hormones and half by bad parents or bad drugs
or just bad brain chemistry. Alan understood their type, trying to carve some atom of individud identity
away from family and background, putting pinsthrough their bodies and affecting unconvincing tough
mannerisms. They were often bright—the used bookstore had been full of their type, buying good,
beat-up books off the sale rack for 50 cents, trading them back for 20 cents' credit the next day, and

buying more.

Natdie and Link werein that morning, along with some newcomersMontrea street punkstrying their
hand at something other than squeegee bumming. The punks and his neighbors gave each other uneasy
looks, but Alan had deliberately put the sugar for the coffee at the punks end of the table and the cream
infront of Natalie and the tirs by the bathroom door with the baklava and the napkins, so arudimentary
socid intercourse was begun.

Firgt, one of the punks (who had arusty “NO FUTURE” pin that Alan thought would probably go for
real coin on the collectors market) asked Natalie to pass her the cream. Then Link and another punk
(foppy slly black hair and a cut-down private school blazer with the short deeves pinned on with rows of
safety pins) met over the baklava, and the punk offered Link anapkin. Another punk spilled her coffee
on her lap, screeching horrendous Quebecois blasphemies as curses, and that cracked everyone up, and
Arnold, watching from near the blanket that fenced off Kurt’s monkish deeping ares, figured that they
would get dong.

“Kurt,” he said pulling aside the blanket, handing a double-double coffee over to Kurt as he sat up and
rubbed his eyes. He was wearing awhite T-shirt that wasthe grimy grey of everything in hisdomain, and
baggy jockeys. He gathered his blankets around him and sipped reverently.

Kurt cocked his head and listened to the soft discussions going on on the other side of the blanket.
“Chrig, they're at it dready?’

“I think your volunteers showed up a couple hours ago—or maybe they were up dl night.”
Kurt groaned theatricaly. “1’m running a hafway house for geeky street kids.”

“All for the cause,” Alan said. “ So, what’ s on the plate for today?’

“Y ou know the church kittycorner from your place?’

“Yeeh?’ Alan said cautioudly.

“Itsspireisjust about the highest point in the Market. An omnidirectiond up there... ”
“Thechurch?’

“Yesh”

“What about the new condos at the top ofBaldwin ? They'retall.”

“They are. But they’ re up on the northern edge. From the bell-tower of that church, | bet you could
shoot half the houses on the west side of Oxford Street , dong with the backs of all the shops onAugusta



“How are we going to get the church to go dong withit. Chrigt, what are they, Ukranian Orthodox?’
“Greek Orthodox,” Kurt said. “Y eah, they're pretty conservative.”
13 &?’

“So, | need asmooth-talking, upstanding cit to go and put the case to the pastor. Priest. Bishop.
Whatever.”

“Groan,” Alex said.

“Oh, comeon, you'regood at it.”

“If | gettime,” he said. Helooked into his coffee for amoment. “1’m going to go home,” he said.
“Home?’

“Tothemountain,” hesaid. “Home,” hesaid. “To my father,” he said.

“Whoa,” Kurt said. “Alone?’

Alan sat on the floor and leaned back against amilk crate full of low-capacity hard drives. “1 haveto,”
hesaid. “1 can’'t stop thinking of ... ” He was horrified to discover that he was on the verge of tears. It
had been three weeks since Davey had vanished into the night, and he' d dreamt of Eugene-Fabio-Greg
every night since, terrible dreams, in which he' d dug like adog to uncover their hands, their arms, their
legs, but never their heads. He swalowed hard.

He and Kurt hadn’t spoken of that night since.

“I sometimeswonder if it redly happened,” Kurt said.

Alan nodded. “It’s hard to believe.Even for me.”

“I believeit,” Kurt said.“l won't ever not bdieveit. | think that's probably important to you.”
Alanfelt asob wdl upin hischest and swallowed it down again. “ Thanks,” he managed to say.
“When areyou leaving?’

“Tomorrow morning. I’'m going to rent acar and drive up,” he said.

“How long?’

“I dunno,” he said. He was feding morose now.“ A couple days.A week, maybe.No longer.”

“Well, don't sweet the Bishop. He can wait. Come and get a beer with me tonight before | go out?’

“Yeah,” hesaid. “ That sounds good.On a patio on Kensington. We can people-watch.”

How Alan and his brotherskilled Davey: very deliberately.



Alan spent the rest of the winter in the cave, and Davey spent the spring in the golem’ s cave, and
through that spring, neither of them went down to the school, so that the younger brothers had to escort
themsalvesto class. When the thaws came and icy meltoff carved temporary streamsin the mountainsde,
they stopped going to school, too—instead, they played on the mountainside, making dams and cands
and locks with rocks and imagination.

Their father waslivid. The mountain rumbled asit warmed unevenly, asthe sheets of ice did off its
dopes and skittered down toward the highway. The sons of the mountain reveled in their dark ignorance,
their separation from the school and from the nonsensical and nonmagica society of the town. They
snared smdl animas and ate them raw, and didn’t wash their clothes, and grew fierce and guttura
through the dow spring.

Alan kept slent through those months, becoming almost nocturnd, refusing to talk to any brother who
dared to talk to him. When Ed-Fred-George brought home a note from the vice principal asking when he
thought he' d be coming back to school, Alan shoved it into his mouth and chewed and chewed and
chewed, until the paper was reduced to gruel, then he spat it by the matted pile of his bedding.

The mountain grumbled and he didn’t care. The golems came to parley, and he turned his back to them.
The stalactites crashed to the cave sfloor until it was carpeted in ankle-deep chips of stone, and he
waded through them.

He waited and bided. He waited for Davey to try to come home.

“What havewe here?’ Alan said, as he wandered into Kurt's shop, which had devolved into joyous
bedlam. The shelves had been pushed up againgt the wall, clearing alarge open space that was lined with
long trestle tables. Crusty-punks,goth kids, hippie kids, geeks with vintage video-game shirts, and even a
couple of older, hard-done-by street people crowded around the tables, performing a conglomeration of
arcanetasks. Thear hummed with conversation and coffee smells, the latter emanating from a
catering-sized urn in the corner.

He was roundly ignored—and before he could speak again, one of the PCs on the floor started booming
out fuzzy, grungy rockabilly music that made him think of Elvis cassettes that had been submerged in st
water. Half of the assembled mass started bobbing their heads and singing aong while the other half
rolled their eyes and groaned.

Kurt came out of the back and hunkered down with the PC, turning down the volume alittle. “Howdy!”
he said, soreading hisarms and taking in the whole of hisdominion.

“Howdy yoursdf,” Alan said. “What do we have here?’

“We haveaglut of volunteers,” Kurt said, watching as an old rummy carefully shot apicture of a
flat-pand LCD that was minusits housing. “I can’t figure out if those lgptop screens are worth anything,”
he said, cocking his head. “But they’ ve been taking up space for far too long. Time we moved them.”

Alan looked around and realized that the workers he’ d taken to be at work building access points were,
inthemain, shooting digita pictures of junk from Kurt’ sdiving runs and researching them for eBay
listings. It made him fed good—grest, even. It was like watching an Inventory being assembled from out
of chaos.



“Where d they dl comefrom?’

Kurt shrugged. “I dunno. | guesswe hit critical mass. Y ou recruit afew people, they recruit afew
people. It'sagood way to make a couple bucks, you get to play with boss crap, you get paid in cash,
and you have colorful co-workers.” He shrugged again. “1 guessthey came from wherever thetrash
camefrom. Thecity provides.”

The homeless guy they were standing near squinted up at them. “If ether of you says something like, A,
these people were discarded by society, but just aswith the junk we rescue from landfills, we have seen
the worth of these poor folks and rescued them from the scrapheap of society, I'm gonna puke.”

“The thought never crossed my mind,” Alan said solemnly.
“Keepit up, Wes,” Kurt said, patting the man on the shoulder. “ See you at theGreek’ s tonight?’
“Every night,so long as he keeps sdlling the chegpest beer in the Market,” Wes said, winking at Alan.

“It'scashinthedoor,” Kurt said. “Buying componentsis alot more efficient than trying to find just the
right parts.” He gave Alan amildly reproachful look. Ever sincethey’ d goneto strictly controlled designs,
Kurt had been heartbroken by the amount of really nice crap that never made its way into an access

point.
“Thisispretty amazing,” Alan said. “Y ou' re splitting the money with them?’

“The profit—anything leftover after buying packaging and paying postage.” He walked down theline,
greeting people by name, shaking hands, marveling at the gewgaws and gimcracksthat he, after dl, had
found in some nighttime dumpster and brought back to berecycled. “God, | lovethis. It’'s like Napster
for dumpsters.”

“How’ sthat?’ Alan asked, pouring himsdlf a coffee and adding some UHT cream from agiant, dightly
dented box of little creamers.

“Mogt of the music ever recorded isn't for sle at any price. Like 80 percent of it. And the labels,
they’ ve made copyright so strong, no one can figure outwho dl that music belongs to—not even them!
Costs afortuneto clear asong. Pa of mine once did aCD of Christmas music remixes, and hetried to
figure out who owned the rightsto al the songs he wanted to use. He just gave up after ayear—and he
had only cleared one song!

“So aong comes Napgter. It finds the only possible way of getting dl that music back into our hands. It
givesmillionsand millions of people anincentiveto rip their old CDs—hell, their old vinyl and tapes,
tool—and put them online. No label could have afforded to do that, but the peoplejust did it for free. It
waslikeabarn-rasng: alibraryrasng !”

Alan nodded. “ So what’ s your point—that companies’ dumpsters are being napstered by people like
you?’ A nagpsterized Inventory. Alan fdt therightness of it.

Kurt picked afragile LCD out of abox of dozens of them and smashed it on the side of the table.
“Exactly!” hesaid. “Thisis garbage—it’ s like the deleted music that you can’t buy today, except & the
bottom of binsat Goodwill or a yard ses. Tons of it has accumulated in landfills. No one could afford
to pay enough peopleto go around and rescueit al and figure out the copyrightsfor it and turniit into
digitd filesand upload it to the net—but if you give people an incentive to tackle alittle piece of the



problem and away for my work to help you... ” He went to ashelf and picked up afinished AP and
popped its latches and swung it open.

“Look at that—I didn’t get its guts out of adumpster, but someone dse did, like as not. | sold the parts
| found in my dumpster for money that | exchanged for parts that someone e se found inher dumpster—”

“Her?’
“Trying not to be sexigt,” Kurt said.
“Arethere femae dumpgter divers?’

“Got me” Kurt said. “Intenyearsof this, I’ ve only run into other diverstwice or three times. Remind
meto tell you about the cop later. Anyway. We spread out the effort of rescuing this stuff from the landfill,
and then we put our findings online, and we move it to where it needsto be. So it’s not cost effective for
some big corporation to figure out how to use or sall these—so what? It’ s not cost-effective for some big
dumb record label to figure out how to keep music by any of my favorite bandsin print, either. We'll
figureit out. We re spookily good at it.”

“Spookily?’

“Trying to be more poetic.” He grinned and twisted the fuzzy plit ends of his newly bluemohawk around
hisfingers. “ Got anew girlfriend, she saysthere s not enough poetry in my views on garbage.”

They found one of Davey’ sold nestsin March, on aday when you could dmost believe that the spring
would reglly come and the winter would go and the days would lengthen out to more than afew hours of
sour greyness huddled around noon. The reference design for the access point had gone through four
moreiterations, and if you knew where to look in the Market’ s second-story apartments, rooftops, and
lampposts, you could trace the evolution of the design from the clunky PC-shaped boxen in Alan’sattic
on Wales Avenue to the environment-hardened milspec surplus boxes that Kurt had rigged from old
circuit boxes he' d found in Bell Canada s Willowdal e switching station dumpster.

Alan steedied the ladder while Kurt tightened the wing nuts on the antenna mounting atop the
synagogue sroof. It had taken three meetings with the old rabbi before Alan hit on theideaof going to
the templ€ s youth caucus and gettingthem to explain it to the old cleric. The synagogue was one of the
oldest buildings in the Market, a brick-and-stone beauty from 1930.

They’ d worried about the fight they’ d have over drilling through the roof to punch down awire, but they
needn’t have: The wood up there was soft as cottage cheese, and showed gaps wide enough to dip the
power cable down. Now Kurt dathered Loctite over the nuts and washers and dipped dangeroudy
down the ladder, toe-tips flying over the rungs.

Alan laughed as he touched down, thinking that Kurt’ s heart was aburst with the feding of having
finished, at lagt, a last. But then he caught sight of Kurt’ sface, ashen, wide-eyed.

“| saw something,” he said, talking out of the sides of his mouth. His hands were shaking.
“What?’

“Footprints” hesaid. “ There' salot of leavesthat have rotted down to mud up there, and there were a



pair of littlefootprintsin the mud.Like atoddler’ s footprints, maybe. Except there were two toes missing
from onefoot. They were stamped down al around this spot where | could see there had been alot of
pigeon nests, but there were no pigeons there, only a couple of beaks and legs—so dried up that |
couldn’t figure out what they were at firdt.

“But | recognized the footprints. The missing toes, they Ieft prints behind like unbent paperclips.”

Alan moved, asin adream, to the ladder and began to climb it.

“Becareful, it'sdl rotten up there,” Kurt caled. Alan nodded.

“Sure, thank you,” he said, hearing himsdlf say it asthough from very far away.

The rooftop was littered with broken glass and scummy puddles of meltwater and little pebbles anda
durry of decomposing leaves, and there, yes, there were the footprints, just as advertised. He patted the
antenna box absently, feeling its solidity, and he sat down cross-legged before the footprints and the
beaks and the legs. There were no tooth marks on the birds. They hadn’t beeneaten, they’ d been torn
apart, like alabel from abeer bottle absently shredded in the sunset. He pictured Davey Stting here on
the synagogue’ sroof, listening to the evening prayers, and the calls and music that floated over the
Market, watching the grey winter nights come on and dip away, apigeon in his hand, writhing.

Hewondered if he was catching Bradley’ s precognition, and if that meant that Bradley was dead now.

Bradley was born with the future in his eyes. He emerged from the belly of their mother with bright
brown eyesthat did not roll aimlesdy in the manner of babies, but rather sought out the corners of the
cave where interesting things were happening, where movement was about to occur, where life was being
lived. Before he devel oped the muscle strength and coordination necessary to crawl, he mimed crawling,
seeing how it was that he would someday move.

He wasthe easiest of dl the babiesto carefor, easier even than Carlo, who had no needs other than
water and soil and cooing reassurance. Toilet training: As soon as he understood what was expected of
him—they used the downstream-most bend of one of the underground rivers—Benny could be relied
upon to begin tottering toward the spot in sufficient time to drop trou and do his businessin just the right

Spot.

(Alan learned to pay attention when Bruce was reluctant to leave home for awalk during those
days—the same premonition that made him perfectly toilet-trained at home would have himin fretting
sweats at the foreknowledge that he has destined to soil himsalf during the recreetion.)

His nightmares ran twice: once just before bed, in clairvoyant preview, and again in the depths of REM
deep. Alan learned to talk him down from these crises, to soothe the worry, and in the end it worked to
everyone s advantage, defusing the nightmares themselves when they came.

He never forgot anything—never forgot to have Alan forge asignature on apermission form, never
forgot to bring in the fossi| he' d found for show-and-tell, never forgot his mittensin the cloakroom and
came home with red, chapped hands. Once he started school, he started seeing to it that Alan never
forgot anything, either.

Hedid very well on quizzes and tests, and he never |et the pitcher fake him out when hewas at bat.



After four years alone with the golems, Alan couldn’t have beenmore glad to have a brother to keep him
company.

Billy got big enough to walk, then big enough to pick mushrooms, then big enough to chase squirrels. He

was big enough to play hide-and-go-seek with, big enough to play twenty questionswith, big enough to
horse around in the middle of the |ake at the center of the mountain with.

Alan left him aone during the days, in the company of their parents and the golems, went down the
mountain to school, and when he got back, he' d take hiskid brother out on the mountain face and teach
him what he' d learned, even though hewas only alittle kid. They’ d write letters together in the mud with
adtick, and inthewinter, they’ d try to spell out their names with steaming peein the snow, laughing.

“That'safraction,” Brad said, chalking “3/4” on apiece of date by the side of one of the snowmelt
streamsthat coursed down the springtime mountain.

“That' sright, three-over-four,” Alan said. He'd learned it that day in school, and had been about to
show it to Billy, which meant that Brad had remembered him doing it and now knew it. He took the chalk
and drew his own 3/4—you had to do that, or Billy wouldn’t be able to remember it in advance.

Billy got down on his haunches. He was adark kid, dark hair and eyesthe color of chocolate, which he
insatiably craved and begged for every morning when Alan left for school, “Bring me, bring me,bring
rre"

He d found something. Alan leaned in and saw that it was amilkweed pod. “It'san egg,” Bobby said.

“No, it saweed,” Alan said. Bobby wasn't usudly given to flights of fancy, but the shape of the pod
was reminiscent of an egg.

Billy clucked histongue. “1know that. It' s also an egg for abug.Livinginddethere. | can seeit hatching.
Next week.” He closed hiseyes. “It’ sorange! Pretty. We should come back and find it once it hatches.”

Alan hunkered down next to him. “There’ sabug in here?’
“Yeah.It’ slike awhite worm, but in aweek it will turn into an orange bug and chew itsway out.”

He was about three then, which made Alan seven. “What if | chopped down the plant?’ he said.
“Would the bug gtill hatch next week?’

“Youwon't,” Billy said.
“I could, though.”
“Nope,” Brad said.

Alan reached for the plant. Took it in hishand. The warm skin of the plant and the woody bole of the
pod would be so easy to uproot.

Hedidn't doit.

That night, as he lay himself down to deep, he couldn’t remember why he hadn’t. He couldn’t deep. He
got up and looked out the front of the cave, at the countryside unralling in the moonlight and the far lights



of thetown.

He went back inside and looked in on Benji. He was deeping, hisface smooth and hislips pouted. He
rolled over and opened his eyes, regarding Alan without surprise.

“Toldyou s0,” hesaid.

Alan had an awkward relationship with the people in town. Unaccompanied little boysin the grocery
dtore, a the Gap, in thelibrary and in toy section of the Canadian Tire were suspect. Alan never “horsed
around"—whatever that meant—but nevertheess, he got more than his share of the hairy eyeball from
the shopkeepers, even though he had money in his pocket and had been known to spend it on occasion.

A lone boy of five or Six or seven was suspicious, but let him show up with thetiny hand of hisdark little
brother clagped in his, quietly explaining each item on the shelf to the solemn child, and everyone got an
immediate attitude adjustment. Shopkeepers smiled and nodded, shoppers mouthed, “ So cute,” to each
other. Moms with babiesin snuglis bent to chuckle them under their chins. Store owners spontaneousy
gave them candy, and laughed doud atBryan’ s cries of “Chocolatel”

When Brian gtarted school, he foresaw and avoided all trouble, and delighted his teachers with his
precociousness. Alan ate lunch with him once he reached the first grade and started egting in the cafeteria
with the rest of the non-kindergartners.

Brad loved to play with Craig after he was born, patiently mounding soil and pebbles on hisshore,
watering him and patting him smooth, planting wild grasses on his dopes as he crept toward the mouth of
the cave. Those days—before Darcy’ s arriva—were along idyll of good food and play in the hot sun or
the white snow and brotherhood.

Danny couldn’t sneak up on Brad and kick him in the back of the head. He couldn’t hide arat in his
pillow or pisson histoothbrush. Billy was never oneto stand pat and eat shit just because Davey was
handing it out. Sometimes he' d just wind up and take aswing at Davey, seemingly out of the blue,
knocking him down, then prying open his mouth to reved the chocolate bar he' d nicked from under
Brad' s pillow, or acomic book from under his shirt. He was only two years younger than Brad, but by
the time they were both walking, he hulked over Brad and could lay him out with one wild haymaker of a
punch.

Billy came down from his high perch when Alan returned from burying Marci, holding out his hands
wordlessy. He hugged Alan hard, crushing the breath out of him.

The armsfelt good around his neck, so he stopped | etting himself fed them. He pulled back siffly and
looked at Brian.

“Y ou could have told me,” he said.
Bram'’ sface went expressionless and hard and cold. Telling people wasn't what he did, not for years. It
hurt others—and it hurt him. 1t was the reason for hislong, long silences. Alan knew that sometimes he

couldn’t tell what it was that he knew that othersdidn’'t. But he didn’t care, then.

“Y ou should havetold me,” hesad.



Bob took a step back and squared up his shoulders and hisfest, leaning forward alittle asinto awind.

“Y ouknew and you didn’ ttdlme and you didn’ tdo anything and asfar as |’ m concerned, you killed her
and cut her up and buried her along with Darryl, you coward.” Adam knew hewas crossing aline, and
he didn’t care. Brian leaned forward and jutted his chin out.

Avram'’ s hands were clawed with cold and caked with mud and till echoing the fedling of frozen skin
and frozen dirt, and baled up into fists, they felt like stones.

Hedidn't hit Barry. Instead, he retreated to his niche and retrieved the triangular piece of flint that he'd
been cherting into an arrowhead for school and ahammer stone and set to work onitin thelight of a
flashlight.

He sharpened aknife for Davey, therein hisroom in the cave, asthe boys ran fera in the woods, asthe
mountain made its dow and ponderous protests.

He sharpened aknife, a hunting knife with arusty blade and a cracked handle that he' d found on one of
the woodland trails, beside a hunter’ s snare, not lost but pitched away in disgust one winter and not
discovered until thefollowing spring.

But the nicked blade took an edge as he whetted it with the round stone, and the handle regained its
grippiness as he wound a cord tight around it, making tiny, precise knotswith each turn, until the handle
no longer pinched his hand, until the blade caught the available light from the cave mouth and glinted
dully.

The boys brought him roots and fruits they’ d gathered, sweets and bread they’ d stolen, smdl animas
they’ d caught. Ed-Fred-George were an unbegatable team when it came to catching and killing an animd,
though they were only smal, barely out of the second grade. They were fast, and they could coordinate
their actions without speaking, so that the bunny or the squirrel could never duck or feint in any direction
without encountering the thick, neck-wringing outstretched hands of the pudgy boys. Once, they brought
him acat. It went in the night’s stew.

Billy sat at hisside and talked. The silence he' d folded himsdlf in unwrapped and flapped in the wind of
his beating gums. He talked about the lessons he' d had in school and the lessons he' d had from his big
brother, when it was just the two of them on the hillside and Alan would teach him every thing he knew,
the names of and sdlient facts regarding every thing in their father’ s domain. He talked about the truths
he' d gleaned from reading chocolate-bar wrappers. He talked about the things that he’ d see Davey
doing when no one else could seeit.

One day, George came to him, the lima-bean baby grown to toddling about on two sturdy legs, fat and
crispy red from his unaccustomed time out-of-doors and in the sun. “Y ou know, heworships you,” Glenn
said, gesturing at the spot in his straw bedding where Brad habitual ly sat and gazed at him and chattered.

Alan tared at hisshoelaces. “1t doesn't matter,” he said. He' d dreamt that night of Davey stedling into
the cave and squatting beside him, watching him the way that he had before, and of Alan knowing,
knowing that Davey wasthere, ready to rend and tear, knowing that his knife with its coiled handle was
just under his pillow, but not being able to move hisarms or legs. Pardyzed, he' d watched Davey grin
and reach behind him with agonizing downessfor arock that he' d lifted high above his head and Andrew
had seen that the rock had been cherted to arazor edge that hovered afew feet over his breastbone,
Davey' sarmstrembling with the effort of holding it doft. A single drop of sweeat had falen off of Davey’s



chin and landed on Alan’ s nose, and then another, and finaly he' d been able to open his eyes and wake
himsdf , angry and scared. The spring rains had begun, and the condensation was thick on the cave
walls, dripping onto hisface and arms and legs as he dept, leaving behind chalky limeresidue asit
evaporated.

“Hedidn't kill her,” Greg said.

Albert hadn't told the younger brothers about the body buried in Craig, which meant that Brad had been
talking to them, had told them what he’ d seen. Alan felt anirrational stresk of anger at Brad—he' d been
blabbing Alan’s secrets. He' d been exposing the young ones to things they didn’t need to know. Tothe
nightmares.

“Hedidn’t stop her from being killed,” Alan said. He had the knife in his hand and hunted through his
pile of belongings for the whetstone to honeits edge.

Greg looked at the knife, and Andy followed his gaze to his own white knuckles on the hilt. Greg took a
frightened step back, and Alan, who had often worried that the smallest brother was too delicate for the
redl world, felt ashamed of himsdlf.

He st the knife down and stood, stretching his limbs and leaving the cave for the first timein weeks.

Brad found him standing on the dopes of the gentle, soggy hump of Charli€ sdope, afew feet closer to
the seaway than it had been that winter when Alan had dug up and reburied Marci’ s body there.

“Youforgot this” Brad said, handing him the knife,

Alantook it from him. It was sharp and dirty and the handle was grimed with sweat and lime.

“Thanks, kid,” he said. He reached down and took Billy’ s hand, the way he’ d done when it wasjust the
two of them. The three e dest sons of the mountain stood there touching and watched the outside world
rush and grind away in the distance, its humming engines and puffing chimneys,

Brendan tugged his hand free and kicked at the dirt with atoe, smoothing over the divot he'd made with
the sole of his shoe. Andy noticed that the snesker wasworn out and had aholein the toe, and that it
was only laced up hdfway.

“Got to get you new shoes,” he said, bending down to relace them. He had to stick the knifein the
ground to free his hands while he worked. The handle vibrated.

“Davey’scoming,” Benny said.” Coming now.”

Alan reached out asin his dream and fdlt for the knife, but it wasn't there, asin hisdream. He looked
around as the skin on his face tightened and his heart began to pound in his ears, and he saw that it had
merely fallen over inthedirt. He picked it up and saw that where it had falen, it had knocked away the
s0il that had barely covered up asmall, freckled hand, now gone black and curled into afist likea
monkey’s paw.Marci’ s hand.

“He'scoming.” Benny took astep off the hill. “Youwon't lose,” hesaid. “Y ou’ ve got the knife.”

The hand was smdll and fisted, therein the dirt. It had been just below the surface of where he' d been



standing. It had been there, in Clarence s soil, for months, decomposing,the last of Marci going.
Somewhere just below that soil was her head, her face doughing off and wormed. Her red hair falen
from her loosened scalp. He gagged and agush of bile sprayed the hillside,

Danny hit him at the knees, knocking him into the dirt. Hefdt thelittle rotting fist digging into hisribs. His
body bucked of its own accord, and he knocked Danny loose of hislegs. His arm was hot and dippery,
and when helooked at it he saw that it was coursing with blood. The knife in his other hand was
bloodied and he saw that he’ d drawn along ragged cut along his bicep. A fountain of blood bubbled
there with every best of his heart, blub, blub, blub, and on the third blub, he felt the cut, likealong pin
stuck inthe nerve.

He climbed unsteadily to his feet and confronted Danny. Danny was naked and the color of the red
golem clay. Hisribs showed and his hair was matted and greasy.

“I’'m coming home,” Danny said, baring histeeth. His breath reeked of corruption and uncooked mest,
and his mouth was ringed with a crust of dried vomit. “And you' re not going to stop me.”

“Youdon't haveahome,” Alan said, pressaing the hilt of the knife over the wound in his bicep, the feeling
like biting down on a cracked tooth. “Y ou’ re not welcome.”

Davey was monkeyed over low, arms swinging like achimp, teeth bared, knees splayed and ready to
uncoil and pounce. “Y ou think you'll stab mewith that?” he said, jerking hischin at the knife. “ Or are you
just going to bleed yoursdlf out with it?’

Alan steadied his knife hand before him, unmindful of the sticky blood. He knew that the pounce was
coming, but that didn’'t help when it came. Davey legpt for him and he dashed once with the knife, Davey
ducking benegath the arc, and then Davey had hisforearm in his hands, histeeth fastened onto the mest of
hisknife thumb.

Andrerolled to one sde and gripped down hard on the knife, tugging hisarm ineffectudly againgt the
grip of the cruel teeth and the grasping bony fingers. Davey had logt his boyish charm, gone Ssmian with
filth and rage, and the sore and weak blows Alan was able to muster with his hurt arm didn’t seem to
register with Danny at dl as he bit down harder.

Arnolddragged hisarm up higher, dragging the glinting knifetip toward Davey’ sface. Drew kicked & his
shins, planted aknee alongside his groin. Alan whipped his head back, then brought it forward asfast
and hard as he could, hammering hisforehead into the crown of Davey’ s head so hard that his head rang
likeabdll.

He stunned Davey free of his hand and stunned himsdlf onto his back. He felt smal hands benegth each
armpit, dragging him clear of the hill. Brian.And George. They helped him to hisfeet and Breton handed
him the knife again. Darren got onto his knees, and then to hisfeet, holding the back of his head.

They both swayed dightly, standing to either sde of Chris srise. Alan’ s knife-hand was red with blood
streaming from the bite wounds and his other arm felt unaccountably heavy now.

Davey was staggering back and forth alittle, eyes dropping to the earth. Suddenly, he dropped to one
knee and scrabbled in the dirt, then scrambled back with something in his hand.

Marci’sfid.



Hewaggled it a Andrew mockingly,then charged, crossing the distance between them with long, loping
grides, thefist held out before him like alance. Alan forgot the knife in his hand and shrank back, and
then Davey was on him again, dropping thefist to the mud and taking hold of Alan’sknife-wrigt, digging
hisragged nailsinto the bleeding bitesthere,

Now Alan released the knife, so that it, too, fell to the mud, and the sound it made woke him from his
reverie. He pulled his hand free of Davey’ s grip and punched him in the ear as hard as he could,
amultaneoudykneaing himin the groin. Davey hissed and punched him in the eye, afeding like hiseyebdll
was going to break open,afedling like he’ d been stabbed in the back of his eye socket.

He planted afoot in the mud for leverage, then flipped Danny over so that Alan was on top, kneeson his
skinny chest. The knife wasthere beside Davey’ s head, and Alan snatched it up, holding it ready for
stabbing.

Danny’ s eyes narrowed.

Alan could do it. Kill him atogether dead finished yeah. Stab him in the face or the heart or the lung,
somewherefata. He could kill Davey and make him go away forever.

Davey caught hiseye and held it. And Alan knew he couldn’t do it, and an ingtant later, Davey knew it,
too. He amiled acrusty smile and went limp.

“Oh, don't hurt me,please ,” he said mockingly. “ Please, big brother, don’t stab me with your big bad
knifel”

Alan hurt dl over, but especidly on hisbicep and histhumb. His head sang with pain and blood loss.
“Don’t hurt me, pleasel” Davey said.
Billy was standing before him, suddenly.

“That’ swhat Marci said when hetook her, ‘Don’t hurt me, please,’” he said. “ She said it over and over
agan.While he dragged her here. While he choked her to death.”

Alan hddthe knifetighter.

“Hesad it over and over again as he cut her up and buried her. Helaughed. ”

Danny suddenly bucked hard, amost throwing him, and before he had time to think, Alan had dashed
down with the knife, aming for the face, the throat, the lung. Thetip landed in the middie of hisbony
chest and skated over each rib, goingtink, tink, tink through the handle, like axylophone. It scored along
the emaciated and distended bdlly, then sank in just to one side of the smooth patch where aredl
person—where Marci—would have anavel.

Davey howled and twisted free of the seeking edge, skipping back three steps while holding in the loop
of gut that wastrailing free of theincison.

“Shesaid, ‘Don’t hurt me.” Shesaid, ‘Please.’ Over and over. He said it, too, and he laughed at her.”
Benny chanted it a him, standing just behind him, and the sound of hisvoicefilled Alan' sears.

Suddenly Davey redled back as a stone rebounded off of his shoulder. They both looked in the direction



it had come from, and saw George, with thetail of his shirt gproned before him, filled with smal, jagged
stones from the edge of the hot spring in their father’ s depths. They took turns throwing those stones,
skimming them over the water, and Ed and Fred and George had a vicious arm.

Davey turned and snarled and started upd ope toward George, and a stone took him in the back of the
neck, thrown by Freddie, who had sought cover behind athick pinethat couldn’t disguise thered of his
windbreaker, red astheingde of hislip, which pouted out as he considered his next toss.

He was downdope, and so Drew was able to bridge the distance between them very quickly—he was
amost upon Felix when athird stone, bigger and faster than the others, took him in the back of the head
with terrible speed, making a sound like a hammer missing the nail and hitting solid wood instead.

It was Ernie, of course, slanding on Craig's highest point, winding up for another toss.

The threesome’ s second volley hit him dl a once, from three sides, high, low, and medium.

“Killed her, cut her up, buried her,” Benny chanted. “ Sliced her open and cut her up,” he called.

“SHUT UP!” Davey screamed. He was bleeding from the back of his head, the blood trickling down the
knobs of his spine, and he was crying, sobbing.

“KILLED HER, CUT HER UP, SLICED HER OPEN,” Ed-Fred-George chanted in unison.

Alan tightened his grip on the cords wound around the handle of hisknife, and hisknife hand bled from
the puncture wounds |eft by Davey’ steeth.

Davey saw him coming and dropped to his knees, crying. Sobbing.
“Please” he sad, holding his hands out before him, palms together, begging.
“Please,” he said, astheloop of intestine he'd been holding in trailed free.

“Please,” hesaid, as Alan saeized him by the hair, jerked hishead back, and swiftly brought the knife
across histhroat.

Benny took his knife, and Ed-Fred-George coaxed Clarence into asow, deep fissuring. They dragged
the body into the earthy crack and Clarence swallowed up their brother.

Benny led Alan to the cave, where they’ d changed his bedding and laid out a half-eaten candy bar, a
shopping bag filled with bramble-berries, and alock of Marci’ s hair, tied into aknot.

Alan dragged dl of his suitcases up from the basement to the living room, from thetiny tin vaise
plastered with genuine vintage deco railway stickersto the steamer trunk that he’ d dwaysintended to
refurbish as a bathroom cabinet. He hadn’t been home in fifteen years.Nearly hdf hislife. What should he

bring?

Clothes were the easiest. It was coming up on the cusp of July and August, and he remembered
boyhood summers on the mountain’ s dopes abuzz with blackflies and syrupy heat. White T-shirts,
lightweight trousers, high-tech hiking boots thatbreathed, athin jacket for the mosguitoes at dusk.



He decided to pack four changes of clothes, which made avery smal pile on the sofa. Smdl suitcase. The
littleralling carry-on? The wheels would be usdless on the rough cavefloor.

He paced and looked at the spines of his books, and paced more, into the kitchen. It was a beautiful
summer day and thetall grassesin the back yard nodded in the soft breeze. He stepped through the
screen door and out into the garden and let the wild grasses scrape over histhighs. Ivy and wild
sunflowers climbed the fence that separated hisyard from his neighbors, and through the chinksin the
green armor, he saw someone moving.

Mimi.

Pacing hergarden, neetly tended vegetable beds, some flowering bulbs. Skirt and a cream linen blazer
that rucked up over her shoulders, moving restlesdy. Powerfully.

Alan’sbreath caught in histhroat. Her pale, round calves flashed in the sun. He fet himsdf harden,
painfully. He must have gasped, or given some sign, or perhaps she heard his skin tighten over his body
into agreat goosepimply mass. Her head turned.

