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Professor Witchey’s Miracle Mood
Cure

Ingredients: 25 Tales of Science, Magic,
Strangeness, Wonder, and Mystery

A Collection of Tales by Eric Witchey. Includes 7
previously unpublished stories.

Guaranteed to cure: negativities, poliannaism,
holytosis, possession, and soothes the gout.

For best results: read aloud on stormy evenings by
lantern light.

Dose: One tale before bed.

Warning: Do not use while driving oxen. Exceeding recommended dosage
can result in confusion, disorientation, expanded consciousness,
leaps of imagination, sleeplessness, authorism, and social
consciousness.
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Dedication

 In memory of Craig Dennis, who
offered me a home when I was homeless.


Author’s Foreword

The strange, sometimes funny, sometimes sad,
and sometimes odd tales in this book come primarily from my life
and from experiments in creative writing. In my mind, every story
is a unique experiment in the evocation of thought and emotion. No
two require the same attention, the same techniques, or the same
application of imagination. For me, no genres constrain creative
effort. I have sold fantasy stories to literary markets and
literary stories to fantasy markets. Genre is a construct of
editors and profit-driven marketing departments. Story is
unfettered magic happening in the heart and mind of the reader.

For me, the story is the thing, and the
individual reader is the only judge of my success or failure. I
have received insulting email and awards for the same story. For
some readers, the story failed. For others, the story succeeded. I
have been called a no-talent hack, and I have been called
brilliant. Luckily, none of these judgments are true in my mind. By
the time these sorts of judgments make it to me, I have already
moved on to new experiments in story.

The only truth a tale can express is the
already existing truth it releases from the heart of the
reader.

I hope each tale speaks to you, dearest
explorer of the page. I hope you laugh out loud and cry. Most
important, I hope at least one of these tales touches your heart
and releases a truth you did not know you held hidden inside
yourself.

Regardless, thank you for the gift of your
attention and participation.


Life and Death and Stealing
Toads

First Place Ralan.com Grabber Contest 2003.

 


Humid summer winds off Lake Erie tugged on
the fresh, mowed stubble of the witch’s groomed lawn. Moonlight
sparkled in every drop of dew. Morgan crawled on his belly through
Mrs. Grael’s front yard. Cold water soaked his black t-shirt and
made his thighs itch inside his wet, black jeans. The smell of
fresh cut grass tickled his nose until he had to pinch it so he
wouldn’t sneeze.

From the cover of a mountain cherry bush, he
peered at the tall windows set on either side of the front door of
the witch’s white bungalow.

The windows were dark, the house quiet.

He wondered at himself. He wasn’t a kid
anymore. He was a forty-two-year-old real estate agent with a dying
wife and a little girl. If the police caught him skulking around in
the night, they wouldn’t slap his wrists and inform his parents.
They’d drop him in jail and let him call a lawyer.

He looked down Gaylord Avenue's long, gradual
hill. At the far end, where Gaylord connected to the busier state
route 39, he saw the lighted windows of his own brick house where
Linda waited for him to bring home a magic toad.

Once full of life and love, she was now pale
and in pain. He grew up with her, married her, and now stood by
helplessly while doctors said he had no choice but to watch her
die.

He had choices. Not many, but a few.

He crawled toward the concrete walk in front
of Mrs. Grael’s tulip and azalea beds. The toads were in the window
well just behind the azaleas.

He'd discovered them when he was six. He'd
lived only three houses down Gaylord then, next to the Will’s
bright red split-level ranch. He'd run away after his mother had
slapped his hand when he reached for the icing on his sister’s
birthday cake. Crying, and too scared to run far, he hid in Mrs.
Grael’s garden. He crouched low over the wrought iron grate
covering her window well, a corrugated steel half pipe set
vertically into the dirt to protect her basement windows.

"Come join us," the toads whispered. "Bring
spiders."

When he was six, talking toads seemed less
important than scaring his mother. "Shhh. . ."

"Well, young man," Mrs. Grael had said.

He looked up from shushing the toads and
gasped. She was old when he was six. She was no more than sixty
now, so he was sure her apparent age when he was little was the
result of fear and imagination.

"Come to steal my magic toads, have you?" She
had reached over her azaleas and taken hold of his t-shirt. He had
to leap to clear the bushes without falling under her vicious
pull.

"No, Ma’am," he'd stammered. "I don’t want
your toads. I’m hiding."

Her thick gray eyebrows rose, and her
parchment forehead crinkled. "From something scarier than me?"

Now, skulking toward the toads, Morgan
shivered at the thought of the old woman’s grip when he was six. He
pulled himself forward across the concrete walk and into the
flowerbed. So far, so good, he thought.

Stealing toads was stupid, but they had run
out of hope. He loved Linda. No one could cure her. Their money was
gone. They’d tried acupuncture, smoke healing, incense therapy, and
a hypnotist who claimed the machine in his basement killed
cancer.

As childish as magic toads might be, he had
to try everything. He didn’t want to live in a world without her.
Behind the azaleas, he found the black grate. He cupped his hands
over the grate and looked into the shadowy confines of the deep
window well. Moonlight made a shadowy collage among the leaves,
gravel, sticks and spider webs.

"Toads?" he whispered. "Are you there?"

Only the quiet breeze from the lake answered
him. A lightning bug looking for a date flickered over his
shoulder. He glanced up.

Mrs. Grael stood on the concrete step of her
porch, her hands on her hips, her half-glasses perched on the
bridge of her long nose. Morgan thought she was wearing the same
blue garden dress she’d worn when she caught him as a child.

