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      “Don’t you believe in magic?” the bartender asks me.

      On stage, cast in purple light, Marvin the Magician pours milk into a hat.  It’s a trick as old as he is, maybe older.  The audience, at less than half the club’s capacity, carry on their own conversations and pay the aged illusionist no mind.

      “Smoke and mirrors, Jerry,” I tell the big barkeep.  “I’ve been on the other side of those mirrors and there’s nothing there.”

      “That’s a depressing attitude,” Jerry says.

      I agree.

      “You want a drink?”

      “Better not,” I say.

      The Speakeasy is aptly named.  It’s got the look and feel of the 1930s, the walls, woodwork, and even the furniture showing fifty-odd years of stains and neglect.  Stained glass chandeliers hanging from the vaulted ceiling, dim light filtered yellow and blue.  Tonight there are less than twenty patrons in all, mostly couples, and they don’t seem to give a shit about the entertainment and his worn-out routine.

      Marvin the Magician chuckles to himself, trying to stir some interest.  His costume’s reminiscent of Vaudeville: a black tux that’s loose on his bony frame, a silken cape, and top hat.  At his throat is a string tie wound around an old brooch of blue stone, shaped like a beetle.

      That scarab is even older than Marvin, by millennia, and it’s the reason Edgar and I are here.

      Edgar returns from the toilet, wiping his wet hands on his Bermuda shorts.  His neck cranes toward a young lady laughing with her boyfriend at one of the tables as he plops down on the stool next to me, fire-colored Hawaiian shirt glowing in the gloom of this place.

      Eddie is the self-described “Mexican Tom Selleck,” a devotee of the Magnum, P. I. television show.  But the only thing he and Magnum have in common are the wardrobe and lip hair.

      “Yeah, I’d like to make her laugh like that,” he says.  “Sad thing is, she’d be laughing at me, you know?”

      He gives me his goofy grin, then sticks his chin toward the stage.  “That what you used to do, Jack?  Pour milk into hats, hammer expensive watches?  That’d be a good way to lift them, right?  Smash a Rolex from some volunteer and give him back a fake.  Felix probably has a few you could use.”

      I nod dismissively.

      Marvin’s venturing into the audience now, trying to stir some participation.  He asks a red-haired woman in a scarlet dress to draw a card.  She rudely tries to ignore him, but her date shrugs and tells her to go ahead.

      “And fortune telling too, right, Jack?”  Edgar puts two fingers to his temple in a bad Johnny Carson Carnac impression.  “Nnnnn, a priest, a rabbi, and an old magi who makes money disappear…”  He rolls his eyes, chuckles to himself, and smooths his mustache with finger and thumb.

      “You missed your calling,” I tell him.

      Marvin’s victim draws a king of hearts from his hand.  She flashes it around the disinterested room, Marvin covering his eyes with his wrinkly old hand.

      “Bam,” Edgar says, pointing at me.  “What does it mean?”

      It’s the suicide king.  My father.

      “A hypocrite,” I answer.  “And a coward.”

      I rap my knuckles on the bar, extra hard, to feel the sting in my bones.  “You know what, Jerry, why don’t you give me that drink after all?  Gin and tonic.”

      “So you really were a magician?” Jerry asks, pouring it out.

      I roll the gin around in my mouth, savoring the flavor.  Edgar stares at me from the corner of my vision.  I ignore him.

      “Yeah, kind of.  I was the sorcerer’s apprentice, you might say.  Ever hear of Damien Deshanko, in Vegas?  Real name was Karl.”  Jerry just shrugs.  I stare at the ice in my glass.  “We had a falling out.  I tend to fall out a lot...  Anyway, I learned enough to know that there is no magic in the world.  Everything’s just Disney bullshit.  There’s no great mystery left worth exploring.  The only real trick I ever pulled was my own disappearing act.”

      I follow this with a big jolt from my glass.

      “Well, you’re in rare form tonight, Jack.”  Edgar’s tone is one I rarely hear from him: quiet and serious.

      This life is ending, and the drink knows it.  Sorry if it’s depressing.

      “So, uh, who else you planning to make disappear?”  The big bartender looks a little nervous.

      “Nothing like that,” I assure him.  “Marvin agreed to make regular payments and hasn’t.  We’re just here to collect what doesn’t belong to him.”

