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SERIOUS AUTHOR NOTES

(circa 1989)

Now that John Skipp and Craig Spector have achieved Serious Author status, they want the world to know that they have changed. Grown up. Matured. Gotten … well, serious.

For example, you’ll notice the absence of a funny author cartoon, as provided in the past by Leslie Sternbergh. Not this time. They’ve outgrown that. Also missing are the whimsical so-called “facts” so prominent in their previous bios, such as, “Skipp enjoys body surfing, so long as the bodies are fresh,” or “Spector’s ‘Caramel/Drano Puff Balls’ are a perennial holiday favorite.” Au contraire. As Serious Authors, they have a standard to bear, a great responsibility to themselves and to us all.

And, yes, they know this all too well. Today’s John Skipp and Craig Spector are caring, concerned, socially committed. They’re vibrant, magnetic. They just say “No.” They have little tweed patches on the elbows of their leather jackets. They are every mother’s dream.

John Skipp. Craig Spector.

Think about it.

 


Reading Between the Dead Lines

Foreword by David Niall Wilson

A long time ago, a younger man with more hair, considerably less wisdom and a dream of becoming a professional writer picked up a book. I won’t tease—the writer was me, and the book was Dead Lines. To put these words and thoughts in perspective, at that time I had met Craig and John twice. The first time was at NECON where they’d just finished doing the screenplay for Nightmare on Elm Street V, and Robert McCammon was the Guest of Honor. I was a bit overwhelmed that time out, with my photocopied magazine THE TOME clutched in my hand, just enough money to blow on a few books to tide me through the long ride home, already dreading the next few months until I could attend another convention.

Those were very different times for me—and for horror in general. There were tons of paperbacks with lurid glossy covers, racks of titles and a lot more names adorning spines in those days. You could make a living writing horror back then. That was the dream.

I next met the boys in black at the first World Horror Convention. They came walking into the dealer’s room with Dave Schow and Poppy Z. Brite, looking every bit like some long-lost band of desperados entering the town saloon. I swear to God the room got quiet for the first couple of minutes they were there—like no one was breathing.

I felt pretty cool when, remembering me slightly from Necon, I was able to grab a few minutes of time to talk with them and be part of the “moment.” That was the game, and the hype, and I’ve never seen anyone better at it—not even Gentleman Harlan could cut a swath through a crowd like that. I was pretty caught up in myself back then, though…my magazine, and my writing. I read voraciously, but I was not then, and rarely ever have been, the sort to be a “fan” of someone’s work. I knew (and know) what I like, and I choose it piece by piece. In fact, there was a period where I had a pseudonym, Herb Greenhouse, that I used so I could write honest reviews without scuttling my own career.

I’ve long been known for leaning toward the literary side of dark fantasy and horror. I don’t care for maggoty gore unless it’s really necessary. It’s like music…I don’t mind if it gets loud and crazy as long as the vocalist can actually sing, and the musicians ARE in fact musicians.

Back to Skipp and Spector.

The first book of theirs I read was The Scream. I came back for The Light at the End later, but The Scream was my introduction, and it came at a time in my life when I really loved rock music. I went to a lot of concerts. They are/were really GOOD at writing about music, because they get it—they’ve been there. It really resonated for me, and I found myself truly excited about these guys for the first time, because I realized they were the real deal. Beyond the leather jackets, parties, and hype, these two could deliver the words and the stories and take me away to that magic place that is somewhere NOT here. I have always craved that, and too seldom found it.

The very next of their books I got into my hands was Dead Lines. I got it because someone else had read it and didn’t like it. I believe the comment was “It’s nothing like The Light at the End,” or something equally irrelevant. I remembered The Scream, and I was happy to get a free book. I started reading.

I should qualify all of this a bit further, and mention that at the time of that first reading, I had sold exactly one novel, but had started to make a name for myself for my short fiction. I have won awards for short stories, and on some levels, I will always respect the short form in ways I can’t muster up for longer works. They are harder. Poetry is harder still, but that’s an entirely different barrel of bats.

I had no preconceived notions. I read the book as a novel. Craig calls it a Novelogy. It may be one wacked out short story collection. I don’t know. The back story fits seamlessly with the meat of the book—the works of John Paul Rowan.

Among the things John and Craig pulled off in this book is creating not one, but two believable female protagonists, understanding how the world of male posing and posturing might appear to them, and writing a book that not only resonates as a kick-ass story, but one peopled with characters very different from the authors themselves. That’s talent. That’s walking in another person’s skin and writing as if you could read their minds. It’s that good.