"Morgan, are you at my toads again?" she
asked.

Morgan felt like he was six again, small and
foolish. He tried to shrink into the shadows and maybe slip through
the grating bars over the window well.

"Come out of there, Morgan. It’s cold and
wet, and you won’t do your Linda any good if you catch
pneumonia."

Linda’s name brought him to himself. He
gathered in his long legs and stood. To his relief, he was still as
tall as Mrs. Grael, even when she was standing on the steps.

~ ~ ~

Mrs. Grael’s lemon and spice tea was good.
She gave him a towel and an old flannel shirt once owned by her
late husband. His jeans were still wet and itchy, but the dry shirt
and warm mug calmed him.

Mrs. Grael busied herself at her counters
while he watched from a chair at her kitchen table. She opened
cupboards and pulled out bottles and bags. She set out a crock-pot
and pulled a large three-ring cookbook from the cabinet under her
phone nook.

"Don’t mind me, Morgan. I’ve never been one
to sit still. I cook while I talk. Old habit. Very old."

"Thanks for the tea, Mrs. Grael." He chuckled
nervously.

She filled the crock-pot with water from the
tap. "I don’t know what I was thinking going out on the porch like
that," she said. "I guess something told me you weren’t a garden
variety burglar." She laughed at her little garden joke.

Morgan smiled appreciatively. "I didn’t mean
to scare you."

"Course you didn’t, dear."

The feeling of smallness came over him again.
For a moment, he was a child. She’d taken him into her kitchen the
first time, too. She’d given him hot chocolate and cookies. She
even let him sit a while before she called his mother. He
smiled.

"What were you up to out there, Morgan?" she
asked.

"It’s silly, Mrs. Grael. I’m sorry. I’ll get
my things and go. I’ll bring your shirt back tomorrow." He stood
and folded her towel.

Mrs. Grael faced him. Her faded blue eyes
held him still. She lifted a dishrag from a hook by her stove and
wiped off her own hands. "I think you owe me some kind of
explanation. You did sneak into my yard, climb through my flower
beds, and scare me pretty good." She glanced at the sunflower clock
on the wall. "It’s almost three in the morning, Morgan. What’s
going on?"

Her eyes seemed to push him back into his
chair. "It’s silly. Stupid. I’d rather not have to explain."

Mrs. Grael pursed her lips and tilted her
chin down in a quick nod. She turned to her pot, picked up a glass
jar, and poured a little brown powder into the pot. "Your wife’s
sick, I hear," she said.

Morgan nodded. "Yes," he said.

"Linda?"

"Linda," he said.

Mrs. Grael said, "The cancer has her, and
she’s at home, awake and in pain. The doctors can’t help." She
wasn’t asking. She poured a drop of red liquid from a tiny vial
into the pot. The smell that filled the kitchen reminded Morgan of
hot soup on rainy summer Saturdays.

"So you feel helpless, I’m betting," She
said.

Morgan’s sense of foolishness melted away,
replaced with the tears of a man whose only hope is to believe the
illusions of his childhood. "I didn’t know what else to do," he
said. "She needs so much. She needs me to. . ."

"To do something," Mrs. Grael offered.

"Anything," Morgan said. "I had to do
something."

"Of course you did," she said. "What kind of
husband would you be if you didn’t try to help her?"

"She couldn’t sleep."

"You told her stories about when you were a
kid."

"Yes. Exactly. How’d you know?"

"I always liked you, Morgan. After Mr. Grael
passed, the kids in this neighborhood always gave me a bad time.
They teased me. They called me names. Not you. You had spine and
imagination. They called me a witch because I was old and alone.
But you were different."

Morgan felt guilty for scaring the little old
woman stirring soup in a crock-pot in the middle of the night.
Steam misted her half-glasses and clung to loose wisps of gray
hair. "I’m sorry, Mrs. Grael," he said. "I have to admit that I
thought you were a witch too."

She looked up from her pot and smiled. "I
know, but it wasn’t because I was old and alone. You just didn't
seem to mind the idea that I might be a witch." She went to the
refrigerator and pulled out a black bottle. "That's a rare thing,
Morgan."

"I came to steal one of your toads, tonight,
Mrs. Grael."

She poured a black ichor from the bottle into
the crock-pot. "Because you feel like a little boy—helpless, unable
to do anything for Linda. So, you abandoned everything you’ve
learned, everything you thought you knew, and you came to me for
magic you believed in as a child."

Morgan stared at the busy little woman. Her
words didn’t judge. They didn’t belittle him for his foolishness.
She said them like men crawled around her yard ever night looking
for miracles.

"Not every night," she said.

It took him a moment to realize she’d
answered his thoughts. "Oh my god," he whispered.

"Shhhh, Morgan. Don’t tell anyone." She
lifted her spoon from the pot and winked at him through the rising
steam.

Morgan was across the kitchen before she
dipped her spoon again. He took her by the shoulders. "The toads?"
he asked. "Linda?"

"Let me go, Morgan. You’re a big, strong man
now, and I’m a little old lady."

He realized he was nearly lifting her off the
floor. "I’m sorry," he stammered. He let her go. "I’m really
sorry."

"Fear and hope do funny things to people,"
she said.

"The toads?"

"I’m still alive, eh?"

"You had cancer?"

"Have to give credit where credit is due. Mr.
Grael figured it out. Because of him, I’m still in this world, and
I haven’t changed much since you were a boy, have I?"

"How? What do I need to do?"