Their eyes met and hejolted. He was frozen in hisfootsteps by her gaze. One cheek waslivid with a
purple bruise, the eye above it ditted and puffed. She took a step toward him, her jacket opening to
reved ashapeess grey sweatshirt stained with food and—blood?

“Mimi?’ he breathed.

She squeezed her eyes shut, her face turning into afright mask.

“Abd,” shesaid. “Niceday.”

“Areyou dl right?’ he said. He'd had his girls, hisemployees show up for work in this state before. He
knew the signs. “Is hein the house now?’

She pulled up acorner of her lip into a sneer and he saw that it was split, and atrickle of blood wet her
teeth and stained them pink.

“Seeping,” shesad.
He swallowed. “I can cdl the cops, or ashdter, or both.”
Shelaughed. “I gave asgood as| got,” she said. “We re more than even.”
“| don't care” hesad. “’Even’ isirrdlevant. Areyousafe 7’
“Safe ashouses,” she said. “Thanksfor your concern.” She turned back toward her back door.
“Wait,” he said. She shrugged and the wings under her jacket Strained againgt the fabric. She reached
for the door. He jammed hisfingersinto the chain-link near the top and hauled himself, scrambling, over
the fence, landing on dl foursin asplintering of tomato plants and sticks.

He got to hisfeet and bridged the distance between them.

“I don’'t believe you, Mimi,” he said. “1 don’t believe you. Come over to my place and let me get you a



cup of coffee and anice pack and we'll talk about it, please?’

“Fuck off,” she said tugging at the door. He wedged histoein it, took her wrist gently.
“Pleasg,” shesad. “We Il wakehim.”

“Comeover,” hesad. “Wewon't wake him.”

She cracked her arm like awhip, shaking his hand off her wrist. She stared at him out of her swollen eye
and hefédt thejolt again. Some recognition. Some shock. Some mirror, hisfacetiny and distorted in her

eye.
She shivered.

“Help me over thefence,” she said pulling her skirt between her knees—bruise on her thigh—and
tucking it behind her into her waistband. Shejammed her bare toesinto the link and he gripped one hard,
sraining calf in one hand and put the other on her padded, soft bottom, helping her up onto a perch atop
the fence. He scrambled over and then took one bare foot, one warm calf, and guided her down.

“Comeindde” hesad.

She'd never been in hishouse. Natalie and Link went in and out to use his bathroom while they were
enjoying the sunset on his porch, or to get abeer. But Mimi had never crossed his threshold. When she
did, it felt like something he’ d been missing there had been findly found.

Shelooked around with ahint of asmile on her puffed lips. She ran her fingers over the cast-iron gas
range he' d restored, caressing the bakelite knobs. She peered at thetitles of the booksin the kitchen
bookcases, over the honey wood of the mismatched chairs and the smoothed-over scars of the big,
ampletable.

“Comeinto theliving room,” Alan said. “I’ll get you an ice pack.”

She let him guide her by the elbow, then crossed decisively to the windows and drew the curtains,
bringing on twilight. He moved aside his piles of clothes and stacked up the suitcasesin acorner.

“Going somewhere?’

“To seemy family,” he said. She smiled and her lip cracked anew, dripping asingle dark droplet of
blood onto the gleaming wood of the floor, where it beaded like water on wax paper.

“Home again, home again, jiggety jig,” she said. Her nearly closed eye was bright and it darted around
the room, taking in shelves, fireplace, chairs,clothes .

“I'll get you that ice pack,” he said. As he went back into the kitchen, he heard her walking around in the
living room, and he remembered the first time he' d met her, of walking around her living room and
thinking about dipping aVCD into his pocket.

Hefound her halfway up the staircase with one of the shalow bric-a-brac cabinets open before her. She
was holding a M ade-in-Occupied-Japan tin robot, the paint crazed with age into craquelaire like aDutch
Magter paintinginagdlery.



“Turnit upside down,” he said.

Shelooked a him,then turned it over, revealing theingdes of thetin, reveding the gaudily printed
tuna-fish labd from the origind can that it had been fashioned from.

“Huh,” she said and peered down into it. He hit the light switch at the bottom of the Stairs so that she
could seebetter . “Beautiful,” shesaid.

“Haveit,” he said surprisng himsdf. He' d have to remove it from The Inventory. He restrained himsdlf
from going upstairs and doing it before he forgot.

For thefirgt time he could remember, she looked flustered. Her unbruised cheek went crimson.

“I couldn’'t,” shesad.

“It'syours,” he said. He went up the stairs and closed the cabinet, then folded her fingers around the
robot and led her by the wrist back down to the sofa. “Ice pack,” he said handing it to her, releasing her

wrid.

She sat tiff-spined in on the sofa, the hump of her wings behind her keeping her from reclining. She
caught him staring.

“It' stimeto trim them,” she said.

“Oh, yes?’ he said, mind going back to the gridwork of old scars by her shoulders.

“When they get too big, | can’t sit properly or lie on my back.At least not while I’m wearing ashirt.”
“Couldn’t you, | don’t know, cut the back out of ashirt?’

“Yeah,” shesad. “Or go topless. Or wear ahalter. But not in public.”

“No, not in public. Secrets must be kept.”

“You' vegot alot of secrets, huh?’ she said.

“Some,” hesad.

“Deep, dark ones?’

“All secrets become deep. All secrets become dark. That’ sin the nature of secrets.”

She pressed the towel-wrapped bag of ice to her face and rolled her head back and forth on her neck.
He heard pops and crackles as her muscles and vertebrae unlimbered.

“Hang on,” he said. He ran up to hisroom and dug through his T-shirt drawer until he found onethat he
didn’t mind parting with. He brought it back downstairs and held it up for her to see. “ Stedl Pole
Bathtub,” he said.” Retro chic. | can cut the back out for you, &t least while you're here.”

Sheclosed her eyes. “I’d like that,” shesaid inasmal voice.



So he got hiskitchen shears and went to work on the back of the shirt, cutting a sizable hole in the back
of thefabric. He folded duct tape around the ragged edges to keep them from fraying. She watched
bemusedly.

“Freakshow Martha Stewart,” she sad.

He smiled and passed her the shirt. “I’ll give you some privacy,” he said, and went back into the kitchen
and put away the shears and the tape. He tried not to listen to the soft rustle of clothing in the other room.

“Alan,” she ssid—Alanand notAsshole orAbd —"I could use some help.”

He stepped cautioudy into the living room and saw there, in the curtained twilight, Mimi. Shewas
topless, heavy breasts marked red with the outline of her bra straps and wires. They hung weightily,
swaying, and stopped him in the doorway. She had her arms lifted over her head, tugging her round belly
up, stretching her nave into a cat-eye dit. The T-shirt he' d given her wastangled in her amsand in her

wings
Her magnificent wings.

They were four feet long each, and they stretched, one through the neck hole and the other through the
hole he’ d cut in the T-shirt’ sback. They were lesthery as he remembered, covered in adowny fur that
glowed whereit was kissed by the few shafts of light piercing the gap in the drapes. He reached for the
questing, dmost prehensiletip of the one that was caught in the neck hole. It was muscular, like astrong
finger, curling againgt his palm like a Masonic handshake.

When he touched her wing, she gasped and shivered, indeterminately between erotic and outraged.
They were as heimagined them, these wings, strong and primal and dark and spicy-smelling like an
armpit after sex.

He gently guided the tip down toward the neckhole and marveled at the intricate way thet it folded in on
itsdf, a the play of mysterious muscle and cartilage, the rustle of bristling hair, and the matility of the skin.

It accordioned down and he tugged the shirt around it so that it came free, and then he did the front of
the shirt down over her breasts, painfully aware of his erection as the fabric rustled down over her
rounded belly.

As her head emerged through the shirt, she shook her hair out and then unfolded her wings, dowly and
exquistely, likeacat stretching out, bending forward,oreading them like sails. He ducked benegth one,
feding its puff of spiced air on hisface, and found himself staring at the hash of scars and therigid ropes
of hyperextended muscle and joints. Tentatively, he traced the scars with his thumbs, then, when she
made no move to stop him, he dug his thumbsinto the muscles, into their tension.

He kneaded at her flesh, grinding hard at the knots and fedling them give way, briskly rubbing the spots
where they’ d been to get the blood going. Her wings flapped gently around him as he worked, not caring
that his body was pretzeled into aknot of its own to reach her back, since he didn’t want to bresak the
spell to ask her to move over to give him a better angle.

He could smell her armpit and her wings and her hair and he closed his eyes and worked by touch,
following scar to muscle, muscle to knot, working hisway the length and breadth of her back, following
the muscle up from theridge of her iliac crest like atreasure trail to the muscle of her left wing, which was
softly twitching with plessure.



She went perfectly il again when he took the wing in his hands. It had its own geometry, hard to
understand and irresistible. He followed the mysterious and powerful muscles and bones, the vast
expanses of cartilage, finding knots and squeezing them, kneading her as he' d kneaded her back, and she
groaned and went limp, leaning back againgt him so that hisface wasin her hair and smelling her scalp ail
and stale shampoo and swest. It was dl he could do to keep himself from burying hisfacein her hair and
gnawing at the muscles a the base of her skull.

He moved as dow as a seaweed and ran his hands over to her other wing, giving it the same treatment.
He was rock-hard, pressed againgt her, her wings dl around him. He traced the line of her jaw to her
chin, and they were breathing in unison, and hisfingers found the tense place a the hinge and worked
there, too.

Then he brushed against her bruised cheek and she startled, and that shocked him back to redlity. He
dropped his handsto his sides and then stood, realized his erection was straining at his shorts, sat back
down again in one of the club chairs, and crossed hislegs.

“Well,” hesad.
Mimi unfolded her wings over the sofa-back and let them spread out, then leaned back, eyes closed.

“Y ou should try theice-pack again,” he said weakly. She groped blindly for it and draped it over her
face.

“Thank you,” she sighed.
He suppressed the urge to gpologize. “Y ou' rewelcome,” he said.

“It started last week,” she said. “My wings had gotten longer. Too long.Krishna came home from the
club and he was drunk and he wanted sex.Wanted me on the bottom. | couldn’t.My wings. He wanted
to get the kniferight away and cut them off. We do it about four times ayear, using abig serrated hunting
knife he bought at a sporting-goods store onY onge Street , one of those placesthat sells dud grenades
and camou pants and tasers.”

She opened her eyes and looked at him, then closed them. He shivered and a goose walked over his
grave.

“Wedoitinthetub. | sand in the tub, naked, and he saws off the wings right to my shoulders. | don’t
bleed much. He gives me atowe to bite on while he cuts. To scream into. And then we put themin
garden trash bags and he puts them out just before the garbage men arrive, so the neighborhood dogs
don’t get at them.For the meat.”

He noticed that he was gripping the arm rests so tightly that his hands were cramping. He pried them
loose and tucked them under histhighs.

“He dragged me into the bathroom. One second, we were rolling around in bed, giggling likekidsin
love, and then he had me so hard by the wrist, dragging me naked to the bathroom, hisknifein his other
fist. | had to keep quiet, so that | wouldn't wake Link and Natalie, but he was hurting me, and | was
scared. | tried to say something to him, but | could only squeak. He hurled me into the tub and | cracked
my head againgt thetile. | cried out and he crossed the bathroom and put his hand over my mouth and
nose and then | couldn’t bresthe, and my head was swimming.



“Hewas naked and hard, and he had the knifein hisfit, not like for dicing, but for stabbing, and his
eyeswere red from the smoke at the club, and the bathroom filled with the booze-breath smell, and |
sank down in the tub, shrinking away from him as he grabbed for me.

“He—growled. Saw that | was aring at the knife. Smiled.Horribly. There' sapiece of granite we use for
asogp dish, balanced in the corner of the tub. Without thinking, | grabbed it and threw it ashard as|
could at him. It broke hisnose and he closed his eyes and reached for hisface and | wrapped himupin
the shower curtain and grabbed his arm and bit at the base of histhumb so hard | heard a bone break
and he dropped the knife. | grabbed it and ran back to our room and threw it out the window and started
to get dressed.”

She' d fdlen into amonotone now, but her wingtips twitched and her knees bounced like her motor was
idling on high. Shejiggled.

“You don't haveto tdl methis,” hesad.

Shetook off theice pack. “Yes, | do,” she said. Her eyes seemed to have sunk into her skull, vanishing
into dark pits. He' d thought her eyes were blue, or green, but they looked black now.

“All right,” hesaid.

“All right,” she said. “He came through the door and | didn’t scream. | didn’t want to wake up Link and
Natdie. Isn't that stupid? But | couldn’t get my sweatshirt on, and they would have seen my wings. He
looked like hewas going to kill me.Redlly.Handsin claws. Teeth out. Crouched down low like achimp,
ready to grab, ready to swing. And | was back in acorner again, just wearing track pants. He didn't
have the knifethistime, though.

“When he camefor me, | went limp, like | was too scared to move, and squeezed my eyes shut. Listened
to hisfootsteps approach. Felt the creak of the bed as he stepped up onit. Felt his breath as he reached
for me.

“I exploded. I’ ve read books on women'’ s self-defense, and they talk about doing that, about exploding.
Y ou gather indl your energy and squeeze it tight, and then blamo boom, you explode. | wasaming for
his soft parts: Balls. Eyes.Nose. Sternum.Ears. I'd migudged where he was, though, so | missed most of
my targets.

“And then he was on me, knegling on my tits, hands at my throat. | bucked him but | couldn’t get him
off. My chest and throat were crushed, my wings splayed out behind me. | flapped them and saw his hair
move in the breeze. He was sweating hard, off hisforehead and off hisnose and lips. It was dl so
detailed. And slent. Neither of us made asound louder than a grunt. Quieter than our sex noises.Now |
wanted to scream,wanted to wake up Link and Natalie, but | couldn’t get a breath.

“I1 worked one hand free and | reached for the erection that | could fed just below my tits, reached as
fast asadtriking snake, grabbed it, grabbed hisballs, and | yanked and | squeezed like | wastrying to
tear them off.

“I was.

“Nowhe wastrying to get away and | had him cornered. | kept squeezing. That'swhen he kicked mein
theface. | was dazed. He kicked me twice more, and | ran downstairs and got a parka from the closet



and ran out into the front yard and out to the park and hid in the bushes until morning.

“Hewas adegp when | came back in, after Natalie and Link had gone out. | found the knife beside the
house and | went up to our room and | stood there, by the window, listening to you talk to them, holding
theknife”

She plumped herself on the cushions and flapped her wings once, softly, another puff of that warm air
wafting over him. She picked up thetin robot he' d given her from the coffee table and turned it over in
her hands, staring up its skirts a the tuna-fish illustration and the Japanese ideograms.

“I had theknife, and | fdlt likel had to useit. Y ou know Chekhov?‘If agun ison the mantlein thefirst
act, it must go off inthethird.’ | write one-act plays.Wrote. But it seemed to me that the knife had been
in act one, whenKrishna dragged me into the bathroom.

“Or maybe act one was when he brought it home, after | showed him my wings.

“And act two had been my night in the park. And act three was then, standing over him with the knife,
cold and sore and tired, looking at the blood crusted on hisface.”

Her face and her voice got very, very smdll, her expression distant. “1 dmost used it on mysdif. | dmost
opened my wrists onto hisface. Heliked it when 1... rode... hisface. Like the hot juices. Seemed
mean-spirited to spill Al that hot juice and deny him that pleasure. | thought about using it on him, too, but
only for asecond.

“Only for asecond.

“And then herolled over and his hands clenched into fistsin his degp and his expression changed, like he
was dreaming about something that made him angry. So | |eft.

“Do you want to know about when | first showed him these?’ she said, and flapped her wingslazily.

Shetook the ice pack from her face and he could see that the swelling had gone down, the discoloration
faded to adim shadow tinged with yellows and umbers.

Hedid, but hedidn’'t. The breeze of her great wings was strangely intimate, that smell more intimate than
his touches or the moment in which he’ d glimpsed her fine, weighty breasts with their texture of stretch
marks and underwire grooves. He was awkward, foolish fedling.

“I don'tthink | do,” hesaid at lat. “I think that we should save somethingsto tell each other for later.”

She blinked, dow and lazy, and one tear rolled down and dripped off her nose, splashing on the red
T-shirt and darkening it to wineish purple.

“Will you st withme?’ shesad.
He crossed the room and sat on the other end of the sofa, his hand on the seam that joined the two
halves together, crossing the border into her territory, an invitation that could be refused without

awkwardness.

She covered his hand with hers, and hers was cold and smooth but not distant: immediate, scritching and
twitching againg his skin. Sowly, dowly, she leaned toward him, curling her wing round hisfar shoulder



like ablanket or alover’ sarm, head coming to rest on his chest, breath hot on his nipple through the thin
fabric of hisT-shirt.

“Alan?’ she murmured into his chest.

vy e’

“What arewe?’ she said.

“Hun?’

“ Are we human? Where do we come from? How did we get here? Why do | have wings?’

He closed his eyes and found that they’ d welled up with tears. Once thefirst tear did down his cheek,
the rest came, and he was crying, weeping silently at first and then braying like adonkey in sobs that

garted in hisbals and emerged from histhroat like vomit, gushing out with hot tears and hot snot.

Mimi enveloped him in her wings and kissed his tears away, working down his cheeksto his neck, his
Adam’sapple.

He snuffled back a mouthful of mucus and salt and wailed, “1 don’'t know!”

She snugged her mouth up againgt his collarbone. “Krishnadoes,” she whispered into hisskin. She
tugged at the skin with her teeth. “What about your family?’

He swallowed a couple of times, painfully aware of her lips andbreath on his skin, the enveloping coolth
of her wings, and the smdll in every bresth he took. He wanted to blow his nose, but he couldn’'t move
without bresking the spell, so he hoarked his sinuses back into histhroat and drank the oozing oyster of
sdf-pity that did down histhroat.

“My family?’

“I don’t have afamily, but you do,” she said. “Y our family must know.”

“They don't,” hesaid.

“Maybe you haven't asked them properly. When are you leaving?’

“Today.”

“Driving?’

“Got arenta car,” hesad.

“Room for one more?’

“Yes” hesad.

“Thentakeme” shesad.

“All right,” he said. Sheraised her head and kissed him on the lips, and he could taste the smell now, and



the blood roared in his ears as she straddled his lap, grinding her mons—hot through the thin cotton of
her skirt—against him. They did down on the sofaand they groaned into each others mouths, hisvoice
box resonating with hers.

He parked the rentd car in the driveway, finishing his cell phone conversation with Lyman and then
popping the trunk before getting out. He glanced reflexively up a Mimi andKrishna’ swindows, saw the
blindswere ill drawn.

When he got to the living room, Mimi was bent over a suitcase, forcing it closed. Two morewerelined
up beside the door, aong with three shopping bags filled with tupperwares and ziplocs of food from his

fridge

“I’ve borrowed some of your clothes,” she said.” Didn’t want to have to go back for mine.Packed usa
picnic, too.”

He planted his hands on his hips. “Y ou thought of everything, huh?" he said.

She cast her eyesdown. “I’'m sorry,” shesaid inasmal voice. “I couldn’t go home.” Her wings
unfolded and folded down again nervoudly.

He went and stood next to her. He could still smell the sex on her, and on him. A livid hickey stood out
on her soft skin on her throat. He twined her fingersin his and dropped hisface down to her ear.

“It' sokay,” hesaid huskily. “I’'m glad you did it.”
Sheturned her head and brushed her lips over his, brushed her hand over hisgroin. He groaned softly.
“We haveto get driving,” hesaid.

“Yes,” shesad. “Load the car,then bring it around the side. Il lie down on the back seet until we' re out
of the neighborhood.”

“Y ou’ ve thought about thisalot, hun?’

“It'sdl I'vethought of,” shesaid.

She climbed over the back seat once they clearedQueen Street , giggling as her wings, trapped under
her jacket, brushed the roof of the big CrownVictoriahe' d rented. She prodded at the radio and found a
college station, staticky and amateurish, and nodded her head aong with the mash-up mixes and concert
bootlegs the DJ was spinning.

Alan watched her in the rearview and felt impossibly old and strange. She’ d been an incredible and
attentive lover, using her hands and mouth, her breasts and wings, her whole body to keep him quivering
on the brink of orgasm for what fdlt like hours, beforefinaly giving him reease, and then had guided him
around her body with explicit instructions and firm hands on his shoulders. When she came, she squeezed
him between her thighs and screamed into his neck, twitching and shuddering for along time afterward,
holding him tight, murmuring nonsense and hot bregth.

In the dark, she’ d seemed older.His age, or some indeterminate age. Now, Sitting next to him, privatdy



spazzing out to the beat, she seemed, oh, 12 or s0.A littlegirl. Hefdt dirty.

“Wherearewe going?’ she sad, rolling down the window and shouting over thewind as they bombed
up theDon Valley Parkway . Thetraffic had let up at Sheppard, and now they were making good time,
heading for the facel ess surburbs of Richmond Hill and Thornhill, and beyond.

“North,” he said.” Past Kgpuskasing.”

Shewhidled. “How long adriveisit?’

“Fifteen hours. Twenty, maybe. Depends on the roads—you can hit cottage traffic or a bad accident and
get hung up for hours. There are good motels betweenHuntsville andNorth Bay if we get tired out. Nice
neon signs, magic fingersbeds. A place| like has* Swiss Cabins and makesanicerosti for dinner.”

“God, that'salong trip,” she said.

“Yeah,” he said, wondering if she wanted out. “I can pull off here and give you cab fare to the subway
dation if you wannastay.”

“No!” shesaid quickly. “No. Want to go.”

She fed him as he drove, dicing cheese and putting it on crackers with bits of olive or pepper or sdlami.
It appeared that she' d packed his entire fridge in the picnic bags.

After suppertime, she went to work on an apple, and hetook a closer ook at the knife shewas using. It
was abig, black hunting knife, with acompass built into the handle. The blade was black except right at
the edge, whereit gleamed sharp in the click-clack of the passing highway lights.

Hewas transfixed by it, and the car drifted alittle, prayed gravel from the shoulder, and he
overcorrected and fishtailed alittle. She looked up in aarm.

“Y ou brought the knife,” he said, in response to her unasked question.

“Couldn’'t leaveit with him,” she said. “Besides, asharp knifeishandy.”

“Careful you don't dice anything off, okay?’

“I never cut anythingunintentiondly ,” she said in asilly-dramatic voice, and socked him in the shoulder.

He snorted and went back to the driving, putting the hammer down, eating up the kilometers
towardHuntsville and beyond.

Shefed him dices of gpple and ate some hersdlf, then rolls of ham with little pieces of pear in them, then
spsof cherry juice from aglass bottle.

“Enough,” hesaid a lagt. “I' m stuffed, woman!”

She laughed. “ Skinny little fucker—gotta put some meat on your bones.” Shetidied the dinner detritus
into an empty shopping bag and tossed it over her shoulder into the back seet.



“So,” shesaid. “How long since you' ve been home?’
He stared at the road for awhile. “Twenty years,” he said.“ Never been back sincel left.”

She stared straight forward and worked her hand under histhigh, so he was sitting on it, then wriggled
her knuckles.

“I've never been home,” she said.

Hewrinkled hisbrow. “What'sthat mean?’ he said.

“It'salong story,” she said.

“Wall, let’ s get off the highway and get aroom and you can tell me, okay?’

“Sure” shesad.

They ended up at the Timberline Wilderness L odge and Pancake House, and Mimi clapped her hands at
the silk-flowers-and-waterbeds ambience of the room, fondled the gridy jacka ope head on the wall, and
garted running atub while Alan carried in the suitcases.

She dramatically tossed her clothes, oneitem at atime, out the bathroom door, through the clouds of
steam, and he caught a glimpse of her round, full ass, bracketed by her restlesswings, as she poured into
the tub the bottle of chegp bubble-bath she’ d bought in the lobby.

Hedug aT-shirt and afresh pair of boxersto deep in out of his suitcase, feeling ridiculoudy modest as
he donned them. Hisfeet crunched over cigarette burns and tangles in the brown shag carpet and he
wished he' d brought aong some dippers. Heflipped through both snowy TV channels and decided that
he couldn’t somach atelevangelist or athirty-year-old stcom right then and flicked it off, Sitting on the
edge of the bed, listening to the splashing from the bathroom.

Mimi wasin awfully good spirits, considering what she' d been through withKrishna. He tried to think
about it, trying to make sense of the day and the girl, but the splashing from the tub kept intruding on his
thoughts.

She began to sing, and after a second he recognized the tune.“White Rabbit,” by theJefferson Airplane.
Not the kind of thing he’ d expect her to be giving voice to; nor she, apparently, for she kept bresking off
to giggle. Findly, he poked his head through the door.

She wasfolded into the tub, knees and tits above the foamline, wings dick with water and dripping in the
tile. Her hands were out of sight beneath the suds. She caught his eye and grinned crazily, then her hands
shot out of the poal, clutching the hunting knife.

“Put on the White Rabbit!” she howled, cackling fiendishly.

He leapt back and she continued to cackle. “ Come back, come back,” she choked. “I’'m doing the tub
scenefromFear and Loathing in Las Vegas . | thought you wereinto reading?’

He cautioudy peeked around the doorjamb, playing it up for comic effect. “ Give me the knife,” he said.



“Awww,” she said, handing it over, butt first. He set it down on the dresser, then hurried back to the
bathroom.

“Haven't you read al those books?’

Alan grinned. “What’ sthe point of a bunch of books you’ ve aready read?’ He dropped his boxers and
stripped off his T-shirt and climbed into the tub, doshing gallons of water over the scummy tilefloor.

When | wastwo yearsold,

(shesaid, later, as she reclined against the headboard and he reclined againgt her, their asses deforming
the rusted springs of the mattress so that it doped toward them and the tins of sodathey’ d opened to
replenish their bodily fluidslost in swesat and otherwise threastened to tip over on the dope; she encased
himin her wings, shutting out the light and filling their air with the smell of cinnamon and pepper from the
downy hair)

When | wastwo yearsold,

(shesaid, speaking into the shaggy hair at the back of his neck, as his sore musclestrembled and asthe
swest dried to awhite salt resdue on his skin, as he lay there in the dark of the room and the wings,
watching the congtellation of reflected clock-radio lightsin the black TV screen)

When | wastwo yearsold,

(shebegan, her body tensing from toesto tip in amovement that he felt aong the length of his body,
portending the time when lovers close their eyes and open their mouths and utter the secretsthat they
hide from everyone, even themselves)

When | wastwo years old, my wingswerethe size of acherub’s, and they had featherlets that were
white as snow. | lived with my “aunt,” anold Russian lady near Downsview Air Force Base, ablasted
suburb where the shops al closed on Saturday for Sabbath and the black-hatted Hasids marked the
days by walking from one end to the other on their way to temple.

Theold Russian lady took me out for walksin abig black baby buggy the size of a bathtub. She tucked
mein tight so that my wings were pinned beneath me. But when we were a home, in her little gpartment
with the wind-up Sputnik that played “ The Internationde,” shewould let my wings out and light the
candles and watch me wobble around the room, my wings flapping, her chinin her hands, her eyes
bright. She made me mashed up cabbage and seed and beef, and bottles of dilute juice. For dessert, we
had hard candies, and I’ d toddle around with my toys, drooling sugar syrup while theold Russan lady
watched.

By thetime| wasfour, the feasthers had al fallen out, and | was supposed to go to school, | knew that.
“Aunti€’ had explained to me that the kids that | saw passing by were on their way to school, and that
I’d go some day and learn, too.

She didn’t speak much English, so | grew up speaking acreole of Russian, Ukranian, Polish and English,
and | used my wordsto ask her, with more and more insistence, when I’ d get to go to class.

| couldn’t read or write, and neither could she. But | could take gpart gadgets like nobody’ s business.
Someone—maybe Aunti€' slong dead husband—had |eft her ajunky tool kit with cracked handles and



chipped tips, and | attacked anything that | could get unplugged from the wall: the big cabinet TV and
radio, the suitcase record player, the Sputnik music box. | unwired the lamps and peered at the workings
of the electric kitchen clock.

That wasfour. Five wastheyear | put it al back together again. | started with the lamps, then the motor
in the blender, then the toaster elements. | made the old TV work. | don’t think | knew how any of it
redly worked—couldn’t tell you athing about, you know, electrical engineering, but | just got asense of
how it wassupposed to go together.

Auntiedidn’t let me out of the gpartment after five. | could watch the kids go by from the
window—skinny Hasids with side-curls and Filipinos with pretty ribbons and teenagers who smoked, but
| couldn’t go to them. | watchedSesame Street andMr. Dressup and | began to soak up English. | began
to soak up theideaof playing with other kids.

| began to soak up the fact that none of the kids onthe TV had wings.

Auntie left me aonein the afternoons while she went out shopping and banking and whatever elseit was
shedid, and it was during those timesthat | could get mysdlf into her bedroom and go rooting around her

things

She had alot of mysterious beige foundation garments that were utterly inexplicable, and alittle box of
jewelry that | liked to taste, because theredl gold tasted redlly rich when | sucked on it, and a stack of
old cigarettetinsfull of frayed photos.

The pictures were stiff and mysterious. Faces|oomed out of featureless black backgrounds. pop-eyed,
jug-eared Russian farm boys, awkward farm girls with process wavesin their hair, everyone looking like
they’ d been stuffed and mounted. | guessthey were her relatives, because if you squinted at them and
cocked your head, you could kind of see her featuresin theirs, but not saggy and wrinkled and
three-chinned, but young and tight and amost glowing. They dl had big shoulders and clothing that
looked like the kind of thing the Hasids wore, black and sober.

Thefaceswereinteresting, especidly after | figured out that one of them might belong to Auntie, but it
was the blackness around them that fascinated me. The boys had black suits and the girls wore black
dresses, and behind them was creased blackness, complete darkness, as though they’ d put their heads
through ablack curtain.

But the more | stared at the blackness, the more detail | picked out. | noticed the edge of acurtain, a
fold, in one photo, and when | looked for it, | could just pick it out in the other photos. Eventudly, | hit
on theideaof usng awater glass asamagnifying lens, and as| experimented with different levels of
water, more detail legpt out of the old pictures.

The curtains hanging behind them were dusty and wrinkled. They looked like they were made of crushed
velve, like the Niagara Falls souvenir pillow on Auntie’ sarmchair in the living room, which had whorls of
paidey trimmed into them. | traced these whorlswith my eye, and tried to reproduce them with a
ballpoint on paper bags | found under the sink.

And then, in one of the photos, | noticed that the patterns disappeared behind and above the shoulders.
| experimented with different water levelsin my glassto bring up the magnification, and | diligently
sketched. I’ d seen aPolka Dot Door episode where the hosts showed how you could draw agrid over
an origina image and amatching grid on asheet of blank paper and then copy over every square,
reproducing the image in managesble, bite-sized chunks.



That'swhat | did, using the edge of anall filefor aruler, drawing my grid carefully on the paper bag, and
amatching one on the picture, using the blunt tip of adead pen to make agrid of indentationsin the
surface of the photo.

And | sketched it out, one square at atime. Where the pattern was, where it wasn't. What shapesthe
negative absence-of -pattern took in the photos. As| drew, day after day, | realized that | was drawing
the shape of something black that was blocking the curtain behind.

Then| got excited. | drew in my steadiest hand, tracing each curve, usng my magnifier, until | had the
shape drawn and defined, and long before | finished, | knew what | was drawing and | drew it anyway. |
drew it and then | looked a my paper sack and | saw that what | had drawn was apair of wings, black
and powerful, spread out and stretching out of the shot.

She curled the prehensile tips of her wings up the soles of hisfeet, making him go, Yeek! and jumpinthe
bed.

“Areyou awake?’ she said, twisting her head around to brush her lipsover his.
“Rapt,” hesad.
She giggled and her tits bounced.

“Good,” shesaid.”’ Causethisistheimportant part.”

Auntie came home early that day and found me sitting at her vanity, with the photos and the water glass
and the drawings on the paper sacks spread out before me.

Our eyes met for amoment. Her pupils shrank down to tiny dots, | remember it, remember seeing them
vanish, leaving behind rings of yellowed hazel. One of her handslashed out in aclaw and sank into my
hair. Shelifted me out of the chair by my hair before I’ d even had a chanceto cry out, dmost beforel’d
registered the fact that she was hurting me—she d never so much as spanked me until then.

She was strong, in that dowold Russian lady way, strong enough to grunt ten sacks of groceriesina
bundle-buggy up the stairs to the gpartment. When she picked me up and tossed me, it was like being
fired outof a cannon. | rebounded off the framed motel-room art over the bed, shattering the glass, and
bounced twice on the mattress before coming to rest on the floor. My arm was hanging at afunny angle,
and when | tried to moveit, it hurt so much that | heard ahigh sound in my earslike adog whistle.

| lay dill asthe old lady yanked the drawers out of her vanity and upended them on the floor until she
found an old book of matches. She swept the photos and my sketches into the tin wastebasket and then
lit amatch with trembling hands and dropped it in. It went out. She repeated it, and on the fourth try she
got theideaof using the match to light al the remaining matchesin the folder and drop that into the bin. A
moment later, it was burning cheerfully, spitting curling red embersinto the air on clouds of dark smoke. |
buried my facein the matted carpet and tried not to hear that high note, tried to will away the sick grating
feding inmy upper arm.

She was wreathed in smoke, choking, when shefinally turned to me. For amoment, | refused to meet
her eye, surethat shewould kill meif | did, would see the guilt and the knowledge in my face and keep



her secret with murder. I’ d watched enough daytime television to know about dark secrets.

But when she bent down to me, with the creak of stretching elastic, and she lifted me to my feet and bent
to look meinthe eye, she had tearsin her eyes.

She went to the pile of oddments and junk jewelry that she had dumped out on the floor and sorted
through it until she found apair of sewing shears, then she cut away my T-shirt, supporting my broken
armwith her hand. My wings were flapping nervoudy benesth the fabric, and it got tangled, and she took
firm hold of the wingtips and folded them down to my back and freed the shirt and tossed it in the pile of
junk on her normally spotlessfloor.

She had spoken to melessand lesssince | had fixed the television and begun to pick up English, and
now she waswordless as she gently rotated my fingerbones and my wristbones, my ebow and my
shoulder, minute movements, listening for my teakettle hiss when she hit the sore spots.

“Isbroken,” shesaid. “ Cholera,” shesaid. “I am so sorry,lovenu ,” she said.

“I’ve never been to the doctor’s,” she said. “Never had apap smear or been felt for lumps.Never, ever
had an X-ray. Fed this,” she said, and put her upper arm before hisface. He took it and ran hisfingertips
over it, finding ahard bump hafway aong, opposte her fleshy bicep.

“What'sthis?’ hesaid.

“1t' show abone setsif you have abad break and don’'t get a cast. Crooked.”

“Jesus,” he said, giving it another squeeze. Now that he knew what it was, he thought—or perhaps
fancied—that he could fed how the unevenly splintered pieces of bone mated together, met at adight
angle and fused together by the knitting process.