I won’t say that I find every story included in the book to be perfect. I have favorites…but I’m not going to write about that because this is a foreword, and I don’t want to spoil anything important. But to address Craig’s concept of the ‘Novelogy,’ here’s what I will say. The stories have a theme. The novel has an underlying plot that parallels, encompasses, and speaks to each and every story. The back story is paced so perfectly that you almost believe the stories had to have been written in order, as the book played out, to work so well…and they were not. At least one story dates back to the days when John was a teenager, and it’s not the first one.

I’m going to stop before I give something important away, but I will tell you this. I’ve read all of the Skipp and Spector novels. I’ve read some of their solo work, and I find that it is top notch. Dead Lines remains my favorite of their works. There are layers of creation in this book—designs upon designs that do not peter off or meander, but wind ever closer to the heart and drive in like spikes.

I am proud to bring this to you in digital, and I hope that you’ll enjoy it as much as I did. When you’re done, we’d love to hear from you. Now hurry. Doomsday awaits.

 


A NOVELOGY: STRANGE ORIGINS

A Foreword By Craig Spector

Once upon a time—way back in the Year of Our Lord 1988—there were these two weird little Bestselling Horror Authors… a team… under contract with a three book deal with a Big Publisher (yes you can tell how long ago that was, because Big Publishers actually offered three book deals.)

The deal was, a big novel, a short story collection, and then an even bigger novel. Book 1 of the deal, the big novel, came out with over a half million copies on the first printing and the most expensive paperback cover in the history of publishing (it had a fold-out peel-off poster inside the cover, each of which had to be hand-tipped in. Big Publishers knew how to blow money back then.)

The two authors settled down to do their short story collection; a series of obliquely interconnected stories all set in NYC… somewhat akin and a la Ray Bradbury’s The Martian Chronicles… and appropriately titled, NIGHTMARE, NYC. It was supposed to be a break between two big books. It was under contract. The stories were half-written already. All made sense in the world.

Then one day the Publisher called one of the Authors. We’ve just talked to Sales, they said, and we were wondering, could you make it be more like a novel?

The Author was perplexed. What does that mean? He innocently asked, already dreading the implications. The Authors had been around the block.

Oh, you know, look like a novel, read like a novel… the Publisher offered.

…smell like a novel, taste like a novel, the Author countered. This was the era of Fiction by the Pound, when bestselling books should be big and fat, like all big fat bestselling books were. Half the stories are already written, the Author said. Why on earth would we want to do that?

Oh, the Publisher earnestly yet warily explained, Sales just feels it would perform better if you did. So if you could…

The Publisher let it dangle. Up to the Authors, completely, of course. But the threat, veiled yet implicit, hung in the air. Do it, and have the backing of Sales. Do it not, and watch the middle book of the deal wither and die on the vine.

The Author said, We’ll see what we can do.

Quandry. How the hell does one turn a half-completed interconnected short story collection into something that looks, reads, feels, and smells like a Novel??

The result, you hold in your hands. A mutant hybrid creative form: half-novel, half short story collection. A Novelogy, if you will. To be read sequentially, front to back, as one would read a Novel. A novelesque story framing structure, with the existing short stories intersticed throughout. The Reader—uhm, you—would read the stories as the characters in the book did.

To the best of the Authors’ knowledge, it had never been done before. The Authors smiled. They liked doing things that have never been done before.

Having accomplished this odd, somewhat coerced but creatively intriguing task at the behest of Sales, the Authors proudly turned in the odd but groundbreaking, unusual Book to the Publisher. The Publisher found it somewhat unusual, but pronounced it Good: meaning, well written, editorially and contractually acceptable. And Editorial accepted the Book and turned it over to Sales.

It was not big and fat, as all proper bestsellers should be, but lean and mean. It was strange. It required an extra brain cell to appreciate the concept and execution. It was the Little Book That Could, and Did.

And Sales, having been thus duly appeased, did what Sales usually does when presented with odd, groundbreaking, unusual Books.

They dumped it.

Alas, little did the Authors fully realize, way back in the tender era of Year of Our Lord 1988, that the world was entering a new Epoch in publishing: one in which that which was odd, intriguing, strange and groundbreaking was bad news. Even if the Editors liked it. Even if the Authors were bestsellers. Even if the Book was really good.

And so, the Little Book That Could and Did, languished. A somewhat forgotten middle child—too strange to be embraced by chain store Buyers, too odd for those lacking the requisite extra brain cell to enjoy. And largely unseen by most Readers.

And the Authors merely sighed—disappointed but sadly not surprised—and moved on. Other Books, other Movies to write. And one can’t really fight the Powers That Be, now, can one?