"Well, Morgan, that’s the rub of it. The
universe has a sort of balance to it. Love does most of the work,
but it isn’t enough. If you want something, you have to give
something up."

"Anything," he gasped. "Everything, to see
her healthy again, to see her smile without pain in her eyes."

Mrs. Grael picked up a ladle and dipped up a
bowl of hot soup. "Have a little of this, Morgan."

Morgan sipped on the soup while Mrs. Grael
put up a thermos full. It was a wonderful concoction of spices and
tomato and something he couldn’t quite name. That something
reminded him of the musty smell of the shadowy window well. It made
him feel small and young and safe and fat.

~ ~ ~

Morgan sat in the mid-day sun enjoying the
warm orange glow behind his closed eyes. He heard footsteps on the
concrete. He twisted his head around until he could see the front
stoop. Linda stood there. She was beautiful. Her hair was growing
back. It was still short, but it shone with dark highlights in the
sunlight. Her faded jeans were still a bit baggy, but she was
filling them out. She rang the doorbell.

Mrs. Grael answered. "My, you are
looking better, dear. Much better."

"I feel great," Linda said. The deep health
in her voice filled Morgan with joy. "The doctor says it’s a
miracle. He says there’s no trace of the cancer left. Total
remission. I told him it was your soup."

"It was love did it, dear. I always said that
Morgan boy understood love."

Linda winced and began to cry. "Oh, lord,
Mrs. Grael. I wish I knew where he went. I wish I could find
him."

"I’m sure he’s not far off. That boy never
was one to stray too far from home. What you need, dear, is a
pet."

Linda stopped crying. "A pet?"

"You come on in and have some tea, dear.
We’ll talk. I’ll get you a tissue."

The two women disappeared into the house.

Mr. Grael hopped up beside Morgan. "That your
wife, boy?" Mr. Grael asked.

"Linda," Morgan said.

"Was it worth it?" Mr. Grael asked.

Morgan nodded and smiled. He zipped his
tongue out and snagged a fat spider from its web at the corner of
Mrs. Grael’s basement window. While he swallowed, he looked up
through the grate at white clouds skating across the late summer
sky. Cool north winds drove them off the lake. "Winter's coming,"
he said, and he hoped Linda remembered the fifty-five-gallon
aquarium stored in their crawl space.


Lost Island Story Hour

Originally Printed in Short Story America, Vol.
II.

 


I tell myself I'm not hiding. I just don't
want to disturb the old man's reading. He still believes reading
can change the world.

I should knock him out with a coconut and
carry him to the raft. I owe him at least that. I take a deep
breath. The tide’s out. The sun’s high. Decay and sea salt lace the
air.

Just above tide-line, in the shadows of
mangroves and thorn thickets, the white sand is still cool on my
calloused feet. I crouch low behind the bole of a coconut palm and
grind my bare feet deep into the sand.

He's not so different from when I was a kid.
Certainly, the palm trees and white sands are not the library's
terrazzo, walnut, and brass; but his impish smile and loud guffaw
are the same.

He has stones and driftwood logs arranged in
a circle. I know that in his mind children sit on those seats in
rapt attention. The Saturday afternoon children's readings were
always important to him. Back in the world, even in the face of
short-sighted cutbacks, low staffing, home web surfing, and
pressure from the mayor to close the library, he kept the reading
circles going.

Shaded by the tattered blue tarp I hung
between two palms for him, he peers over his half glasses. The
lenses were lost over a year ago. The gold-plated frames have
salt-air corrosion in the scratch marks along the ear-pieces.

I feel guilty about his glasses. I broke the
first lens when I hit him. That was when I still thought he was
sane—when I thought he was just pretending he believed we still
lived in Ohio.

He pauses in his reading. He turns the book
outward so his audience can see the pictures.

There are no pictures. He can't see the words
on the pages. It doesn't matter. We only have one book, a
Polynesian cookbook that washed up three years ago. Even if his
glasses worked, he couldn't read whatever language it's in.

He recites the stories by heart. They're the
same tales he read to me when I was a child.

I listen. The emphasis is the same. The
rising gray and black eyebrows are the same, perhaps a little more
salt than pepper now. The only real difference is the long gray and
black ponytail over his shoulder. Now and then, he touches it, tugs
it a little. I wonder how that would have gone over in Ohio—that
long-haired, crazed librarian look.

He puts the book in his lap and closes it
gently. "That is all we have time for today," he says. His voice is
steady. His diction precise—proud.

His pocket watch stopped a long time ago. My
digital wristwatch still hums away on its little lithium cell. I
imagine that will eventually run down, but I glance at it. Three
o'clock. Somehow he knows to the second when it's time for the kids
to meet their parents at the front of the library.

He spreads his arms to take in the imagined
hugs and snuggles. Rising, he makes as if to shepherd the kids to
the doors. Barefoot thru the sand, he herds the ghost children of
his past.

I can't help wondering if my face is worn by
one of his ghosts. Part of me hopes so.

Not my face now. Not the brown,
weather-hardened face of my thirty-eight-year-old manhood. I
wouldn’t wish that on him. Better that he sees the round, corpulent
wonder-filled face of my early years, the years before the trouble
in my family, before he took me in as a foster child.

He closes an imaginary door, puts his hands
on the small of his back, and stretches. The gesture is as old as
he is, I'm sure. I remember it from every session of every Saturday
of every summer of my life before college.

He turns.

I sigh along with him. We have long ago
synchronized our sighs in this weekly ritual of his insanity. His
sigh is one of regret that the children are gone for another week.
Mine is one of nostalgia, of fear, of release from this overt
manifestation of his insanity.