“She made me ading, and she fed me every meal and brushed my teeth. | had to stop her from
following meinto thetoilet to wipe me up. And | didn’t care: She could have broken both of my armsif
she’ d only explained the photos to me, or left them with me so that | could go on investigating them, but
shedid neither. She hardly spoke aword to me.”

She resettled herself againgt the pillows, then pulled him back againgt her again and plumped his head
agans her breasts.

“Areyoufdling inlovewithme?’ shesad.
He gartled. Theway she said it, she didn’t sound like ayoung adult, she sounded likeasmall child.
“Mimi—" he began, then stoppedhimsdf . “I don't think so. | mean, | like you—"

“Good,” shesad. “Nofdling inlove, dl right?

Auntie died six months later. She keeled over on the staircase on her way up to the apartment, and |
heard her moaning and thrashing out there. | hauled her up the stairs with my good arm, and she crawled
aong on her knees, making gargling noises.



| got her laid out on the rug in the living room. | tried to get her up on the sofa, but | couldn’t budge her.
So | gave her pillows from the sofaand water and then | tried tea, but she couldn’t takeit. She threw up
once, and | soaked it up with ateatowd that had fussy rosesoniit.

Shetook my hand and her grip was weak, her strong hands suddenly thin and shaky.
It took an hour for her to die.
When she died, she made arasping, rattling sound and then she shat hersdlf. | could smell it.

Itwasdl | could smell, as| sat therein thelittle gpartment, Six yearsold, hot as hell outside and stuffy
insde. | opened the windows and watched the Hasds walk past. | felt like | shoulddo something for the
old lady, but I didn’'t know what.

| formulated aplan. | would go outside and bring in some grown-up to take care of the old lady. | would
do the grocery shopping and eat sandwiches until | wastwelve, a which point | would be grown up and
| would get ajob fixing televisons.

| marched into my room and changed into my best clothes, the little Alice-blue dress | wore to dinner on
Sundays, and | brushed my hair and put on my socks with the blue pom-poms at the ankles, and found
my shoesinthe hal closet. But it had been three years since I’ d last worn the shoes, and | could bardly fit
three toesin them. The old lady’ s shoeswere so big | could fit both feet in either one.

| took off my socks—sometimes |’ d seen kids going by barefoot outside, but never in just socks—and
reached for the doorknob. | touched it.

| stopped.
| turned around again.

There was agtain forming under Auntie, piss and shit and death-juice, and as| looked at her, | had a
firm sense that it wouldn't beright to bring people up to her gpartment with her like this. I’ d seen dead
people on TV. They were propped up on pillows, in clean hospital nighties, with rouged cheeks. | didn’t
know how far | could get, but | thought | owed it to her to try.

| figured that it was better than going outside.

She was lighter in death, as though something had fled her. | could drag her into the bathroom and prop
her on the edge of the tub. | needed to wash her before anyone el se came up.

| cut away her dresswith the sewing shears. She was wearing an elagtic girdle beneath, and an
enormous brassere, and they were too tough—too tight—to cut through, so | struggled with their hooks,
each one goingspung as | unhooked it, reveding red skin beneath it, pinched and sore-looking.

When | got to her bra, | had amoment’ s pause. She was a modest person—I’d never even seen her
legs without tan compression hose, but the smell was overwhelming, and | just held to that vision of her in
anightie and clean sheets and, you know, went for it .

Popped the hooks. Felt it give way as her breastsforced it off her back. Found myself staring at.

Two littlewings.



The sze of my thumbs Bent and cramped. Broken.Folded. There, over her shoulder blades. | touched
them, and they were cold and hard as aturkey neck I’ d once found in the trash after she’d made soup
withit.

“How did you get out?’

“With my wings?’

“Y eah.With your wings, and with no shoes, and with the old lady dead over the tub?’

She nuzzled his neck, then bit it, then kissed it, then bit it again. Brushed her fingers over hisnipples.
“I don’'t know,” she bresthed, hot in his ear.

He arched his back. “Y ou don’t know?’

“I don’'t know. That’sal | remember, for five years.”

He arched hisback again, and raked hisfingertips over her thighs, making her shudder and jerk her
wings back.

That' swhen he saw the corpse at the foot of the bed. It was George.

He went back to school the day after they buried Davey. He bathed al the brothersin the hot spring and
got their teeth brushed, and he fed them a hot breakfast of boiled mushroom-and-jerky stew, and he
gathered up their schoolbooks from the forgotten corners of the winter cave and put them into school
bags. Then he led them down the hillside on a spring day that smelled wonderful: loam and cold water
coursing down the mountainsde in rivulets, and new grass and new growth drying out in ahard white sun
that seemed to spring directly overhead five minutes after it rose.

They held hands as they waked down the hill, and then Elliot-Franky-George broke away and ran
down the hill to the roadside, skipping over the stones and holding their belly asthey flew down the
hillsde. Alan laughed at the impatient jig they danced asthey waited for he and Brad to catch up with
them, and Brad put an arm around his shoulder and kissed him on the cheek in amoment of
uncharacteristic demondtrativeness.

He marched right into Mr. Davenport’ s office with his brothersin tow.

“We'reback,” he said.

Mr. Davenport peered at them over the tops of hisglasses. “You are, are you?’

“Mom took sick,” he said.”Very sck. We had to go live with our aunt, and she wastoo far away for us
to get to schooal.”

“1 see,” Mr. Davenport said.

“I taught the littler onesasbest as| could,” Alan said. He liked Mr. Davenport, understood him. He had



ajob to do, and needed everything to be accounted for and filed away. It was okay for Alan and his
brothers to miss months of school, provided that they had a good excuse when they came back. Alan
could respect that. “And | read ahead in my textbooks. | think we' |l be okay.”

“I’'m sureyou will be,” Mr. Davenport said. “How isyour mother now?’

“She' shetter,” he said. “But she was very sick.In the hospitd.”

“What was she sick with?”

Alan hadn't thought this far ahead. He knew how to lie to adults, but he was out of practice. “ Cancer,”
he said, thinking of Marci’s mother.

“Cancer?’ Mr. Davenport said, staring hard at him.

“But she' sbetter now,” Alan said.

“1 see. Y ou boys, why don’t you get to class? Alan, please wait here amoment.”

His brothersfiled out of the room.and Alan shuffled nervoudy, looking &t the classring on Mr.
Davenport’shairy finger, remembering the time that Davey had kicked him. He' d never asked Alan
where Davey was after that, and Alan had never offered, and it had been as though they shared a secret.

“Areyou dl right, Alan?’ he asked, settling down behind his desk, taking off his glasses.

“Yes dr,” Alansaid.

“Y ou' re getting enough to eat at home? There saquiet place where you can work?’

“Yes” Alan sad, squirming. “ It' sfine, now that Mom ishome.”

“I see,” Mr. Davenport said. “Listen to me, son,” he said, putting his hands flat on the desk. “The school
digtrict has some resources available: clothes, lunch vouchers, Big Brother programs. They’re not
anything you have to be ashamed of. It' s notcharity, it' sjust alittle booster. A bit of help. The other
children, their parents are well and they live in town and have lots of advantages that you and your
brotherslack. Thisisjust how we leve the playing field. Y ou' reavery bright lad, and your brothers are
growing up well, but it'sno anto accept alittle help.”

Alan suddenly fdt like laughing. “We re not underprivileged,” he said, thinking of the mountain, of the
feding of being encompassad by love of hisfather, of the flakes of soft, lustrous gold the golems
produced by the handful. “We re very well off,” he said, thinking of home, now free of Davey and his
hateful, spiteful anger. “Thank you, though,” he said, thinking of hislife unfolding before him, free from the

terror of Davey’ s bites and spying and rocks thrown from afar.

Mr. Davenport scowled and stared hard at him. Alan met his stare and smiled. “It' stime for classes” he
sad. “Canl go?’

“Go,” Mr. Davenport said. He shook his head. “But remember, you can dways come hereif you have
anything you want to talk to me about.”

“I'll remember,” Alan sad.



Six yearslater, Bradley was big and strong and he was the star godie of al the hockey teamsin town, in
front of the puck beforeit arrived, making desperate, dmost noncha ant savesthat had them howling in
the stands, ssomping their feet, and doshing their Tim Horton' s coffee over the bleachers, to freezeinto
brownice. In the summer, he was the star pitcher on every softbal team, and the girlstrailed after him
like along comet tail after the games when the other playersled him away to apark to drink illicit beers.

Alan watched his games from afar, with his schoolbooks on hislap, and Eric-Franz-Greg nearby playing
trucks or reading or gnawing on a sucker.

By the ninth inning or thefina period, the young ones would betoo tired to play, and they’ d come and
lean heavily againgt Alan, like abag of lead pressng on him, eyes half open, and Alan would put an arm
around them and fedl a onewith the universe.

It snowed on the afternoon of the season opener for the town softball league that year, fat white wet
flakes that kissed your cheeks and melted away in an instant, so soft that you weren't sure they’d be
thereat al. Bradley caught up with Alan on their lunch break, at the cafeteriain the high school two
blocks from the dementary school. He had his mitt with him and ahuge grin.

“Y ou planningon playing through the snow?’ Alan said, as he set down his cheeseburger and stared out
the window &t the diffuse white radiance of the April noontime bouncing off the flakes.

“It'll be gone by tonight. Gonnabewarm ,” Bradley said, and nodded at hisjock buddies sitting at their
long table, sucking down Cokes and staring at the girls. “ Gonna be agood game. | know it.”

Bradley knew. He knew when they were getting shorted at the assayers when they brought in the
golems gold, just as he knew that showing up for lunch with abrown bag full of dried squirrel jerky and
mushrooms and lemongrass was a surefire way to end up socid roadkill in the high school hierarchy, as
was dressing like someone who' d been caught in an explosion &t the Salvation Army, and so he had
money and he had burgers and he had apair of narrow-leg jeans from the Gap and a Roots sweatshirt
and a Stussy baseball hat and Reebok sneakers and he looked, basicaly, like areal person.

Alan couldn’t say the samefor himsdlf, but he' d been making an effort snce Bradley got to high schoal,
if only to save his brother the embarrassment of being related to the biggest rgject in the building—but
Alan gtill managed to exude his don’ t-fuck-with-me aura enough that no onetried to cozy up to him and
make friends with him and scrutinize his personaclosein, which was just as he wanted it.

Bradley watched a girl walk past, a cute thing with red hair and freckles and a skinny rawboned ook,
and Alan remembered that she’ d been ditting next to himin class for going on two years now and he'd
never bothered to learn her name.

And he' d never bothered to notice that she was adead ringer for Marci.

“I've dways had athing for redheads,” Bradley said. “Because of you,” he said.”Y ou and your
girlfriend. 1 mean, if shewas good enough foryou , well, she had to be the epitome of sophistication and
sexiness. Back then, you were like agod to me, so she was like agoddess. | imprinted on her, like the
baby ducksin Bio. It'samazing how much of who | am today | can trace back to those days. Who knew
that it was dl so important?’

He was asmart kid, introgpective without being moody. | ntegrated. Always popping off thesefinelittle



observationsin between his easy jokes. The girls adored him, the boys admired him, the teacherswere
grateful for him and the way he bridged the gap between scholarship and athleticiam.

“I must have been aweird kid,” hesaid. “All that quiet.”

“Youwereagrest kid,” Alan said. “It was alot of fun back then, mostly.”

“Modly,” hesaid.

They both stared at the girl, who noticed them now, and blushed and |ooked confused. Bradley |ooked
away, butAlvin held his gaze on her, and she whispered to afriend, who looked at him, and they both

laughed, and then Alan looked away, too, sorry that he' d inadvertently interacted with hisfellow
students. He was supposed to watch, not participate.

“Hewasred,” Bradley said, and Alan knew he meant Davey.

“Yeah,” Alan said.

“I don't think thelittle onesreally remember him—he' s more like abad dream to them. But hewasred,
wasn't he?’

“Yeah,” Alan said. “But he/ sgone now.”

“Wasit right?’

“What do you mean?’ Alan said. Hefdt asear of anger arc dong his spine.
“It' snothing,” Billy said, mumbling into histray.

“What do you mean, Brad?’ Alan said. “What €l se should we have done? How can you have any
doubts?’

“I don't,” Brad said. “It’ sokay.”

Alan looked down at his hands, which gppeared to belong to someone e se: white lumps of dough
clenched into hard fists, knuckles white. He made himsdf unclench them. “No, it’ snot okay. Tell me
about this. Y ou remember what hewaslike. What he... did.”

“I remember it,” Bryan said. “Of course | remember it.” He was staring through the table now, the look
he got when he was contemplating afuture the rest of them couldn’t see.“But.”

Alanwaited. Hewastrembling insde. He d done theright thing. HE d saved hisfamily. He knew that.
But for sx years, he'd found himself turning in his memory to the little boy on the ground, holding the
loops of intestine in through dippery red fingers. For six years, whenever he' d been somewhere quiet
long enough that hisown inner voicesfell till, he’ d remember the hair in hisfigt, the knife sthirsty draught
asit drew forth the hot splash of blood from Davey’ sthroat. He d remembered the ragged fissure that
opened down Clarence slength and the way that Davey fdll down it, so light and desiccatedhe was
amos weightless.

“If you remember it, then you know | did theright thing. | did the only thing.”



“Wedid the only thing,” Brian said, and covered Alan’s hand with his.

Alan nodded and stared at his cheeseburger. “Y ou’ d better go catch up with your friends,” he said.

“I loveyou, Adam,” hesaid.

“I loveyou, too.”

Billy crossed the room, nodding to the people who greeted him from every table, geeks and jocks and

band and al the meaninglesstribes of the high school universe. The cute redhead sprinkled a
wiggle-finger wave a him, and he nodded at her, thetips of hisears going pink.

The snow stopped by three p.m., and the sun came out and melted it away, so that by the time the game
darted a five-thirty, its only remnant was the soggy ground around the bleachers with the new grass
growing out of the ragged brown memory of last summer’slawn.

Alantook thelittle onesfor dinner at the diner after schooal, letting them order double chocolate-chip
pancakes. At 13, they’ d settled into afatness that made him think of afoam-rubber toy, therollsand
dimples at their wrists and elbows and knees like the seams on adoll.

“Y ou're starting high school next year?’ Alan said, asthey were pouring Syrup on their second helping.
He was gtartled by this—how had they gotten so old so quickly?

“Uh-huh,” Eli said. “1 guess”

“ S0 you' re graduating from eementary school this spring?’

“Yeah.” Higrinned achocolate smile at him. “1t'sno big dedl. There' sa party, though.”
“Where?’

“At somekid's house”

“It'sokay,” Alan said. “We can celebrate at home. Don't let them get to you.”

“Wecan't go?’ Ed suddenly looked alittle panicked.

“You'reinvited?’ He blurted it out and then wished he hadn’t.

“Of coursewe reinvited,” Fred said from insde Ed' sthroat. “ There' s going to be dancing.”
“Y ou can dance?’ Alan asked.

“Wecan!” Ed said.

“Welearned ingym,” Greg said, with the softest, proudest voice, degp within them.

“Wadl,” Alan said. He didn’t know what to say.High school. Dancing.Invited to parties. No one had

invited him to parties when he' d graduated from elementary school, and he' d been too busy with thelittle
onesto go in any event. Hefdt alittle jedlous, but mostly proud. “Want amilkshake?’ he asked, mentaly



totting up the cash in his pocket and thinking that he should probably send Brad to dicker with the
assayer again soon.

“No, thank you,” Ed said. “We re watching our weight.”

Alan laughed,then saw they weren't joking and tried to turn it into acough, but it wastoo late. Their shy,
chocolate smile turned into a rubber-lipped pout.

The game started bang on time at Sx p.m., just asthe sun was setting. The diamond lightsflicked on with
an audible click and made a spot of glare that cast out the twilight.

Benny was dready on the mound, he' d been warming up with the catcher, tossing them in fast and
exuberant and confident and controlled. He looked good on the mound. The ump called the art, and the
batter stepped up to the plate, and Benny struck him out in three pitches, and the little ones went nuts,
cheering their brother on dong with the other fansin the bleachers, acrowd asbig asany you' d ever see
outside of schooal, thirty or forty people.

The second batter stepped up and Benny pitched a strike, another strike, and then awild pitch that
nearly beaned the batter in the head. The catcher cocked his mask quizzicaly, and Benny kicked the dirt
and windmilled hisarm alittle and shook his head.

He tossed another wild one, this one coming in so low that it practicaly rolled acrossthe plate. His
teammates were stlanding up in their box now, watching him carefully.

“Stop kidding around,” Alan heard one of themsay . “ Just strike him out.”

Benny smiled, spat, caught the ball, and shrugged his shoulders. He wound up, made ready to pitch, and
then dropped the ball and fell to his knees, crying out as though he' d been struck.

Alan grabbed thelittle ones' hand and pushed onto the diamond before Benny’ s knees hit the ground.
He caught up with Benny as he kedled over sideways, bringing his knees up to his chest, eyes open and
garing and empty.

Alan caught his head and cradled it on hislap and was dimly aware that a crowd had formed round
them. Hefdt Barry’ s heart thundering in his chest, and his arms were stuck straight out to his sides, one
hand in his pitcher’ sglove,the other clenched tightly around the ball.

“It'sasaizure,” someone said from the crowd. “Ishe an epileptic? It sasaizure.”

Someonetried to prize Alan’ sfingers from around Barry’ s head and he grunted and hissed at them, and
they withdrew.

“Barry?’ Alan said, looking into Barry’ sface. That faraway look in hiseyes, amillion milesaway. Alan
knew he' d seen it before, but not in years.

The eyes came back into focus, closed,opened . “Davey’ sback,” Barry said.

Alan’s skin went cold and he realized that he was squeezing Barry’ s head like amelon. He relaxed his
grip and helped him to hisfeet, got Barry’ sarm around his shoulders, and helped him off the diamond.



“You okay?’ one of the players asked as they walked past him, but Barry didn’t answer. Thelittle ones
were walking beside them now, clutching Barry’ s hand, and they turned their back onthetown asa
family and walked toward the mountain.

George had cometo visit him once before, not long after Alan’d moved toToronto . He couldn’t come
without bringing down Elliot and Ferdinand, of course, but it was George sideato vist, that was clear
from the moment they rang the bell of the dightly grotty apartment he' d moved into in the Annex, near the
students who were barely older than him but seemed to belong to a different species.

They were about 16 by then, and fat as housecats, with the same sense of grace and inertiain their
swinging bellies and wobbling chins.

Alan welcomed them in. Edward was wearing apair of wool trousers pulled nearly up to his nipples and
short suspendersthat were taut over his sweat-stained white shirt. He was grinning fleshily, his hair damp
with sweat and curled with the humidity.

He opened his mouth, and George svoice emerged. “ Thisplaceis... ” He stood with his mouth open,
whileingde him, George thought. “ Incredible.I’d never... ” He closed his mouth,then opened it again. *
Dreamed.What a... ”

Now Ed spoke. “ Jesus, figure out what you' re going to say before you say it, willya? Thisisjust
plan—"

“Rude” came Fede svoice from his mouth.
“I'm sorry,” came George svoice.

Ed was working on his suspenders, then unbuttoning his shirt and dropping his pants, so that he stood in
grimy jockeyswith hisdick, tight, hairy belly before Alan. Hetipped himsdlf over, and then Alan was
face-to-face with Freddy, who was wearing a T-shirt and apair of boxer shorts with blue and white
gripes. Freddy was scowling comically, and Alan hid agrin behind his hand.

Freddy tipped to one side and there was George, short and delicately formed and pale as afrozen
french fry. He grabbed Freddy’ s hips like handles and scrambled out of him, springing into theair and
coming down on the balls of hisfeet, holding his soccer-bal-sized gut over his Hulk Underoos.

“It'sincredible,” he hooted, dancing from one foot to the other. “It’ s brilliant! God! I'm never, ever
going home!”

“Oh, yes?’ Alan said, not bothering to hide his smile as Frederick and George separated and righted
themselves. “ And wherewill you deep, then?’

“Herel” he said, running around the tiny gpartment, opening the fridge and the stove and the toaster
oven, flushing thetoilet, turning on the shower faucets.

“Sorry,” Alan cdled asheran by. “No vacancies at the Hotd Anders!”
“Then| won't deep!” he cried on hisnext pass. “I’ll play al night and dl day in the streets. I’ 1l knock on

every door on every street and introduce myself to every person and learn their stories and read their
books and meet their kids and pet their dogs!”



“You're bonkers,” Alan said, using the word that the lunch lady back at school had used when chastising
them for tearing around the cafeteria

“Easy for you to say,” Greg said, skidding to astop in front of him. “Easy for you—you' rehere , you got
away , you don't have to deal withDavey —” He closed his mouth and his hand went to hislips.

Alanwas gill young and had a penchant for the dramatic, so he went around to the kitchen and pulled a
bottle of vodka out of the freezer and banged it down on the counter, pouring out four shots. He tossed
back his shot and returned the bottle to the freezer.

George followed suit and choked and turned purple, but managed to keep his expression neutral. Fred
and Ed each took a sip,then set the drinks down with asour face.

“How’ shome?’ Alan said quietly, diding back to it on the minuscule counter surface in hiskitchenette.

“It'sokay,” Ed mumbled, perching on the arm of the Goodwill sofathat came with the apartment.
Without hisbrotherswithin him, he moved sprightly and lightly.

“It'sfine,” Fred said, looking out the window at the street below, craning his neck to seeBloor Street and
the kids smoking out front of the Brunswick House.

“It' sawful,” Greg said, and pulledhimsdf back up on the counter with them. “And I’'m not going back.”

The two older brotherslooked baefully at him,then mutely appedled to Alan. Thiswas new—since
infancy, Earl-Frank-Geoff had acted with complete unity of will. When they werein thefirst grade, Alan
had wondered if they wereredlly just one person in three parts—that was how close their agreements
were.

“Brian |eft last week,” Greg said, and drummed his hedls on the grease-stresked cabinet doors.“Didn't
say aword to any of us, just left. He comes and goeslikethat al the time. Sometimes for weeks.”

Craig was halfway around the world, he wasinToronto , and Brian was God-knew-where. That left just
Ed-Fred-George and Davey, alonein the cave. No wonder they were here on his doorstep.

“What' shedoing?’

“Hejust ststhere and watches us, but that’ s enough. We' re amost finished with school.” He dropped
hischin to hischest. “1 thought we could finish here. Find ajob. A placetolive” Heblushed furioudy.“A

grl.”

Ed and Fred were staring at their 1aps. Alan tried to picture the logigtics, but he couldn’t, not redlly.
There was no scenario in which he could see his brothers carrying on with—

“Don't beanidiot,” Ed said. He sounded surprisingly bitter. He was usudly a cheerful person—or at
least afat and smiling person. Alan redlized for thefirst time that the two weren't equivaent.

George jutted his chin toward the sofaand his brothers. “They don’t know what they want to do. They
think that, * causeit’ll be hard to live here, we should hide out in the cave forever.”

“Alan, tak tohim,” Fred said. “He snuts.”



“Look,” Georgesaid. “You' regone. You redl gone. The king under the mountain now is Davey. If we
stay there, we'll end up hisdavesor hisvictims. Let him keep it. There’'sawhole world out here we can
livein.

“I don't see any reason to let my handicap keep me down.”

“It'snot ahandicap,” Edward said patiently. “1t' sjust how we are. We're different. We' re not like the
rest of them.”

“Neither isAlan,” Georgesaid. “ And here heis, inthe big city, living with them.Working.Mesting
people.Out of the mountain.”

“Alan’smorelike them than heislike us,” Frederick said. “We re not like them. We can’t passfor
them.”

Alan’sjaw hung dack.Handicapped? Passing? Like them? Not like them? He d never thought of his
brothersthisway. They werejust his brothers. Just hisfamily. They could communicate with the outside
world. They were people.Different, but the same,

“You'rejust asgood asthey are,” he sad.

And that shut them up. They al regarded him, asif waiting for him to go on. He didn’t know what to
say. Werethey, redly? Was he? Was he better?

“What arewe, Alan?’ Edward said it, but Frederick and George mouthed the words after he' d said
them.

“You'remy brothers” hesaid. “You're....”

“I want to see the city,” George said. “Y ou two can come with me, or you can meet mewhen | come
back.”

“Youcan't go without us,” Frederick said. “What if we get hungry?’

“Y ou mean, what if 1 don’'t come back, right?’

“No,” Frederick said, hisface turning red.

“Wdll, how hungry are you going to get in acouple hours? Y ou'rejust worried that I’ m going to wander
off and not come back. Fall into ahole. Meet agirl. Get drunk. And you won't ever be able to eat
agan.” Hewaspacing agan.

Ed and Fred looked imploringly at him.

“Why don’'t we dl go together?” Alan said. “We' |l go out anddo something fun—how about
ice-skating?’

“Skating?’ George said. “Jesus, | didn’t ride abusfor 30 hoursjust to goskating .

Edward said, “I want to deep.”



Fredericksaid, “I want dinner.”

Perfect, Alan thought. “Perfect. We Il dl be equaly displeased with this, then. The skating' s out in front
of City Hall. There arelots of people there, and we can take the subway down. We' |l have dinner
afterward onQueen Street , then turn in early and get agood night’s deep. Tomorrow, we' |l negotiate
something € se. MaybeChinatown and the zoo.”

They are stared a him.

“Thisisalimited-time offer,” Alan said. “1 had other planstonight, you know. Going once, going
twice—"

“Let’'sgo,” George said. He went and took his brothers' hands. “Let’s go, okay?’

They had aredly good time.

George' s body was propped up at the foot of the bed. He was white and wrinkled asabig toein a
bathtub, skin pulled tight in his face so that his hairline and eyebrows and cheeks seemedraised in
urprise.

Alan smdled him now, agtink like amouse dead between the gyprock in the walls, the worst smell
imaginable. Hefelt Mimi bresthing behind him, her chest heaving against hisback. He reached out and
pushed aside the wings, moving them by their tranducent membranes, fingers brushing thetiny fingerlets
a the wingtips, recognizing in their touch some evolutionary connection with his own hands.

George toppled over as Alan stepped off the bed, moving in the twilight of the light from under the
bathroom door. Mimi came off the bed on the other side and hit the overhead light switch, turning the
room as bright as an icebox, making Alan squint painfully. She closed the blinds quickly, then went to the
door and shot the chain and the deadbolt closed.

Mimi looked down at him. “Ugly sumbitch, whoever he was.”

“My brother,” Alan said.

“Oh,” she said. She went back around the bed and sat on the edge, facing the wall. “ Sorry.” She
crossed her leg and jiggled her foot, making the springs squesk.

Alan wasn't listening. He knelt down and touched George' s cheek. The skin was soft and spongy,
porous and saturated. Cold. Hisfingertips came away with shed white flakes of tranducent skin clinging to
them.

“Davey?’ Alan sad. “Areyou in here?’

Mimi’ sfoot stilled. They both listened intently. There were night-time soundsin the motd, distant muffled
TVsand car engines and fucking, but no sound of papery skin thudding on ground-down carpet.

“He must have come up through the drain,” Alan said.” In the bathroom.” The broad pale moon of
George' s belly was abraded in long grey stripes.



He stood and, wiping his hand on his bare thigh, reached for the bathroom doorknob. The door swung
open, revedling the saniti zed-for-your-protection brightness of the bathroom, the water doshed on the
floor by Mimi earlier, the hegps of damp towels.

“How’ d hefind us here?’

Mimi, in her outsized blazer and track pants, touched him on his bare shoulder. He suddenly fdlt terribly
naked. He backed out of the bathroom, shoving Mimi aside, and numbly pulled on hisjeansand a
shapeless sweatshirt that smelled of Mimi and had long curly hairslurking in the fabric that stuck to his
face like cobwebs. He jammed hisfeet into his snegkers.

He realized that he' d had to step over his brother’ s body six timesto do this.

Helooked at his brother again. He couldn’t make sense of what he was seeing. The abraded belly. The
rictus. Hisbdls, shrunk to an abino walnut, his cock shriveled up to unrecognizability. The hair, curly,
matted al over hisbody, patchily rubbed away.

He paced in the little run beside the bed, the only pacing room he had that didn’t require stepping over
George' s body, back and forth, two paces, turn, two paces, turn.

“I’'m going to cover him up,” Mimi said.
“Good, fing,” Alan said.

“Areyou going to be okay?’

“Yes, fing” Alan sad.

“Areyou freaking out?’

Alandidn’'t say anything.

George looked an awful lot like Davey had, the day they killed him.

Mimi found a spare blanket in the closet, reeking of mothballs and scarred with afew curdled cigarette
burns, and she spread it out on the floor and helped him lift Grant’ s body onto it and wind it tightly
around him.

“What now?’ shesaid.

He looked down at the wound shest, the lump within it. He sat down heavily on the bed. His chest was
tight, and his bresth camein shorthup s.

She sat beside him and put an arm around his shoulder, tried to pull his head down to her bosom, but he
dtiffened his neck.

“I knew thiswas coming,” he said. “When wekilled Darren, | knew.”

She stood and lit acigarette. “ Thisisyour family business,” she sad, “why we' re driving up north?’



He nodded, not trusting hisvoice, seeing the outlines of Grad’ sface, outlined in moth-eaten blanket.

“S0,” shesad. “Let’ sget up north, then. Take an end.”

The night was cold, and they staggered under the weight of the body wound in the blanket and laid him
out in the trunk of the car, shifting luggage and picnic suppliesto the back seet. At two am., the motel
lights were out and the road was dark and silent but for the soughing of wind and the distant sounds of
night animals

“Areyou okay to drive?’ she sad, as she piled their clothesindiscriminately into the suitcases.

“What?’ he said. The cool air on hisface waswaking him up alittle, but he was ill in adream-universe.
Thear was spicy and outdoors and it reminded him powerfully of home and smpler times.

Helooked at Mimi without redly seeing her.

“Areyou okay to drive?’

The keyswerein hishands, the car smelling of the detailing-in-a-can mist that the rental agency sprayed
on the upholstery to get rid of the discount traveler farts between rentals.

“I candrive,” he said. Home, and the mountain, and the washing machine, and the nook where he'd
dept for 18 years, and the golems, and the cradle they’ d hewn for him. Another ten or twelve hours
driving and they’ d be at the foot of the trail where the grass grew to waist-high.

“Wadl, then,drive .” She got in the car and dammed her door.

He climbed in, started the engine, and put the hertzmobile into reverse.

Two hours later, he redized that he was going to nod off. The thumps of the body diding in the trunk and
the suitcases rattling around in the back seat had lost their power to keep him awake.

The body’ s thumping had hardly had the power to begin with. Once the initia shock had passed, the
body became an object only, athing, apayload he had to ddiver. Alan wondered if he was capable of
fedingtheloss

“Y ou were eleven then,” he said. It was suddenly as though no time had past since they’ d sat on the bed
and she'd told him about Auntie.

“Yes” shesad. “It was as though no time had passed.”

A shiver went up his back.

He was wide awake.

“No time had passed.”

“Yes. | wasliving with anice family inOakville who were sending meto anice girls school wherewe

wore blazers over our tunics, and | had a permanent note excusing me from gym classes. In abuilding full
of four hundred girls going through puberty, onemorefat shy girl who wouldn’t take her top off was



hardly noteworthy.”

“Thefamily, they were nice WASPy. They caled me Cheryl. WithaWhy. When | asked them whereI’d
been before, about * Auntie,” they looked sad and hurt and worried for me, and | learned to stop. They
hugged me and touched my wings and never said anything—and never wiped their hands on their pants
after touching them. They gave me aroom with acomputer and aCD player and alittle TV of my own,
and asked meto bring home my friends.

“1 had none.

“But they found other girlswho would cometo my ‘birthday’ parties, on May 1, which was exactly two
months after their son’s birthday and two months before their daughter’ s birthday.

“I can’t remember any of their names.

“But they made me birthday cards and they made me breskfast and dinner and they made me welcome.

| could watchthem grilling burgersin the back yard by the above ground pool in the summer from my
bedroom window. | could watchthem building forts or freezing skating rinksin thewinter. | could ligen to
them esting dinner together while| did my homework in my bedroom. Therewas aplacefor me a the
dinner-table, but | couldn’t St there, though | can’t remember why.”

“Wait asecond,” Alan said. “Y ou don’t remember?”’

She made asad noisein her throat. “1 wastold | was welcome, but | knew | wasn't. | know that sounds
paranoid—crazy. Maybe | was just ateenager. There was a reason,though, | just don’t know what it
was. | knew then. They knew it, too—no one blamed me. They loved me, | guess.”

“Y ou stayed with them until you went to school 7’

“Almog. Their daughter went towWaterloo , then the next year, their son went to McGill inMontred , and
then it was just me and them. | had two more years of high schoal, but it just got unbearable. With their
children gone, they tried to take an interest in me. Tried to make me est with them. Take me out to meet
their friends. Every day felt worse, more wrong. One night, | went to alate movie by myself downtown
and then got to waking around near the clubs and looking at the club kids and feding thisterrible fedling
of loneliness, and when | wasfinally ready to go home, thelast train had aready gone. | just spent the
night out, wandering around, sitting in aback booth at Sneaky Dee' s and drinking Cokes, watching the
sun come up from the top of Christie Pitts overlooking the baseball diamond. | wasa 17-year-old girl
from the suburbs wearing abig coat and staring at her shoelaces, but no one bugged me.

“When | came home the next morning, no one seemed particularly bothered that I’ d been away dl night.
If anything, the parental people might have been alittle distraught that | came home. “1 think I'll get my
own place,’ | said. They agreed, and agreed to put the lease in their name to makethingseasier. | got a
crummy little basement in what the landlord called Cabbagetown but what was reallyRegentPark , and |
switched out to a huge, anonymous high school to finish school.Worked in arestaurant at nights and on
weekendsto pay the bills”

The night highway rushed past them, quiet. Shelit acigarette and rolled down her window, letting in the
white-noise crash of the wind and the smell of the smoke mixed with the pine-and-summer reek of the
roadside.

“Givemeoneof thosg” Alan said.



Shelit another and put it between hislips, damp with her saliva. His skin came up in goosepimples.
“Who knows about your wings?’ he said.

“Krishnaknows,” she said. “And you.” She looked out into the night.” Thefamily inOakville. If | could
remember where they lived, I’ d look them up and ask them about it. Can’t.Can’'t remember their names
or their faces. | remember the pool, though, and the barbecue.”

“No one else knows?’

“There was no one ese beforeKrishna .No one that | remember, anyway.”

“I have abrother,” he said, then swallowed hard. “I have a brother named Brad. He can see the future.”
“Yesh?’

“Yeah.” He pawed around for an ashtray and discovered that it had been removed, dong with the lighter,
from the renta car’s dashboard. Cursing, he pinched off the coa of the cigarette and flicked it to the
roadside, hoping that it would burn out quickly,then he tossed the butt over his shoulder at the back seat.
Ashedid, the body in the trunk rolled while he navigated a curve in the road and he braked hard, getting
the car stopped in time for him to open the door and pitch arush of vomit onto the roadway.

“Y ou okay to drive?’

“Yeah.| am.” He sat up and put the car into gear and inched to the shoulder, then put it in park and set
hisblinkers. The car smelled of sour food and sharp cigarettes and God, it smelled of the body in the
trunk.

“It'snot easy to be precognizant,” Alan said, and pulled back onto the road, signaling even though there
were no taillights or headlightsfor asfar as the eye could see.