Fast forward to 2011—over twenty years later—and the dawn of the Digital Age. The Big Publishers lumber through the economic tarpits of this new Epoch, lowing into the skies to their mega-conglomerate multinational Corporate Overlords Who Rule Us All as they slowly burble and sink. Big Books still get published—albeit increasingly only Big Books by Big Name Authors—and odd little groundbreaking Novelogies (actually, Novelogy, singular, as to the best of this Author’s knowledge this might be the only one, the only other possibly being Douglas Winter’s brilliant mid-90s antho REVELATIONS, which I’m also in, and which DEAD LINES pre-dates by half a decade) are supposed to remain in the Mystical Land of OOP—out of print. Consigned to the oblivion of odd forgotten middle children Books everywhere. Forgotten. Except maybe on eBay.

But surpriiiise….

One of those long ago Authors was me, and that team was Skipp & Spector. That strange groundbreaking book was, and is, DEAD LINES.

I spent a lot of time with this new edition—restoring it to its original concept in ways that I could not with the Big Publisher, way back when. This is not merely a re-release of an out-of-print title. It’s a re-introduction to the very concept of the Novelogy. It’s the book I always wanted it to be. It’s the book it always deserved to be.

And now, it is.

Over the years I’ve been asked many times, in interviews, doing lectures, at conventions, etc.—which of your books is your favorite? To which I’ve always answered, that’s a lot like picking which is your favorite kid? Or, which is your favorite limb? They all have their qualities, and I love them all.

But in this new digital edition I suddenly realized: DEAD LINES is my personal favorite of the Skipp & Spector books. Perhaps because it’s so strange and groundbreaking. Perhaps because it bravely thumbed its weird little nose at the conventions of the time and existed on its own terms, anyway. Perhaps because it was the first Skipp & Spector book to delineate, and individuate the differences as Authors between Skipp, Spector, and “Skipp & Spector”.

Certain stories herein—The Long Ride, Go To Sleep, I’ve Been Waiting All My Life To Meet You, are pure Skipp; others, i.e., Dead Lines, are pure Spector. Most of the rest are a bit of a mix, bearing the imprimatur of one or the other. And the novel portion itself is very, very Skipp & Spector.

Or maybe I love it just a little bit more just ’cuz it’s so weird and raw and visceral that no one else could love it. Which makes me love it just a little but more.

So here it is, in your hands now. I hope you’ll love it just a little bit, too.

Enjoy…

Craig Spector,

USA, 2011

 


NEW YORK CITY, 1989

JULY

 


They say that New York is the city that never sleeps, and in certain respects that’s true.

On the other hand, one might also say that New York is a city that never awakens from its long, strange dream of power. They call it the city of dreams, after all; never citing, or minding, the contradiction.

But you know how they are.

If you ask me, there are other truths: less often said, but closer to the point. Of all of them, I’d settle on this:

New York is the city that eats its young, with high-rise teeth and pavement tongue.

I came.

I saw.

I was digested.

John Paul Rowan

July 15

 


CHAPTER 1

JACK IN THE BOX

Jack wanted only two things out of life, as he watched the sun throw long shadows across the floor leading up to the ladder. He wanted another drink.

And he wanted the rope to be nice and tight.

Actually, he’d have opted for a good deal more than that, but Life was a bitch. Life had whittled him down until there didn’t seem to be much that Jack felt up to grabbing at, nothing that wasn’t chock-full to the rafters with pain and pointlessness and rancid, gray despair. No lifelines. No callbacks. No eleventh-hour reprieves.

No, he’d decided, those two would suffice.

First things first: a drink. Something strong. He was fairly sure Glen had left a bottle of peppered Finlandia around somewhere. Probably stashed in the freezer, along with the exotic concentrates and the Stouffer’s frozen entrees and the other reasonably nonperishable goodies that would remain preserved, like a woolly mammoth in a Pleistocene ice floe, until Glen returned from his latest bicoastal expedition.

Glen was like that, Jack knew; he kept his shit wired tight. He’d strike off for la-la land, for weeks unto months on end, secure in the knowledge that no matter how far he strayed in pursuit of his next double-platinum album shoot or magazine cover or MTV video-verité technofest, his funky, stylish loft slash studio would be waiting: the fridge all full, the bills all paid, the CD and the TV and the black-leather passion pit all snug and warm and willing. He was as different from Jack as the sun and the moon. As success and failure.

As life and death.

Yep, Jack knew, Glen would probably have the Finlandia tucked into the far left corner of the icebox, right next to the frozen lime juice and the turkey tetrazzini. He checked. Bingo. The liquid inside was slimy green and viscous: itty bits of deadly jalapeño had been stewing within since roughly last October. Fire and Ice, they called it, and Glen always kept some ready for those moments of ritual self-destruction that swept down from time to time.