"Mr. Morton," I say. I step away from the
brush.

He starts. Then he smiles and peers over his
glasses.

I know immediately that he isn't seeing the
man in front of him. When he sees me as I am, he looks through the
empty frames. When he sees me as I was, he looks over the tops.

"Little William," he says. "Hiding in the
stacks? You should be meeting your mother."

I've given up trying to get him to understand
his life here. Instead, I play along. "I needed to check these
books, Mr. Morton."

He nods and grins. "What do you have this
week? More adventures? Science Fiction? Fantasy? The next in the
Gormenghast trilogy?"

I step out of the palm shadows. The rainbow
streak of a running lizard skips over my foot and disappears into
the thicket. In the sun, the white sand warms my calluses. I offer
up my empty hands as if I'm holding several volumes. "Kontiki," I
say.

"Thor Heyerdahl."

"I'm building a raft," I say.

"From reeds? To sail the Pacific?"

"Sort of," I say. "I'm using coconuts."

He guffaws. "You are one of my very
favorites, William," he says. "And where do you propose to find
enough coconuts to float you across the Pacific?"

I look at his feet. There are three coconuts
near enough for him to kick. "I've been collecting them," I say. "I
get them at the grocery. I've almost got enough."

He realizes I'm serious; or, he realizes the
child he sees is serious. He raises a bushy eyebrow. Rather than
burst my bubble, he changes the subject.

I almost cry at his kindness even though it's
thoroughly demented.

"What else do you have there?" he asks.

"Single Line Fishing in Deep Water," I
say.

"Like Santiago?" He reaches out to take my
invisible books. I hand them to him.

"Who?"

"Santiago," he repeats. He turns away and
heads toward an imaginary counter where the checkout stand should
be. I mean, where it would be. He paces off the distance perfectly.
My childhood memory knows his gait, the number of steps, the
position he'll take, an elbow on the counter, one hand moving books
through a scanner, his eyes on me while he continues to chat about
my books.

"The Old Man and the Sea," he says. "A great
book. With your love of adventure, I think, William, that you would
enjoy it. Shall I get our copy for you? I'm sure it has been
checked in."

Of course, I know the book. I just didn't
remember the name of the old man.

Santiago.

I remember now. What was the boy's name? It
doesn't matter. "I think I've got enough for this week," I say.

"I'm surprised," he says. "Only two. You
usually leave with a whole armload."

"Building a raft takes a lot of time," I say.
"I don't have any help."

He hands me the imaginary volumes. He nods,
smiles, and peers over his frames.

He has to look up at me to peer over the
frames. Funny how that look makes me feel small, like I'm still a
child standing in front of the tall, kindly librarian that took me
in. I want to please him somehow. I want to help him. I remind
myself that I'm trying to save his life.

"Maybe," I say, "you could help me with the
raft?"

"I have never built a raft, William."

"But I bet you've read all about them."

He smiles. "Reading and doing are not the
same."

I smile and speak one of his pet mantras to
him. He must have said it to me a thousand, thousand times while I
was growing up. "Begin to learn a thing by reading. Make it yours
by doing."

He tosses his pony tail over his shoulder,
throws back his head, and laughs. He shakes so hard he has to hold
his glasses to his head. In spite of my fear for him, I smile. He
might be insane, but his humor's intact. We laugh together.

"I'll help if I can," he says. "Under one
condition."

"What?" I ask.

"You have to come to next Saturday's reading
hour. Two-o'clock sharp," he says.

I hope we're both off the island by then.
Even so, I agree.

~ ~ ~

"What we need are some good planks," he
says.

I stand up from untying the knotted edges of
nylon netting I found hung up on the basalt ridge at the North end
of the island. There's enough netting to make maybe ten large bags
of coconuts. Hell, Papillon escaped Devil's Island on one. With
ten, we can support a platform, a lean-to, an outrigger, and a
sail.

I've already finished the platform and
outrigger. They float well enough without the coconuts, but the
coconuts will let us load the platform and stay high and dry—I
hope.

"Why planks?" I ask.

"To make the story work. There is always a
good shipwreck and planks and part of a boat."

"Always?"

"Well, not in Ohio," he says. "But in
Gulliver. In Robinson Crusoe. In Dynotopia."

I laugh. He laughs.

"Grass lines do not hold up well in salt
water," he says.

I nod. I continue to work on the nylon
netting. "We'll test it on fresh water—on Ganges Pond," I say. This
seems to please him. "Proof of concept," I say.

He puts down the blue plastic tarps, the sail
he's lashing together. Peering over his glasses, he smiles and
squints one eye. "Sometimes," he says, "I think you are a lot older
in your head than you are in your body, William. Your reading will
serve you well as an adult. When you grow up, you can come and
write grants for me at the Library."

"I'd like that," I say. I don't remind him
that we wouldn't be here if one of my grants hadn't come through.
It was for him. It was supposed to help him. It was his dream to
SCUBA uncharted Islands in the South Pacific. He wanted to do a
coffee table book—underwater pictures, big plates of pretty fish
and corals, a message to the world to save the oceans.

I hadn't expected the grant to come through.
None of the others had. The library was dying. His heart was dying
with it. At the time, I laughed and thanked God for the gift that
might save him.

If that grant hadn't come through, we
wouldn't have been on the SCUBA charter when it went down. We
wouldn't have had to bury Captain Andy.

I wipe warm salt water from my eyes.

"I think I had better go," he says. "I am
quite sure your mother will want to feed you soon, and I have a
date with Santiago tonight."