“| bdieveit,” shesad.

“He stopped telling us things after awhile. It just got him into trouble. I’ d be studying for an exam and
he' d look at me and shake his head, dowly, sadly. Then I’d flunk out, and I’ d be convinced that it was
him psyching me out. Or he'd get picked for kickball and he'd say. ‘What' s the point, thisteam’ sgonna
lose,” and wander off, and they’ d lose, and everyone would hate him. He couldn’t tell the difference
between what he knew and what everyone e se knew.Didn't know the difference between the past and
the future, sometimes. So he stopped telling us, and when we figured out how to read it in hiseyes, he
stopped looking at us.

“Then something redly—Somethingterrible... Someone | cared about died. And he didn’t say anything
about it. | could have—stopped—it.Prevented it. | could have saved her life, but he wouldn’t talk.”

Hedrove.

“For red, he could see the future?’ she said softly. Her voice had more emotion than he' d ever heard in
it and sherolled down the window and it another cigarette, pluming smoke into the roar of the wind.

“Yeah,” Alan sad. “ Afuture orthe future, | never figured it out. A little of both, | suppose.”



“He stopped taking, huh?’
“Yeah,” Alan said.

“I know what that' slike,” Mimi said. “I hadn’t spoken more than three wordsin the six months before |
metKrishna. | worked at adirect-mail house, proofreading the mailing labels. No one wanted to say
anything tome, and | just wanted to disappear. It was soothing, in away, reading al those names. I'd
dropped out of school after Christmas break, just didn’t bother going back again, never paid my tuition. |
threw away my houseplants and flushed my fish down the toilet so that there wouldn’t be any living thing
that depended on me.”

She worked her hand between his thigh and the seet.

“Krishnasat next to me on the subway. | was leaning forward because my wings were long—the longest
they’ ve ever been—and wearing a big parka over them. He leaned forward to match me and tapped me
on the shoulder.

“I turned to look at him and he said, ‘| get off at the next stop. Will you get off with me and have acup
of coffee? |’ ve been riding next to you on the subway for amonth, and | want to find out what you're
like’

“I wouldn’t have doneit, except before | knew what | was doing, I'd already said, ‘1 beg your pardon?
because | wasn't sureI’d heard him right. And once I’ d said that, once I’ d spoken, | couldn’t bear the

thought of not spesking again.”

They blew through Kapuskasing at ten am., on agrey morning that dawned with drizzle and
bad-tempered clouds low overhead. Thelittle main drag—which Alan remembered as a bustling center
of commerce where he’ d waited out half a day to change buses—was deserted, the only evidence of
habitation the occasiond car pulling through adonut store drive-through lane.

“Jesus, who divorced me thistime?” Mimi said, ungumming her eyes and stuffing afresh cigarette into her
mouth.

“Fear and Loathingagain, right?’
“It' sthe road-trip novel,” she said.
“What aboutOn the Road 7’

“Oh,that ,” she said. “Pfft. Kerouac was aMartian on crank. Dope fiend prose isn't fit for human
consumption.”

“Thompson isT't adope fiend?’
“No. That was just a put-on. He wroteabout drugs, noton drugs.”
“Have youread Kerouac?’

“I couldn’'t getinto it,” she said.



He pulled sharply off the road and into a parking lot.
“What'sthis?’ shesaid.
“Thelibrary,” hesad. “Comeon.”

It smelled just asit had when hewas17, standing among the aides of the biggest collection of books
he' d ever seen. Swest, dusty.

“Here” hesaid, crossing to the fiction section. Thefiction section at the library in town had fit into three
spinner racks. Here, it occupied its own corner of overstuffed bookcases. “Here,” he said, running his
finger down the plastic Brodart wraps on the spines of the books, the faded Dewey |abels.

H, 1, J, K... Thereitwas, the edition he' d remembered from al those years ago. On the Road.

“Comeon,” hesaid. “Wevegot it.”

“You can't check that out,” she said.

He pulled out hiswallet asthey drew up closer to the checkout counter. He did out the plastic ID
holder, flipping past the health card and the driver’ slicense—not avery good likeness of hisface or his
name on either, and then produced alibrary card so tattered that it looked like a pirate’ s map on
parchment. He did it delicately out of the plastic deeve, unbending the frayed corner, smoothing the
feltlike surface of the card, the furry type.

He did the card and the book across the counter. Mimi and the librarian—aboy of possibly Mimi’sage,
who wore amesh-back cap just like his patrons, but at a certain angle that suggested urbane
irony—goggled & it, as though Alan had dapped down a museum piece.

The boy picked it up with such roughnessthat Alan flinched on behdf of hiscard.

“Thisis't—" the boy began.

“It'salibrary card,” Alan said. “They used to let me useit here.”

The boy set it down on the counter again.

Mimi peered & it. “ There sno name on that card,” she said.

“Never needed one,” he said.

He d gotten the card from the sour-faced librarian back home, tricked her out of it by dragging along
Bradley and encouraging him to waddle off into the shelves and start pulling down books. She' d rolled it
into her typewriter and then they’ d both gone chasing after Brad, then she' d asked him again for his name
and they’ d gone chasing after Brad, then for his address, and then Brad again. Eventualy, he was ableto
samply snitchiit out of the platen of the humming Selectric and walk out. No one ever looked closdly at it
again—not even the thoroughly professiond staffers at the Kapuskasing branch who'd let him take out a

stack of booksto read in the bus station overnight while he waited for the morning busto Toronto.

He picked up the card again then set it down. It wasthe first piece of identification he ever owned, and



in some ways, the most important.

“I haveto giveyou anew card,” the mesh-back kid said.“With abar code. We don't take that card
anymore.” He picked it up and madeto tear it in half.

“NO!” Alan roared, and lunged over the counter to seizethe kid swrids.

Thekid startled back and reflexively tore at the card, but Alan’siron grip on hiswrists kept him from
completing the motion. The kid dropped the card and it fluttered to the carpet behind the counter.

“Giveittome” Alan said. The boy’ s eyes, wide with shock, began to screw shut with pain. Alan let go
hiswrists, and the kid chafed them, backing away another step.

His shout had drawn older librarians from receiving areas and offices behind the counter, women with
thelook of persons accustomed to terminating children’ s mischief and gecting rowdy drunks with equal
aplomb. One of them wastaking into a phone, and two more were moving cautioudy toward them,
szing them up.

“We should go,” Mimi said.

“1 need my library card,” he said, and was as surprised as anyone a the pout in his voice, asound that
was about six years old, stubborn, and wounded.

Mimi looked hard at him,then at the librarians converging on them, then at the mesh back kid, who had
backed al theway up to awork surface severa paces back of him. She planted her palms on the
counter and swung one foot up onto it, vaulting hersalf over. Alan saw the back of her man’sjacket bulge
out behind her as her wingstried to spread when shetook to the air.

She snatched up the card, then planted her hands again and legpt into the air. The toe of her trailing foot
caught the edge of the counter and she began to tumble, headed for aface-plant into the greyed-out
industria carpet. Alan had the presence of mind to catch her, her tit crashing into his head, and gentle her
to thefloor.

“Weregoing,” Mimi said.“Now.”

Alan hardly knew where he was anymore. The card wasin Mimi’ s hand, though, and he reached for it,
making akeening noise deep in histhroat.

“Here,” she said, handing it to him. When he touched the felted card stock, he snapped back to himself.
“Sorry,” he said lamely to the mesh-back kid.

Mimi yanked his arm and they jumped into the car and he fumbled the key into the ignition, fumbled the
car to life. His head felt like aballoon on the end of ataut string, floating some yards above his body.

He gunned the engine and the body rolled in the trunk. He d forgotten about it for awhilein thelibrary
and now he remembered it again. Maybe he felt something then, atwitchy twinge of grief, but he
swallowed hard and it went away. The clunk-clunk of the whedls going over the curb as he missed the
curb-cut back out onto the road, Mimi sucking bresth in a hiss as he narrowly avoided getting T-boned
by arusted-out pickup truck, and then the hum of the road under hiswheels.

“Alan?’ Mimi said.



“It was my first piece of identification,” he said. “ It made me a person who could get abook out of the
library.”

They drove on, heading for the city limitsat afew klicks over the speed limit. Fast, lots of green lights.
“What did | just say?” Alan said.

“You sadit wasyour firs piece of ID,” Mimi said. She was twitching worriedly in the passenger sedt.
Alan redlized that she was air-driving, steering andbraking an invisible set of controls as he veered around

thetraffic. “Y ou said it made you a person—"

“That'sright,” Alansaid. “1t did.”

He never understood how he came to be enrolled in kindergarten. Even in those late days, therewere il
any number of nearby farm folk whaose literacy was so fragile that they could be intimidated out of it by a
sheaf of schoal enrollment forms. Maybe that was it—the five-year-old Alan turning up at the school with
his oddly accented English and his Martian wardrobe of pieces rescued from roadside ditches and
snitched off of clothedines, and who was going to send him home on thefirst day of school? Surely the
paperwork would get sorted out by the time the first permission-dip field trip rolledaround, or possibly
by the time vaccination forms were due. And then it just fell by thewayside.

Alan got the rest of his brothers enrolled, taking their forms home and forging indeci pherable scrawls that
satisfied the office ladies. His own enrollment never came up in any seriousway. Permission dipswere
easy, inoculations could be had at the walk-in clinic once ayear a the fire house.

Until he was eight, being undocumented was no big deal. None of his classmates carried ID. But his
classmatesdid have Big Wheds, catcher’ s mitts, Batmobiles, action figures, Fonzie lunchboxes, and
Kodiak boots. They had parents who cameto parents night and sent trays of cupcakesto classon
birthdays—Alan’ s birthday came during the summer, by necessity, so that thiswouldn’'t be anissue. So
did hisbrothers’, when their time cameto enroll.

At eight, he ducked show-and-tdll rdligioudy and skillfully, but one day he got caught out, empty-handed
and with al the eyesin the room boring into him as he fumfuhed at the front of the classroom, and the
teacher thought he was being kind by pointing out that his hand-stitched spring moccasins—atithe of the
golems—werefit subject for abrief expodtion.

“Did your mom buy you any real shoes?’ It was asked without malice or caculation, but Alan’s
flustered, red-faced, hot ssammer chummed the waters and the class sharks were on him fast and hard.
Previoudy invisible, he was now the subject of relentless scrutiny. Previoudy an observer of the
playground, he was now anexus of it, a place where attention focused, hunting out the out-of-place
accent, the strange lunch, the odd looks and gaps in knowledge of the world. He thought he' d figured out
how to fit in, that he’' d observed people to the point that he could be one, but he was so wrong.

They watched him until Easter break, when school let out and they disappeared back into the
unknowable depths of their neat houses, and when they saw him on the street headed for a shop or
moping on abench, they cocked their heads quizzically at him, asif to say, Dol know you from
somewhere?or , if hewasfeding generous,| wonder whereyou live? The latter was scarier than the
former.



For his part, he was heartsick that he turned out not to be halfso clever ashe d fancied himself. There
wasn't much money around the mountain that season—the flakes he’ d brought down to the assayer had
been converted into cash for new shoesfor the younger kids and chocolate bars that he’ d brought to fill
Bradley'slittle round belly.

He missed the school library achingly during that week, and it wasthat lack that drove him to the town
library. He d walked past the squat brown brick building hundreds of times, but had never crossed its
threshold. He had a sense that he wasn't welcome there, that it was not intended for his consumption. He
dunk inlikeastray dog, hid himsdf in the back shelves, and read books at random while he observed
the other patrons coming and going.

It took three days of thisfor him to arrive a his strategy for getting hisown library card, and the plan
worked flawlesdy. Bradley pulled the books off the back shelvesfor the find time, the librarian turned in
exasperation for the fina time, and he was off and out with the card in his hand before the librarian had
turned back again.

Credentiaed.

He' d read the word in abook of war stories.

Heliked the sound of it.

“What didKrishnado?’
“What do you mean?’ Shewaslooking a him guardedly now, but his madness seemed to have past.

“I mean,” he said, reaching over and taking her hand, “what didK rishna do when you went out for coffee
withhim?’

“Oh,” she said. Shewas quiet while they drove anarrow road over asteep hill. “He made me laugh.”
“Hedoesn't seem that funny,” Alan said.

“We went out to this coffee shop in Little Italy, and he sat me down at atiny green meta table, even
though it was il cold as hell, and he brought out tiny cups of espresso and alittle wax-paper bag of
biscotti. Then he watched the people and made little remarks about them. * She' salittle old to be
breeding,” or *Oh, isthat how they’ re wearing their eyebrow in the old country? or ‘ Looks like he beats
hiswifewith hisdipper for not fixing hisKraft Dinner right.” And when hesaidiit, Tknew it wasn't just a
mean little remark, I knew it was true. Somehow, he could look at these people and know what they
were self-conscious about, what their fears were, what their little secrets were. And he made me laugh,
even though it didn’t take long before | guessed that that meant that he might know my secret.”

“So we drank our coffee,” she said, and then stopped when the body thudded in the trunk again when
they caught some air at the top of ahill. “We drank it and he reached across the table and tickled my
open pdmwith hisfingertips and he said, *Why did you come out with me?

“And | mumbled and blushed and said something like, *Y ou look like anice guy, it’sjust coffee, shit,
don’'t make abig ded out of it, and helooked like I’ d just canceled Christmas and said, * Oh, well, too
bad. | was hoping it was abigded, that it was because you thought I’ d be agood guy to redly hang out
withalot , if you know what | mean.” Hetickled my pam again. | wasablushing virgin, literdly though



I’d had a couple boys maybe possibly flirt with mein school, I’ d never returned the signa's, never could.

“I toldhim I didn’t think | could be romantically involved with him, and he flattened out his palm so that
my hand was pinned to the table under it and he said, ‘ If it’ s your deformity, don't let that bother you. |
thought I could fix that for you.” | dmost pretended | didn’t know what he meant, but | couldn’t redlly, |
knew heknew | knew. | said, ‘How? asin,Howdid you know andHow canyou fix it ?but it just came
out in alittle squeak, and he grinned like Christmas was back on and said, ‘ Doesit redly matter?

“I told him it didn’t, and then we went back to his place in Kensington Market and he kissed mein the
living room, then he took me upstairs to the bathroom and took off my shirt and he—"

“Hecut you,” Alan said.
“Hefixedme” shesad.
Alan reached out and petted her wings through her jacket. “Were you broken?’

“Ofcourse | was,” she snapped, pulling back. “I couldn’ttalk to people. | couldn’tdo anything. | wasn'ta
person,” she said.

“Right,” Alansaid. “I’'mfollowing you.”

She looked glumly at the road unraveling before them, grey and hissing with rain. “Isit much farther?’
shesaid.

“Anhour or 50, if | remember right,” he said.

“I know how stupid that sounds,” she said. “1 couldn’t figure out if he was some kind of pervert who
liked to cut or if he was some kind of pervert who liked girlslike meor if | waslucky or in trouble. But
he cut them, and he gave me atowd to bite on thefirst time, but | never needed it after that. He'd do it
quick, and he kept the knife sharp, and | was able to be a person again—to wear cute clothesand go
where | wanted. It was like my life had started over again.”

The hillsloomed over the horizon now, low and rolling up toward the mountains. One of them washis.
He sucked in abreath and the car wavered on the dick road. He pumped the brakes and coasted them
to astop on the shoulder.

“Isthat it?” shesad.

“That'sit,” he said. He pointed. Hisfather was green and craggy and smdler than he remembered. The
body rolled inthetrunk. “1 fed—" he said. “We retaking him home, at least. And my father will know
what to do.”

“No boy has ever taken me home to meet hisfolks,” she said.

Alan remembered thelittlefist in thedirt. “Y ou can wait in the car if you want,” he said.

Krishnacame home,

(shesaid, asthey sat in the parked car a awide spot in the highway, looking at the mountains on the



horizon)
Krishnacame home,

(shesaid, after he'd pulled off the road abruptly, put the car into park, and stared emptily at the
mountains ahead of them)

Krishnacame home,

(shesad, lighting acigarette and rolling down the window and |l etting the shush of the passing cars come
fill the car, and shedidn’t look at him, because the expression on hisface wastoo terrible to behold)

and he came through the door with two bags of groceries and a bottle of wine under one arm and two
bags from aravewear shop on Queen Street that I’ d walked past a hundred times but never gone into.

He d left mein his gpartment that morning, with histelevision and hisbooks and hisguitar, told meto
make myself at home, told meto call in sick to work, told meto take aday for mysdlf. | felt...glorious.
Gloriedin . He' d been o attentive.

He' d touched me. No one had touched me in so long. No one hadever touched me that way. He d
touched mewith... reverence . He' s gotten this expression on hisfacelike, like he was inchurch or
something. He d kept bresthing something too low for me to hear and when he put hislipsright to my
ear, | heard what he’ d been saying all along, “Oh God, oh God, my God, oh God,” and I’d felt a
warmness like dow honey start in my toes and rise through me like sap to the roots of my hair, so that |
felt like | was saturated with something hot and sweet and ddlicious.

He came home that night with the makings of ahuge dinner with boiled soft-shell crabs, and abottle of
completely decent Chilean red, and three dresses for me that | could never, ever wear. | tried to keep the
disappointment off my face as he pulled them out of the bag, because I knew they’ d never go on over my
wings, and they wereso beautiful.

“Thisonewill look redlly good onyou,” he said, holding up aHeidi dresswith ascoop neck that was cut
low acrossthe back, and | felt ahot tear in the corner of my eye. I’ d never wear that dressin front of
anyone but him. | couldn’t, my wingswould stick out amile.

| knew what it meant to be different: It meant living in the second floor with theold Russian Auntie, avay
from the crowds and their eyes. | knew then what | was getting in for—the rest of my life spent hidden
away from the world, with only this man to see and spesk to.

I”d been out in the world for only afew years, and | had barely touched it, moving in silence and stedlth,
watching and not being seen, but oh, | hadlovedit , | redized. I'd thought I'd hated it, but I'd loved it.
Loved the people and their dialogue and their clothes and their mysterious errands and the shops full of
goods and every shopper hunting for something for someone, every one of them part of astory that |
would never be part of, but | could benext to the stories and that was enough.

| wasgoing to livein an attic again.
| started to cry.

He came to me.he put hisarms around me. He nuzzled my throat and licked up thetears asthey did
past my chin. “Shhh,” hesaid.” Shhh.”



Hetook off my jacket and my sweater, peeled down my jeans and my panties, and ran hisfingertips
over me, stroking me until | quietned.

He touched mereverently still, his breath hot on my skin. No one had ever touched melike that. He
sad, “I canfix you.”

| said, “No one can fix me.”
Hesad, “I can, but you' Il haveto be brave.”

| nodded dowly. | could do brave. He led me by the hand into the bathroom and he took atowe down
off of the hook on the back of the door and folded it into along strip. He handed it to me. “Bite down on
this” he said, and helped me stand in the tub and face into the corner, to count the grid of tilesand the
greenish mildew in the grout.

“Hold till and bite down,” he said, and | heard the door close behind me. Reverent fingertips on my
wing, unfolding it, holding it away from my bodly.

“Bebrave,” hesaid. And then he cut off my wing.

It hurt somuch, | pitched forward involuntarily and cracked my head againgt thetile. It hurt so much | bit
through two thicknesses of towd. It hurt so much my legs went to mush and | began to sit down quickly,
likel wasfainting.

He caught me, under my armpits, and held me up, and | felt something icy pressed to where my wing
had been—I closed my eyes, but | heard the leathery thump as my wing hit thetile floor, awet
sound—and gauzy fabric was wrapped around my chest, holding theicy towd in place over the wound,
once twice thrice, between my tits.

“Hold «till,” he said. And he cut off the other one.

| screamed thistime, because he brushed the wound he' d |eft thefirst time, but | managed to stay upright
and to not crack my head on anything. | felt mysdlf crying but couldn’t hearit, | couldn’t hear anything,
nothing except ahigh sound in my earslike adog whidtle.

He kissed my cheek after he' d wound a second bandage, holding a second cold compress over my
second wound. “You'reavery bravegirl,” hesaid. “Comeon.”

Heled meinto the living room, where he pulled the cushions off his sofaand opened it up to reved a
hide-a-bed. He helped me lie down on my belly, and arranged pillows around me and under my head, so
that | wasfacingthe TV.

“I got you movies,” he said, and held up astack of DVD renta boxesfrom Martian Signd. “We got
Pretty in Pink , The Blues Brothers , The Princess Bride , a Robin Williams stand-up tape and aredly
funny-looking porno calledEdward Penishands .”

| had to smilein spite of mysdlf, in spite of the pain. He stepped into his kitchenette and came back with
abox of chocolates. “ Truffles,” he said. “ So you can laze on the sofa, eating bonbons.”

| smiled morewidely then.



“Such abeautiful smile)” he sad. “Want acup of coffee?’

“No,” | said, choking it out past my raw-from-screaming throat.

“All right,” he said. “Which video do you want to watch?’

“Princess Bride,” | said. | hadn’t heard of any of them, but | didn’t want to admit it.

“Y ou don't want to start with Edward Penishands?”’

Alan stood out front of the video shop for awhile, watching Natalie wait on her customers. Shewas
friendly without being perky, and it was clear that the mostly mae clientele had abit of acrush on her, as
did her mooning, cow-eyed co-worker who was too distracted to efficiently shelve the videos he pulled
from the box before him. Alan smiled. Hiring cute girlsfor your shop wastricky business. If they hed
brains, they’ d el the hell out of your stock and be entertaining as hell; but alot of pretty girls (and boys!)
had gotten afreeridein life and got affronted when you asked them to do any red work.

Nataie was clearly efficient, and Alan knew that she wasn't afraid of hard work, but it was good to see
her doing her thing, quickly and efficiently taking peopl€ s money, answering their questions, handing
them receipts, counting out change... He would have loved to have had someone like her working for
himin one of hisshops.

Oncethelittle rush at the counter was cleared, he eased himsdlf into the shop. Nataliewas working for
him, of course, in the impromptu assembly linein Kurt' s storefront. She' d proven hersdlf to be as efficient
at assembling and testing the access points as she was at running thetill.

“Alan!” she said, smiling broadly. Her co-worker turned and scowled jedloudy a him. “I’m going on
break, okay?’ she said to him, ignoring his sour puss.

“What, now?" he sad petulantly.

“No, | thought I'd wait until we got busy again,” she said, not unkindly, and smiled a him. “I'll be back
inten,” shesad.

She came around the counter with her cigsin one hand and her lighter in the other. “Coffee?’ she said.

“Absolutely,” he said, and led her up the stret.

“You liking thejob?’ hesaid.

“It' sbetter now,” she said. “I" ve been bringing home two or three movies every night and watching
them, just to get to know the stock, and | put on different thingsin the store, the kind of thing I’ d never
have watched before. Old horror movies, tentacle porn, crappy kung-fu epics. So now they al bow to
rre”

“That'sgreat,” Alan said. “ And Kurt tells me you' ve been doing amazing work with him, too.”

“Oh, that'sjust fun,” she said. “1 went dong on a couple of dumpster runswith the gang. | found the
most amazing cosmetics baskets at the Shiseido dumpster. Never would have thought that I'd go in for



that girly stuff, but when you get it for free out of thetrash, it fedls pretty macha. Smell,” she sad, tilting
her head and Stretching her neck.

He sniffed cautioudy. “Very macha,” he said. He redlized that the other patronsin the shop were
eyebaling him, amiddle-aged man, with hisface buried in thisdterna-girl’ sthroat.

He remembered suddenly that he till hadn’t put in acall to get her ajob somewhere dse, and was
smitten with guilt. “Hey,” he said. “Damn. | was supposed to call Tropica and see about getting you a
job. I'll doit right away.” He pulled alittle steno pad out of his pocket and started jotting down a note to
himsdlf.

She put her hand out. “Oh, that’ sokay,” she said. “I redlly like thisjob. I’ve been looking up al my old
high schoal friends: Y ou wereright, everyone | ever knew has an account with Martian Signal. God, you
shouldsee the moviesthey rent.”

“Y ou keep that on file, hun?’

“Sure, everything.It’ s creepy.”

“Do you need that much info?’

“WEell, we need to know who took atape out last if someone returnsit and saysthat it’s broken or
recorded over or whatever—"

“S0 you need, what, the last couple months' worth of rentals?’

“Somethinglike that. Maybe longer for the weirder tapes, they only get checked out once ayear or
g)_ﬂ

“So maybe you keep the last two names associated with each tape?’
“That' d work.”

“Y ou should do that.”

She snorted and drank her coffee. “I don’'t have any say init.”

“Tell your boss,” he said. “It'show good idesas happen in business—people working &t the cash register
figure Suff out, and they tell their bosses.”

“So | should just tell my bossthat | think we should change our whole rental system becauseit’s
creepy?’

“Damned right. Tell him it’ s creepy. Y ou’ re keegping information you don't need to keep, and paying to
goreit. You're kegping information that cops or snoops or other people could take advantage of. And
you' re keeping information that your customers amost certainly assume you' re not keeping. All of those
are good reasonsnat to keep that information. Trust me on this one. Bosseslove to hear suggestions from
people who work for them. It shows that you' re engaged, paying attention to their business.”

“God, now | fed guilty for snooping.”



“Wél, maybe you don’t mention to your bossthat you' ve been spending alot of time looking through
rental histories”

She laughed. God, he liked working with young people. “ So, why I'm here,” he said.
HY@!

“I want to put an access point in the second-floor window and around back of the shop. Y our boss
ownsthebuilding, right?’

“Yeah, but | redly don't think | can explain dl this stuff to him—"

“I don't need you to—I just need you to introduce meto him. I'll do dl the explaining.”
Sheblushed alittle. “I don’'t know, Abe... ” Shetrailed off.

“Isthat aproblem?’

“No. Yes. | don’t know.” She looked distressed.

Suddenly hewas at sea. He' d felt like hewasin charge of thisinteraction, like he understood what was
going on. He' d carefully rehearsed what he was going to say and what Natdie waslikdly to say, and now
shewas, what, afraid to introduce him to her boss? Because why?Because the boss was an ogre? Then
she would have pushed back harder when hetold her to talk to him about the rental records. Because
shewas shy? Nataliewasn't shy. Because—

“I'll doiit,” shesaid. “Sorry. | wasbeing stupid. It’sjust—you come on alittle strong sometimes. My
boss, | get the feding that he doesn't like it when people come on strong with him.”

Ah, he thought. She was nervous because he was so goddamned weird. Wdll, there you had it. He
couldn’t even get sad about it. Story of hislife, redly.

“Thanksfor thetip,” hesaid. “What if | assureyou that I’ll come on easy?’

She blushed. It had really been awkward for her, then. Hefelt bad. “ Okay,” she said. “Sure. Sorry,
man—"

He held up ahand. “It' snothing.”

Hefollowed her back to the store and he bought atin robot made out of aPeps can by some artisan
inVietnam who' d endowed it with hugetin testicles. It made him laugh. When he got home, he scanned
and filed the receipt, took a picture, and entered it into The Inventory, and by the time he was done, he
was feding much better.

They got into Kurt'scar at five p.m., just as the sun was beginning to set. The sun hung on the horizon,
right at eyelevd, for an eternity, dicing up their eyeballs and into their brains.

“ Summer’ scoming on,” Alan said.

“And we ve barely got the Market covered,” Kurt said. “At thisrate, it'll take ten yearsto cover the



wholecity.”

Alan shrugged. “It’ sthe journey, dude, not the destination—the act of organizing all these people, of
putting up the APs, of advancing the art. It sal worthwhilein and of itself.”

Kurt shook hishead. “Y ou want to eat Viethamese?’
“Sure” Alansaid.
“1 know aplace,” he said, and nudged the car through traffic and on to theDon Valey Parkway .

“Wherethe hdl arewegoing 7’ Alan said, once they’ d left the city limits and entered the curved,
identical cookie-cutter streets of the industrial suburbsin the north end.

“Place | know,” Kurt said. “It’ sredly cheap and really good. All the Pedl Region cops et there” He
snapped hisfingers. “Oh, yeah, | was going to tell you about the cop,” he said.

“Youwere” Alan said.

“So, onenight I d been diving there.” Kurt pointed to an anonymous low-dung, prawling brown
building. “They print hockey cards, baseball cards, monster cards—you nameit.”

He sipped at his donut-store coffee and then rolled down the window and spat it out. “ Shit, that was last
night's coffee,” he said. “ So, one night | was diving there, and | found, | dunno, fifty, ahundred boxes of
hockey cards. Sightly dented at the corners, in thetrash. | mean, hockey cards are justpaper , right? The
only thing that makes them vauable is the companiesinfusing them with marketing juju and glossy
pictures of mullet-head, no-tooth jocks.”

“Tell mehow youredly fed,” Alan said.

“Sorry,” Kurt said. “The hockey playersin junior high werered jerks. I’m mentally scarred.

“So I’'mdriving away and the law pullsme over. Theloca cops, they know me, mostly, ‘ causel phone
in B& Eswhen | spot them, but these guys had never met me before. So they get me out of the car and |
explain what | was doing, and | quote the part of the Trespass to Property Act that saysthat I'm alowed
to do what I’m doing, and then | open the trunk and | show him, and he busts anuit : 'Y ou mean you
found these in thegarbage? My kid spends afortune on these things! In thegarbage 7 He keeps saying,
‘Inthe garbage? and his partner leads him away and | put it behind me.

“But then acouple nightslater, | go back and there's someone in the dumpster, up to hisnipplesin
hockey cards.”

“Thecop,” Alan sad.
“Thecop,” Kurt said.“Right.”
“That’' s the story about the cop in the dumpster, huh?’” Alan said.

“That' sthe gory. Themora is We redl only ac-hair away from jumping in the dumpster and getting
downinit.”



“C-hair?l thought you were trying not to be sexis?’
“Cdtandsforcock , okay?’

Alan grinned. He and Kurt hadn’t had an evening chatting together in some time. When Kurt suggested
that they go for aride, Alan had been reluctant: too much on his mind those days, too muchDanny on his
mind. But thiswas just what he needed. What they both needed.

“Okay,” Alan said. “ Wegoingto eat?’

“We'regoing to eat,” Kurt said. “The Vietnamese placeisjust up ahead. | once heard aguy theretrying
to speak Thal to the waiters. It was amazing—it was like he was atourist even at home, an ugly
fucked-up tourist. People suck.”

“Dothey?’ Alansaid. “I quitelike them. Y ou know, there€' s pretty good Viethamese inChinatown .”
“Thisisgood Viethamese.”
“Better thanChinatown 7’

“Better Stuated,” Kurt said.”If you' re going dumpster diving afterward. I’ m gonnatake your cherry,
buddy.” He clapped ahand on Alan’s shoulder. Redl people didn’t touch Alan much. He didn’t know if
helikedit.

“God,” Alan said. “Thisisso sudden.” But he was happy about it. He' d tried to picture what Kurt
actudlydid any number of times, but he was never very successful. Now he was going to actualy go out
and jump in and out of the garbage. He wondered if he was dressed for it, picturing bags of stinky
kitchen waste, and decided that he was willing to sacrifice his jeans and the old Gap shirt he’ d bought
one day after the shirt he' d worn to the store—the wind-up toy store?—got soaked in a cloudburst.

The Vietnamese food was redlly good, and the family who ran the restaurant greeted Kurt like an old
friend. The place was crawling with cops, anew two or three every couple minutes, siopping by to grab
asalad roll or asandwich or ago-cup of pho. “Cops dways know where to eat fast and cheap and
good,” Kurt mumbled around amouthful of pork chop and fried rice. “ That’ show | found this place, dll
the cop carsin the parking lot.”

Alan durped up thelast of his pho and chased down the remaining hunks of rare beef with his chopsticks
and dipped them in chili sauce before popping them in his mouth. “Where are we going?’ he asked.

Kurt jerked hishead in the direction of the great outdoors.“ Wherever the fatestake us. | just drive until |
get anitch and then | pull into a parking lot and hit the dumpsters. There' s enough dumpsters out thisway,
| could spend fifty or sixty hours going through them dl, so I’ ve got to be sdlective. | know how each
company’ strash has been running—Iots of good stuff or mostly crap—latdy, and | trust my intuition to
take meto theright places. I'd love to go to the Sega or Nintendo dumpsters, but they’re like Stalag
Thirteen—razorwire and motion-sensors and armed guards. They’ re the only companiesthat take
secrecy serioudy.” Suddenly he changed lanes and pulled up the driveway of an industrial complex.

“Spidey-senseistingling,” he said, ashekilled hislights and crept forward to the dumpster. “ Ready to
loseyour virginity?’ he said, lighting acigarette.

“I wish you d stop using that metaphor,” Alan said.“Ick.”



But Kurt was aready out of the Buick, around the other side of the car, pulling open Alan’ s door.

“That dumpster isfull of cardboard,” he said, gesturing. “1t’ srecycling. That oneisfull of plagtic bottles.
Morerecycling. Thisone,” he said,oof ing ashelevered himself over it, talking around the maglight he'd
clenched between histeeth, “iswhere they put the good stuff.Looky here.”

Alan tried to climb the dumpster’ s sticky walls, but couldn’t get a purchase. Kurt, standing on something
in the dumpster that crackled, reached down and grabbed him by the wrist and hoisted him up. He
scrambled over the dumpster’ s transom and fell into it, expecting awash of sour kitchen waste to break
over him, and finding himsdlf, instead, amid hundreds of five-inch cardboard boxes.

“What' sthis?’ he asked.

Kurt was picking up the boxes and shaking them, listening for therattle. “ This place is an import/export
wholesder. They throw out alot of defectiveproduct, Snceit’s chegper than shipping it al back toTaiwan
for service. But my kidswill fix it and sell it on eBay. Here,” he said, opening abox and shaking
something out, handing it to him. He passed hislight over to Alan, who took it, unmindful of the drool on
the handle.

It was arubber duckie. Alan turned it over and saw it had a hard chunk of metal growing out of its ass.

“More of these, huh?’ Kurt said. 1 found about athousand of these last month. They’re USB keychain
drives, low-capacity, like 32MB. Plug them in and they show up on your desktop like alittle hard drive.
They light upin dl kinds of different colors. The problemis,they’ ve dl got amanufacturing defect that
makes them glow in just one color—whatever shadethelittle gel carousel gets stuck on.

“I’ve got a couple thousand of these back home, but they’ re salling briskly. Go get me acouple
cardboard boxes from that dumpster there and we' Il snag a couple hundred more.”

Alan gawped. The dumpster was seven feet cubed, the duckies afew inches on aside. There were
thousands and thousands of duckiesin the dumpster: more than they could ever fit into the Buick. Ina
daze, he went off and pulled some likdly flattened boxes out of the trash and assembled them, packing
them with the duckies that Kurt passed down to him from atop his crunching, cracking mound of doomed
duckiesthat he was grinding underfoot.

Oncethey’ d finished, Kurt fussed with moving the boxes around so that everything with abootprint was
shuffled to the bottom. “We don’t want them to know that we' ve been here or they’Il sart hitting the
duckieswith ahammer before they pitch’em out.”

He climbed into the car and pulled out a bottle of window cleaner and some paper towels and wiped off
the steering whed and the dash and the handle of hisflashlight, then worked ablob of hand sanitizer into
hispams, passing it to Alan when hewas done.