Jack pried the bottle out of the freezer’s glacial expanse with no small amount of effort, ice clinging in frozen fingers from its base and sides. A few of the heavier shards fell chattering to the floor, where he crunched them under bared feet. He felt it as he felt everything else in his existence: too intense, like rock salt on raw flesh. And like everything else, he took it in.

But all that was about to change.

Jack plunked back down on the sofa and stared at the phone, which was slim and black and had lots of buttons. It was a fiber-optic marvel, capable of performing any number of great and important high-tech tasks: it could record messages, wash the dishes, feet the cat, or juggle upwards of a dozen people at once, like the Amazing Wallendas or something. Yep, it could do anything.

Except maybe ring when he needed it to. Like now, for instance.

Oh, well. Fuggit. He didn’t expect he’d be hearing from her again. That was all ancient history now. He held the bottle up to the light. It glowed, amber-green. This was his favorite time of day, no doubt: when the sun’s rays were longest, and everything they touched seemed to burn like polished brass. As if lit from within. As if aflame. He couldn’t have picked a better time, he decided. The light transformed the bottle into a magical vessel; the liquid inside, the purest ambrosia.

He looked up at the ladder to his right, which stood poised and ready to bear his weight. It was glowing, too. Anticipation? Perhaps. Whatever. It would wait for him.

Just a little bit longer.

Immediately before him was the coffee table, which held the clutter that had come to symbolize his life. The telephone that refused to ring. The ashtray, filled as ever to overflowing. The blank white sheets of bonded paper. His trusty old Smith-Corona typewriter. The cardboard cathedral—his dead-tree legacy—was already sealed and hidden away. The only words he had left to say, he would say now.

Or forever hold his peace.

The typewriter hummed, a crisp white sheet of Strathmore Bond unsullied in its grasp. Hell of a time for writer’s block. “Oh well. Here’s to you, Pop.” He gestured grandly, toasting the fading sky. “Must be in the goddam DNA.”

He took a long pull straight out of the bottle, felt his sinuses drain in self-defense as first his gullet caught fire, then his stomach, then on, and on, clear down into his emptied bowels.

“Feh!” He winced. “Oh shit, that burns.” Every inch of the vodka’s wake was ablaze as it churned its way home to his bladder, burning like Sherman marching to the sea. The cloud in his brain was an opaque, instantaneous buzz that burgeoned in the center of his forehead, soft and hot and dimly throbbing. It was good. He leaned forward, fingers hovering above the keys, and typed:

TODAY

IS THE LAST DAY

OF THE REST

OF MY LIFE

“Nah,” he muttered, yanking the page. “Too facile.” He crumpled it up, fed another sheet in. This was gonna be a bitch. He had to get it right the first time, because the opportunity for a rewrite looked pretty slim. “How ’bout, ‘Dear Glen. Thanks for letting me crash here. Sorry ’bout the mess.’”

He squinted up at the rope.

It was top quality, scored down on the west side of Canal Street, which was always a good place for hardware bargains: fifty yards for a buck ninety-nine, more than enough good stout nylon cord. He’d considered going natural, but nylon was stronger. It would hold more weight, and longer. The last thing he wanted was a botched attempt, to end up in a fractured heap on the floor. Where was the style in that?

Jack had come to rely on style. Not the ephemeral, transient trash that fed the fashion machines and media mavens. Piss on that. No, he was talking true style here: the unmistakable voice, the unreplicatable signature. The mark that he would leave on the world.

As muses go, style had staying power. It had driven him long after the hope of Love or Honor or Understanding had knuckled feebly under to the mean streets and cold sheets of his life. It honed itself within him until it was sharp as a blade of Madagascar steel, and twice as hard; until he could thrust it, Arthurian-like, straight into the stone his own heart had become.

And it would not accept failure.

It would not accept defeat.

It prodded him: to do it right, to forgo food and then enema up ’til his belly and bowels were yawningly empty, the better to be certain he’d leave no embarrassingly telltale chocolate trail down the back of his pants at that inevitable loss of control. No style in that. You’d better believe it.

No goddam style at all.

Beside him on the sofa sat a fat book, profusely illustrated and imposingly titled. Part of Glen’s vast reference library, sick fucker that he was. The cover was antiseptically white and unappealing, the words set in a plain red type, evidence that the publishers felt no need to hype an audience; that those who sought the contents knew exactly what they were looking for. A ripped-open envelope served as a bookmark, sandwiched between the pages after sex crimes and airline disasters but before gunshot wounds and automobile accidents.