I want him to keep working, to not go off
into the jungle and pretend he has a home, an easy chair, a floor
lamp, and a copy of The Old Man and the Sea.

"We're almost done," I say.

"Gange's Pond will keep. Remember your
promise," he says. "Tomorrow is Saturday."

"I'll be there," I say.

He leaves. I ignore my tears and keep
working. I work through the night. I work through sunrise. Near
noon, I float the coconuts out and lash them to the belly of the
platform.

When I'm done with all ten, I look at my
watch. Almost two o'clock.

I lash the supplies to the deck inside the
lean-to. I unwrap the sail and test it against the breeze. I drop
the center board, lift it, jump up and down on the lashed
outriggers, kick at the rudder.

The raft is as finished as it's going to
be.

~ ~ ~

I sit on my log in the circle and watch him
read from an imagined volume.

"He was an old man who fished alone in a
skiff in the Gulf Stream and he had gone eighty-four days now
without taking a fish."

I can't imagine how he does it. He must have
known it by heart before Captain Andy's boat capsized. Maybe his
insanity lets him dredge up the stories from the past. Still, it's
one thing to memorize the eggs and ham story or remember a tale
about a little girl and big red dog; it's something else entirely
to remember word-for-word an entire novel.

Of course, I can't check it, but I'm sure he
remembers it perfectly.

I sit and watch him turn the pages. His
certainty, the smooth action of his fingertips, the way he slides
his fingers up the side of the book and folds in the next page to
wait for the next turning. It all says he knew the book completely,
that if I ever made it home, I would find that particular edition
on his shelves. When I looked at those pages, I would see that the
last word he spoke before turning the page would be the last word
on the page in the real book.

He peers through his glasses at the book. To
him, it's real. Occasionally, he peers over his glasses at me and
smiles. Even so, he never misses a word.

It's a long reading. I listen carefully while
Santiago cuts bait and fishes. I take mental notes while he fights
the great fish. I worry while he fights the sharks.

I sit as I did as a child, in awe at the
spell of this man, my librarian.

When he finally puts his book down, he takes
a long breath.

I take a long breath. "That was amazing," I
say.

"Thank you, William," he says. Then, he
stands and looks through his glasses. "Do you think the library on
the other side of Ganges Pond is still there?" he asks.

I'm stunned. I know he sees me as I am. I try
to think of the right answer. His librarian's gaze makes me small,
and I can't lie. "I don't know," I say.

"The tide is turning, William," he says.
"You'll need to catch it if you want to get out of the bay
tonight."

He's lucid. He's looking directly at me. He
takes his glasses off and looks into my eyes. "You have everything
you need to make it," he says.

For the first time since we crawled up onto
the hot, white sand, my belly's cold. "We." I say. "We have
everything we need to make it."

He puts his glasses back on and peers over
the top. "No," he says. "I am the librarian. I have my duties. The
great Ganges Pond crossing is up to you, William. I could never
leave my books."

Whatever lucidity he had for a moment is
gone. I think again about knocking him out and carrying him to the
raft. I'm stronger, taller.

He bends and gathers his invisible book from
an invisible table.

It's my chance.

The perfection of his motion would make a
great mime cry at his own incompetence. The impression of the size
and shape of the volume is perfect. I feel the book almost as if
I'm touching it myself.

He walks a few paces left, lifts a hand up to
his eye-level, inserts the flat of his hand between two volumes in
stacks I can't see, then nestles The Old Man and the
Sea between them.

He turns back to me. He smiles. "The library
is closing, William," he says. "I believe it is time for you to
go."

I hesitate. I can't hurt him. I can't take
him from his books.

"Thank you, Mr. Morton," I say. "I'll come
back."

"I know you will, William," he says. "And
William."

"Yes?"

"You will be nice to the new librarian, won't
you?"

I nod and turn toward the sea.
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They weren't even married yet, and already
Mel white-knuckled the steering wheel when Lydia spoke. He turned
Lydia's cherry red Mercedes onto a narrow lane. Both sides of the
street were lined by narrow-windowed, old-town shops where people
that barely spoke English once lived and sold their wares. "Has
this Uncle Izak been in this country long?" he asked.

"Uncle Izak has been taking care of the
weddings for my family for..." Lydia stared at him for a minute,
her brown, cow eyes just blank and her wild red hair reminding Mel
more of Bozo than a bride-to-be. Finally, she laughed and waved her
pampered hand in dismissal. "Well, just forever, that's all. He's
an institution with us Steinmans."

"We Drakes don't have institutions. We
have common sense. We're pragmatic folk," Mel said. "And after
Saturday, you're going to be Mrs. Mel Drake." He slipped Lydia's
Mercedes ragtop up to the empty curb. "After that, we don’t give
money away because of family traditions."

"Yes, Dear," she said. Then, she giggled.

Mel looked up and down the street of ragged
shop fronts. Spray-painted gang tags marred most of the abandoned
stores. Only a dingy tailor's shop showed any sign of occupation
and vocation. "That's it?"

"Come on! You'll love Uncle Izak."

He didn't think that very likely. He pulled
his wallet out of his pants and locked it in the glove compartment
before he followed Lydia out onto the street. He pressed the remote
and glanced up and down the street while the car put up its top
then beeped confirmation that it had set its alarms and locked its
doors.