Alan didn’t bother to point out that as Kurt had worked, he' d transferred the flashlight from his mouth to
his hands and back again a dozen times—he thought he understood that this ritua was about Kurt
assuring himself that he was not sinking down to the level of rummies and other garbage pickers.

Asif reading hismind, Kurt said, “Y ou see those old rum-dums pushing a shopping cart filled with
empty cans down Spadina? Fuckingmorons —they could be out here pulling LCDs that they could turn
around for ten bucks a pop, but instead they’ re rooting around like raccoonsin the trash, chasing after



nickel deposts.”

“But then what would you pick?’

Kurt stared at him. * 'Y ou kiddingme? Didn't yousee ? There' s a hundred times more stuff than | could
ever pull. Chrigt, if even one of them had asquint of ambition, we coulddouble the amount we save from

thetrash.”

“You're an extraordinary person,” Alan said. Hewasn't sure he meant it as acompliment. After all,
was'the an extraordinary person, too?

Alan was stunned when they found a dozen hard drives that spun up and reveaed themsalves to be of
generous capacity and moreover suffed with confidentia looking information when he plugged them into
the laptop that Kurt kept under the passenger seat.

He was floored when they turned up three dightly elderly Toshibalaptops, each of which booted into a
crufty old flavor of Windows, and only one of which had any obvious material defects. astarred corner in
itsLCD.

He was ddlighted by the dumpstersfull of plush toys, by the lightly used office furniture, by the technica
books and the CDs of |ast year’ s software. The smellswere largely inoffensve—Kurt mentioned that the
picking was better in winter when the outdoors was one big fridge, but Alan could hardly smell anything
except the sour smell of an old dumpster and occasiondly awhiff of coffee grounds.

They took a break at the Vietnamese place for coconut ice and glasses of sweet iced coffee, and Kurt
nodded &t the copsin the restaurant. Alan wondered why Kurt was so pleasant with these copsout in
the boonies but so hogtile to the law in Kensington Market.

“How are we going to get connectivity out of the Market?” Kurt said. “I mean, dl thiswork, and we' ve
hardly gotten four or five square blocks covered.”

“Buck up,” Alan said. “We could spend another two yearsjust helping peoplein the Market use what
we' veingdled, and it would still be productive.” Kurt’s mouth opened, and Alan held his hand up. “Not
that I’m proposing that we do that. | just mean there' s plenty of good that’ s been done so far. What we
need is some publicity for it, some critical mass, and some way that we can get ordinary people involved.
We can't fit acritica massinto your front room and put them to work.”

“So what do we get them to do?’

“It'sagood question. There' s something | saw online the other day | wanted to show you. Why don’t
we go home and get connected?’

“There still plenty of good diving out there. No need to go home anyway—I know aplace.”
They drove off into amaze of cul-de-sacs and chegplybuilt, gaudy monster homes with triple garages
and sagging rain gutters. The streets had no sidewalks and the inevitable basketball nets over every

garage showed no sgns of use.

Kurt pulled them up in front of a house that was indistinguishable from the others and took the lgptop
from under the Buick’ s sedt, plugging it into the cigarette lighter and flipping itslid.



“There’ san open network here,” Kurt said as he plugged in the wireless card. He pointed at the dormer
windowsin the top room.

“How the hell did you find that?’ Alan said, looking at the darkened window. There was a chain-link
gate a the sde of the house, and in the back an aboveground pool .

Kurt laughed. “These * security consultants "—he made little quotes with hisfingers—"wardroveT oronto
. They went from one end of the city to the other with a GPS and awireless card and logged al the open
access points they found,then released areport claiming that al of those access points represented
ignorant consumers who were leaving themsalves vulnerable to attacks and making I nternet connections
available to baby-edting terrorigts.

“One of the access pointsthey identified wasmine , for chrissakes, and mine was open becauseI’m a
crazy fucking anarchist, not because I’ m an ignorant ‘ consumer’ who doesn’'t know any better, and that
got meto thinking that there were probably lots of people like me around, running open APs. So one
night | was out here diving and I redly was trying to remember who' d played the Sundance Kid in Butch
Cassdy, and | knew that if | only had anet connection | could googleit. | had astumbler, an app that
logged al the open WiFi access pointsthat | came into range of, and a GPS attachment that I’ d dived
that could interface with the software that mapped the APs on amap of Toronto, so | could just belt the
machine in there on the passenger seat and go driving around until | had alist of al the wireless Internet
that | could see from the Strest.

“So | got kind of bored and went back to diving, and then | did what | usually do at the end of the night,
| went driving around some residentia streets, just to see evidence of humanity after anightinthe
garbage, and also because the people out here sometimes put out nice sofas and things.

“When | got home, | looked at my map and there were tons of access points out by the industrial
buildings, and some on the commercid gtrips, and afew out herein the resdentia areas, but the one with
the best signal wasright here, and when | clicked onit, | saw that the name of the network was
‘ParasiteNet.””

Alan said, “Huh?’ because ParasiteNet was Kurt’ s namefor hiswireless project, though they hadn’t
used it much since Alan got involved and they’ d gotten hafway legit. But Hlill.

“Yeah,” Kurt said. “That’ swhat | ssid—huh? So | googled ParasiteNet to seewhat | could find, and |
found an old message I’ d posted to toronto.talk.wireless when | was getting started out, akind of
manifesto about what | planned to do, and Google had snarfed it up and this guy, whoever heis, must
have read it and decided to name his network after it.

“So figger: Thisguywants to share packets with me, for sure, and so | dways hunt down this AP when
| want to get online.”

“You've never met him, huh?’

“Never.I’m adways out here a two am. or so, and there’ s never alight on. Keep meaning to come back
around five some afternoon and ring the bell and say hello.Never got to it.”

Alan pursed hislips and watched Kurt prod at the keyboard.

“He sgot a shitkicking net connection, though—tdlyou what. FeeslikeaT1, and the IP address comes



off of an ISP inWaterloo . Y ou need abrowser, right?’

Alan shook hishead. “Y ou know, | can’t even remember what it was | wanted to show you. There's
some kind of ideakicking a me now, though... ”

Kurt shifted hislaptop to the back seat, mindful of the cords and the antenna. “What' sup?’

“Let’sdo some more driving around, let it perk, okay? Y ou got more dumpsters you want to show
me?’

“Brother, | got dumpstersfor weeks.Months Y ears.”

It was the wardriving, of course. Alan caled out the names of the networks that they passed asthey
passed them, watching the flags pop up on the map of Toronto . They drove the streets al night, watched
the sun go up, and the flags multiplied on the network.

Alandidn’t even haveto explainit to Kurt, who got it immediately. They were close now, thinking
together in the feverish drive-time on the night-dark streets.

“Here sthething,” Kurt said asthey drank their coffees at the VVesta Lunch, agrimy 24-hour diner that
Alan only seemed to visit during the smallest hours of the morning. “I started off thinking, well, the cdll
companies are screwed up because they think that they need to hose the whole city from their high
towerswith their powerful transmitters, and my little boxes will be lower-power and smarter and more
realigtic and grassroots and democratic.”

“Right,” Alan said. “1 wasjust thinking of that. What could be more democratic than just encouraging
people to use their own access points and their own Internet connections to bootstrap the city?”

“Yeah,” Kurt said.

“Sure, you won't get to redlize your dream of getting afree Internet by bridging down at the big cage
at151 Front Street , but we can till play around with hardware. And convincing the people whodready
know why WiFi iscoal to join up has got to be easier than convincing shopkeepers who' ve never heard
of wirdlessto let us put antennae and boxes on their walls.”

“Right,” Kurt said, getting more excited.“Right! | mean, it’s just ego, right? Why do we need tocontrol
the network?’ He spun around on his cracked stool and the waitress gave him adirty look. “Gimme
some gpple pie, please,” hesaid. “Thisisthe best part: it’ sgoing to violate the hdll out of everyone's
contracts with their |SPs—they sdll you an all-you-can-est Internet connection and then tell you that
they’ Il cut off your serviceif you' retoo hungry. Well, fuck that! 1t’s not just community networking, it'Il be
civil disobedience againg shitty service-provider terms of service!”

There were a couple early morning hard-hats in the diner who looked up from their yolky eggsto glare
a him. Kurt spotted them and waved.” Sorry, boys. Ever get one of those ideasthat’s so good, you can't
help but do alittle dance?”’

One of the hard-hats smiled. *Y eah, but hiswife aways turns me down.” He socked the other hard-hat
inthe shoulder.

The other hard-hat grunted into his coffee. “Nice.Very nice. Y ou're gonnabe alat of funtoday, | can



tell.”

They |eft the diner in adegpdep haze and squinted into the sunrise and grinned at each other and burped
up eggs and sausages and bacon and coffee and headed toward Kurt’ s Buick.

“Hang on,” Alan said. “Let'shaveawalk, okay?’ The city smelled like morning, dew and grass and
car-exhaust and baking bread and awhiff of the distant Cadbury’ s factory oozing chocolate miasma over
the hillsand the streetcar tracks. Around them, millionswere stirring in their beds, clattering in their
kitchens, passing water, and taking on vitamins. It invigorated him, made him fed part of something huge
and dl-encompassing, like being in hisfather the mountain.

“Upthere)” Kurt said, pointing to alittle playground atop the hill that rose sharply up Dupont toward
Christie, where aherd of plastic rocking horses swayed creskily in the breeze.

“Upthere” Alan agreed, and they set off, kicking droplets of dew off the grass beside the sidewal k.

The sunrise was a thousand times more striking from atop the climber, filtered through the new shoots on
thetree branches. Kurt lit acigarette and blew plumesinto the shafting light and they admired the effect
of thewind whipping it away.

“I think thiswill work,” Alan said. “We |l do something splashy for the press, get alot of peopleto
change the names of their networks—more people will use the networks, more will createthem... It'sa
good plan.”

Kurt nodded."Y egh. W€ re smart guys.”

Something smashed into Alan’ s head and bounced to the dirt below the climber. A small, sharp rock.
Alan reded and tumbled from the climber, stunned, barely managing to twist to his side before landing.
The air whooshed out of hislungs and tears sprang into his eyes.

Gingerly, hetouched his head. Hisfingers came away wet. Kurt was shouting something, but he couldn’t
hear it. Something moved in the bushes, moved into hisline of sght.Moved ddiberately into hisline of
Sght.

Danny. He had another rock in his hand and he wound up and pitched it. It hit Alan in the forehead and
his head snapped back and he grunted.

Kurt' sfeet landed in the dirt afew inches from his eyes, big boots a-jangle with chains. Davey flitted out
of the bushes and onto the plastic rocking-horses, jumping from the horse to the duck to the chicken,
leaving the big springs beneath them to rock and creak. Kurt took two steps toward him, but Davey was
away, under the chain link fence and over the edge of the hill leading down toDupont Street .

“You okay?" Kurt said, crouching down beside him, putting ahand on his shoulder. “Need a doctor?’
“No doctors,” Alan said. “No doctors. I [l be okay.”
They inched their way back to the car, the world spinning around them. The hard-hats met them on the

way out of the Vesta Lunch and their eyes went to Alan’ s bloodied face. They looked away. Alan felt his
kinship with the woken world around him dip away and knew he' d never betruly apart of it.




Hewouldn’t let Kurt walk him up the steps and put him to bed, so instead Kurt watched from the curb
until Alan went ingde, then gunned the engine and pulled away. It was still morning rush hour, and the
Market-dwellers were clacking toward work on hard leather shoes or piling their offspring into minivans.

Alan washed the blood off his scalp and face and took agingerly shower. When he turned off the water,
he heard muffled sounds coming through the open windows. A walling eectric guitar. He went to the
window and stuck his head out and saw Krishna sitting on an unmade bed in the unsoundproofed
bedroom, in agrimy housecoat, guitar on hislap, eyes closed, concentrating on the scresms he was
wringing from the insgrument’ slong neck.

Alan wanted to deep, but the noise and the throb of his head—going in counterpoint—and the sight of
Davey, flicking from climber to bush to hillsde, scuttling so quickly Alan was scarcely sure he'd seen him,
it al conspired to keep him awake.

He bought coffees at the Donut Time on College—the Greek’ swouldn’t be open for hours—and
brought it over to Kurt’ s storefront, but the lights were out, so he wandered dowly home, sucking back
the coffee.

Benny had another seizure hdfway up the mountain, stiffening up and faling down before they could
cachhim.

AsBilly lay supineinthedirt, Alan heard adistant howl, not like awolf, but like athing that awolf had
caught and is savaging with its jaws. The sound made his neck prickle and when helooked &t the little
ones, he saw that their eyeswereralling crazily.

“Got to get him home,” Alan said, lifting Benny up with agrunt. Thelittle onestried to help, but they just
got tangled up in Benny’ slong loose limbs and so Alan shooed them off, telling them to keep alookout
behind him, look for Davey lurking on an outcropping or in abranch, rock held at the ready.

When they came to the cave mouth again, he heard another one of the screams. Brendan stirred over his
shoulders and Alan set him down, heart thundering, looking every way for Davey, who had come back.

“He sgone away for thenight,” Burt said conversationaly. He sat up and then gingerly got to hisfeet.
“He Il be back in the morning, though.”

The cave was destroyed. Alan’ s books, Ern-Felix-Grad' s toys were smashed. Their clothes were
bubbling in the hot spring in rags and tatters. Brian's carvings were broken and smashed. Schoolbooks
were ruined.

“Youdl right?’ Alan said.

Brian dusted himsdlf off and stretched hisarmsand legsout. “I’ll befine” hesaid. “It' snot mehe's
after.”

Alan stared blankly as the brotherstidied up the cave and made piles of their belongings. Thelittle ones
looked scared, without any of the hardness he remembered from that day when they’ d fought it out on
thehillside.

Benny retreated to his perch, but before the sun set and the cave darkened, he brought a couple
blankets down and dropped them beside the nook where Alan dept. He had his baseball bat with him,



and it made agood, solid duminum sound when he leaned it againgt thewall.

Silently, the small ones crossed the cave with apile of their own blankets, George bringing up the rear
with atorn T-shirt suffed with sharp stones.

Alan looked at them and listened to the mountain breathe around them. It had been years since hisfather
had had anything to say to them. It had been years since their mother had done anything except wash the
clothes. Was there avoice in the cave now?A wind?A andl?

He couldn’t smell anything. He couldn’t hear anything. Benny propped himself up againgt the cavewall
with ablanket around his shoulders and the baseball bat held |oose and ready between his knees.

A smd| then, on the wind. Sewage and sulfur. A stink of fear.

Alan looked to his brothers, then he got up and left the cave without alook back. He wasn't going to
wait for Davey to cometo him.

The night had come up warm, and the highway sounds down at the bottom of the hill mingled with the
gpring breeze in the new buds on the trees and the new needles on the pines, the small sounds of birds
and bugs foraging in the new year. Alan dipped out the cave mouth and looked around into the twilight,
hoping for aglimpse of something out of the ordinary, but apart from an early owl and a handful of
fireflies sparking off like distant stars, he saw nothing amiss.

He padded around the mountainside, stooped down low, stopping every few stepsto listen for footfals.
At the high, small entrance to the golems' cave, he paused, lay on hisbelly, and dowly peered around the
fissure.

It had been years sinceAlvin had come up to the golems' cave, years since one had appeared in their
father’ s cave. They had long ago ceased bringing their killsto the threshold of the boys cave, ceased
leaving peltsin neet piles on the eve of the waning moon.

The view from the outcropping was stunning. The village had grown to atown, fast on itsway to being a
city. A million lightstwinkled. The highway cut aglistening ribbon of streetlampsthrough the night, a
graight line dicing the hills and curves. There were thousands of people down there, al connected by a
humming net-work—awork of nets, cunning knotstied in acunning grid—of wire and radio and
avilizetion.

Sowly, helooked back into the golems' cave. He remembered it as being lined with ranks of bones, a
barbarian cathedral whose arches were decorated with ranked skulls and interlocked, tiny anima tibia.
Now those bones were scattered and broken, the ossified wainscoting rendered gap-toothed by missing
and tumbled bones.

Alan wondered how the golems had reacted when Darl had ruined their centuries of careful work. Then,
looking more closdly, he realized that the bones were dusty and grimed, cobwebbed and moldering.
They’d been lying around for alot longer than a couple hours.

Alan crept into the cave now, eyes open, ears straining. Puffs of dust rose with hisfootfdls, illuminated in
the moonlight and city light streaming in from the cave mouth. Another set of feet had crossed thisfloor:
small, boyish feet that took dow, arthritic steps. They’ d comein, circled the cave, and gone out again.

Alan listened for the golems and heard nothing. He did his own dow circle of the cave, peering into the



shadows. Where had they gone?

There A stresk of red clay, leading to amound. Alan drew up alongside of it and made out the runny
outlines of thelegs and arms, the torso and the head. The golem had dragged itsdlf into this corner and
had fallen to mud. The dust on the floor was red. Dried mud. Golem-dust.

How long since he' d been in this cave? How long since hel d come around this side of the mountain?
Two months. Three?Four?Longer. How long had the golemslan dead and dust in this cave?

They’d carved his cradle.Fed him. Taught him to talk and to walk. In some sense, they were hisfathers,
as much asthe mountain was.

He fished around ingde himsdlf for emotion and found none. Relief, maybe. Rdlief.
The golems were an embodiment of his strangeness, asweird as his smooth, navelless belly, an eement

of his secret waiting to surface and—what? What had he been afraid of ?Contempt?Vivisection? He
didn’t know anymore, but knew that he wanted to fit in and that the golems’ absence made that more

possible.

Therewas asmell on thewind in here, the desth and corruption smell he’ d noticed in the deeping cave.
Father wasworried.

No. Davey wasinside. That was his smell, the smell of Davey long dead and back from the grave.

Alan waked deeper into the tunnds, following hisnose.

Davey dropped down onto his shoulders from aledge in an opening where the celling stretched far over
their heads. Hewas o light, &t first Alan thought someone had thrown ablanket over his shoulders.

Then thefingers dug into his eyes. Then the fingers fishhooked the corner of his mouth.

Then the screech, thick as adesiccated tongue, dry as the dust of agolem, like no sound and like dl the
sounds at once.

The amdl of corruption was everywhere, filling his nogrilslike hisface has been ground into apile of
rotten meet. He tugged at the dry, thin hands tangled in hisface, and found them strong as iron bands,
and then he screamed.

Then they were both screeching and rolling on the ground, and he had Danny’ sthumb in his hand,
bending it back painfully, untilsnap , it came off clean with a sound like dry wood cracking.

Doug was off him then, crawling off toward the shadows. Alan got to hisknees, sill holding the thumb,
and made ready to charge him, holding his sore face with one hand, when he heard the dap of running
footfalls behind him and then Bill was streaking past him, basebd| bat a ready, and he swvungiit likea
polo-mallet and connected with ahollow crunch of duminum on chitinousleathery skin.

The sound shocked Alan to hisfeet, wet Sick rising in his gorge. Benny waswinding up for asecond
blow, aiming for Darren’ s head thistime, an out-of-the parksmack that would have knocked that
shrunken head off the skinny, blackened neck, and Alan shouted, “NO!” and roared a Benny and leapt
for him. As he sailed through the air, he thought he was savingBenny from thefedling he'd carried with



him for a decade, but as he connected with Benny, he felt abiting-down fegling, clean and hard, and he
knew he was defendingDrew , saving him for once ingtead of hurting him.

Hewas gill holding on to the thumb, and Davey was inches from his face, and he was atop Benny, and
they bresathed together, chests heaving. Alan wobbled dowly to hisfeet and dropped the thumb onto
Drew’ s chest, then he helped Billy to hisfeet and they limped off to their beds. Behind them, they heard
the dry sounds of Davey getting to his feet, coughing and hacking with a crunch of thin, cracked ribs.

Hewas Sitting on their mother the next morning. He was naked and unsexed by desiccation—all the
brothers, even little George, had ceased going about in the nude when they’ d passed through
puberty—sullen and silent atop the white, chipped finish of her enamel top, so worn and ground down
that it resembled a collection of beach-China. It had been along time since any of them had sought
solacein their mother’ s gentle rocking,since, indeed, they had spared her athought beyond filling her
belly with clothes and emptying her out an hour later.

The little oneswoke first and saw him, taking cover behind a stalagmite, peering around,each holding a
sharp, flat rock, each with his pocketsfull of more. Danny looked at each in turn with eyes gone yellow
and congealed, and bared his mouthful of broken and blackened teeth in arictus that was equa parts
humor and threst.

Bradley was the next to wake, hisbat in hishand and his eyelids fluttering open as he sprang to hisfed,
and then Alan was up aswdll, ahand on his shoulder.

He crouched down and walked dowly to Davey. He had the knife, handle wound with cord, once-keen
edge gone back to rust and still reddened with ten-year-old blood, but its sharpness mattered less than its

history.

“Welcome me home,” Davey rasped as Alan drew closer. “Welcome me home, motherfucker.
We come me home, brother .

“You rewelcomeinthishome,” Alan said, but Davey wasn't welcome. Just last week, Alan had seena
nice-looking bedroom set that he suspected he could afford—the golems had |eft him a goodly supply of
gold flake, though with the golems gone he supposed that the sacks were the end of the family’s
no-longer-bottomless fortune. But with the bedroom set wouldcome a kitchen table, and then a
bookcase, and a cooker and afridge, and when they were ready, he could send each brother on hisway
with the skills and socidization necessary to survivein the wide world, to find women and love and raise
families of their own. Then he could go and find himself askinny redheaded girl with a Scots accent, and
in duetime her belly would swell up and there would be achild.

It wasdl planned out, practicaly preordained, but now here they were, with the embodied shame sitting
on their mother, historn thumb gleaming with the wire he' d used to attach it back to his hand.

“That' s very generous,brother ,” Danny said. “Y ou're a prince amongmen .”
“Let’'sgo,” Alan said.” Breskfast in town. I'm buying.”

They filed out and Alan spared Davey alook over his shoulder asthey dipped away, head down on his
knees, rocking in timewith their mother.




Krishnagrinned at him from the front porch as he staggered home from Kurt’ s storefront. He was
dressed in ahoodie and huge, outsized raver pants that dangled with straps and reflectors meant to add
kinetic reflections on the dance floor.

“Hello, neighbor,” he said as Alan came up the walkway. “ Good evening?’

Alan stopped and put his hands on his hips, straightened his head out on his neck so that he was standing
tall. “I understand what he gets out ofyou ,” Alan said. “1 understand that perfectly well. Who couldn’t
use alittle servant and errand boy?

“But what | don’t understand, what | can’t understand, what I’ d like to understand is. What can you get
out of the arrangement?’

Krishnashrugged el aborately. “1 have no ideawhat you' re talking about.”

“We had gold, in the old days. Isthat what’ s bought you? Maybe you should ask me for a counteroffer.
I’m not poor.”

“I'd never take a penny thatyou offered—voluntarily.” Krishnalit anonchadant cig and flicked the match
toward hisdry, xeroscaped lawvn. There were little burnt patches among the wild grassesthere, from
other thrown matches, and that was one mystery-let solved, then, wasn't it?

“You think I'mamonger,” Alan said.

Krishnanodded.“ Y up. Not a scary monster, but amonster till.”

Alan nodded. “Probably,” he said. “Probably | am. Not a human, maybe not a person. Not aredl
person. But if I’'m bad, he’' sathousand times worse, you know. HE s a scary monster.”

Krishnadragged at his cigarette.

“You know alot of monsters, don't you?” Alan said. He jerked his head toward the house. “Y ou share
abed with one.”

Krishnanarrowed his eyes. “ She' s not scary, either.”
“Y ou cut off her wings, but it doesn’t make her any less monstrous.

“Onething | cantell you, you're pretty specid: Most rea people never see us. Y ou saw meright off. It's
likeDracula , where most of the humans couldn’t tell that there was avampirein their midst.”

“Van Hesing could tell,” Krishna said. “He hunted Dracula. Y ou can’t hunt what you can't see” he said.
“So your kind has been getting a safe free ride for God-knows-how-long. Centuries. Living off of us.
Passing among us.Passing for us”

“Van Helsing got killed,” Alan said. “Didn’'t he? And besdes that, there was someone & se who could
seethe vampires. Renfield. The pathetic pet and errand boy. Remember Renfield in his cagein the asylum,
egting flies? Trying to be amonster? Van Helsing recognized the monster, but so did Renfield.”

“I’'mno one' sRenfidd,” Krishnasaid, and spat onto Alan’ slawn.Firgt fire, then water. Hewasleaving
hismark on Alan'sland, that was certain.



“You'reno Van Helaing, either,” Alan said. “What' s the difference between you and aracist,Krishna ?
Y ou call meamonger, why shouldn't | call you apaki?’

He stiffened at the dur, and so did Alan. He' d never used the word before, but it had sprung readily
from hislips, asthough it had lurked there al dong, waiting to be uttered.

“Racigts say that there’ s such athing as‘races within the human race, that blacks and whites and
Chinese and Indians are al members of different ‘races,” Krishnasaid. “ Which isbullshit.On the other
hand, you—"

He broke off, left the thought to hang. He didn’t need to finish it. Alan’ s hand went to his smooth belly,
the spot where red people had navels, old scarred remnants of their connectionsto real, human mothers.

“So you hate monsters Krishna, dl except for the ones you deep with and the ones you work for?’
“I don’'t work for anyone,” he said.” Except me.”

Alan said, “I’m going to pour mysdlf aglass of wine. Would you like one?’

Krishnagrinned hard and mirthless. “ Sure, neighbor, that soundslovely.”

Alan went indde and took out two glasses, got a bottle of something cheap and serviceable fromNiagara
wine country out of the fridge, worked the corkscrew, all on automatic. His hands shook alittle, so he
held them under the cold tap. Stuck to thewall over hiswork surface was amagnetic bar, and stuck to it
was aset of very sharp chef’ sknivesthat were each forged from a single piece of stedl. He reached for
one and fdt itscomfort in his hand, seductive and glinting.

It was approximately the same Size asthe one he' d used on Davey, aknife that he'd held again and
again, reached for in the night and carried to breskfast for months. He was once robbed at knifepoint,
taking the deposit to the bank after Christmas rush, thousands of dollarsin cash in abrown paper sack in
his bag, and the mugger—a soft-spoken, middle-aged man in agood suit—knew exactly what he was
carrying and where, must have been casing him for days.

The soft-gpoken man had had aknife about this size, and when Alan had seen it pointed at him, it had
been like an old friend, one whose orbit had escaped his gravity years before, so long ago that he'd
forgotten about their tender camaraderie. It was dl he could do not to reach out and take the knife from
the man, say hello again and renew the friendship.

He moved the knife back to the magnet bar and let the field tug it out of hisfingers andsnap it back to
thewall, picked up the wine glasses, and stepped back out onto the porch.Krishna appeared not to have
stirred except to light afresh cigarette.

“You spit inmine?’Krishnasaid.

Though their porches adjoined, Alan walked down his steps and crossed over the lawn next door, held
the glass out toKrishna . He took it and their hands brushed each other, the way his hand had brushed
the soft-spoken man’'s hand when he' d handed over the sack of money. The touch connected him to
something human in away that made him ashamed of his desperation.

“I don’t normally drink before noon,” Adam said.



“I don’t much carewhen | drink,” Krishna said, and took adug.
“Sounds like a dangerous philosophy for abartender,” Adam said.

“Why? Plenty of drunk bartenders. I’ s not ahard job.” Krishna spat. “ Big club, al you'redoingis
uncapping beers and mixing shootersal night. | could doitin my deep.”

“Y ou should quit,” Alan said. *Y ou should get a better job. No one should do ajob hecandoin his
g@.”

Krishnaput ahand out on Alan’ s chest, the warmth of hisfingertips radiating through Alan’s
windbreaker. “Don't try to arrange me on your chessboard, monster. Maybe you can move Natdie
around, and maybe you can move around a bunch of Kensington no-hopers, and maybe you can budge
my idiot girlfriend a couple of squares, but I’'m not on the board. | got my job, and if | leaveit, it'll befor
me”

Alan retreated to his porch and spped his own wine. His mouth tasted like it was full of blood 4till, a
taste that was woken up by the wine. He set the glass down.

“I’'m not playing chesswith you,” hesaid. “1 don’t play games. | try to hep—Ido hdp.”

Krishnaswigged the glass empty. “Y ou wannaknow what makes you a mongter,Alvin ?That attitude
right there. Y ou don’t understand asingle fucking thing about red people, but you spend al your time
rearranging them on your board, and you tell them and you tell yourself that you' re hel ping.

“Y ou know how you could help, man?Y ou could crawl back under your rock and leave the people's
world for people.”

Something snapped in Alan.” Canadafor Canadians, right? Send ’ em back where they came from, right?’
He stalked to therailing that divided their porches. The taste of blood stung his mouth.

Krishnamet him, moving swiftly to therailing aswell, hood thrown back, eyes hard and glittering and
stoned.

“Y ou think you can make mefed like aracist, make meguilty ?’ His voice squeaked on the last syllable.
“Man, the only day | wouldn’t piss on youisif you were on fire, you fucking freak.”

Some part of Alan knew thet this person was laughable, a Renfield eating bugs. But that voice of reason
was too quiet to be heard over the animal screech that was trying to work itsway free of histhroat.

He could smellKrishna, cigarettes and booze and club and sweat, see the gold flecksin hisdark irises,
thered limning of hiseydidsKrishnaraised ahand asif to dgp him, smirked when he flinched back.

Then he grabbed Krishna swrist and pulled hard, yanking the boy off hisfeet, damming hischest into
the railing hard enough to shower dried spider’ s nests and flakes of paint to the porch floor.

“I'm every bit the monster my brother is,” he hissed inKrishna’ s ear. “I made him the mongter heis.
Don't squirm ,” he said, punchingKrishna hard in the ear with hisfree hand. “Listen. Y ou can Say away
from me and you can stay away from my family, or you can enter aworld of terrible hurt. I’ sup to you.
Nod if you understand.”



Krishnawas sill, except for atremble. The moment stretched, and Alan brokeit by cracking him across
the ear again.

“Nod if you understand, goddammit,” he said, hisvison going fuzzily black at the edgesKrishnawas
glent, Hill, coiled. Any minute now, he would struggle free and they’ d bein aclinch.

He remembered knedling on Davey’ s chest, holding the rock over him and redlizing that he didn’t know
what to do next, taking Davey to their father.

Only Davey had struck him first. HE d only been restraining him, defending himsdlf. Alan had hitKrishna
first. “Nod if you understand,Krishna,” he said, and heard a note of pleading in hisvoice.

Krishnaheld fill. Alan fdt like anidiot, sanding there, his neighbor laid out acrosstherailing that divided
their porches, thefirst cars of the day driving past and the first smells of bread and fish and hospital and
pizza blending together therein the heart of the Market.

Helet go andKrishna straightened up, his eyes downcast. For a second, Alan harbored agerm of hope
that he' d bestedKrishnaand so scared him into leaving him aone.

ThenKrishnalooked up and met hiseye. Hisface was blank, his eyes like brown marbles, heavy lidded,
considering, not stoned at al anymore. Sizing Alan up, caculating the debt he' d just amassed, what it
would taketo pay it off.

He picked up Alan’ swine glass, and Alan saw that it wasn’t one of the cheapies he' d bought a couple
dozen of for an art show once, but rather Irish crystd that he' d found at afleamarket in Hamilton, a
complete fluke and one of hisdl-time miraclethrift scores.

Krishnaturned the glass one way and another in hishand, letting it catch the sunrise, bend the light around
the smudgy fingerprints. He st it down then, on therailing, baancing it carefully.

He took one step back, then a second, so that he was amost at the door. They stared at each other and
then he took one, two running steps, like a soccer player winding up for a pendty kick, and then he
unwound, leg flying straight up, tip of histoe catching the wine glass so that it hurtled straight for Alan’s
forehead, moving likeabullet.

Alan flinched and the glass hit the brick wall behind him, disintegrating into amist of glass fragments that
rained down on his hair, down his callar, acrossthe side of hisface, in hisear.Krishnaticked a
one-fingered saute off hisforehead, wheded, and went back into his house.

Thetaste of blood wasin Alan’'s mouth. More blood coursed down his neck from anick in hisear, and
al around him on the porch, the glitter of crystd.

He went inside to get abroom, but before he could clean up, he sat down for amoment on the sofato
catch hisbreath. Hefell instantly adeep on the creaking horsehide, and when he woke again, it was dark
and raining and someone el se had cleaned up his porch.

The mountain path had grown over with weeds and thistles and condoms and cans and inexplicable
maxi-pads and doll parts.



She clung to his hand as he pushed through it, stepping in brackish puddles and tripping in sink holes. He
navigated thetrail like amountain goat, while Mimi lagged behind, tugging hisarm every time she
misstepped, jerking it painfully in its socket.

He turned to her, ready to snap,Keep the fuck up, would you?and then swallowed the words. Her eyes
were red-rimmed and scared, her full lips drawn down into aclown’ s frown, bracketed by deep lines
won by other moments of sorrow.

He helped her beside him and turned his back on the mountain, faced the road and the town and the car
with itstrunk with its corpse with his brother, and he put an arm around her shoulders, abrotherly arm,
and hugged her to him.

“How'reyou doing there?’ he said, trying to make hisvoice light, though it came out so leaden the
words nearly thudded in the wet dirt asthey fell from his mouth.

Shelooked into the dirt at their feet and he took her chin and turned her face up so that she was looking
into hiseyes, and he kissed her forehead in abrotherly way, like an older brother coming home with a
long-logt sgter.

“I used to want to know all the secrets,” she said in the smallest voice. “1 used to want to understand
how the world worked. Little things, like heavy stuff goes at the bottom of the laundry bag, or big things,
like the best way to get aboy to chase you isto ignore him, or medium things, likeif you cut an onion
under running water, your eyeswon't ging, and if you wash your fingers afterward with lemon-juice they
won't gink.

“1 used to want to know al the secrets, and every time | learned one, | felt like I’ d taken—astep.On a
journey. To aplace. A destination: To bethe kind of person who knew dl this stuff, the way everyone
around me seemed to know al this stuff. | thought that once | knew enough secrets, I’ d be like them.

“I don’t want to learn secrets anymore, Andrew.” She shrugged off his arm and took afaltering step
down the dope, back toward the road.

“I'll wait in the car, okay?’

“Mimi,” hesaid. Hefet angry a her. How could she be so sdifish asto have acrissnow ,here, at this
place that meant so much to him?

“Mimi,” he said, and swallowed his anger.

Histhree brothers stayed on his sofafor aweek, though they only |eft one wet towe on the floor, only
|eft one sticky plate in the sink, one fingerprint-smudged glass on the counter.

He' d just opened hisfirst business, the junk shop—not yet upscale enough to be cdled an antiques
shop—and he was pulling the kinds of long hours known only to ER interns and entrepreneurs, showing
up at 7 to do the books, opening at 10, working until three, then turning things over to aminimum-wage
kid for two hours while he drove to the city’ s thrift shops and picked for inventory, then working until
elght to catch the evening trade, then answering creditors and fighting with the landlord until ten,
staggering into bed at eleven to deep afew hoursbefore doing it dl over again.