Forensic Pathology:

The Medicolegal Implications of Death

Volume III

Catchy title, Jack thought. He took another hit off the bottle and flipped the book open to the marked chapter.

Page after well-thumbed page of text rolled by, in clinically obsessive case-by-case detail, interspersed with postmortem portraits of the only souls in the book who actively auditioned for their part.

Jack couldn’t help but hold them in contempt. They all looked so weak and sad: a cavalcade of the lost, each of whom was saved from complete oblivion—not on the basis of their great works or good hearts or fine family name, but on pure and simple accident of technique. Whether gun or pill, razor or rope, each had done something—some tiny variation on the theme—that set them apart and made them, if not special, then at least noteworthy.

But did they have style?

Ah, that was the question.

Jack was not inclined to think so. His new peers, as reflected by Forensic Pathology, were a sorry, threadbare lot: largely illiterate, incapable of articulating what drove them to the brink beyond the barest, hastily scrawled sentiment—i am sory please forgive me god will hate me o god im so sory.

Jack had no such illusions, about gods or forgiveness, and no one left to apologize to. Fuck God. And piss on forgiveness. God had not lifted so much as His finger to help these people in this, their hour of need. Jack knew better than to even ask.

And as for what had driven him to this, the answer was simple as simple could be: when he had stared into the abyss too long, he found it staring back.

And Jack blinked.

Suddenly, inspiration struck. Oh, wonder of wonders: his muse had stuck around ’til the bitter end. He leaned over and typed furiously for a moment, then sat back and sadly smiled. A masterpiece of understatement.

Perfecto.

Which meant that the time had come.

It’s time, he thought, and the moment jarred. No more excuses, and nothing left to do. He looked at the bottle, thought about taking a farewell swig. There was no point. He left it go.

Then he turned off the typewriter, got to his feet, walked over to the ladder, and started to climb.

His legs shook on the way up, which surprised him. He actually lost his balance a bit near the top, and scuttled to regain his footing. An adrenaline rush flooded his senses, making his heart pound in his ears. The irony of it all was not lost on him—that he could be so prepared to die, and yet flinch at the prospect of falling. Wouldn’t want to break a leg or anything, might spoil the suicide. A little gallows humor, hyuk hyuk hyuk.

The view from the top was very high; it occurred to him that most people in his place would opt to tippy-toe off the perch like a swimmer inching into a freezing pool, or kick over the ladder and let gravity do their dirty work, or just piss their pants and crawl back down and wait for old age to claim them.

Not Jack. No fucking way.

Only a swan dive would do.

He reached the last step, calves trembling, and reached for the rope, for tenuous balance. Fear and anticipation did a Keith Moon solo on his heart, going bubbadabubbada-bubbada-bubbada in mad, terminal polyrhythms. He noted, appalled by the perversity of it, that he hadn’t felt this alive in ages.

The rope felt waxen and slick in his hands. He placed it carefully—carefully—around his neck. It occurred to him that it would probably rip off one of his ears if he lost his balance and fell before it was properly seated. That did not pose a pretty picture. No style in that. Oh, jesus god…

A sense of perspective was sinking in. He was standing on a ladder, with a rope around his neck. Is this trip really necessary? lisped across his consciousness in Daffy Duck’s voice. When he laughed, there were tears in his eyes.

Yes, he was definitely getting scared. No, he amended, scared didn’t quite cover it. Petrified, maybe. Or abject terror. He looked at the bottle of Finlandia below, had second thoughts about that final swig

(don’t be a wimp, just do it)

as he pulled the cord over his head, tightening it at the base of his skull. He closed his eyes, could see himself swinging, and

(do it)

his hands reached out to heaven, as if the Big Guy’s booming voice might rescue him just in the nick of time, and

(DO IT)

suddenly he was flying.

For an instant, it was almost like he’d pictured it: time stretching like an old rubber band as he hurtled toward the floor, the wind whipping past, feeling that nine-alarm adrenaline surge that screamed holyshitireallyfuckingdidit…

… then came the unforgiving snap, as the rope played crack-the-whip with his spinal column, shearing the vertebrae at the juncture of head and neck with an audible pop…

… and then there was nothing but white heat and pain, incredible pain, incomprehensible pain, rendering him oblivious to the whirligig motion, oblivious to his body’s swing back into the ladder, the ladder’s collision with Glen’s big-screen TV, the shower of sparks and glass that littered the carpet beneath his spinning legs, his legs which wouldn’t stop kicking .