The hair on the back of his neck stood at
attention. Certain he was being watched by someone or something
dangerous, he followed his bozo bride into the dilapidated tailor's
shop. The shop door clipped against an actual bell, which made a
happy little tinkle that seemed totally wrong for the narrow
interior of a shop sandwiched between a burned out bakery and
once upon a time dance studio that had lost all the
front window glass a long time ago. Even though nobody was smoking,
ancient cigarette smoke tainted the air. Mel figured the overhead
fleur de lis light fixtures had been converted to
electric from gas, He also thought the gas would have done a better
job.

Lydia danced across the worn hardwood toward
the flat expanse of a cutting table at the rear of the shop. She
did a quick turn with the skeleton of a fitting dummy, popped up
onto a square fitting dais, stopped, and bowed low to her own image
in the triptych mirror surrounding the dais. Swirls of dust
followed her pirouettes.

For just a moment, Mel considered taking her
Benz on a drive to Cancun and leaving her, her father's money, the
whole ditzy Steinman family behind.

"May I help you?" The young woman's voice
came from behind a curtain at the back of the shop.

The lilt of that voice made Mel wonder if it
might not be worth a minute or two of his time to humor his new
bride.

The curtain parted, and he was rewarded for
his compassion and patience. Oh, yeah, the trip to Uncle Izak, the
traditional family tailor, was definitely looking up.

The woman at the back glanced at him. Her
magic green eyes traced a line of heat across his face, down his
chest, and right into his crotch. She strolled into the shop, the
drape of her sheer, cotton, peasant dress flirting with her thigh.
She stepped behind the cutting table and took up a station at a
hand-cranked, brass cash register that had to be older than
God.

She smoothed the front of her dress.

Mel admired the way the fabric over her chest
bounced back from her caress. Lydia’s chest had nothing to bounce
back.

Shining waves of dark hair hung loose over
the shop girl's shoulder and teased the white curve of breasts
bulging up from the scooped neck of her dress. She flipped her hair
back over her shoulder.

Mel bit his tongue.

Even in that dank sweatshop wannabe, the
girl's lips glistened and her teeth flashed.

But the flash wasn't for him. The shop girl
smiled for Lydia.

"Lydia?" the shop girl asked. "Is that
you?"

"Gloria?"

The two women squealed in unison and chorused
and exaggerated, "Oh! My! Gawd!"

Lydia and Gloria collided half way between
the register and the dais. They were a swirl of magic sensuality
and bride-to-be kissing and giggling and screaming.

Mel was good at seeing an opportunity, if he
was good at anything, and he was going to get that girl's eyes back
on him. He stepped forward and coughed.

They ignored him.

"Lydia," he said. "You know this lovely young
woman?"

The curtain parted again. Mel looked over
hoping for, well, he wasn't sure, maybe a twin? A blond, if the
gods were with him. Instead, he got an old man whose skin matched
the yellowed air and light of the shop, an old man whose bald pate
was framed with a rim of white and so covered in liver spots that
the top of his head might have been tan, an old man stooped by a
dowager's hump, spited with a hook-nosed, and dressed for mourning
in black tails, of all damn things. The old man had to twist his
head sideways to look up at Mel.

Lydia broke her clinch with the babe from the
back room, and she turned her attentions to none other than Uncle
Izak himself.

While Lydia was fawning over Uncle Izak, Mel
moved in on Gloria. "You must be Lydia's cousin?"

"Cousin?" The girl held out her hand. "Oh,"
she said. "The Uncle Izak thing."

Mel took her soft hand in both of his,
smiled, nodded, and rubbed his fingertips along the inside of her
palm. She blushed, looked away, and pulled her hand back. It was
just what he had hoped for. He wondered how much time Uncle Izak
would need alone with Lydia for this fitting thing.

"This is Uncle Izak," Lydia said. "Isn't he
sweet? He's just a wizard when it comes to the right wedding
clothes."

Mel put out a hand to the old man. Uncle Izak
ignored it, twisting his head and looking sideways at Mel. "This,"
he said, his voice rattling up from deep in his phlegm-clogged
chest, "This is the putz that's to marry so beautiful a girl like
Lydia?"

"Excuse me?" Mel said.

"I said," Uncle Izak said, "This is the putz
that's to marry so beautiful a girl like Lydia?"

"He doesn't mean anything by it," said
Lydia.

"I heard what you said." Mel pulled back his
hand.

"Oh," said Uncle Izak. "Good. I was thinking
maybe the shagatsa trouble maker wants to borrow my hearing
aid?"

"Uncle Izak, be nice," Lydia said.

Mel noticed the dark beauty watching him from
the counter. He couldn't let her see him go under to this prune
fart. "Old man, you just lost this wedding," he said. He could come
back and negotiate a deal with Gloria.

Uncle Izak half coughed and half shrugged. He
took Lydia's hand and shuffled her across the room to the fitting
dais. "Upsy daisy, my girl," he said, and Lydia stepped lightly up
onto the dais.

"I want just the best gown you've ever done,
Uncle Izak," she said.

"A gown as pretty as your sister's?" Uncle
Izak asked.

"Lydia, we're leaving," Mel said.

"Prettier," Lydia said. "Much prettier. With
lots of tiny pearls." Lydia seemed to quiver with joy under Uncle
Izak's tape measure. "And a tux that fits Mel perfectly. Maybe with
tails and a vest. Can you do spats?"

"Lydia!" Mel said.

Uncle Izak turned around. Again, the twisting
stare. "You're thinking this wedding is about you, Mr. I drive my
sweetie's automobile and lock up my wallet?"

Mel felt his face burn. The old man had been
watching them in the street. He took a step toward the nasty little
tailor.

"Look, Gloria!" Uncle Izak pointed a gnarled
finger at Mel. "Look! The groom wants to smack around an old man.
How long you think this little boy can keep our lovely Lydia
happy?"