So he gave them a st of keys and bought them a M etroPass and stuffed an old wallet with $200 in



twenties and wrote his phone number on the brim of alittle pork pie hat that looked good on their head
and turned them loose on the city.

The shop had dl the difficulties of any shop—snarky customers, shoplifting teenagers, breskage, idiots
with jumpy dogs, never enough money and never enough time. He loved it. Every stinking minute of it.

He d never gone to bed happier and never woken upmorefull of energy in hislife. He wasin the world,
findly, at ladt.

Until his brothers arrived.

Hetook them to the store the first morning, showed them what he’ d wrought with his own two hands.
Thought that he' d inspire them to see what they could do when they entered the world as well, after
they’ d gone home and grown up alittle.Which they would have to do very soon, as he reminded them at
every chance, unmoved by George' s hangdog expression at the thought.

They’ d walked around the shop dowly, picking things up, turning them over, having hilarious,
embarrassing conversations about the likely purpose of an old Soloflex machine, agrubby pink Epilady
leg razor, a Bakdlite coffee carafe.

Theargumentswent likethis:

George: Look, it samilk container!

Ed: | don't think that that' s for milk.

Fred: Y ou should put it down before you drop it, it looks vauable.

George: Why don’'t you think it’sfor milk? Look at the Silver indgde, that’ sto reflect off the white milk
and makeit look, you know, cold and fresh.

Fred: Put it down, you're going to break it.
George: Fine, I'll put it down, but tell me, why don't you think it' sfor milk?

Ed: Becauseit’s athermos container, and that’ s to keep hot stuff hot, and it’ s got a screwtop and
whatever it'smade of looks likeit’ d take ahard knock without breaking.

And so on, nattering at each other like cave men puzzling over awakman, until Alan was caled uponto
ettle the matter with the authoritative answer.

It got so that he set hisalarm for four am. so that he could sneak past their snoring form on the sofaand
s0 avoid the awkward, desperate pleasto let them come with him into the shop and cadge afree
breakfast of poutine and eggs from theHarvey ’s next door while they were at it. George had taken up
coffee on his second day in the city, bugging the other two until they got him acup, Sx or seven cupsa
day, so that they flitted from place to place like ahummingbird, thrashed in their deep, babbled when
they spoke.

It cameto ahead on the third night, when they dropped by the shop while he was on the phone and
ducked into the back room in order to separate into threes again, with George wearing the pork pie hat
even though it was asize too big for his head and hung down around his ears.



Adam was talking to awoman who’ d come into the shop that afternoon and greetly admired an
ingtitutional sofafrom the mid-seventieswhose lines betrayed a pathetic davish devotion to Danish
Moderne aesthetics. The woman had sat on the sofa, admired the sofa, walked around the sofa, hand
trailing on its back,had been fascinated to see the provenance he' d turned up, an inventory sticker from
theUniverdtyof Toronto maintenance department indicating that this sofahad origindly been ingdled at
the Robarts Library, itsalf of great and glorious aesthetic obsolescence.

Here was Adam on the phone with thiswoman, closing adedl to turn a$3,000 profit on anitem he'd
acquired at the Goodwill As-Is Center for five bucks, and here were his brothers, in the store, angry
about something, shouting at each other about something. They ran around like three fat lunatics, reeking
of the BO that they exuded like the ass end of a cow: Loud, boorish, and indescribably weird. Weird
beyond the quaint weirdness of hislittle curiosity show.Weird beyond the interesting weirdness of the
punks and the goths and the mods who were wearing their subcultureslike political affiliations asthey
strolled by the shops. Those were redeemable weirds, weirds within the bounds of norma human
endeavor. Hisbrothers, on the other hand, were utterly, utterly irredeemable.

He sank down behind the counter as George said something to Fred in their own little shorthand
language, a combination of grunts and nonsense syllables that the three had spoken together for so long
that he’ d not even noticed it until they were taken out of their context and put in his. He put his back
againg thewall and brought his chest to his knees and tried to sound like he had a belly button ashe said
to thewoman, “Y es, absolutely, | can have this delivered tomorrow if you'd like to courier over a
check.”

This check, it was enough money to keep his business afl oat for another 30 days, to pay hisrent and pay
the minimum-wage kid and buy his groceries. And there were his brothers, and now Ed was barking like
adog—arare moment of mirth from him, who had been the sober outer bark since hewas a child and
rarely acted like the 17-year-old he was behaving like today.

“Iseverything dl right?’ she said down the phone, thiswoman who' d been smartly turned out ina
cashmere sweater and a checked scarf and apair of boot-cut jeans that looked new and good over her
designer shoeswith little heds. They’ d flirted alittle, even though she was at least ten years older than
him, because flirting was anew thing for Alan, and he' d discovered that he wasn't bad &t it.

“Everythingisfine” he said.” Just some goofbals out in the street out front. How about if | drop off the
sofafor six o' clock?”

“KILLED HER, CUT HER UP, SLICED HER OPEN,” George screeched suddenly, skidding around
the counter, rolling past him, yanking the phone out of thewall.

And in that moment, he redlized what the sounds they had been making in their private speech had been:
They had been areenactment, a grunting, squeaking playback of the day, the fateful day, the day he'd
taken hisknife and done his mischief withit.

He reached for the phone cable and plugged it back into the wall, but it was as though his hand were
moving of its own accord, because his attention was focused €l sewhere, on the three of them arrayedina
triangle, asthey had been on the hillside, asthey had been when they had chanted a him when the knife
grip was surein the palm of his hands.

The ritua—that’ swhat it was, it was aritud —theritua had thefed of something worn smooth with
countless repetitions. He found himsdf rigid with shock, offended to hisbones. Thiswaswhet they did
now, in the cave, with Davey sitting atop their mother, black and shriveled, thiswas how they behaved,



running through this reenactment of his great shame, of the day Danny died?

No wonder Darrel had terrorized them out of their home. They were beyond odd and eccentric, they
were—unfit. Unfit for polite company. For human society.

The phonein hishand rang. It was the woman.

“Y ou know, I’'m thinking that maybe | should come back in with atape measure and measure up the
sofabefore | commit toiit. It' salot of money, and to be honest, | just don’t know if | have room—"

“What if | measureit for you? | could measureit for you and cal you back with the numbers.” The three
brothers stared at him with identical glassy, dien dares.

“That'sokay. | can comein,” and he knew that she meant,| won't ever comein again.

“What if | bring it by anyway? 1 could bring it by tomorrow night and you could see it and make up your
mind. No obligation.”

“That' svery kind of you, but I'm afraid that I’ Il be out tomorrow evening—"

“Friday?l could come by Friday—" Hewastrying to remember how to flirt now, but he couldn’t. “I
could come by and we could have aglass of wine or something,” and he knew he' d said the exact wrong

thing.
“It'sdl right,” shesaid coldly. “I'll come by later in the week to have another look.

“I haveto go now, my husband ishome,” andhe was pretty sure she wasn't married, but he said good
bye and hung up the phone.

Helooked at his solemn brothers now and they looked at him.

“When are you going home?’ he said, and Edward |ooked satisfied and Fred looked alittle
disappointed and George |ooked like he wanted to throw himsdlf in front of a subway, and his bottom lip
began to tremble.

“Itwas Ed'sgame,” he said. “The Davey game, it was his.” He pointed afinger. “Y ou know, I’'m not
like them. | can be on my own. I’m whattheyneed, they’ re not what! need.”

The other two stared at their fat belliesin the direction of their fat feet. Andrew had never heard George
say this, had never even suspected that this thought lurked in his heart, but now that it was out on the
table, it seemed like a pretty obviousfact to have taken note of . All things being equal, thingsweren’t
equd. Hewas cold and numb.

“That'saredly terriblething to say, George,” iswhat he said.

“That’ seasy for you to say,” iswhat George said. “Y ou are here, you arein theworld . It seasy for you
to say that we should be happy with thingsthe way they are.”

George turned on his hed and put his head down and bulled out the door, damming it behind him so that
themail dot rattled and the glass shook and astack of nice melamine cafeteriatraysfell off ashdf and
clattered to the ground.



He didn’'t come back that night. He didn’t come back the next day. Ed and Fred held their grumbling
tummies and chewed at the insdes of their plump cheeks and sat on the unsold Danish Modern sofain
the shop and freaked out the few customersthat drifted in and then drifted out.

“Thisisworsethan last time,” Ed said, licking hislips and staring at the donut that Albert refused to fed
guilty about eating in front of them.

“Lagt time?’ he said, not missing Felix’ s quick warning glare at Ed, even though Ed appeared to.

“He went away for awhole day, just disappeared into town. When he came back, he said that he'd
needed some away time. That he’ d had an amazing day on his own. That he wanted to come and see you
and that he' d do it whether we wanted to come or not.”

“Ah,” Alvinsaid, understanding then how the three had come to be staying with him. He wondered how
long they’ d last without the middle, without the ability to eat. He remembered holding the infant Eddiein
hisarms, the boy light and hollowed out. He remembered holding the three boys at once, heavy asa
bowling bdl. “Ah,” hesad. “I'll haveto have aword with him.”

When Greg came home, Alan waswaiting for him, sitting on the sofa, holding his head up with one hand.
Eli and Fred snored uneasily in his bed, bresthing heavily through their noses.

“Hey,” he said as he came through the door, scuffing at the lock with hiskey for aminute or two first.
He was rumpled and dirty, streaked with grime on hisjawline and hair hanging limp and greasy over his
forehead.

“Greg,” Alan said, nodding, straightening out his spine and listening to it pop.

“I’'mback,” George said, looking down at his sneakers, which squished with grey water that cozed over
his carpet. Art didn’'t say anything, just sat pat and waited, the way he did sometimes when con artists
came into the shop with some kind of scam that they wanted him to play aong with.

It worked the same with George. After ahard stare at his shoes, he shook his head and began to defend
himsdlf, reveaing the things that he knew wereindefensible. “1 had to doit, | just had to. | couldn’t livein
that cave, with that thing, anymore. | couldn’t live insde those two anymore. I’m going crazy. There'sa
whole world out here and every day | get farther away fromiit. | get weirder. | just wanted to be normdl.

“I just wanted to be like you.

“They stopped letting me into the clubs after | ran out of money, and they kicked me out of the cafés. |
tried to ride the subway al night, but they threw me off at the end of theline, so | ended up digging a
transfer out of atrash can and taking an al-night bus back downtown.

“No one looked at me twice that whole time, except to make sure that | was gone. | walked back here
from Eglinton.”

That was five miles away, agood forty minute walk in the night and the cold and the dark. Greg pried off
his sneskers with histoes and then pulled off his grey, squelching socks. “I couldn’t find anyonewho'd let
me usethetoilet,” he said, and Alan saw the stain on his pants.



He stood up and took Greg by the cold hand, as he had when they were both boys, and said, “I1t’ s dl
right, Gord. We'll get you cleaned up and changed and put you to bed, okay? Just put your stuff in the
hamper in the bathroom and I’ Il find you a change of clothes and make a couple sandwiches, dl right?’

And just as easy asthat, George' s spirit was tamed. He came out of the shower pink and steaming and
scrubbed, put on the sweats that Adam found for him in an old gym bag, ate his sandwiches, and climbed
into Adam’ s bed with his brothers. When he saw them again next, they were reassembled and downcast,
though they ate the instant oatmeal with raisins and cream that he set out for them with gusto.

“I think abusticket homeis about forty bucks, right?’ Alan said as he poured himsdf a coffee.

They looked up a him. Ed’'s eyeswere grateful, hislips clamped shuit.

“And you' |l need some food on the road, another fifty or Sixty bucks,okay ?’

Ed nodded and Adam set down a brown hundred-dollar bill,then put a purple ten on top of it. “For the
taxi to the Greyhound station,” he added.

They finished their oatmedl in sllence, while Adam puttered around the gpartment, stripping the
cheese-amdlling sheets and aily pillowcases off hisbed, rinang the hairs off the sogp, cleaning thetoilet.
Erasng thesgnsof their say.

“Wdl,” hesad a length. “I should get going to the shop.”

“Yeah,” Ed said, in George svoice, and it cracked before he could close hislips again.

“Right,” Adam sad. “Well.”

They patted their mouth and ran stubby fingersthrough their lank hair, dready thinning though they were
gill in their teens. They stood and cracked their knuckles against the table. They patted their pockets
absently, then pocketed the hundred and the ten.

“Well,” Adam sad.

They l€ft, turning to give him the keys he' d had cut for them, a gesture that |eft him fedling obscurely
embarrassed and mean-spirited even though—he told himsalf—he' d put them up and put up with them
very patiently indeed.

And then he left, and locked the door with his spare keys.Useless spare keys. No one would ever come
to stay with him again.

What | found in the cave,

(hesaid, lying in the grass on the hillside, breathing hard, the taste of vomit sour in hismouth, hisarms and
legs sore from the pumping run down the hillsde)

What | found in the cave,

(hesaid, and she held his hand nervoudly, her fingers not sure of how hard to squeeze, whether to caress)



What | found in the cave,
(hesaid, and was glad that she hadn’t come with him, hadn’t been there for what he’ d seen and heard)

What | found in the cave was the body of my first girlfriend. Herskeleton, polished to agleam and laid
out carefully on thefloor. Her red hair in along plait, brushed out and brittle, circled over her small skulll
likeahao.

He d laid her out before my mother, and placed her fingernails at the exact tips of her fingerbones. The
floor was dirty and littered with rags and trash. It was dark and it stank of shit, there were piles of shit
here and there.

The places where my brothers had sept had been torn apart. My brother Bradley, his nook was caved
in. | moved some of therocks, but | didn’t find him under there.

Benny was gone. Craig was gone. Ed, Frankie, and George were gone. Even Davey was gone. All the
parts of the cave that made it home were gone, except for my mother, who was rusted and sat askew on
the uneven floor. One of her feet had rusted through, and her generator had run dry, and shewas silent
and dry, with a humus-paste of leaves and guano and gunk diming her basket.

| went down to the cave where my father spoke to us, and | found that [—I—

| found that | couldn’t seein the dark anymore. I’ d never had amoment’ s pause in the halls of my father,
but now | walked fdteringly, the sounds of my footsteps not like the steps of ason of the mountain at all.
| heard them echo back and they sounded like an outsider, and | fell twice and hurt my head, here—

(hetouched the goose egg he' d raised on hisforehead)

and | got dizzy, and then | wasin the pooal, but it didn’'t sound right and | couldn’t hear it right, and | got
my clothes off and then | stood there with them in my arms—

(hishand came back bloody and he wiped it absently on the grass and Mimi took hold of it)

BecauseIf | put them down. It wasdark. And I d never find them again. So | bundled them al up and
carried them over my head and | waded in and the water had never been so cold and had never felt so
oily and therewasasmell toit, astagnant smell.

| waded out and | stood and | shivered and | whispered, “Father?” and | listened.

| heard the sound of the water I’ d disturbed, 1apping around my ears and up on the shore. | smelled the
sewage and oil smell, but none of the habitual smells of my father: Clean water, codface, sulfur, grass,
andlime

| picked my way out of the water again and | walked to the shore, and it was too dark to put on my
clothes, so | carried them under one arm and felt my way back to the summer cave and leaned against
my mother and waited to drip dry. I’ d stepped in something soft that squished and smelled between my
mother and my father, and | didn’t want to put on my socksuntil I'd wiped it off, but | couldn’t bring
myself to wipeit on the cavefloor.

Marci’ s eye sockets looked up at the ceiling. She' d been laid out with so muchcare, | couldn't believe



that Davey had had anything to do withiit. | thought that Benny must be around somewhere, looking in,
taking care.

| closed my eyes so that | wasn't looking into the terrible, recriminating stare, and | leaned my head up
againg my mother, and | breathed until the stink got to me and then | pried mysdf upright and walked out
of the cave. | stopped and stood in the mouth of the cave and listened as hard as | could, but my father
wasn't speaking. And the smell was getting to me.

She got him dressed and she fed him sips of water and she got him standing and walked himin circles
around thelittle paddock he'd collapsad in.

“I need to get Georgie out of the car,” he said. “I’m going to leave him in the cave. It'sright.”

She bit her lip and nodded dowly. “1 can help you with that,” she said.

“I don't need help,” he said lamely.

“I didn’t say you did, but | can help anyway.”

They waked down dowly, him leaning on her arm like an old man, steps faltering in the scree on the
dope. They cameto the road and stood before the trunk as the cars whizzed past them. He opened the
trunk and looked down.

The journey hadn’t been good to Gregg. He' d come undone from hiswinding sheet and lay face down,
neck gtiff, his nose mashed againg the floor of the trunk. His skin had started to flake off, leaving akind
of scale or dandruff on theflat industrid upholstery insde the trunk.

Alan gingerly tugged loose the sheet and began, awkwardly, to wrap it around his brother, ignoring the
grit of shed skin and hair that clung to hisfingers.

Mimi shook him by the shoulder hard, and he redlized she’ d been shaking him for sometime. “Y ou can't
dothat here,” she said. “Would you listen to me? Y ou can’'t do that here. Someone will see” She held
something up.Hiskeys.

“I'll back it up to thetrailhead,” she said. “ Close the trunk and wait for me there.”

She got behind the whed and he doped off to the trailhead and stood, numbly, holding the lump on his
forehead and staring at arusted Coke can in amuddy puddle.

She backed the car up dmost to his shins, put it in park, and came around to the trunk. She popped the
lid and looked in and wrinkled her nose.

“Okay,” shesad. “I’ll get him covered and we' ll carry him up the hill.”
“Mimi—" he began. “Mimi, it'sokay. Y ou don’t need to go in therefor me. | know it’s hard for you—"
She squeezed hishand. “I'm over it, Andy. Now that | know what’'s up there, it' s not scary any longer.”

He watched her shoulders work, watched her wingswork, as she wrapped up his brother. When she
was done, hetook one end of the bundle and hoisted it, trying to ignore the rain of skin and hair that



shook off over the bumper and histrousers.

“Upwego,” shesad, and moved to take the front. “Tell me when to turn.”

They had to set him down twice before they made it al the way up the hill. Thefirst time, they just sood
in sllence, wiping their cramped hands on their thighs. The second time, she cameto him and put her arm
around his shoulders and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek that felt like a feather.

“Almost there?’ shesaid.

He nodded and bent to pick up hisend.

Mimi plunged through the cave mouth without a moment’ s hesitation and they set him down just ingde
the entrance, near apair of stained cotton Y -fronts.

Alan waited for his heart to stop thudding and the swest to cool on his brow and then he kicked the
underwear avay as an afterthought.

“God,” he said. She moved tohim, put her arm around his shoulder.

“You'rebeing brave,” shesad.

“God,” hesaid again.

“Letit out, you know,if you want to.”

But he didn’t, he wanted to sit down. He moved to his mother’ s Side and leaned against her.

Mimi sat on her hunkers before him and took his hand and tried to tilt his chin up with one finger, but he
resisted her pull and she rose and began to explore the cave. He heard her stop near Marci’ s skeleton
for along while, then move some more. She circled him and his mother, then opened her lid and stared
into her hamper. He wanted to tell her not to touch his mother, but the words sounded ridiculousin his
head and he didn’t dare find out how stupid they sounded moving through freespace.

And then the washing machine bucked and made a snapping sound and hummed to life.

The generator’ s dead, he thought. And she' sdl rusted through. And still the washing machine moved. He
heard the gush of water filling her, awet and muddy sound.

“What did you do?’ he asked. He climbed dowly to hisfeet, facing away from his mother, not wanting
to see her terrible bucking as she wobbled on her broken foot.

“Nothing,” Mimi said. “I just looked insde and it started up.”

He stared at his mother, enraptured, mesmerized . Mimi stole alongside of him and he noticed that she'd
taken off her jacket and the swesatshirt, splaying out her wings around her.

Her hand found his and squeezed. The machine rocked. His mother rocked and gurgled and rushed, and
then she found someloca point of stability and settled into a soft rocking rhythm.

Therush of water echoed off the cave walls, awhite-noise shushing that sounded like skis cutting



through powder. It was a beautiful sound, one that transported him to amillion mornings spent waiting for
the boys' laundry to finish and be hung on theline.

All gone.

Hejerked hishead up so fast that something in his neck cracked, needling pain up into histemplesand
forehead. He looked at Mimi, but she gave no sign of having heard the voice, the words,Allgone.

All gone.
Mimi looked at him and cocked her head. “What?' she said.

Hetouched her lipswith afinger, forgetting to be mindful of the swelling there, and she flinched away.
Therewas arustle of wingsand clothing.

My sons, dl my sons, gone.

The voice emerged from that white-noise roar of water humming and doshing back and forth in her
basket. Mimi squeezed his hand so hard he felt the bones grate.

“Mom?’ he said softly, hisvoice cracking. He took haf a step toward the washer.
So tired.!’m worn out. |’ ve been worn out.

He touched the ename on thelid of the washer, and fdlt the vibrations through hisfingertips. “I can—I
can takeyou home,” hesaid. “I'll take care of you, inthecity.”

Too late.

There was a snapping sound and then afront corner of the machine settled heavily. One rusted out foot,
broken clean off, rolled across the cave floor.

Thewater sounds stilled.

Mimi breathed some words, something like Oh my God, but maybe in another language, or maybe he'd
just forgotten his own tongue.

“I needto go,” hesad.

They stayed in adifferent motel on their way home from the mountain, and Mimi tried to cuddle him as
he lay in the bed, but her wings got in the way, and he edged over to hisside until hewas amost faling
off before she took the hint and curled up on her sde. Helay still until he heard her snore softly, then rose
and went and sat on the toilet, head in his hands, staring at the moldy grout on thetiled floor in the white
light, trying not to think of the bones, the hank of brittle red hair, tied tightly in ashopping bag in the trunk
of therenta car.

Sunrisefound him pacing the bathroom, waiting for Mimi to stir, and when she padded in and sat on the
toilet, shewouldn’t meet hiseye. He found himsdf thinking of her standing in the tub, rolled towel
between her teeth, asKrishna gpproached her wingswith his knife, and he went back into the room to
dress.



“We going to eat breskfast?’ she asked in the smallest voice.
He said nothing, couldn’t will himsdlf to talk.
“There sdill food inthe car,” she said after some silence had dipped by. “We can edt that.”

And without any more words, they climbed into the car and he put the pedal down, al the way
toToronto , stopping only once for gas and cigarettes after he smoked all the ones|eft in her pack.

When they cleared the city limits and drove under the viaduct atDanforth Avenue, getting into the
proper downtown, he eased off the Parkway and into the city traffic, taking the main roads with their high
buildings and stoplights and people, people, people.

“WEe re going home?’ she said. Thelast thing she' d said was, “ Are you hungry?’ fourteen hours before
and he' d only shook his head.

“Yes” hesad.

“Oh,” shesaid.

WasKrishna home? She was rooting in her purse now, and he knew that she was looking for her knife.
“Y ou staying with me?’ he said.

“Can|?’ shesaid. They wereat ared light, so he looked into her eyes. They were shiny and empty as
marbles.

“Yes,” hesad.” Of course. And | will have aword withKrishna.”

She looked out the window. “1 expect he'll want to have aword with you, too.”

Link rang hisdoorbell one morning while he was hunched over his computer, thinking about the story he
was going to write. When he d moved into the house, he' d felt the shape of that story. All the while that
he' d sanded and screwed in bookcases, it had floated just below the surface, its silhouette discernible
through theripples.

But when Adam left Mimi watching television and sat a his desk in the evening with the humming,
unscuffed, and gleaming laptop before him, fingers poised over the keys, nothing came. He tapped out an
opening sentence,

| suspect that my father isdead
anddeleted it. Then undid the delete.

He caled up The Inventory and stroked the spacebar with his thumb, paging through screensful of
pictures and keywords and pricetags and scanned-in receipts. He flipped back to the story and del eted
his sentence.

My dead brother had been hiding out on the synagogue' s roof for God knows how long.



The last thing he wanted was to write an autobiography. He wanted to write astory about the real
world, about the real people who inhabited it. He hit the delete key.

The video-store girl never got bored behind her counter, because she could aways while away the hours
looking up therenta histories of the popular girlswho’ d shunned her in high school.

That’ swhen Link rang his doorbell and he startled guiltily and quit the text editor, saving the opening
sentence. Which had alot of promise, he thought.

“Link!” hesad. “Comein!”

Thekid had put on ten or fifteen pounds since they’ d first met, and no longer made Alan want to shout,
Someone administer asandwich stat!Most of it was muscle from hard riding as a bike messenger, agig
that Link had kept up right through the cold winter, dressing up like agore-tex Martian in tights and ki
goggles and afleece that showed hints of purple benegath its skin of crusted road st and pollution.

Andrew had noticed the girlsin the Market and at Kurt's shop noticing Link, whose spring wardrobe
showed off all that new muscle to new effect, and gathered from the various hurt looks and sulks from the
various girlsthat Link was getting more ass than atoilet-sedt.

Her brother spent the winter turning into the kind of stud that she' d figured out how to avoid before she
finished high school, and it pained her to see the hordes of dumb-bunnies making goo-goo eyesat him.

That would be agood second sentence for his story.

“You okay, Abby?’ Link said, looking concerned. Albert redlized that he' d been on another planet for a
moment there.

“Sorry, just fell down arabbit hole,” he said, flapping hisarms comicaly. “1 waswriting “—feltgood to
say that—"and I’min abit of a, how you say, creativefog.”

Link took astep back. “I don’t want to disturb you,” he said.

But for al that, she till approved his outfits before he left the house, refusing to let him succumb to the
ephemera awful trendiness of mesh-back caps and too-tight boy-scout jamboree shirts. Instead, she put
him into dightly fitted cotton shirts that emphasized hislong lean belly and his broad shoulders.

“Don't swest it. | could use abreak. Comein and have adrink or something.” He checked the
yellowing face of the tick-tock clock he kept on the mantelpiece and saw that it was just past noon. “Past
lunchtime, that means that it's okay to crack abeer. Y ou want a beer?’

And for al that, her brother still managed to come home looking like somekind of frat-rat pussy-hound,
the kind of boy she’ d aways hoped he wouldn't be.

“Beer would be grest,” Link said. He stepped into the cool of the living room and blinked as his eyes
adjusted. “Thisredly isahdll of aplace,” he said, looking around at the glass cases, the tegtering stacks
of booksthat Andrew had pulled down and not reshelved, making ziggurats of them instead next to all
the chairs.

“What can | do for you?' Adam said, handing him aglass of Upper Canada Lager with alittle wedge of



lime. He' d bought afew cases of beer that week and had been going through them steadily in theliving

room, paging through the most favored of hisbooks, trying to find something, though he wasn't sure
what.

Link spped. “ Summer’shere,” he said.

“Yeah,” Alan said.

“Wadll, thething is, summer. I’m going to be working longer hours and, you know, evenings. Well. |
mean. I’'m 19 yearsold, Andy.”

Alan raised an eyebrow and sat back in his chair. “What’ s the message you' re trying to convey to me,
Link?’

“I’m not going to be going around your friend’ s shop anymore. | redly had fun doing it al year, but |
want to try something different with my spare time this summer, you understand?’

“Sure,” Alan said. He' d had kids quit on him before. That’swhat kids did. Attention spans.
“Right.And, well, you know: | never redlly understood what we weredoing ... ”

“Which part?’

“The WiH suff—"

“Wel, you see—"

“Stop, okay? 1’ ve heard you explain it ten timesnow and | till don't get it. Maybe after asemester or
two of dectricd engineering it'll make more sense”

“Okay,” Adam said, smiling broadly to show no hard fedings. “Hey,” he said, carefully. “If you didn’t
understand what we were doing, then why did you do it?’

Link cocked his head, asif examining him for traces of sarcasm, then looked away. “I don’t know. It

was exciting, evenif | didn’'t quite get it. Everyone else seemed to get it, sort of, and it was fun to work
aongsde of them, and sometimes the money was okay.”

Which iswhy she decided to—
Damn, what did she decide to do? That was shaping up to be areally good opener.
Which iswhy she wasn't surprised when he didn’t come home for three nightsin arow.

Aha

“No hard fedings, Link,” Adam said. “I’'mredly grateful for the help you gave usand | hope you'll think
about hdping againinthefdl...”

But on the fourth night, she got worried, and she started calling hisfriends. They were dl poor students,
s0 none of them had land-line numbers you could look up in the phone book, but that was okay, snce
they all had accounts with the video store where she worked, with their deadbesat pre-paid mobile



numberslisted.

“Y eah, that sounds grest, you know, September, it gets dark early.Just got word that | got into Ryerson
for thefal, soI'll betaking engineering classes. Maybe | can help out that way?’

“Perfect,” Alan said. Link took a step backward, drained his beer, held out the glass.

“Well, thanks,” Link said, and turned. Alan reached past him and opened the door. There were acouple
of girlsthere, little suburban girls of the type that you could find by the hatful in the Market on Saturday
mornings, shopping for crazy clothes at the vintage shops. They looked 14, but might have been asold as
16 or 17 and just heartbreakingly naive. Link looked over his shoulder and had the decency to look
dightly embarrassed asthey smiled at him.

“Okay, thanks, then,” he said, and one of the girlslooked past him to get aglimpse inside the house.
Andy ingtinctively stepped aside to give her abetter view of his showroom and he was about to offer her
asodabefore he caught himsdlf.

“You'vegot aniceplace” shesad. “Look at al those books!”

Her friend said, “Have you read dl those books?’ She was wearing thick concealer over her acne, but
she had around face and heart-shaped lips that he wouldn't have been surprised to see on the cover of a
magazine. She said it with akind of sneer.

Link said, “Areyou kidding? What' s the point of ahouseful of books you' ve dready read?’

They both laughed adoringly—if Adam wasfeding uncharitable, he d say it was Smpering, not laughing,
and took off for the exciting throngsin the Market.

Alan watched them go, with Link’sempty glassin one hand and hisfull glassin the other. It was hot out
inthe Market, sunny, and it felt like the spring had rushed up on him and taken him by surprise when he
wasn't looking. He had owned the house for more than ayear now, and the story only had three or four
paragraphsto it (and none of them were written down yet!).

“You can't wash shit,” iswhat her mother said when she called home and asked what she should do
about her brother. “That kid's been a screw-up since hewasfive yearsold.”

He should write the story down. He went back upstairs and sat down at the keyboard and pecked out
the sentences that had come to him, but they seemed very Sterile there aglow on the screen, injust the
same way that they’ d felt restless and dive amoment before. The sunny day beamed through the study
window and put aglare up on his screen that made it hard to type, and when he moved to the other side
of the desk, he found himself looking out the window at the city and the spring.

He checked his calendar and hiswatch and saw that he only had a couple hours before the reporter
from NOW magazine came by. The reporter—a summer intern—was the only person to respond to his
al-fluff press release on the open network. He and Kurt had argued about the wording al night and when
he was done, he amost pitched it out, asthe editorid thrash had guited it to the point of meaninglessness.

Oh wdll. The breeze made the new leavesin the trees across the street sway, and now the sun wasin his
eyes, and the sentences were inert on the screen.

He closed thelid of the laptop and grabbed his coat and |eft the house asfast as he could, obscurely



worried that if he didn’t leave then, hewouldn't get out al day.

Ashegot closer to Kurt’ s storefront, he dowed down. The crowds were thick, laughing suburban kids
and old men in buttoned-up cardigans and fisherman’ s caps and subculturd tropical fish of dl kinds:
Goths and punks and six kinds of ravers and hippies and so forth.

He spied Link stting on the steps leading up to one of the above-shop apartments, passing a cigarette to
alittle girl who sat between hisknees. Link didn’t see him, he was laughing at something the boy behind
him said. Alan looked closer. It wasKrishna, except he’ d shaved his head and was wearing ahoodie
with glittering piping run along the double seams, akind of future-sarcastic raver jumper that looked like
it had been abandoned on the set of Space: 1999 .

Krishnahad hisown little girl betweenhis knees, with heart-shaped lips and thick matte concedler over
her zits. Hishand lay casualy on her shoulder, and she brushed her cheek againgt it.

Alanfdt thear whuff out of him asthough he' d been punched in the somach, and he leaned up against
the ade of afruit market, flattening himsdlf there. He turned his head from sSide to Side, expecting to see
Mimi, and wanting to rush out and shield her from the sight, but she was nowhere to be seen, and
anyway, what businesswasit of his?

And then he spied Natalie, standing at the other end of the street, holding on to the handles of one of the
show bicycles out front of Bikes on Wheds. She was watching her brother closely, with narrowed eyes.

It was her fault, in someway. Or at least she thought it was. She' d caught him looking at Internet porn
and laughed a him, humiliating him, telling him he should get out and find agirl whoselast namewaan't

Joeg.
He saw that her hands were clenched into fists and redlized that hiswere, too.

It was her fault in some way, because she’ d seen the kind of person he was hanging out with and she
hadn’t done athing about it.

He moved into the crowd and waded through it, up the street on the opposite Side from his neighbors.
He closed in on Natalie and ended up right in front of her before she noticed he wasthere.

“Oh!” she said, and blushed hard. She' d been growing out her hair for acouple months and it was long
enough to clip acouple of barrettesto. With the hair, she looked less skinny, alittle older,alittleless
vulnerable. Shetugged at ahank of it absently. “Hi.”

“We going to do anything about that?” he said, jerking his head toward the steps.Krishna had his hand
down thelittle girl’ stop now, cupping her breast, then laughing when she dgpped it away.

She shrugged, bit her lip. She shook her head angrily.* None of my business.None of your business”
Shelooked at her feet. “Look, there’ sathing I" ve been meaning to tell you. | don't think | can keep on
volunteering at the shop, okay? I’ ve got stuff to do, assgnments, and I’ m taking some extrashifts at the

sore—"

He held up ahand. “I’m grateful for dl the work you' ve done, Natdie. Y ou don’t need to apologize.”



“Okay,” she said. She looked indecisively around, then seemed to make up her mind and she hugged him
hard. “ Take care of yourself, okay?’

It struck him asfunny. “I can take care of mysdlf justfing, don’t worry about me for a second. Y ou il
looking for fashion work? | think Tropicd will be hiring for the summer. | could put in that phone-call.”

“No,” shesaid. “No, that’s okay.” She looked over his shoulder and her eyes widened. He turned
around and saw that Krishnaand Link had spotted them, and thatKrishna was whispering something in
Link’sear that was making Link grin nadtily.

“I should go,” she said.Krishna’s hand was till down thelittle girl’ stop, and he jiggled her breast at
Alan.

The reporter had two lip piercings, and amatt of close-cropped micro-dreads, and an attitude.

“So heré swhat | don't get. Y ou’ ve got the Market wired—"

“Unwired,” Kurt said, bresking in for the tenth time in as many minutes. Alan shot him adirty look.

“Unwired, right.” The kid made little inverted commas with hisfingertips, miming, Y es, that isa very cute
jargon you' ve invented, dork. “Y ou’ ve got the Market unwired and you' re going to connect up your
network with the big interchange down onFront Street .”

“Wdl,eventudly ,” Alan said. The story was too complicated. Front Street, the Market, open
networks... it had no focus, it wasn't acomplete narrative with abeginning, middle, and end. He' d tried
to explainit to Mimi that morning, over omeletsin hiskitchen, and she' d been totaly lost.