      Jerry steps away to help another customer, a fat man with a skinny girl on his arm.  I eye up the bartender: he’s a bull of a man, shoulders like mountains supporting a curly-haired rock of a head, no neck in between.  Jerry’s big, but not bright.  It’s obvious that he and Marvin are friends, which makes me wonder if Jerry could be a problem, if push comes to shove.

      Then again, I have Edgar.  Eddie’s more pear-shaped with chubby cheeks crowding his dark mustache.  He’s a caricature of himself, though that’s his greatest asset: he doesn’t look dangerous.  Jerry’s bulk is obvious, but I’ll bet on Eddie if things get rough.

      Marvin’s finishing up his act.  The audience doesn’t seem to notice.  This lack of popularity and his known gambling habits explain why he hasn’t had the money to pay for the brooch.  These days, he’s just the opening act for someone bigger.  Tonight that’s an up-and-coming comedian trying to get attention from the talent scouts down south.  But he’s hoping for too much on this side of the river.  Hollywood-types don’t venture this far north into Rails End.

      Marvin bows for some courtesy applause and disappears when the lights wink out.  And here I am, only half done with my drink.  I set it aside and we get to our feet.  Jerry holds out a meaty paw, tells us to wait.

      Just as I feared.  He’s getting a waiter to fill in for him so he can escort us backstage.

      We wind between tables and into a narrow hallway in the back, barely wide enough for the chubby comedian to pass by.  He smiles at us but gets no response.  We’ve got our game faces on now.

      An exit sign glows red at the end of the passage and I make note of it, just in case.  Another sign is glued to the dressing room door: Talent Only.  I go to knock and feel Jerry behind me, trying to bump by to get in first, so I forgo the polite formalities and head on in.

      It’s obvious that Marvin is the only regular act here.  The sole dressing room is crowded with things found at a stage magician’s garage sale: trapdoor tables, trick handcuffs, the Cabinet of Mystery.  The talent himself is seated in front of a big mirror, cape draped over his chair, wiping sweat from his brow with his impossibly long handkerchief.  His lined face melts when he sees us.

      Edgar claps.  “Hell of a show, Marvin, hell of a show.  But if you don’t mind a bit of advice, you need a lovely assistant.  You know, a cute little blonde in pink tights and cleavage.  All the greats have a lovely assistant.”

      The old man turns away from our reflections to see us in the flesh.  “What are you guys doing here?”

      “Wanted to catch your act,” I tell him.  “See if that scarab was all you said it was.”

      According to legend, the brooch Marvin bought from Felix is an ancient Egyptian amulet that was used by Akhenaten’s priests during the pharaoh’s religious reformation.  It disappeared from Berlin’s Altes Museum years ago and eventually found its way into Felix’s collection.  I don’t know how Marvin found out about it, but he’s a believer and had to have it.  You’d think an illusionist would know better, but the old guy’s obviously a romantic.

      “If this is about the money—”

      “Of course it’s about the money,” I say.  “And I know where all your money went.  A little pony told me you lost it all at the track, Marvin.”

      “Well, I...”  The old magician wipes his brow again, looking at the floor.  “I was trying to get enough to just pay Mr. Caterina outright, you see.”

      “Betting on the long shot, eh Marv?”  Edgar pokes a finger into a gilded cage of doves, but the birds want nothing to do with him.

      I’m aware that Jerry is still behind me, blocking the closed door, so I sidestep and lean against the Cabinet of Mystery, the kind that makes people disappear.  Now Edgar and I are on either side of Marvin and we can both keep an eye on the big barkeep.

      “The odds weren’t horrible,” the old man insists.  “Just bad luck, that’s all.  I’ll have Mr. Caterina’s money after next weekend.  I have another show—”

      “Marvin,” I say, “you haven’t made a payment in five weeks.  Felix gave you that trinket on the condition you’d be by every two.”

      “I know but—”

      I raise a finger toward him: “I’m not finished.”

      Jerry’s bulk stirs to my left.  Edgar notices, too, and he stops playing with the birds.

      “Marvin, I don’t think you appreciate the break you were given.  Felix Caterina doesn’t do loans.  He buys things, he sells things.  You were sold this item on a payment plan, which is a first since I’ve been working for him.”

      “And they say the old man has no heart,” Edgar puts in with grin.  “Must have been the Sacred Brotherhood of Grey-Haired Old Bastards, eh, Marv?”

      “I’ve known Felix a long time,” Marvin says.  He looks up at me with nervous brown eyes.  The old stone brooch is still fixed around his neck, ancient blue against his starched white collar.