… because there was no room in the whitesizzle paincrackle infinite Now for thoughts of the body, for thought at all, the body was on its own, nerveless fingers clutching at the rope-bound throat, tendons and muscles wrenching loose in rudderless abandon, bladder voiding to darken the lap of his pants, lungs rupturing under the trapped air pressure, eardrums popping, sealing out the city sounds and sealing in the roar of blood in his brain as his larynx collapsed like a moist cardboard tube, tongue blocking what little scream was left in his throat as his teeth bit it clean through, tip careening to the floor, blood and spittle foaming at his lips…

… and still he continued to twitch and spin, twitch and spin, feet doing a spastic midair tap dance three feet above a floor they would never feel again, every cell in Jack’s brain screaming NO! NO! NO! NO!NO! as they winked out like embers off a burning building …

… and still he wasn’t dead, unconscious yes but not dead not gone still trapped in a tortured bag of swinging meat.

… until gradually the spasms tapered off, and his limbs grew livid with trapped and blackening blood …

… and finally death came, a suffocating nothingness that rose from all sides up to smother him as his body gave in, gave in to the simple physics of the situation, pain mercifully abating as his nervous system shut down and locked up for the endless night.

There were no words to convey the surprise, no personality left to be shocked. His awareness had imploded, random bits of memory scattering like the, refracted light in a shattered watch crystal. Death froze his discorporate soul in mid-scream like a bug in black amber, sealing it into the atomic structure of the walls, the floor, and the ceiling of the room which had become his tomb.

The rope held admirably, winding and counterwinding itself under the strain of its burden. Then inertia set in, and the swinging stopped.

Eventually, the sun went down, and darkness settled into the quiet apartment. Outside, cars honked, and life went on.

A week later, they found him.

So much for style.
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CHAPTER 2

BAYAMO BLOODBATH

It all started with the Pollo con Fuego.

Okay, Meryl thought. Picture this:

She sits at her table, overlooking the balcony, the Bayamo Restaurant menu in her hands. The menu, like the table and the rest of the room, is immense and largely blue. Bayamo was special in that it claimed to be the home of Chino-Latino cuisine. She doesn’t know what this means. She doesn’t care. She would rather be anywhere else in the world, and there is nothing on this menu that she wants.

“Do you know what you want?” her father inquires.

Yes, she thinks. I want to explode. I would not feel too badly if you did, too. At the very least, I want to believe that you will not suggest a dish for me. I have no such faith, however. Damned and doomed.

Her father sits across from her at the table. He’s the picture of elegance, as always. He scrutinizes her from the peak of his imperial nose; through his bifocals, those regal eagle eyes are huge. He is imposing, as always, dressed even on an off day in an expensive summer wool suit, an intricate weave of midnight blue, russet, and gold. He wears no tie, and the top two collar buttons of his ivory shirt are open; a few sprigs of graying hair curl at the hollow of his throat, which is tan and taut as the rest of him, from the vast hairless desert on the top of his head to the cushy-clad soles of his feet. No gold chains; that would be tacky. In fact, no jewelry at all; even the blanched band of skin on his left-hand ring finger is all but tanned away. Life goes on, in the world of Charles M . Daly. Yes, time marches on. Tittee-rump . Tittee-rump .

He’s so pleased, she thinks. Pleased to buy his little girl a nice lunch. Pleased to come to the rescue, with a helping hand and a word to the wise. Pleased to have the upper hand. Again and again. Forever. Amen.

She stares at the menu, which is big and multilingual. It makes a great shield; the better to hide behind, thereby buying a few more microseconds of time before having to make a decision. Any decision. It’s a ruse, she knows; and a pointless one; and if Charles M. Daly detests anything more than anything else, it’s a pointless ruse. Very soon now, he will grow impatient and start offering pleasant suggestions: choice items from the menu that—though he’s never had Chino-Latino cuisine; though he is far far away from his Boston Back Bay home; though he has never even set foot in this restaurant in his entire life—will be right up her alley and yummy to boot.

And when that happens, Meryl Elizabeth Daly will finally go berserk. She can see the Post headlines already:

KILLER COED SLAYS DAD, OTHERS, IN BAYAMO BLOODBATH.

Sez “I didn’t want the chicken.” X-Clusive Photos, pg. 9. On the table, her salad fork wickedly gleams. She can feel it coming, even before he opens his mouth.

“Why don’t you go for a nice chicken dish?” he says.

She feels herself snap then: an audible crunch. Even Charles M. Daly cocks a tremulous ear. Very quickly, the pieces clickslam into place. She meets his big eyes for a moment, then proceeds to read out loud.

“The chicken,” she says.

“Yes?”

“The chicken,” she reasserts. “It all looks so good.” Her father nods warily.

“Mmmmm … Pollo Barbacoa.”

“Meryl,” he says.

“Or Curri de Pollo Chino.”