“Eventudly?’ The kid took on alook of intense, teenaged skepticism. He claimed to be 20, but he
looked about 17 and had been the puck in an intense game of eyeball hockey among the cute little punk
girlswho' d been volunteering in the shopfront when he' d appeared.

“That' sthe end-god, a citywide network with al-we-can et free connectivity, fully anonymized and
hardened againgt maicious attackers and incidentad environmentd interference.” Alan steepled hisfingers
and tried to look serious and committed.

“Okay, that’ sthe goal.”

“But it'snot going to be dl or nothing. We want to make the community a part of the network. Getting
people energized about participating in the network is asimportant as providing the network itsef—hell,
the networkis people. So we ve got thisintermediate step, thisway that everyone can pitchin.”

“And that is, what, renaming your network to ParasiteNet?’

Kurt nodded vigoroudy.“Zactly.”

“And how will | find these ParasiteNet nodes? Will there be amap or something with al thisinformation
onit?’

Alan nodded dowly. “We ve been thinking about a mapping application—"



“But we decided that it was stupid,” Kurt said. “No one needed to draw amap of the Web—it just
grew and people found itsweird corners on their own. Networks don’tneed centrdized authority, that's
just the chains on your mind talking—"

“The chainson my mind?’ The kid snorted.

Alan held hishands up placatingly. “Wait asecond,” he said. “ Let’ stake a step back here and talk
aboutvaues . The project here is about free expression and cooperation. Sure, it'd be niceto have a
city-wide network, but in my opinion, it'salot more important to have acity full of peopleworking on
that network because they value expression and understand how cooperation gets us more of that.”

“Andwe |l get thisfree expresson how?’
“By giving everyonefree Internet access”

The kid laughed and shook hishead. “That'saweird kind of ‘free,’ if you don’t mind my saying s0.” He
flipped over hisphone. “1 mean,it'slike, ‘ Free speech if you can afford atwo-thousand-dollar laptop and
want to St down and typeonit.””

“I can build you a desktop out of garbage for twenty bucks,” Kurt said. “We re drowning in PC parts.”

“Sure, whatever.But what kind of free expresson isthat? Free expresson so long asyou' re Sitting at
home with your PC plugged into thewdl?’

“Wadll, it'snot like we re talking about displacing al the other kinds of expresson,” Alansad. “Thisisin
addition to dl thewaysyou ve had to talk—"

“Right, likethisthing,” the kid said. He reached into his pocket and took out asmdl phone. “ Thiswas
free—not two thousand dollars, not even twenty dollars—just free, from the phone company, in
exchange for aone-year contract. Everyone s got one of these. | went trekking inindia, you see people
using these out in the bush. And you know what they use them for? Speech! Not speech-in-quotes
meaning some kind of abstract expression, but actua talking. ”

Thekid leaned forward and planted his hands on his knees and suddenly he was alot harder to dismiss
as some subculture-addled intern. He had thet fiery intensity that Alan recognized from himsdlf, from
Kurt, from the people who believe.

Alan thought he was gettinganinkling into why this particular intern had responded to his pressrelease:
Not because he was too ignorant to see through the bullshit, but just the opposite.

“But that’ s communication through thephone company ,” Kurt said, wonderment in hisvoice that his
fellow bohemian couldn’t see how sucktagtic that proposition was. “How isthat free speech?’

Thekid rolled hiseyes. “Come off it. Y ou old people, you turn up your noses whenever someone ten
years younger than you points out that cell phones are actually a pretty good way for peopleto
communicate with each other—even subversively. | wrote aterm paper last year on this Stuff: In Kenya,
electord scrutineersfollow the ballot boxes from the polling place to the counting house and use their cell
phones to sound the dlarm when someone tries to screw with them. In thePhilippines, twenty thousand
people were mobilized in 15 minutesin front of the presidential palace when they tried to shut down the
broadcast of the corruption hearings.



“And yet every time someone from my generation talks about how important phones are to democracy,
there' sdways some old pecksniff primly telling usthat our phonesdon’t give usred democracy. It'sso
much bullshit.”

Hefdl slent and they dl stared a each other for amoment. Kurt’s mouth hung open.
“I’'mnot old,” hesad findly.

“You're older than me,” the kid said. His tone softened. “L ook, I’m not trying to be cruel here, but
you' re generation-blind. The Internet isgreat, but it's not the last great thing we' Il ever invent. My pops
was amainframe guy, he thought PCsweretoys. Y ou’ re a PC guy, so you think my phoneisatoy.”

Alan looked off into the corner of the back room of Kurt’s shop for awhile, trying to marsha his
thoughts. Back there, among the shelves of milk crates stuffed with T-shirts and cruft, he had athought.

“Okay,” hesaid.”“Fair enough. It may bethat today, in thefield, there salot of free expression being
enabled with phones. But at the end of the day"—he thought of Lyman—"thisis thephone company
we re talking about. Big lumbering dinosaur that isthrashing in the tar pit. The spazz dinosaur that's so
embarrassed dl the other dinosaurs that none of themwant to rescueit.

“Back inthe Sixties, these guys sued to keep it illegal to plug anything other than their rental phonesinto
their network. But moreto the point, you get adifferent kind of freedom with an Internet network than a
phone-company network—even if the Internet network lives on top of the phone-company network.

“If you invent anew way of using the phone network—say, a cheaper way of making long-distance cals
using voice-over-1P, you can't roll that out on the phone network without the permission of the carrier.

Y ou haveto goto him and say, ‘Hey, I’ veinvented away to kill your most profitable line of business,
canyou ingal it a your switching stations so that we can al talk long distance for free?

“But on the net, anyone can invent any application that he can get hisbuddiesto use. No central
authority had to give permission for the Web to exist: A physicist just hacked it together one day,
distributed the software to his colleagues, and in just avery short while, people dl over theworld had the
Web.

“So the net can live on top of the phone network and it can run voice-calling as an application, but it's
not tied to the phone network. It doesn’'t care whose wires or wirdessit liveson top of. It'sgot al these
virtuesthat arekey to free expression. That's why we care about this.”

The kid nodded as he talked, impatiently, signaling in body language that even Alan could read that he'd
heard this aready.

“Yes, inthis abstract sense, there are abunch of thingsto like about your Internet over there. But I'm
talking about practical, nonabstract, nontheoretical stuff over here. Therea world. | can get aphonefor
free . | can talk toeveryone withit. | can sayanything | want. | can use itanywhere . Sure, the phone
company isagiant conspiracy by The Man to keep us down. But can you redlly tel mewith astraight
face that because | can't invent the Web for my phone or make freelong distance calls I’ m being
censored?’

“Of coursenot,” Kurt said. Alan put a steadying hand on his shoulder. “Fine, it s not an either-or thing.
Y ou can have your phones, | can have my Internet, and we' |l both do our thing. It s not like the absence
of the Web for phones or high long-distance charges aregood for free expression, Christ. We' retrying to



unbreak the net so that no one can own it or contral it. We' re trying to put it on every corner of the city,
for free, anonymoudy, for anyoneto use. We're doing it with recycled garbage, and we' re paying
homel ess teenagers enough money to get off the street as part of the program. What' s not to fucking
like?’

The kid scribbled hard on his pad. “ Nowyou' re giving me some quotes | can use. Y ou guys need to
work on your pitch. ‘What's not to fucking like? That’sgood.”

Heand Link saw each other later that day, and Link still had histwo little girlswith him, ditting on the
patio at the Greek’s, drinking beers, and laughing at his jokes.

“Hey, you're the guy with the books,” one of them said when he passed by.
He stopped and nodded. “ That’'sme, dl right,” he said.

Link picked at the label of hisbeer bottle and added to the dandruff of shredded paper in the ashtray
before him. “Hey, Abe,” he said.

“Hey, Link,” he said. Helooked down at the little girls bags. “Y ou’ ve made somefinds,” he said.
“Congratulations”

They were wearing different clothes now—double-knit neon pop-art dresses and horn-rim shades and
white legs flashing beneath the tabletop. They kicked their toes and smiled and drank their beers, which
seemed comicdly largein their hands.

Casudly, helooked to see who was minding the counter at the Greek’ sand saw that it wastheidiot
son, who wasn't smart enough to know that serving liquor to minors was asking for bad trouble.

“Where' sKrishna?’ he asked.

Onegirl compressed her heart-shaped lipsinto athin line.

And so she resolved to hel p her brother, because when it’ syour fault that something has turned to shit,
you have to wash shit. And so she resolved to help her brother,which meant that, step one, she had to
get him to stop screwing up.

“Hetook off,” the girl said. Her pancake makeup had sweated away during the day and her ache wasn't
s0 bad that she' d needed it. “He took off running, like he’ d forgotten something important. L ooked
scared.”

“Why don't you go get more beers,” Link said angrily, cutting her off, and Alan had an intuition that Link
had become Krishna' s Renfield, arecursion of Renfields, each nesting insde the last like Russian dollsin
reverse: Big Link inside mediumKrishnains de the sump that remained of Darrdl.

And that meant that she had to take him out of the company of his bad companions, which shewould
accomplish through the smple expedient of scaring the everlagting fuck out of them.

She sulked off and the remaining girl looked down &t her swinging toes.

“Where' d hego, Link?’ Alan said. IfKrishnawasin ahurry to go somewhere or see something, he had



an idea of what it was abou.

Link’sexpression closed up like adoor damming shut. “I don't know,” he said. “How should | know?’

The other girl scuffed her toes and took asip of her beer.

Their gazes dl flicked down to the bottle.

“The Greek would bar you for lifeif he knew you were bringing underaged drinkersinto here,” Alan
sad.
“Plenty of other barsin the Market,” Link said, shrugging his newly broad shoulders €laborately.

Trey wasthe kid who' d known her brother since third grade and whose puberty-induced brain damage
had turned him into an utter turd. She once caught him going through the bathroom hamper, fetishizing her
panties, and she' d shouted at him and he' d just ducked andgrinned alittle-boy grin that she had been
incgpable of wiping off hisface, no matter how she raged. She would enjoy this.

“And they al know the Greek,” Alan said.“ Three, two, one.” Heturned on his hed and began to walk
avay.
“Wait!” Link called. Thegirl swallowed agiggle. He sounded desperate and not cool at al anymore.
Alan stopped and turned his body halfway, looking impatiently over his shoulder.
Link mumbled something.
“What?’
“Behind Kurt'splace,” Link said. “He said he was going to go look around behind Kurt’s place.”
“Thank you, Link,” he said. Heturned dl the way around and got down to eye level with the other girl.
“Niceto meet you,” he said. He wanted to tell her,Becareful or Stay dert or Get out whilethe getting's
good , but none of that seemed likely to make much of an impression on her.
She smiled and her friend came back with three beers. “Y ou’ ve got agreat house,” she said.
Her friend said, “Yeeh, it samazing.”
“Wadll, thank you,” he said.
“Bye” they sad.
Link’ s gaze bored into the spot between his shoulder blades the whole way to the end of the block.

The back-alleys of Kensington were a maze of coach houses, fences, dead ends and narrow doorways.
Kidswho knew their secrets played ball-hockey nearly undisturbed by cars, junkiesturned them into
reeking pissoirs, homeless people dossed down in the lees of their low, crazy-angled buildings,teenagers

came and necked around corners.



But Alan knew their secrets. He' d seen the agriad maps, and he’ d clambered their length and breadth
and height with Kurt, checking sight linesfor his network, sticking virtual pushpinsinto the map on his
screen where he thought he could get some real benefit out of an access point.

So once he reachedK ensington Avenue, he dipped behind a Guyanese patty stand and stepped through
awooden gate and began to make hisway to the back of Kurt’s place. Cautioudy.

From behind, theriot of colors and the ramshackle signs and subculture of Kensington wasreveded asa
superfice, askin stretched over dightly daggy brick two-stories with tiny yards and tumbledown garages.
From behind, he could be walking the back ways of any anonymous housing development, a
no-persondity greyzone of nothing and no one.

The sun went behind a cloud and the whole scene turned into something monochromatic, a
black-and-white clip from an old home movie.

Carefully, he proceeded. Carefully, dipping from doorway to doorway, dipping up the dleyway to the
next, to the corner that led to the dley that led to Kurt's. Carefully, listening, watching.

And he managed to snesk up onKrishnaand Davey, and he knew that for once, he'd bein the position
to throw the rocks.

Krishnasat with his back against the cinderblock wall near Kurt’ s back door, knees and handssplayed,
head down in aposture of supplication. He had an unlit cigarette in his mouth, which he nervoudy shifted
from corner to corner, like asoggy toothpick.Behind him, standing atop the dented and scabrous
garbage cans,Dumont .

Herested his head on hisfolded arms, which he rested on the sill, and he stood on tiptoe to seein the
window.

“I"'m hungry,” Krishnasaid. “I want to go get some food. Can | go and get food and come back?’
“Quiet,” Dewayne said. “Not another fucking word, you sack of shit.” Hesaid it quietly in aneutral tone
that was belied by hiswords. He settled his head back on hisfolded forearmslike a babe settling its head
in abosom and looked back through the window. “Ah,” he said, like he had taken adrink.

Krishnaclimbed dowly to hisfeet and stood off a pace or two, staring at Drew. He reached into the
pocket of hisold bomber jacket and found alighter and flicked it nervoudy a couple times.

“Don’'t you light that cigarette,” Davey said. “Don’'t youdare. ”

“How long are we going to be here?’ Krishna’ swhine was utterly devoid of his customary swagger.
“What kind of personishe?’ Davey said. “What kind of personishe? Heisin love with my brother,
looks a him with cow-eyes when he sees him, hangs on hiswords like alove-struck girl.” He laughed
nedily. “Likeyour love-struck girl, like shelooks a him.

“| wonder if he'shad her yet. Do you think he has?’

“| don't care,” Krishna said petulantly, and levered himself to hisfeet. He began to pace and Alan hastily

backed himsdlf into the doorway he' d been hiding in. “ She’ smine, no matter who she' sfucking. [own



“Look at that,” Darrd said. “Look a him talking to them, hislittle army, like agenerd giving them apep
talk. He got that from my brother, I'm sure. Everywhere he goes, he leaves atrail of manipulatorswho
run other people slives.”

Alan’s stcomach clenched in on itsdlf, and his butt and thighs ached suddenly, like he' d been running hard.
He thought about his protégés with their shops and their young employees, learning the trade from them
asthey’d learned it from him. How long had Don been watching him?

“When are we going to do it?’ Krishna spat out his cigarette and shook another out of his pack and
guck it in hismouth.

“Don'tlightit,” Drew said. “We' regoing to do it when | say it stimeto doiit. Y ou have to watch
firs—watching is the most important part. It's how you find out what needs doing and to whom.It's how
you find out where you can do the most damage.”

“I know what needs doing,” Krishnasaid. “We can just go in there and trash the place and fuck him up.
That' d suit me just fine. Send the right message, too.”

Danny hopped down off the trash can abruptly andKrishnafroze in his paces at the dry rasp of hard
blackened skin on the pavement. Davey walked toward him in a bowlegged, splay-hipped gait that was
more a scuttle than awalk, the motion of some inhuman creature not accustomed to two legs.

“Have you ever watched your kind, ever? Do you understand them, even alittle? Just because you
managed to get alittle power over one of my people, you think you understand it dl. Y ou don’t. That
oneinthereisbone-loya to my brother. If you vanddized hislittle shop, he' d just go to my brother for
protection and end up more loya and more. Please stop thinking you know anything, it'll make it much
easer for usto get dong.”

Krishnagtiffened. “1 know things,” he said.

“Your patheticlittlebirdiegirl isnathing ,” Davey said. He stumped over toKrishna, stood dmost on his
toes, looking up at him.Krishnatook an involuntary step backward.” A little one-off, achangeling without
clan or magic of any kind.”

Krishnastuck hisballed fistsinto the pockets of his space-age future-sarcastic jacket. “1 know something
aboutyou ,” he said.“ Aboutyour kind.”

“Oh, yes?’ Davey’ stone was low, dangerous.

“I know how to recognize you, even when you' re passing for norma. I know how to spot you ina
crowd, in asecond.” He amiled. “Y ou’ ve been watching my kind al your life, but I’ ve been watching
your kind for al of mine . I’ ve seen you on the subway and running corner stores, teaching in classrooms
and driving to work.”

Davey smiled then, showing blackened ssumps. “ Y es, you can, you certainly can.” He reached out one
small, delicate hand and stroked the inside of Krishna’ swrigt. “Y ou're very clever that way, you

are.” Krishna closed his eyes and breathed heavily through hisnose, asthough in pain or ecstasy. “That's
agood skill to have.”

They stood there for amoment while Davey dowly trailed hisfingertips overKrishna’ swrist. Then,



abruptly, he grabbedKrishna’s thumb and wrenched it far back.Krishna dropped abruptly to his knees,
sguesking in pain.

“Y ou can spot my kind, but you know nothing about us. Y ouare nothing, do you understand
me?’ Krishnanodded dowly. Alan fet asympathetic ache in his thumb and asympathetic grin on hisface
at the sght ofKrishnaknelt down and made to acquiesce. “Y ou understand me?’ Krishna nodded again.

Davey released him and he climbed dowly to hisfeet. Davey took hiswrist again, gently. “Let’ sget you
something to eat,” he said.

Before Alan knew it, they were nearly upon him, walking back down the aley straight toward hishiding
place. Blood roared in his ears and he pressed his back up against the doorway. They were only a step
or two away, and after a couple of indiscreetly loud panting gasps, he clamped hislips shut and held his
bregath.

Therewas no way they could misshim. He pressed his back harder againgt the door, and it abruptly
swung open and a cold hand wrapped itsalf around his bicep and pulled histhrough into a darkened, oil-
and mugt-amdling garage.

Hetripped over hisown hed and started to go over, but apair of hands caught him and settled him
gently to thefloor.

“Quiet,” came ahoarse whisper in avoice he could not place.

And then he knew who his rescuer was. He stood up silently and gave Billy along hug. Hewas as
skinny as desath.

Trey’s phone number was still current in the video store' s database, so she called him.
“Hey, Trey,” shesad. “It'sLara”

“Lara, heeeeegyyyy,” he said, in atonethat left no doubt that he was picturing her panties.  Sorry, your
broan't here”

“Want to take me out to dinner tonight?’

The silence on the other end of the line made her want to laugh, but she bit her lip and rolled her eyes
and amused the girl browsing the chop-socky epics and visibly eavesdropping.

13 Trw?l
“Lara, uh, yes, I'd loveto, sure. Isthislikeagroup thingor... ”
“No, Trey, | thought I’ d keep this between the two of us. I'll be at the store until Sx—meet me here?’

“Y eah, okay. Okay! Sure. I'll see you tonight.”

Brad was s0 thin he looked like a corpse. He was il tall, though, and his hair and beard were grown
out into long, bad-smelling straggles of knot and grime. In the half-light of the garage, he had the ingtantly



identifiable silhouette of a street person.
He gathered Adam up in ahug that reeked of piss and booze, a hug like abundle of twigsin hisarms.
“I loveyou,” hewhispered.

Andrew backed away and held him at arm’ slength. His skin had gone to deep creases lined with soot,
his eyesfilmed with something that |ooked like pond scum.

“Brady. What are you doing here?’

He held afinger up to hislips,then opened the door again onto the now-empty aley. Alan peered the
way that Davey andKrishna had gone, just in time to see them turn adistant corner.

“Giveit another minute,” Blake said, drawing the door nearly closed again. A moment later, they heard
another door open and then Kurt’ s chain-draped boots jangled past, headed the other way. They
listened to them recede, and then Brian swung the door wide again.

“It'sokay now,” hesaid.

They stepped out into the sunlight and Bert started to walk dowly away. Alan caught up with him and
Bert took hisarm with long bony fingers, leaning on him. He had adight limp.

“Where have you been?’ Alan asked when they had gone halfway home through deft, confident turnings
led by Blake.

“Watching you,” he said.“Of course. When | cameto the city, | worked out at the racetrack for aweek
and made enough money to live off of for a couple months, and avoided the tough guys who watched me
winning and waited to catch me done a the streetcar stop. | made enough and then | went to watch you.

“I knew where you were, of course. Always knew where you were. | could see you whenever | closed
my eyes. | knew when you opened your shops and | went by at night and in the busy parts of the day so
that | could get a better sense of them. | kept an eye on you, Alan, watched over you. | had to get close
enough to smell you and hear you and see you, though, it wasn't enough to see you in my mind.

“Because | had to know thewhy .I could seethewhat , but | had to know thewhy —why were you
opening your stores? Why were you saying the things you said? | had to get close enough because from
the outside, it' simpossibleto tell if you’ rewinking because you' ve got a secret, or if you've got dust in
your eye, or if you' re making fun of someonewho' swinking, or if you' retrying out awink to see how it
might fed later.

“It’ sbeen four years I’ ve been watching you when | could, going back to the track for morewhen | ran
out of money, and you know what? | know what you' re doing.”

Alan nodded. “Yeah,” hesaid.

“Y ou'rewatching. Y ou’ re doing what I’'m doing. Y ou’ re watching them to figure out what they’re
doing.”

Alvinnodded. “Yeah,” he said.



“Y ou don’t know any more about the world than | do.”

Albert nodded. “Yeah,” he said.

Billy shook hishead and leaned more heavily on Alan’sarm. “I want adrink,” he said.
“I’ve got some vodkain the freezer,” Alan said.

“I'll take some of the Irish whiskey on the sideboard in the living room.”

Adam looked a him sharply and he shrugged and smiled an gpologetic smile. “1’ ve been watching,” he
sad.

They crossed the park together and Buddy stopped to look hard at the fountain. “ That’ s where he took
Edward, right? | saw that.”

“Yeah,” Alvin said. “ Do you know where heisnow?’
“Yeah,” Billy sad.“Gone”

“Yesh,” Adam said.“Yesh”

They started walking now, Billy’ s limp more pronounced.
“What' swith your leg?’

“My foot.| lost acoupletoeslast year to frosthite and never got them looked at properly.” He reeked of
piss and booze.

“They didn't... grow back?’

Bradley shook hishead. “They didn't,” he said. “Not mine. Hello,Krishna,” he said.
Alan looked to hisneighbors porch.Krishna stood there, stock till, againgt the wall.
“Friend of yours, huh?’ Krishnasaid.“Boyfriend?’

“He offered me a bottle of wineif | let him take me home,” Bradley said. “Best offer | had all week.
Wanna make it athreesome? An’ ow you say ‘mange matwat?”

Krishnacontorted his face into an elaborate sneer. “Puke,” he said.
“ByeKrishna,” Buddy said. Alan put hiskey into thelock and let themin.

Blainemade a hobbling bedine for the sdeboard and picked up the Jm Beam Apollo 8 commemorétive
decanter that Adam kept full of Bushmills 1608 and poured himself atal glass of it. He drank it back in
two swalows,then rolled histongue around in his mouth with his eyes closed while he breathed out the

fumes.

“I have been thinking about that bottle ever snce you bought it,” he said. “ This stuff islegendary. God,
that’ sgood. | mean, that’ s fucking magica.”



“It'sgood,” Andrew said. “Y ou can have moreif you want.”

“Yeah,” Burke said, and poured out another drink. He carried it and the decanter to the sofaand settled
intoit. “Nice sofa” he said. “Niceliving room. Nice house. Not very normal, though.”

“No,” Andrew said. “I’'m not fitting in very well.”

“I fitin great.” He drank back another glug of whiskey and poured out another twenty dollars worth.
“Jusgt gredt, it’ sthetruth. I'm totdly invisble and indistinguishable. I” ve been deeping at the Scott Misson
for sx months now and no one has given me a second glance. They can't even stedl my stuff, because
when they try, when they come for my shoes or my food in the night, I’ m dways awake and watching
them and just shaking my head.”

Thewholeliving room stank of whiskey fumeswith an ammoniac tinge. “What if | find you some clothes
and atowd?’

“Would | clean mysdlf up?Would | get rid of this protective coloration and becomevisble agan?’ He
drank more, breathed out the fumes. “ Sure, why not.Why not. Timeto bevisble. Y ou' ve seen
me,Krishna’s seen me. Davey’ sgonnasee me. Least | got to seethem first.”

And 0 helet hisolder brother lead him by the hand upstairs to the bathroom with its damp-swollen
paperbacks and framed kitsch-art potty-training cartoons. And so he let his brother put him under the
ginging hot shower and shampoo hishair and scrub him vigoroudy with aback brush, duicing off the
ground-in grime of the streets—though the calous pads on his hands remained as dark with soot asthe
feet of an aleycat. And so helet hisolder brother wash the sumps of histoes wherethe skinwasjust a
waxy pucker of scar, like belly buttons, which neither of them had.

And 0 helet his brother trim away his beard, first with scissors and then with an eectric razor, and so
he let his brother brush out hislong hair and tie it back with an eastic taken from around a bunch of
broccoli in the vegetable crisper.

And 0, by the time the work was done and he was dressed in too-big clothes that hung over his sunken
chest and spindly legs like atent, he was quite sober and quite clean and quite different.

“Youlook fine” Adam said, as Brent fingered his chin and watched the reflection in the full-length mirror
on the door of Alan’s study. “Y ou look great.”

“I look congpicuous.Visble Used to be that eyesjust did off of me. Now they’ Il cometo rest on me, if
only for afew seconds.”

Andy nodded. “Sure, that’ sright. Y ou know, being invisbleisn't the same as being norma. Normal
peoplearevishle”

“Yeah,” Brad said, nodding miserably. He pawed again at the smooth hollows of his cheeks.

“You canstay in here” Alan said, gesturing at his study. The desk and his lgptop and hislittle beginning
of astory sat in the middle of the room, surrounded by alitter of access pointsin various stages of repair
and printed literature full of optimigtic, nontechnica explanations of ParasiteNet. “I’ll move dl that stuff
ujt.ll



“Yeah,” Billy said. “Y ou should. Just put it in the basement in boxes. I’ ve been watching you screw
around with that wirdess stuff and you know, it'snot real normal, ether. It's pretty desperately weird.
Danny’ sright—that Kurt guy, following you around, like he' sin love with you. That’snot normal.” He
flushed, and hishandswerein figs. “ Christ, Adam, you're living in this goddamned museum and nailing
those stupid science-fair projectsto the sdes of buildings. Y ou' ve got this comet tail of druggy kids
following you around, buying dope with the money they make off of the work they do for you. You're
not just visble, you' restrobing , and you' re so weird evenl get the crawlies around you.”

His bare feet dapped the shining cool wood as he paced the room, lame foot making a different sound
from the good one.

Andy looked out the window &t the green maple-keysrattling in thewind. “They’ re buying drugs?’

Benny snorted. “Y ou're bankrolling weekly heroin parties at two warehouses onOxford , and three
raves amonth down onLiberty Street .”

Helooked up at the ceiling. “Mimi’sawake now,” he said. “ Better introduce me.”

Mimi kept her own schedule, mostly nocturnd, padding quietly around his house while he dept, coming
slently to bed after he rose, while he was in the bathroom. She hadn’t spoken aword to him in more
than aweek, and he had said nothing to her. But for the snores and the warmth of the bed when he lay
down and the morning dishesin the sink, she might not have been living with him a dl. But for his
constant awareness of her presencein his house and but for the shirts with cut-away backsin the laundry
hamper, he might beliving dl onhisown.

But for the knife that he found under the mattress, compass set into the handle, serrated edge glinting, he
might have forgotten those wings, which drooped near to the floor now.

Footsteps crossing between the master bedroom and the bathroom. Pausing at the top of the stairs A
soft cough.

“Alan?’
“It' sokay, Mimi,” hesaid.

She camedown inapair of hisboxer shorts, with the topsheet complicatedly draped over her chestina
way that |eft her wingsfree. Their tips touched the ground.

“Thisismy brother Bentley,” Adam said. “I told you about him.”
“Y ou can seethefuture,” she said reproachfully.

“You havewings” hesad.

She held out her hand and he shook it.

“I want breskfast,” she said.

“Sounds good to me,” Brent said.

Alan nodded. “1I’ll cook.”



He made pancakes and cut up pears and peaches and apples and bananas for fruit salad.
“Thisreminds me of the pancake housein town,” Bart said. “Remember?’

Adam nodded. It had been Ed-Fred-George' s favorite Sunday dinner place.

“Doyoulive here now?’ Mimi said.
Alansaid, “Yes.” Shedipped her hand into hisand squeezed histhumb. It felt good and unexpected.

“Areyou goingtotel her?’ Billy sad.
Shewithdrew her hand. “What isit. ” Her voice was cold.
Billy said, “ There’ sno good comes of keeping secrets.Krishnaand Davey are planning to attack
Kurt.Krishnasays he ownsyou. He Il probably come for you.”
“Did you seethat?” Adam said.”Him coming for her?’
“Not that kind of seeing. | just understand enough about people to know what that means.”

Trey met her a X, and he was paunchier than she' d remembered, his high school brawn runto alittle

fat. He shoved a gift into her hand, abrown paper bag with aquart of cheap vodkain it. She thanked
him smperingly and tucked it in her kngpsack. “It' sanice night. Let’ s get takeout and eet it inHighPark

She saw thewhed sturn in hishead, med plus booze plus secluded park equals pussy, pussy, pussy,
and shelet thetip of her tongue touch her lips. Thiswould be even easier than she' d thought.

“How can you tell the difference?” Arthur said. “Between seeing and understanding?’

“You'll never mistake them. Seeing it islike remembering spying on someone, only you haven't spied on
him yet. Like you were standing behind him and hejust didn’t notice. Y ou hear it, you smdl it,you seeit.

Like you were standingin him sometimes, like it hgppened to you.
“Undergtanding, that’ stotally different. Thet'slike alittle voicein your head explaining it to you, telling

youwhat it al means”

“Oh,” Andy sdid.

“Y ou thought you’ d seen, right?’

“Y eah. Thought that | was running out of time and going to die, or kill Davey again, or something. It was
afedling, though, not like being there, nat like having anything explained.”

“Isthat going to happen?’ Mimi asked Brad.
Brad looked down at thetable. “’ Answer unclear, ask again later.” That' swhat thisMagic 8-Bal |
bought in astore once used to say.”



“Doesthat mean you don't know?’

“l think it means | don’t want to know.”

“Don’t worry,” Bert said. “Kurt' s safe tonight.”

Alan stopped lacing up his shoes and dumped back on the bench in hisfoyer. Mimi had done the dishes,
Bill had dried, and he d fretted about Kurt. But it wasn't until he couldn’t take it anymore and was ready
to go and find him, bring him home if necessary, that Billy had cometo talk to him.

“Do you know that for sure?’

“Y es. He has dinner with awoman, then he takes her dumpster diving and comes home and goesto
bed. | can seethat.”

“But you don't see everything?’
“No, but | saw that.”

“Fine” Adam said. Hefelt hopelessin the face of these predictions, asthough the future were something
set and immutable.

“I need to use the bathroom,” Billy said, and made hisway upstairswhile Alan moved to asofaand
paged absently through an old edition of Alice in Wonderland whose marbled frontispiece had come
detached.

A moment later, Mimi joined him, sitting down next to him, her wings unfolded across the sofa back.

“How bigarethey going to get, do you think?” she said, arranging them.

“Y ou don’t know?’

“They’ re bigger than they’ ve ever been. That was good food,” she said. “1 think | should go talk
toKrishna.”

Adam shook his head. “Whoa.”

“Y ou don’t need to bein between us. Maybe | can get him to back off on you, on your family.”
“Mimi, | don’t even want to discussit.”

“It'stheright thing to do,” she said. “It’snot fair to you to stay.”

“Y ou want to have your wings cut,” Alan said. “ That’ swhy you want to go back to him.”

She shied back asthough he' d dapped her. “No—"

“You do. But what Billy didn’t tell you isthatKrishna’s out there with other women, | saw him today.
Withagirl.Young. Pretty.Normal . If he takes you back, it will be asatoy, not asalover. Hecan't



love”
“Chrig,” shesad. “Why are you saying this?’

“Because | don’'t want to watch you sdlf-destruct, Mimi.Stay here. We Il sort outK rishnatogether. And
my brother. Billy’s here now, that meansthey can't sneak up on us.”

“And these?’ she said, flapping her wings, one great heave that sent currents of air across the room, that
blew the loose frontispiece fromAlicein Wonderland toward the fireplace grate. “Y ou'll sort these out,
too?’

“What do you want from me, Mimi?” He was angry now. She hadn’t spoken aword to himin weeks,
and now—

“Cut them off, Alan. Make meinto someone who can go out again, who can be seen. Doit. | havethe
knife”

Adam sgueezed hiseyes shut. “No,” he sad.

“Good-bye,” she said, and stood, headed for the stairs. Upgtairs, the toilet flushed and they heard the
gnk running.

“Wait!” he said, running after her. She had her hand on the doorknob.

“No,” shesaid. Shewas crying now. “1 won't stay. | won't be trapped again. Better to be with him than
trapped—"

“I'll doit,” hesaid. “If you still want meto doitintwo days, I'll doit.”

She looked gravely a him. “Don’t you lie to me about this,” she said. “Don't you dare belying. ”
He took her hands. “1 swear,” he said.

From the top of the gairsthen, “Whups,” said Billy. “I think I’ [l just tuck mysdlf into bed.”

Mimi smiled and hugged Alan fiercely.

Trey’sardor came out with his drunkenness. First aclammy arm around her shoulder, then a casud
grope at her boob, then adoppy kiss on the corner of her mouth. That was asfar as shewas going to let
it go. Shewaited for him to move in for another kiss,then dipped out from under hisarm so that he fell
into the roots of the big tree they’ d been leaning againgt. She brained him with the vodka bottle before
he’ d had a chance to recover, then, as he rocked and moaned,she calmly took the hunting knifeshe'd
bought at theY onge Street survivdist store out of her bag. She prized one of his hands off his clutched
head and turned it over, then swiftly drew the blade across his palm, laying it open to the muscle.

She hadn’t been sure that she' d be capable of doing that, but it was easier than she' d thought. She had
nothing to worry about. She was capable of that and more.

They climbed into bed together at the sametimefor the first time since they’ d come home, likea
domesticated couple, and Mimi dug under her pillow and set something down with atintink on the



bedstand, a sound too tinny to be the hunting knife. Alan squinted. It was the robot, the one he'd given
her, the pretty thing with the Dutch Mastercraquelure up its tuna-can skirts.

“He sbeautiful,” shesaid. “Likeyou.” Shewrapped her wings around him tightly, soft fur softer than any
down comforter, and pressed her dimpled kneesinto the hollows of hislegs, snuggling in.

He cried like ababy once the pain in hishand set in. She pointed the knifepoint at hisface, close enough
to stab him if need be. “1 won't kill you if you don't scream,” she said. “But | will be taking onejoint of
onetoe and onejoint of one finger tonight. Just so you know.”

Hetried not to fal adeep, tried to stay awake and savor that fedling of her pressed against him, of her
breath on the nape of his neck, of the enfolded engulfment of her wings, but he couldn’t keep hiseyes
open. Soon enough, he was adeep.

What roused him, he couldn’t say, but he found himsalf groggily awake in the close heat of thosewings,
held tight. He listened attentively, heard something else, atinny sound. The robot.