Mel stopped and glanced at Gloria. Hands on
her hips, she pouted her disapproval.

Mel thought better of taking out the old man.
"Okay, maybe I can't stop her from getting her gown here, but I can
sure as hell get my tux somewhere else."

Gloria stepped out from behind the counter.
She put a loving hand on Uncle Izak's hump. "Uncle Izak," she
soothed. "I think we should be nicer to this man."

Mel was sure she glanced his way, sure her
eyes sparkled for him.

"He's marrying our little Lydia. Our families
have always taken care of each other, and now this nice young man
is going to make Lydia his bride. There's nothing we can do to stop
that. It just isn't up to us. It's between them."

Mel smiled.

"You love this putz, Lydia?" Uncle Izak
asked.

She spun on her dais and said, "I do!"

"Okay. I fit them," Izak said. "We fit them
both for tradition's sake. I fit them, and I take good care of our
little girl here."

Gloria smiled and kissed the old man on the
top of his head.

~ ~ ~

Sitting in million-year-old hardwood waiting
chair had Mel cursing the trees the wood came from before Uncle
Izak looked up from his work and nodded his approval. Except for
occasional appearances by Gloria, the gown fitting was the most
excruciatingly boring two hours of Mel's life. When Lydia was
trussed, frilled, fluffed, and fluted, Mel had to admit she looked
pretty good. If she got that damn fright wig tucked in under a hood
or veil or something, she might even look hot enough to keep him up
on their wedding night.

"Your turn, Mr. I got important things to
do," Uncle Izak said. "Up on the box."

Grateful to stand, Mel stretched his cramped
legs and took his place on the dais. Uncle Izak pulled his tape
from a pocket. He let it unroll and spill across the floor. Gloria
took Lydia into the back room.

Uncle Izak glanced over his hump, then he
twisted his head and looked up at Mel.

Here we go, Mel thought. This coffin filler
is going to flip me more shit.

Instead, Uncle Izak winked. "I got a tuxedo
for you, boy. I got one that will make you look good. You like to
look good. I can see that. I can see that you like that automobile
little Lydia drives. I can see you like the dress Gloria wears. I
can see you want to look good at the wedding. Yes?"

Mel wasn't sure what the old man was up to,
but he nodded.

The old man shuffled across the room and
pulled a black wooden box out from under the cutting counter. "This
is a tux I made for just an occasion like this one. Just like this
one. It's a very special—"

"I'm not paying extra," Mel said. "This is
her circus, and after the way you treated me, I'm not paying you a
penny."

"Yes. Yes, I thought so," Uncle Izak said. "I
don't want your money."

"I’m not stupid," Mel said.

"No. No," Uncle Izak said. "I can see how
smart you are. I just want to put this tux on you and see if we can
make a fit. If we can, I'll give it to you."

"Free?"

"You maybe want my hearing aid?"

"You won't even charge Lydia?"

"I especially won't charge Lydia. You see,
Mr. Mel, I was very good friends with her great grandpa in the old
country. When he died, I promised I'd take care of all his
daughters. There were three. And I promised to take care of their
daughters, nine, and theirs, twenty-seven. So, you see, no matter
how much I loathe the fact that she loves you, I have to take care
of her."

"Family loyalty, then?"

"You've heard of it?"

"Don't be a smart ass, old man. I'll wear
your damn tux."

"Good," Izak said. "That's very good. And in
return—"

"You said free."

"In return, I just ask you to promise me
you'll always be loyal to that little girl from this moment on in
thought and deed. Always."

"Yeah, whatever."

"You promise? You promise, and you do it, and
everything will work out for you."

"Yeah. Sure."

"With your hand on this tuxedo, the very
clothes in which you will forge your sacred bonds?"

Mel reached out and put his right hand on the
tux box and held up his left in a mockery of a swearing in. "So
help me God," he said.

"So help you, God." Uncle Izak smiled,
nodded, and opened the box.

~ ~ ~

Lydia had her heart set on Uncle Izak's tux
and gown. Tradition and family history, all that old money crap.
Mel didn't figure Uncle Izak's baggy, cuff-worn tux would look any
better Saturday when he picked it up than it had during the
measuring. That foul, raisin-head was going to make him the fool on
his wedding day.

But the foul old raisin-head wasn’t in the
shop on Saturday. Gloria was, and she looked good in a light,
cotton sun dress that curved and shimmied when she moved.
"Tradition," she said as she let him in. "Uncle Izak doesn't work
on Saturday."

"I'm sorry I've missed the old man." Mel
smiled and brushed against Gloria on his way in. "So, he's not
going to make sure his special tux fits?"

Gloria's warm hands on his shoulder and waist
guided him to the fitting dais. "I'll do it," she said. "Stand
here, and I'll get your tux."

Mel watched the green-eyed witch of the
tailor shop disappear through the curtain, and he thought about the
lame bachelor party the Steinman boys had thrown for him. It had
been a kind effort, he knew, but those boys just didn't know how to
party.

The way Gloria walked, however, suggested she
might know a bit more than Lydia’s brothers.

She returned with the black box. "Still
dressed?" she asked.

Mrs. Drake didn't raise a fool. Mel was down
to his skivvies and had his hands on his boxer waistband.

Gloria put a hand on his. She looked up at
him, holding his hand at his navel. "That's good," she said. "We'll
start with the shirt." Her pupils were wide in the low light of the
tailor shop. Mel liked the game. The ritual of the fitting
began.