      “Which is why we’re being so nice,” I say, rolling open my hand.

      Marvin’s hands go to his neck but they aren’t working to free the item, just cover it up.  Sad.  I feel like a stepfather demanding a boy’s favorite toy.

      The other boy steps forward.  “Hey, guys, we’ll give you the money next week, okay?”

      “It’s too late for that, Jerry,” I say, my eyes still on Marvin.

      “I don’t want to insist,” Jerry says.

      “Then don’t.”

      But he doesn’t heed my advice.  I see the big dark shape come at me from the side, but he’s intercepted by my partner.  There’s the muffled sound of fists impacting clothed bodies, an evacuation of air from lungs, and two knees pounding hard to the floor.  I don’t have to see the action to know the results.  I just ripple my fingers for Marvin.

      The old man frowns, unties the stone beetle, and sets it in my hand.
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      The next night I’m sprawled face down, drunk as hell.  There’s buzzing in my ears and a mechanical hornet stinging the shit out of my back.

      The immediate world below me is a familiar black and white checkerboard.  Drops of spittle glisten on the dusty floor.  Drool, no doubt.  Mine.

      I remember dragging myself through the door now.  The hornet digging into my shoulder blade is a tattoo needle.  It comes to me when I hear Skunk’s nasally voice.

      “I don’t know anything about Chinese dragons,” I mumble to the checkerboard tile.

      It takes me another second to realize that I’m not part of the conversation.

      “Depends on the size,” Skunk says, “color, stuff like that.  Why don’t you come in sometime?  You can look through my books and I’ll give you an estimate.”

      Skunk is sewing ink into my back with one hand and talking on the phone with the other.  The cord wobbles in a tight spiral past my head to the black rotary on the wall.  And now that I’m aware of the situation, I don’t really care for it.  I try to tell him that he needs to call whoever it is back, that I need two hands and all his attention on that needle, but my mind-body connections are clouded by alcohol vapor.  The words get lost in the ether.

      “Hey, I can do dragons,” Skunk tells his phone, “but any magical aspect is up to you, man.”

      What is it with magic lately?

      You want magic?  I vanish all the time.  My whole damned life disappears and reappears somewhere else.  Poof, I’m somebody new.  I don’t even bother pitching people a last name anymore.  Unnecessary detail.

      Of course, these words don’t actually come out of my mouth, and Skunk just keeps talking: “Sure, I believe in magic.  Yeah, ancient wisdom, all that, but do you believe?  That’s the question.  You have to have faith, man.”

      I have faith in nothing, I tell myself.  I try to push these words out, too, but my tongue just shoves slobber instead.  A fine, wet string stretches floorward.

      What have I done?  I’m drunk out of my mind and cast over Skunk’s padded table, the buzz of the needle singing a duet with the ring in my ears.  Does the ending of a life preclude the alcoholism, or is it the other way around?  Which is prophecy, which the coming?  Is it only boredom that drives me to drink my way out of a life, or a need to run, to move on before some past I left behind catches up to me?  Does my persona poison itself so a new one can crop up somewhere else?

      I’ve spent a year building this Jack of Spades, but I still feel empty.  The nomad in me has become impatient yet again.  I don’t know exactly what I’m looking for, but when too much time goes by without my having found it, my liver starts to get awfully thirsty.  It’s a sign that this life may not be good enough.  That it might be time to move on and start a new one.

      I ponder my pathetic cycle until the hornet backs off, falling silent.

      “All done, man,” Skunk says, talking to me now.

      I lie numb for several seconds, body slowed and mind busy.  Finally I push myself up and slide to my feet.

      Skunk’s a lanky a kid painted with tattoos.  Down his arms, up his neck: spider webs, mermaids, anchors and daggers, skulls and moons.  Every time I come in, he’s dressed the same way: wife-beater T-shirt and black jeans.  His face is peppered with metal and there’s a white stripe bleached down the middle of his spiky black hair.  Despite what anyone’s parents might think to look at him, he’s a good kid.  An idealist, too.  Even sober, I try to avoid deep conversations with him—rather than risk inadvertently showing my hand and revealing too much about myself—but Skunk always draws me in.

      Not tonight, though.  I’m in no condition for that.

      Light glimmers against the curve of his thick nose ring and I focus on it.  Finding a relative center to the universe helps me also find my bearings.

      The mouth below that ring is moving.  I realize that I’m actually ashamed to be so shitfaced in front of him.  There’s got to be a way to figuratively end a life without literally drinking myself to death.