“Meryl.”

“Lookie here! Pechugas de Pollo Barbacoa con Queso Flameado! Mmmm-mmm. My favorite!”

“Meryl, that’s enough.” He doesn’t shout. He never shouts, or rants, or raves, or loses his grip in any way. He delivers her name like a blowdart dipped in curare, hushed and numbing and deadly accurate. It pushes buttons in her that she’s spent her whole life trying to deny. Between that voice and those eyes, there is no room for hesitation.

For one second, meeting those eyes, she falters.

Long enough.

“I didn’t come all the way down here to play childish games,” he says. “And I really think it’s time you stopped fighting me tooth-and-nail on this:’

Meryl stares at the ceiling. Blue Corinthian columns and track lighting everywhere.

“You drop out of Hempshire College and an excellent program at the end of your junior year, and disappear to Mexico. Fine.”

Meryl stares at the wall. Big gaudy mural, happy refree natives in their quaint native garb. “You come back destitute and determined,” he gestures, “to experience all this. His hand dismisses the city en masse. “That’s okay, too.”

Meryl stares at the menu. More ways to cook chicken. Pollo con Fuego.

Chicken on Fire.

“I will endure all of this because I am your father, because I love you, and because I have no choice. I will even underwrite this, use my connections to help you secure acceptable housing, all because I don’t wish to see my only child adrift in a sea of winos, junkies, and losers as she completes her quest…”

She thinks about the dreaded fire-chicken: so hot it had been known to fry men’s tongues right out of their heads. A plan takes form, suddenly. She knows what she must do.

There is a couple being served, some three tables away on the narrow swath of balcony near the windows. A plate of Pollo con Fuego hovers perilously before them.

“But there are some things that I simply will not have,” her father continues. His voice fades out. She no longer listens.

She looks at her gleaming salad fork.

It only takes a second to heft it up and sling it headlong at the neck of the waitress. It moors its tines to the flesh and bone beneath the waitress’s long blonde hair. The waitress pitches forward, the flaming chicken soaring off to strike its intended devourer in the face, the woman patron’s hair erupting in bicentennial sparks that promptly plume into flame.

The customer screams. Her male friend dittos, falling back and cracking his head against the table behind him. He slumps to the floor. The waitress collapses astride him. The flaming chicken woman catapults to her feet. Blindly, she flails her way toward the stairs. She slams into the venerable Charles M. Daly, who spontaneously bursts into sparkling combustion.

Meryl is the proud owner of one white virgin marshmallow. She impales it on her butter knife and holds it up to her dear old dad. Alack and alas, he is moving too quickly: like a comet, he streaks to the balcony’s edge and over, then plummets to impale himself on the pointy beer taps below.

And as flaming death spreads to engulf the home of Chino-Latino cuisine, Meryl picks up her trusty violin…

“Okay,” her father said. “So you don’t want chicken. It looks like they have some good shrimp dishes…”

“Dad.” She squeezed the word out from between clenched teeth; all the joy from her fictive conflagration wheezed out with it like the air from a ruptured whoopie cushion. All five-foot-three of her was tight as a rail, clenched white flesh dressed in basic black. Her thin-lipped, bookish features betrayed a fine blush of angry red.

“So you don’t want to think about food. Okay, fine.” His hand carved an arc of dismissal in the air. “Have some soup and an appetizer. Have a salad. Just have drinks. Whatever you want. You’re all grown up now.”

“Oh, really.” A half-hearted butterknife slice at the jugular. She blew at the blue-black bangs that dangled down over her brown-black eyes.

“But you’re not going to get out of this roommate thing that easily. Not while I have any say in the matter.”

And so, ah-hah. The crushing black heart of the matter had been lobbed back to her at last. She sank under its weight, still rigid.

“You see how the interviews are going,” she said. “They’re a bunch of geeks.”

“So you’re surprised? Where did you solicit them? Some ads on bulletin boards and the back pages of the Village Voice?”

Meryl sighed. She’d set herself up, and now it was coming.

“The fact is,” Charles continued, “that I have some very highly recommended referrals coming over this afternoon, and I have no doubt that someone suitable will turn up.” Meryl made a sour face; Charles continued, undaunted. “Do you know what the client who secured this apartment told me? There are three thousand legitimate bidders for every decent available apartment in Manhattan. By that he means people who have the means to pay the rent, and would be more than happy to.”

“But I don’t want a roommate! Don’t you see? Jesus!”