His bladder wasfull. He gently extricated himsdf from Mimi, from her wings, and stood. There wasthe
robot, silhouetted on the end table. He smiled and padded off to the toilet. He came back to find Mimi
splayed across the whole bed, occupying itslength and breadth, afaintly naughty smile on her face. He
began to ease himsdlf into bed again, when he heard the sound, tinny, alittle rattle. He looked &t the
robot.

It was moving. Its arms were moving. That wasimpossible. Itsarms were painted on. He sat up quickly,
rousing Mimi, who let out asmall sound, and something small and bent emerged from behind the robot
and made adash for the edge of the end table. Theway the thing ran, it reminded him of an animd that
had been crippled by atrap. He shrank back from it ingtinctively, even as he reached out for the table
light and switched it on.

Mimi scrunched her eyelids and flung an arm over her face, but he hardly noticed, even when she gave
an outraged groan. He was looking at thelittle, crippled thing, struggling to get down off the end table on
Mimi’ sside of the bed.

It wasthe Allen. Though he hadn’t seenit in nearly 20 years, he recognized it. Tiny, maformed, and
bandy-legged, it was till the spitting image of him. Had Davey been holding onto it dl these years?
Tending it in acage? Torturing it with pins?

Mimi groaned again. “ Switch off the light, baby,” shesaid, amoment’ s domesticity.

“Inasec,” he said, and edged closer to the Allen, which was huddled in on itsdlf, staring and crazy.

“Shhh,” Adam breathed. “I1t' sokay.” He very dowly moved one hand toward the end table, leaning
over Mimi, kneeing her wing out of the way.

The Allen shied back farther.
“What' reyou doing?’ Mimi said, squinting up at him.

“Bevery 4ill,” hesaid to her. “1 don’'t want to frighten it. Don’t scream or make any sudden movements.
I”’m counting on you.”



Her eyes grew round and she dowly looked over toward the end table. She sucked in sudden air, but
didn’'t scream.

“What is—"

“It'sme” hesaid. “It grew out of apiece of me.My thumb.After Davey hit it off.”
“Jesus,” shesad.

The Allen was quaking now, and Alan cooed to it.

“It'shurt,” Mimi said.

“A long timeago,” Andreas said.

“No, now.It'sbleeding.”

Shewasright. A small bead of blood had formed beneath it. He extended his hand farther. Its bandy
scurry was pathetic.

Holding hisbreath, Alan lifted the Allen gently, cradling it in his pams. It squirmed and thrashed weskly.
“Shh,” he said again. His hands were insgtantly made dippery and sticky with its blood. “ Shh.” Something
sharp pricked at his hand.

Now that he had it up close, he could see where the blood was coming from: A broken-off sewing
needle, shoved rudely through its distended abdomen.

“Cover up,” Bradley said, “I’m coming up.” They heard hislopsided tread on the steps.
Mimi pulled the blanket up around her chin. “Okay,” she said.

Bert opened the door quickly. He wore nothing but the oversized jeansthat Alan had given him, his
scrawny chest and mutilated feet bare.

“It'sgoing to die,” Brad said, hunkering down beside the bed. “ Davey pinned it and then sent Link over
withit. It can't last through the night.”

Adam fdt like he was choking. “We can helpit,” hesaid. “It can hedl. It hedled before.”
“It won't thistime. See how much painit'sin?1t'sout of itsmind.”

“So what do you want me to do?’

“Weneed to put it out of itsmisery,” Brad said. “It’ stheright thing.”

In his hands, the thing squirmed and made asmdl, hurt sound. “ Shhh,” Alan said. The sound it made
was like sobbing, but smdll, so small.And weak.

Mimi said, “1 think I’'m going to be Sick.”

“Yeah,” Briansaid. “Yeah, | can seethat.”



Shelifted hersdlf out of bed, unmindful of her nudity, and pushed her way past him to the door, to the
bathroom.

“Stop being such ababy,” shetold Trey as he clutched at hisfoot. “It'samost stopped bleeding
dready.”

Helooked up at her with murder in hiseyes. “ Shall | take another one?’ she said. Helooked away.

“If 1 get word that you' ve come within amile of my brother, | will come back and take your eyes. The
toe and thefinger joint were just a down payment on that.”

He made a sullen sound, so shetook hisvain and girlish blond hair in her fist and tugged his head back
and kissed histhroat with the knife.

“Nod if you understand. ”

“Theknifeisunder Mimi’spillow.”

“l can'tdoit,” Alan said.

“I know,” Brian said. “1 will.”

And he did. Took the knife. Took the Allen. It cried. Mimi threw up in another room, the sound more felt
than heard. Thetoilet flushed and Brian's hands were sure and swift, but not sure enough. The Allen
made a sound like adog whistle. Bruce' s hand moved again, and then it was over. He dug a sock out of
the hamper and rolled up the Allen’sremainsinit. “I’ll bury it,” he said.”In the back.”

Numbly, Alan stood and began dressing. “No,” he said. “I will.”

Mimi joined them, wrapped in a blanket. Alan dug and Brent held the sock and Mimi watched solemnly.

A trapezoid of light knifed across the back garden. They looked up and sawKrishna staring down at
them from athird-floor window. Hewas smiling very dightly. A moment later, Link gppeared in the
window, reding like he was drunk, giggling.

They al looked at one another for afrozen moment, then Alan turned back to his shoveling. He dug
down three feet, and Brent laid the little Allen down in the earth gently as putting it to bed, and Alan filled
thehole back up. Mimi looked back up at the window, eyeslocked onKrishna’s.

“I’'mgoingindde” Adam announced. “Areyou coming?’

“Yeah,” Mimi said, but she didn’t. She stayed out there for ten minutes, then twenty, and when Alan
looked out hiswindow at her, he saw she was still staring up aKrishna, mesmerized.

Heloudly opened hiswindow and leaned out. Mimi’ s eyesflicked to him, and then she dowly made her
way back into the house.

Shetook his pants and his shoes and left him in the park, crying and drunk. All things considered, it had
gonewdll. When Trey told her that he had no ideawhere her brother was, she beieved him. It was okay,



she' d find her brother. He had lots of friends.

Alan thought that that was the end of the story, maybe. Short and sweet. A kind of lady or thetiger thing.
Let the reader’ simagination do the rest.

There on the screen, it seemed awfully thin, Herein the house he d built for it, it seemed awfully
unimportant. Such abig and daborate envelope for such asmdl thing. He saved the file and went back up
to bed. Mimi was adeep, which was good, because he didn't think he' d be ableto fall adeep with her

twicethat night.

He curled up on his side of the bed and closed his eyes and tried to forget the sound the Allen had
made.

“What iswrong with you?’

“Not athing,” she said. Her brother’ s phone-cal hadn’t been unexpected.

“You' refucking insane.”

“Maybe,” shesaid.

“What do youwant fromme 7’

“I want you to behave yoursdlf.”

“Y ou're completdy fucking insane.”

Hewoketo find Billy gone, and had amomentary panic, aflashback to the day that Fred had gone
missing in the night. But then he found anote on the kitchen table, terse: “ Gone out. B.” The handwriting

sent him back through the years to the days before Davey came home, the dayswhen they’d been a
family, when he'd sgned Brad' s report cards and hugged him when he came home with a high-scoring

paper.

Mimi came down while he was holding the note, staring at the few spare words there. She was draped
in her wings.

“Where did hego?’

“I don’t know,” Alan said.“Out.”

“Isthiswhat your family islike?’

“Yeah,” Alan said. “Thisiswhat they'relike.”
“Areyou going to go out, too?’

“Yeah”

“Fine,” shesaid. She was angry. She ssomped out of the kitchen, and stepped on her own wing,
tripping, going over on her face. “Tomorrow, you cut these tomorrow!” she said, and her wingsflared



open, knocking the light fixtures a-swing and tumbling piles of books. “Tomorrow!” she said.

“Good morning, Natalie,” he said. She was red-eyed and her face was puffy, and her hand shook so
that the smoke from her cigarette rosein anervous spird.

“Andy,” she said, nodding.
Helooked at her acrosstherailing that divided their porches. “Would you like to join me for a coffeg?’

“I'm hardly dressed for it,” she said. She waswearing apair of cutoffs and house dippersand a
shapeless green T-shirt that hung down past her buitt.

“The Greek doesn't stand on ceremony,” he said. He was hardly dressedbetter . He hadn’t wanted to
go up to the magter bedroom and face Mimi, so he’ d dressed himsdlf out of the laundry hamper in the
basement.

“I don’'t have shoes, Alan.”

“You could goinand get some,” he said.

She shook her head.

Her shoulders were tensed, her whole skinny body acringe.

“WEe Il go barefoot and St on the patio,” he said after amoment, kicking his shoes off.
She looked at him and gave asad laugh. “Okay.”

The sdewalk was still cool enough for bare feet. The Greek didn’t give their bare feet a second |00k,
but brought iced coffees and yogurt with walnuts and honey.

“Do you want to tell me about them?’

“1t' s been bad ever snce—ever snce Mimi left. All of asudden,Krishna’s Link’ sbest friend. He
follows him around.”

Alan nodded. “Krishnabeat Mimi up,” he said.
“I know it,” shesaid. “1 heard it. | didn’t do anything, goddamn me, but | heard it happen.”

“Eat,” hesaid. “Here.” He reached for aclean napkin from the next table and handed it to her. She dried
her eyes and wiped her nose and ate a spoonful of yogurt. “Drink,” he said, and handed her the coffee.
Shedrank.

“They brought those girlshome last night. Littlegirls Teenyboppers. Disappeared into their bedrooms. The
noisesthey made.”

“Drink,” Alan said, and then handed her the napkin again.

“Drunk.They got them drunk and brought them home.”



“Y ou should get out of there,” Andrew said, surprising himself. “ Get out. Today, even. Go stay with
your mom and find anew apartment next month.”

She st her cup down carefully. “No,” she said.

“I’'m serious. It'sabad situation that you can’'t improve and the more you stay there, theworseit’ sgoing
to get.”

“That’ snot apractical suggestion.”

“Staying there, in potentia danger, isnot practica. Y ou need to get out. Staying there will only make
thingsworsefor you.”

She clenched her jaw. “Y ou know, there comes a point where you' re not giving advice anymore. There
comes apoint where you're just moralizing, demonstrating your hypothetical superiority when it comesto
doing theright thing. That' s not very fucking helpful, you know. I’'m holding my shit together right now,
and rather than telling methat it’ s not enough, you could try to help me with the stuff I’'m capable of.”

Alan digested this. She'd said it loudly, and afew of the other morning patrons at the Greek’ swere
garing at them. He looked away, across the street, and spied Billy standing in adoorway, watching. Billy
met his eyes,then |ooked away.

“I'm sorry, Natdie,” hesad. “You'reright.”

She blew air out her nogtrils.

“What about this. Y ou can knock on my door any time. I’ [l make up the sofafor you.” He thought of
Mimi and cringed inwardly. She’ d have to Stay upstairs and be quiet if there were strangersin the house.
Then he remembered his promise about her wings. He bit hislip.

Shelet out aharsh chuckle. “Will | be any safer there?”

“What doesthat mean?’

“Y ou're the weirdest person I’ ve ever met, Alvin. | mean, sorry, no offense, but why the hell would |
knock on your door?’

She stood and turned on her barefoot hedl and took hersdf away, walking a a brisk and gingerly pace.
Barry moseyed over and sat in her seat. “ She'll be okay,” he said. He picked up her spoon and began
to finish her bregkfast. “Y ou know, | can't watch theway | could yesterday, not anymore. Too vishle.
Wheat do | do now?’

Aaron shrugged. “Find ajob. Bevighle. Get aplaceto live. We can have each other over for dinner.”
Brett said, “Maybe | could get ajob where | got to watch. Security guard.”

August nodded. He closed his eyes.

“She' svery pretty,” Barry said.”Prettier than Mimi.”



“If you say s0.”

“Kurt’sawake.”

“Yeah?’

“Yeah.Y ou could introduce meto him.”

| did it for your owngood , you know. She couldn’t bring hersdf to say the words, for the enormity of
what she d done was overwhelming her. She' d found three of hisfriends and trested each of them to an

evening of terror and hurt, and none of them would tell her where her brother was, none of them knew.
Maybe they’ d been innocent al dong.

“Where areyou?’

“Far fromyou,” he said. In the background, she heard agirl crying.

“It’ sgoing to happen, we' re going to cover thewhole Market,” Kurt said. He had the latest coverage

map out and it looked like he wasright. “Look at this.” The overlapping rings of WiFi fase-colored over
the map were nearly totdl.

“Arethose our own nodes, or just friendlies?” Alanasked, dl his confusion and worry forgotten at the
sght of the map.

“Those are our own,” Kurt said. “Not so many friendlies.” He tapped akey and showed a map of the

city with apitiful sprinkling of fellow travelerswho’ d opened up their networks and renamed them
“ParasiteNet.”

“You'll have more,” Buddy said. Kurt looked aquestion a Alan.
“My brother Brent,” he said. “Meet Kurt.”

They shook.

“Y our brother?’

Adam nodded.

“Not one of the missing ones?’

He shook hishead.“ A different one”

“It'sniceto meet you.” Kurt wiped off his pams. Adam looked around thelittle private nest at the back
of the shop, at the smdll, meshed-in window on the back wall. Danny watched at that window
sometimes.

“I’m gonna send a screengrab of thisto Lyman, he'll bust anut.”

It made Anton smile. Lyman and Kurt were the unlikeliest of pals, but palsthey were.



“You do that.”
“Why aren’t you wearing shoes?’
Anton smiled shyly. “No volunteers today?’

Kurtshrugged, ajingle of chains.*Nope. Sow day. Some daysjust are. Wasthinking of seeing amovie
orsomething. Wannacome?’

“l can't,” Anton said.

“Sure,” Brett said, obliviousto the fact that the invitation hadn’t really been directed a him. “I’d like
thet.”

“O-kaaay,” Kurt said. “Great. Gimme an hour or so and meet me out front.”

“It'sadate.”

Hewas half a block from home when he spotted Natalie sitting on her porch, staring at the park. Kurt
and Link were gone. The patio at the Greek’ swas full. He was stood in his bare feet in the middle of
Kensington Market on a busy shopping day, and he had absolutely nowhere to go.Nowhere he
belonged.

Heredized that Natdie had never put him in touch with her bossat Martian Sgnd.
Barefoot, there wasn't much of anywhere he could go. But he didn’t want to be home with Mimi and he

didn’t want to walk past Natalie. Barefoot, he ended up in the alleyway behind Kurt’sagain, with
nowhere elseto go.

Blake and Kurt got back around suppertime, and by then Alan had counted every shingle on the roofs of
the garages, had carefully snapped the sharps off of two syringes he found in some weeds, and then sat
and waited until he was ready toscream .

Blake walked confidently into the shop, through Kurt’ s nest, and to the back door. He opened it and
smiled a Adam. “Comeonin,” hesad.

“Right,” Alan said. “How wasthe movie?’
“ltwasfing” Kurt said.

“Incredible,” Burt said. “1 mean,incredible . God, | haven't been to the moviesin ten years at least. So
loud , Jesus, I’ ve never heard anything like that.”

“Itwasjust A&E,” Kurt said.” Asses and explosions.”

Alan felt awave of affection for hisfriend, and an indefinite sadness, afeding that they were soon to be
parted.



Kurt stretched and cracked his knuckles.” Getting time for meto go out diving.”

“Let’'sgo get somedinner, okay?’ Andy said to Brad.

“G'night guys,” Kurt said, locking the door behind them.

“I'm sorry,” she said. There had been five minutes of near-silence on theline, only the girl crying inthe
background at hisend. Shewasn't sureif he d set the phone down or if hewaslistening, but the “ sorry”
drew asmall audible bresth out of him.

“I'mredlly, redly sorry,” she said, and her hands felt sticky with blood. “God, | just wanted tosave you

Mimi was back in bed when they got home. Alan took a shower and scrubbed at hisfeet, then padded
dlently around the shuttered bedroom, dressing in the dark. Mimi made adeepful noise.

“I’'mmaking dinner,” hesaid. “Want some?’

“Canyou bring it up here?’ shesad.

“Yeah, sure” hesad.

“I just can't face—" She waved ahand at the door, then let it flop back down to the bed.

“It'sdl right, babe,” he said.

He and Brad ate dinner in silence in the kitchen, boiled hot dogs with cheese and diced baby tomatoes
from the garden and lemonade from scratch. Bradley ate seven. Mimi had three bites out of the one that
he brought up to her room, and when he went up to collect her plate, she was adeep and had the covers
wrapped snugly around her. He took a spare sheet and a blanket out of the linen closet and brought it

downgtairs and made up the living room sofa. In moments, he was deeping.

This night, he was keenly aware of what had roused him from deep. It was a scream, at the back of the
house. A scared, drunken scream that was half aroar.

Hewas at the back door in amoment, still scrubbing at his eyeswith hisfists, and Bennett wasthere

dready.

He opened the door and hit the switch that turned on the garden lights, the back porch lights, the garage
lightsin the coach house. It was bright enough to dazzle him, but he' d squinted in anticipation.

So it only took him a moment to take in the tableau. There was Link, on the ground, splayed out and
face down, wearing boxer shorts and nothing ese, hisface in avegetable bed in the next door yard.
There wasKrishna, standing in the doorway, face grim, holding ahammer and advancing on Link.

He shouted, something wordless and darmed, and Link rolled over and climbed up to his feet and
lurched afew steps deeper into the postage-stamp-sized yard, limping badly.Krishna advanced two
gepsinto theyard, hammer held casudly at hiswais.

Alan, barefoot, ran to the dividing fence and threw himself at it going up it like a cat, landing hard and



panfully, feding something smal and important givein hisankle Krishnanodded cordidly at him,then
hefted the hammer again.

Krishnatook another step toward Alan and then Natalie, moving so fast that she was ablur, streaked
out of the back door, legping ontoKrishna’s back. She held there for a minute and he rocked on his
hedls, but then he swung the hammer back, the clawsfirgt.

It took her just above her left eye with asound like an awl punching through leather and her cry was
terrible. Shelet go and fell over backward, holding her face, screaming.

But it was enough time, enough digtraction, and Alan had hold ofKrishna’ swrist. Remembering atime a
long time ago, he pulled Krishna s hand to hisface, heedless of the shining hammer, and bit down on the
base of histhumb as hard as he could, untilKrishnaloosed the hammer with ashout. It grazed Alan’s
temple and then bounced off his collarbone on the way to the ground, and he was momentarily stunned.

And herewas Link, gasping with each step, left leg useless, but hauling himsdlf forward anyway, big
brawny arms reaching forKrishna, pasting ahard punch on his cheek and then taking hold of histhroat
and bearing him down to the ground.

Alan looked around. Benny was till on his side of the fence. Mimi’ s face poked out from around the

door. The sound of another hard punch made him look around as Link shook the ache out of his
knuckles and made to lay another onKrishna’sface. He had aforearm across his throat, andKrishna

gasped for breath.

“Don’'t,” Adam said. Link looked a him, lip stuck out in belligerence.
“Stopme,” hesaid. “Try it. Fucker took a hammer to myknee .

Natalie went to him, her hand over her face. “Don’t do it,” she said. She put ahand on his shoulder.
“Wel cdl the cops”

Krishnamade a choking sound. Link eased up on him alittle, and he drew aragged breath. “ Go ahead
and call them,” he rasped.

Alan took adow step back. “Brian, can you bring me the phone, please?’

Link looked at his sster, blood streaming down her face, atKrishna’s misshapen nose and mouth,
distorted into a pink, meaty sneer. He clenched each fist inturn.

“No cops,” hesad.

Nataie spat.“Why thehdl not?” She spat again. Blood was running into her eye, down her cheek, into
her mouth.

“Thegirl, she' sindde.Drunk. She'sonly 15.”

Alan watched the brother and sister Stare at one another.Blaine handed him the phone. He hit a speed
did.

“1 need ataxi toTorontoWesternHospital at22 Wales Avenue, atAugusta,” he said. He hung up. “Go
out front,” hetold Natdie. “ Get atowe for your face on your way.”



“Andrev—" shesad.
“I'll cdll thecops,” hesaid. “I'll tell them whereto find you.”

It was as she turned to go thatK rishna made alunge for the hammer. Billy was aready kicking it out of

the way, and Link, thrown from his chest, got up on one knee and punched him hard in the kidneys, and
he went back down. Natalie was crying again.

“Go,” Alan sad, gently. “Wé€ll be okay.”

She went.

Link’s chest heaved. “1 think you need to go to the hospital too, Link,” Alan said. Theinjured kneewas
dready so swollen that it wasvisible, likeavolleybdl , beneath his baggy trousers.

“No,” Link sad. “I wait here.”
“Y ou don't want to be here when the cops arrive,” Alan said.

Krishna, face down in the dirt, spat. “He s not going to call any cops,” he said. * It’ sgrown-up Stuff, little
boy. Y ou should run dong.”

Absently, Link punched him in the back of the head. “ Shut up,” he said. He was bresthing more
normaly now. He shifted and made a squeaking sound.

“I just heard the cab pull up,” Alan said. “Brian can help you to the front door. Y ou can keep your sister
company, get your knee looked at.”

“Thegirl—" hesad.

“Yes. She'll be sober in the morning, and gone. I'll seetoit,” Adam said.“All right?”
Brian helped him to hisfeet and toward the door, and Andrew stood warily nearKrishna.
“Get up,” hesaid.

Mimi, in his doorway, across the fence, made a sound that was half amoan.

Krishnalay till for amoment,then dowly struggled to hisknees and then hisfeet.

“Now what?’ Krishnasaid, one hand pressed to his pulped cheek.

“I’'m not caling the cops,” he said.

“No,”Krishnasaid.

“Remember what | told you about my brother? | madehim . I'm stronger than him,Krishna.. Y ou picked
the wrong Draculato Renfield for. Y ou are doomed. When you leave him, he will hunt you down. If you
don't leave him, I'll get you. Y ou made this Stuation.”



Billy was back now, in the doorway, holding the hammer. He d hand it to Adam if he asked for it. He
could useit. After dl, once you' vekilled your brother, why not kill his Renfield, too?

Krishnal ooked scared, alittle scared. Andrew teased at how that felt and redlized that it didn’t fed like
he' d thought it would. It didn’t feel good.

“Go,Krishna,” he said. “ Get out of this house and get out of my sight and don’t ever come back again.
Stay away from my brother. Y ou will never profit by your association with him. Heisdead. The best he
can do for you ismake you dead, too. Go.”

AndKrishnawent. Sowly. Panfully. He stood and hobbled toward the front door.

Mimi watched him go, and she smiled once he was gone.

Benny said, “Kurt' sshop isonfire”

Theyran, the two of them, upAugusta, leaving Mimi behind, wrapped in her blanket. They could smdll
the smoke as soon asthey crossed Kensington, and they could see the flames licking out of the dark
black cloudsjust amoment later.

The smell wasterrible, aroiling chemical reek that burned the skin and the lungs and the eyes. All those
eectronics, crigping and curling and blackening.

“Isheinthere?’ Alan said.
“Yes” Barry said.“ Trapped.”

“Cdl thefire department,” Andrew said, and ran for the door, fishing in his pocket for hiskeys. “Call
911"

He got the door open and left his keysin thelock, pulling his shirt up over hishead. He managed a step
into the building, two steps, and the heat beat him back.

He sucked up air and ran for it again.

The heat wasincredible, searing. He snorted haf abreath and felt the hair inside his nogtrils scorch and
curl and the burning was nearly intolerable. He dropped down on dl fours and tried to peer under the
smoke, tried to locate Kurt, but he couldn’t find him.

Alan crawled to the back of the store, to Kurt’s den, sure that hisfriend would have been back there,
worn out from anight’ s dumpster diving. Hetook afalse turn and found himsdf up against the
refrigerator. The little piece of linoleum that denoted Kurt’ s kitchen was hot and soft under his hands,
melting and scorching. He reoriented himsdlf, spinning around dowly, and crawled again.

Tearswere streaming freely down hisface, and between them and the smoke, he could barely see. He
drew closer to the shop’ srear, nearly there, and then he was there, looking for Kurt.

Hefound him, leaned up againgt the emergency door at the back of the shop, fingersjammed into the
diver of agap between the door’ s bottom and the ground. Alan tried the door’ s pushbar, but there was
something blocking the door from the other side.



Hetried dapping Kurt a couple times, but he would not be roused. His breath came in tiny puffs. Alan
took his hand, then the other hand, and hoisted his head and neck and shoulders up onto his back and
began to crawl for the front door, going asfast as he could in the blaze.

He got lost again, and the floor was hot enough to raise blisters. When he emerged with Kurt, he heard
the sirens. He breathed hard in the night air.

Ashewatched, two fire trucks cleared the corner, going the wrong way down one-wayAugusta,
gpeeding toward him. He looked &t Billy.

“What?’
“IsKurt dl right?”

“Sure, he' sfine.” He thought amoment. “The ambulance man will want to talk with him, hesaid. “And
the TV people, soon.

“Let’'sget out of here,” Brad said.

“All right,” he said. “Now you ' retalking.”

Though it was only three or four blocks back to Adam’ s place, it took the better part of haf an hour,
relying on the back aleys and the dark to cover hisretreat, hoping that the ambulance drivers and
firefighters wouldn’t catch him here. Having to lug Kurt made him especidly suspect, and he didn’t have
asingle good explanation for being caught toting around an unconscious punk in the dead of night.

“Comeon, Brent,” Adam said. “Let’s get home and put this one to bed and you and me have anice
chat.”

“Y ou don't want meto call an ambulance?’

Kurt startled at this and his head lolled back, one eye opened a crack.

“No,” Alan said. “No ambulances. No cops. No firemen.Just meand him. I'll make him better,” he said.
The smoke smell wasterrible and pervaded everything, no matter which direction the wind blew from.

Adam was nearly home when he redized that his place and hislover and everything he cared about in
the entire world weredso on fire, which couldn’t possibly be a coincidence.

The flames licked his porch and the hot air had blown out two of the windows on the second story. The
flameswere lgpping at the outside of the building, crawling over theindgde wadlls.

No coincidence.
Kurt coughed hard, his chest spasming against Alan’ sback. Alan set him down, asinadream. Asina

dream, he picked hisway through the flames on his porch and reached for the doorknob. It burned his
hand.



It was locked. His keyswerein Kurt’sdoor, al theway upAugusta.

“Around the back,” Bentley called, headed for the fence gate. Alan vaulted the porch rail, crashing
though the wild grasses and ornamenta scrub. “Come on,” Bentley said.

His hand throbbed with the burn. The back yard was il lit up like Christmas, dl the lights ablaze,
shining through the smoke, the ash of books swirling init, buoyed doft on hot currents, fragments of
words chasing each other like clouds of gnats.

“Alan,” Kurt croaked. Somehow, he' d followed them back into the yard. “Alan.” He held out his hand,
which glowed blue-white. Alan looked closer. It was his PDA, stubby wireless card poking out of it.
“I’'monline. Look.”

Alan shook his head. “Not now.” Mimi, somewhere up there was Mimi.
“Look,” Kurt croaked. He coughed again and went down to his knees.

Arnostook the PDA in hand and peered at it. It was afamiliar app, the traffic andysis app, the thing that
monitored packet |oss between the nodes. Lyman and Kurt had long since superimposed the logical
network map over a physical map of the Market, using false-color overlaysto show the degree to which

the access points were well connected and firing on dl cylinders.

The map was painted in green, packets flying unimpeded throughout the empty nighttime Market. And
there, approaching him, moving through the alleystoward his garage, ablob of interference, adow,
bobbing something that was scattering radio waves asit made its way toward him. Even on athree-inch

screen, he recognized that walk.Davey.

Not acoincidence, thefires.

“Mimi!” he cdled. The back window was blown out, crystd divers of glassal around him on the back
lavn. “ Mimi!”

Billy was at hisside, holding something. A knife. The knife. Serrated edge. Sharp. Cracked handle wound
with knotted twine, but as he reached for it, it wasn't cracked. It was the under-the-pillow knife, the

wings knife Krishna’ sknife.
“You forgot this” he said, taking the PDA.
Then Davey wasin the yard. He cocked his head and eyed the knife warily.
“Where d you get that?’ he said.

Adam shifted his grip for dashing, and took one step forward, stamping hisfoot down ashe did it.
Davey retreated a step, then took two steps forward.

“He st thefires,” Bentley said. “ She' sas good as dead. Cooked. Won't belong now, she'll be
cooked.”

Darren looked a him for thefirst time. “Oh, yes” he said. “That’ s about right. | never found you, no
matter how | looked. Y ou don't get found if you don’t want to.”



Brent shook his head. “He set thefire, he used gasoline. Up the stairs, so it would spread up every floor
quickly.”

Aaron growled and lunged forward, dicing wildly, but Davey’ s scurry was surprising and fast and
nimble

“Y ou’re going to stab me again, cut me again? What do you suppose that will get you?’

“He sweaker than he was, then. We got six years, then. He' sweaker. WE Il get ten years. Twenty.”
Billy was hopping from foot to foot. “ Doit.”

Alan diced and stabbed again, and the knife' s point caught Danny’ slittle bandy leg, like cutting through
aloaf of stale bread, and Danny gasped and hopped back another step.

“He gave you the knife, didn’t he? He gave you the knife last time. Last time, he took me to the school
yard and showed me you and your girlfriend. He explained al about girlfriends to me and about what it
would mean once our secret was out. He taught me the words, taught me to say pervert . Remember,
Billy? Remember how you taught me?’

Andrew hesitated.

“He taught me theritua with your thumbtip, how to make the little you, and then he took it away from
me for safekeeping. He kept it in one of his rabbit cages, around on the other side of the mountain. It's
not there now. Have you seen it? Does he till haveit?

“He never liked having alittle brother, not me or the others, but he liked having thet little thing around to
torture.”

Billy hissed. “ She' Il be dead in minutes,” he said.” In seconds. Another one dead. Hisdoing!
“Killed her, cut her up, buried her,” Benny chanted. “ Siced her open and cut her up,” he shrilled.

Alan let the knifefal from his hands. Benny legpt for Danny, hands outstretched. Danny braced for the
impact, rolled with him, and came up on top of him, smdl handsin Benny’ seyes, grinding.

There were srens out front now, lots of sirens.

A distantcrash, and arain of glassfell about his shoulders. He turned and looked up, looked up into the
dormer window of hisattic, four stories up. Mimi’ s head poked out from the window, wreathed in
smoke, her face smudged and eyes screwed up.

“Mimi!” hecried.

She climbed unsteadily onto the windowsill, perched there for amoment. Then she leaned forward,
ducked her head, and dipped into the sky.

Her magnificent wings unfolded in the smoke, in the hot ash, in the smoldering remains of dl of Alan’slife
in human society. Her magnificent wings unfolded and caught the air with asound he heard and with a
downdraft of warm air that blew his hair off hisforehead like alover’ s hand, smoky smell and spicy
ardl.



Sheflew.

The sirens grew louder and she siwooped over the yard. She gave two powerful bests of her wings and
rose higher than the roof, then she circled the yard in great loops, coming lower and lower with each pass.
Davey and Benny watched her. Kurt watched her.

Alan watched her. She was coming straight for him. He held out hisarms and shefdll into them,
enfolding them both in her wings, her greet and gloriouswings.

“Comeon,” shesad. Kurt was dready limping for the alley. Benny and David had aready melted away.
They were donein the yard, and the sirens were so loud now, and there were the reflections of
emergency lights bouncing off the smoke around them. “Come on,” she said, and she put her arms
around hiswag, locking her wrigts.

It took five beats of her wingsto get them aoft, and they barely cleared the fence, but they banked low
over the aley and she beat her wings again and then they were gaining dtitude, catching an updraft from
the burning house on Wales Avenue, risng so high into the sky that he felt like they would fly to the
moon.

The day that Lyman and Kurt were on the cover of NOW magazine, they dropped by Martian Signal to
meet with Natalie' s boss. Lyman carried the pitch package, color-matched, polyethnic, edgy and cool,
with great copy.

Nataie met them. She' d grown out her hair and wore it with bangs hanging over the scar on her
forehead, just over her |eft eye, two punctures with little dents. Three surgeries had cleared al the bone
fragments from the orbit of that eye, and she' d kept her sight. Once she was out of the hospita, she
quickly became the best employee Martian Signa had ever had. She quickly became manager. She
quickly undertook to make severa improvementsin the daily operations of the store that increased
turnover by 30 percent. She dowly and reluctantly hired her brother, but his gimpy knee made it hard for
him to bend down to reshelve, and he quickly quit.

Kurt and Natdie hugged, and Lyman formally shook her hand, and then shook her boss s hand.

It took less than an hour to convince her bossto let them put up their access point. On the way back,
three different people stopped them and told them how much they liked the article, and swore that the
first thing they’ d do when they got home would be to open up their networks and rename them
ParasiteNet.

Lyman handledthe thank -you’ sfor this, and Kurt smiled and fiddled with hisPDA and watched the sky,
looking for agirl with wings aswide asahouse.

| went to the house,

(shesaid, as he tended thefire, turning the yamsin the cod's and stirring the pot in which hisfish stew
bubbled)

| went to the house,

(shesaid, resting up from the long flight she’ d flown fromToronto to Craig’ s distant, warm shores, far



away from Kensington Market andKrishnaand Billy and Danny)
| went to the house,

(shesaid, and Andy worked hard to keep the grin off hisface, for he' d been miserable during her long
absence and now he could scarcely contain his delight)

| went to the house, and there was no one home. | had the address you' d given me, and it wasjust like
you' d described it to me, down to the basketbal | hoop in the driveway.

It was empty. But it was as|’d remembered it. They’d lived there. I'd lived there. Y ou were right, that
wasthe house.

That wasthe house I’d lived in. | rang the doorbell, then | peeked in through acrack in the blinds. The
roomswere empty. No furniture. Just blinds. It was night, and no one waslooking, so | flew up to the
third floor, to thewindow I’ d stared out al those times.

The window was unlatched, and | did aside the screen and let mysdlf in. The room was empty. No
carpet. Nofrilly bed and stuffed animals. No desk. No clothesin the closet, no hangers.

The only thing in the room was asmadl box, plugged into the wall, with anetwork cable snaking away
into the phonejack. It had smdll lightsonit, blinking. It waslike the one you’ d had in your attic. A
wireless access point.

| remembered their names, then.Oliver and Peatricia. They’ d been my mother and father for afew years.
Set me up with my first gpartment. This had been their house.

| dept there that day, then, comenightfal, | set out again to come home to you.

Something woke Andy from his sound deep, nestled in her wings, in her aams.A tread on Craig's
inviolable soil, someone afoot on hisbrother.

Sowly, he got himsdf loose of Mimi and sat up and looked around.

The golem standing before him was smdll, and its eyes glowed red. It bent over and set something down
on the earth, afur-wrapped bundle of smoked mest.

It nodded at him. He nodded back.

“Thank you,” he said.

Mimi put her hand on hiscaf. “Isit okay?’

“It'sright,” hesaid.” Just asit was meant to be.”

He returned to her arms and they kissed. “Nofdlinginlove,” shesad.
“Perish the thought,” he said.

Shebit hislip and he bit hers and they kissed again, and then he was adeep, and at peace.
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