      Skunk’s pointing to my left, at the mirror on the wall.

      “How’s it look?”  He hands me a barber’s mirror so I can bounce around the reflections and see what he’s done.

      I nod, pretending to know what progress is in this state.

      “Give it a week or so,” he says, “and I’ll add the blue.  If you still want it.  I kind of like it the way it is.  Or maybe add some white.”

      “What’d we do tonight?” I want to know.

      “Uh, the red?”

      Squinting helps me assess his work.  A playing card image covers the pale canvas, two simply rendered characters so similar and yet so different, juxtaposed yet tied together, opposing each other while being one and the same.

      At least, that’s how I see it tonight.  “Looks good,” I tell him.

      Skunk spins me around by the shoulders, pats the offended area with a Kleenex, and shows me the red spots he’s collected.  “Next time take it easy on the booze, okay?  Makes you bleed more.  I can’t carry your ass out of here, either, you know.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.  Sorry, brother.”

      “Brother?  Don’t go getting sappy on me now, Jack.”  He hands me a squeeze bottle of lotion.  “You’re going to go and change my whole image of you.”

      I retrieve my shirt from a hook on the wall and carefully slide it on.

      “Hey, I’m not done yet, man.  Let me put this dressing on.”

      “It’s alright, it’s alright,” I slur, buttoning up.  I just want to get out of here now.

      “You’re still bleeding, dude.  That white shirt ain’t going to stay white…”

      My head shakes, not caring, even as the shirt sticks to me.  Next, I pull on my lucky jacket and feel its weight against the tender areas.  In my pocket is a fat roll of cash.  I count off what’s due, plus a little extra, and stumble out into the street.
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      The next night, I’m working.

      Street lamps cast yellow spotlights along a dark urban landscape.

      Under a yellow glow comes a bus stop bench, paint flaked off to expose its rusted, true skin beneath.  A woman is piled on top of it—I think it’s a woman—hidden under a wild tangle of hair and layers of old coats.  She opens her eyes as we roll slowly past.  I think she even smiles at me.

      Fifty yards down the block.  Another lamp highlights two kids doing some late night window shopping, though the store front is as dark as the sky.  Face press to hands press to glass.

      Rummy beeps the horn at them and chuckles like hell when they scatter.

      A third light comes along: nothing but bare, cracked sidewalk and a gutter choked with trash.

      The same towering streetlamps scroll yellow lines over us, dipping inside the black Lexus as we quietly cruise the night.  I’ve never really thought about it before, but I suppose I’m a night shifter.  On the job, five or six nights a week.  Not that it’s all work.

      Sometimes Felix just likes to ride around.  Or maybe it’s Rummy who does, and Felix goes to give him an excuse.  Sometimes I even go along, just for the company.  But not tonight.  Tonight we’re making a delivery, selling something that’s so much like me: a counterfeit work of art.

      Felix is a stout silhouette in the back seat, straddling the middle with his legs set wide, soaking up the luxury of it all.  As usual, his suit is impeccable.  Both hands rest on the lacquered red cane set across his lap.  It’s more accessory than necessity.

      I’m in the front, next to Rummy, dressed for the occasion: nice black slacks, white button-down, and even a tie, skinny and black.  In place of a sport coat, though, I’ve got my lucky suede jacket, brown.  I’m rarely without it, even in warm weather, though it’s quite comfortable with spring being so late this year.  I’m also wearing my game face: dark eyes cold and indifferent, stubble freshly shaven, blond locks combed to the side.  Been needing a haircut for a while, but I need a lot of things.  Besides, longer hair is in right now.

      This is who I am most of the time.

      Felix clears his throat with a wet cough; a frog must have gotten comfortable there, he’s been quiet so long.  “I’m hearing some gruff about the Speakeasy.”

      “What kind of gruff?” I ask.  “About Marvin?”

      “Yup.”

      I half-turn and lean a bent arm over the seat.  “Like what?  What’s to complain about?”

      Felix rolls his eyes to one side.  “Complaints, about you and Laughing Boy.”

      “Laughing Boy...”  Rummy finds that funny, giving off more deep chuckles from the lump of neck wedged under his chin.

      “It happened just like we said, boss.”  Calling him boss, 

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/jacks-cvr.jpg





OEBPS/images/silk-spider-250.jpg






OEBPS/images/ff-logo-black.jpg
EUGITIVE FICTION