“Don’t swear. I know you want to do it all by yourself. You’re stubborn to a fault; you always have been. But it should be evident by now that you can’t…”

… do it all by yourself. God, how she hated those words! Had there ever been a phrase more calculated to suck the spirit from your veins? She’d tried to go it alone, to find a studio that cost less than eight hundred dollars a month, as the pressure mounted and the dog days of August baked the city to a crisp. Maybe she shouldn’t have cut so deep into her personal resources, running off to Mexico like she did. Maybe by the time she got back, all the deals were already scarfed up. Maybe this just wasn’t her lucky day. Or month. Or year. She didn’t know.

All she knew was that she needed to be here in the city now, more than anything.

And she couldn’t do it alone.

“You don’t have the money,” her father continued, rubbing it in. “Do you have any idea how much I’m spending on that apartment? Three thousand dollars a month, and the only reason we got it at all is because the building’s owner is a client. I’m willing to underwrite the expense, since you insist upon coming here.”

Of course you are, Meryl thought. It’s the only way you can retain control. It was a Charles Daly power play of the first order. She stared hard into the menu, and hated him for it.

“Rent, utilities, books… fine. I expect as much, as an investment in your future. But I will not finance your bad habits, and I will not supply you with spending money. That you can derive from charging your roommate for rent.”

Meryl glowered.

“Why are you doing this to me?” she muttered.

“I’m teaching you a valuable lesson,” Charles replied. “Money is power. It’s something that you direly need to learn.”

There was a pause of uncomfortable duration as father and daughter dug in.

“So maybe I find a cheaper apartment.”

“There simply isn’t a decent apartment for less.”

“Well, maybe I want an indecent apartment! Maybe I don’t think I warrant a penthouse suite!”

“Listen, young lady.” His patience was thin. “I know how you like to pretend that you’re one of the poetically long-suffering masses. But in the final analysis, you are still a Daly. You were born into a certain strata of privilege. You have never been without it. You will never be without it. You are in a position my father would have killed for at your age—”

“Maybe he should have,” she muttered.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Nothing.”

“The discussion is settled, then.”

“My ass,” she growled.

“Maybe you should grow up.”

“Maybe you should butt out!” she yelled. The conversation stopped dead; they had arrived at the moment of The Unpleasant Scene. And if there was anything Charles Daly detested more than anything else, it was an unpleasant scene. The conversation had nowhere to go but down, a belly landing on all-too-familiar terrain. They had been there so many times before.

And at that moment of impasse, their waitress arrived at last.

“Hi,” the girl said. She was the same one that Meryl had fictionally forked earlier. Meryl avoided eye contact, feeling weirdly guilty for a moment. “Can I get y’all something to drink?”

Meryl peeked up over the edge of the menu; her father’s face was instantly transformed. The merry widower, smiling his best successful-attorney-from-New-England smile, cobalt eyes crinkling warmly, peppercorn-colored mustache tweaking wryly upward as he said, “Just a Perrier, dear, with lime. I have a plane to catch.” He smiled some more and nodded sagely; the waitress smiled and nodded back. “And my daughter will have …”

“A Devil’s Tail,” Meryl cut in, glancing up. Rum, vodka, apricot brandy, and wine: four great tastes that taste great together. It was the deadliest drink on the menu, with a limit of one per customer. “Actually, make that two. Two Tails, dear,” she said, archly imitating her father’s tone. “I ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

The waitress glanced back toward Charles, seeming to glean in an instant the web of tension stretched thin as razor ribbon between father and daughter.

And then she did something remarkable, which was to wink and smile, not at the great Charles M. Daly, but back at merely mortal Meryl.

“I’ll tell ya, darlin’,” the waitress said, leaning close. “They don’t put a one-drink limit on them things for nothin’. One Devil’s Tail is a whole lot of fun; two of ’em and I might just want to bring a bucket. But it’s your party.”

Meryl laughed, a hard bark of surprise aimed less at the statement than the underlying reality. She didn’t defer to him! her mind crowed, exulted. She didn’t defer! It was a first, in her mythology. She checked to see how her father was taking it; he seemed somewhat taken aback, as though he had missed some secret joke.

“So what do you say we start with one, and see how you feel after that?” the waitress continued. She had a charming voice, with just a little south’rn twang peeking out. She also had a mean wink, offset in her otherwise Miss American features by a semicircular indentation of scar tissue that followed the hollow of her left eye. A conspiratorial gleam flashed between them.

“That’s fine. Thanks.” Meryl snuck a glance at the name tag on the waitress’ ample bosom. “Katie?”

“Katie. Yup.” The waitress winked again, then turned back to address them both. “You all think about what you want to eat; just about everything’s pretty good. I’ll be back in a minute.” Then, before Dad could say a word, she turned and whisked away.

Meryl watched him watch her leave, noting that Katie-girl had what is known in
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