He stood still, compliant, open to her touch
and guidance. She lifted the shirt from the box, slid her nails
along his arm, and slipped his arm into a sleeve. She did the same
for the other arm. While she slowly buttoned the front, her breath
warm on his belly, she talked, "Lydia's a nice girl. You have a
good thing there."

Mel wondered if this woman was playing with
him. He decided it didn't really matter. "Yeah. Nice." He
managed.

"She and I've been friends all our lives,"
Gloria said.

Mel wanted to put his fingers in her hair.
"Nice," he said.

She finished the lowest button then smoothed
the shirt down over his chest and boxers. "You do love her, don't
you?" Gloria asked.

Mel reached for her, but she smiled and
ducked away to pick up the pants in the box.

He laughed. Obediently, he lifted each leg in
turn and let her slip the pant legs over his feet. She lifted the
pants, her soft knuckles sliding along his thighs. Mel knew she
could see how excited he was while she tugged the waist up around
his hips. He put a hand to her cheek and lifted her chin. "I'm
getting married," he said, "but I'm not dead."

She wet her lips with her tongue and pulled
the waistband together. "Uncle Izak says you're going to ruin
Lydia's life. Do you think you're going to ruin her life?"

"Gloria," he said, "I'm going to show Lydia
things about life that she's never dreamed of."

Her crimson lips hovered near the fly of his
pants. She reached into his open fly and deftly buttoned it closed.
"There," she said. "Let me see you." She stood up on the dais
beside him, and she turned him. They examined him in the mirrors.
She turned him around. He gazed into her eyes when he could. He
stared openly into the mirror, savoring the firm curve of her
cotton sundress rising and falling over her ass.

She saw him watching her in the mirror and
laughed. She attached the stiff, high pointed collar to his shirt
and tied his bow tie. He steadied himself against her, then he
caressed her waist.

She didn't resist. She put on his cummerbund,
his three-button vest, and the tailed suit coat.

When she had him dressed, she stood and
stared into the mirror. He stood behind her, his hands on her
shoulders, his nose in her hair. "The tux is awesome," he said. And
it was. It fit him better than anything he'd ever worn. It made him
look like a robber baron of the 19th century, like the
man of power and substance he was about to become. It made him feel
like he could take anything he wanted from anyone.

He turned Gloria around and kissed her.

She responded for a long, warm moment, then
she pushed him away. "Mr. Drake," she said. "Lydia is my friend,
and she's going to be your wife."

"Not until two o'clock."

"You'd make love to me in the tuxedo you'll
wear at your wedding?"

He kissed her again.

She pressed herself against him.

The perfect fit of his trousers became too
tight.

A noise from the back room pulled them apart.
Gloria smoothed her hair and stepped down from the dais.

Uncle Izak shuffled through the curtains.
"Oh, good," he said. "It fits."

"I'm impressed," Mel said. "I didn't think
this old thing could every look so good."

"The putz thinks I do good work," Uncle Izak
said. "My fortune is made!"

"You have to admit, I look good in it."

"I'm very careful to make sure all my clothes
fit my clients," Uncle Izak said. "This tuxedo fits you
perfectly."

Uncle Izak supervised while Gloria removed
the tux, smoothed the felt, brushed the sleeves, and repacked the
tux. As Mel was heading out, boxes under his arms. Uncle Izak
turned to Gloria. "What do you think, dear? Does it fit him?"

"Perfectly," she purred.

Mel glanced back. Gloria’s prurient smile
sent him on his way.

~ ~ ~

The sun was high, and the garden was filled
with chairs and people. The tux was hot. It was a normal old money
wedding. The Benz was already shoe-polished and tin-canned. The
round, Rabbi Feaderman and Mel stood sweating under the lawn canopy
waiting for Lydia. The music started. Lydia appeared at the end of
the walk, her stone-faced father leading her. The Rabbi leaned
forward and whispered in Mel's ear. "That tux looks fine on you,
son. Is it one of Uncle Izak's?"

Surprised, Mel looked at the corpulent rabbi.
He wondered if maybe the man was a bit too happy about the fit.
"Yeah."

"Oh, I'm so glad. Lydia's a fine girl, and
she deserves the best."

"Yeah," Mel said. He slipped a finger between
his collar and his neck. He was sweating, and he could have sworn
every step Lydia took made it hotter, made the tux feel
tighter.

The Steinmans, father and daughter, reached
the lawn chairs, fifty rows of chairs full of over-dressed, stuffed
shirts and media fools. The cummerbund seemed to cinch in. Mel
pulled at it.

At least when Mrs. Steinman had seen that the
groom's side would be empty, she'd herded Steinman sycophants into
those chairs.

The shoes cut at his ankles.

"Ugh," he said.

"Excuse me?" the rabbi said.

"It's hot."

"Oh? I thought the lake breeze cooled things
off a bit."

Mel looked at the rabbi. He wasn't sweating
at all. "No," he whispered.

"No, what?" the rabbi whispered back. "You a
bit nervous, son? That's normal. Just remember to breathe, and
you'll be fine."

Mel couldn't be nervous. Lydia was okay—no
supermodel, and she sure as hell wasn't going to show him anything
new tonight.

The breeze seemed to catch the tux jacket and
close it around his chest. It stayed closed, and suddenly he
couldn't breathe. He was getting dizzy. "Oh god," he said. He
clawed at the coat, at his collar.

He couldn't get dizzy—couldn't pass out. He'd
worked too hard. Too long. He forced himself to calm down, to
breathe. Lydia was almost to him, and he was about to marry into
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