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Grandfather Pelts

Klaywelder landed the Glory B as gently as a baby’s breath. The gravities held a quarter-inch above the ground as the big engines hummed down the scale and sighed.

Klaywelder sighed with them. Then, without a glance outside, he pulled himself up quickly from the pilot’s couch and walked the few feet to his quarters. At the foot of his bunk he carefully pressed his right thumb against a particular spot on the bulkhead. The deck beneath him shuddered and screeched in protest as its atoms were harshly realigned. The metal surrounding his cargo was now unmetal—a horrid molecular mess with all the spectographic purity of scrambled eggs.

Klaywelder nodded with satisfaction. No one, not even Klaywelder himself, could open it now—only the peculiar little character on Filo who had installed the thing could wrench it back to normal without melting down the ship.

Klaywelder strolled back to the cabin and stuffed his pipe with Guubi weed. The first puff made him gag. He scowled and knocked the bowl out on the deck. Earth tobacco, he promised himself, would be first on his list. And with what he had in the hold he could well afford the best, this time.

He glanced through the port at the rolling, sage-green hills and whipped-cream skies. Last stop, Pharalell IV, and then home—and more credits than even he had ever dreamed of.

Klaywelder’s smug contentment turned to mild annoyance. The domed entryport at the edge of the field looked like an ugly pink hive—and now, out of that hive swarmed three angry silver hornets, making their way for the Glory B.

As the hornets drew closer they turned into glittering speedsters. Klaywelder spotted the tiny Federation emblems on their sides. Two of the speedsters carried customs guards with dark rifles bouncing off their backs. The third held the short, stocky frame of Arto Frank.

Klaywelder bit his lip. He hadn’t seen Arto in six years—and Arto was the last person he’d hoped to run into on Pharalell IV.

Klaywelder dropped to the ground and closed the port behind him. Frank burned rubber inches from his boots.

“Uhuh. I thought so.” Arto Frank eyed him grimly. “What do you want here, Klaywelder?” He didn’t wait for an answer. His head jerked to one side and motioned the other speedsters. “Mac, Artie—seal the ship.” The guards braced kickstands and moved forward.

“Hold it,” warned Klaywelder.

The guards looked at each other, then at Frank. Klaywelder backed against the hull and pointedly pressed a bright stud at his belt. Frank watched him from narrowed eyes.

Klaywelder folded his arms. “I just wanted to get this whole little scene down on film, Arto. All right, now tell ’em.”

Frank showed the barest instant of hesitation. Klaywelder smiled to himself. He reached into his tunic and tossed Frank a neat blue packet. Frank caught the object without looking at it.

“Travel Clearance,” said Klaywelder. “Ship’s Registry, Ownership Certificate, Parole Papers and Federation Tourist Visa.”

“Tourist Visa,” Frank repeated and looked at him without expression. Then he turned his head and nodded slightly at the two guards. They pressed their speedsters to life and roared off across the field.

“You can turn off the gimmicks now,” said Frank. “If you had them on in the first place.”

“I did,” said Klaywelder. He pressed another stud. “I’m not under arrest, then?”

“No.” Frank faced Klaywelder squarely. “You’re not under arrest. What you’re under is a thirty-two-hour surveillance until you break atmosphere.”

“That’s harassment—”

“You can forget the guardhouse law, Klaywelder,” Frank said flatly. “Just remember this. As Federation Customs Officer on Pharalell IV I can arrest you if you break the law here, lock you up, seal your ship or send you right back to Barrion for breaking parole. I’ll do that, Klaywelder, if you so much as step on the grass. Understood?”

Klaywelder nodded.

“Just to set the record straight,” Frank added quietly, “I know why you’re here. I’ve even got a fair idea where you’ve been.” He glanced up at the ship’s dark hull. “I can smell contraband fur, Klaywelder—behind eighteen inches of titanium. I’m sure you have a nice hoard in there. I’m just as sure you could turn the whole cache into carbon before I could get a Search & Seizure.”

Frank shook his head. “I wouldn’t go to the trouble. Just remember—” he poked a menacing finger at Klaywelder—“you’re not dealing with animals here. The Pharalellians are intelligent beings under Federation protection. You lay one hand on a Pharalell pelt—”

“Arto!” Klaywelder let an expression of shock cross his face.

“Uhuh. Sure.” Frank stared at him distastefully. “I forget. You’re a tourist. Just don’t you forget, Klaywelder.”

With a final look of disdain, he mounted his speedster and disappeared across the blue tarmac.

Through long years on the outer fringes of the law—and somewhat beyond—Klaywelder had learned to maintain an outer calm in spite of inner feelings. It was difficult to hold onto that control now.

Difficult? It was all he could do to keep from shouting, jumping up and down, turning handsprings. Arto Frank was right, of course. There was indeed a lovely cache of furs beneath the metallic fruitcake of his deck—heavy, cobalt-blue Rhinofox from Claxin, incredibly fine Sapphurs from Ehhinode and fifty-thousand rare microfurs from Deserexx—inch- long platinum pelts from the tiny minkmice, who conveniently welded themselves together in death to form long, silky stoles.

And all those goodies looked like so much boar bristle next to what he was seeing now.

He strolled beneath the feathery, sage-blue trees in the central plaza of Ochassh, the town nearest Pharalell’s sole spaceport. He felt a little like an ant at a convention of beetles. The Pharalellians were roughly the size of teenage elephants but there was nothing remotely elephantine about them. They strolled gracefully and majestically about the plaza—four long legs moving in rhythm with shorter forearms hanging from shoulder height. If a prize Afghan were mated with an oversized anteater, Klaywelder decided, their progeny might look something like a Pharalellian.

But Klaywelder only absently noted these minor characteristics—for covering those great bodies from head to toe was the most indescribably glorious fur he had ever seen. It was finer than a spider’s gossamer strands. It had the sheen of a lovely woman’s hair by moonlight, the sparkle of a dew-covered leaf in early morn, just touched by the sun. And it came in blacker than jet, in breathtaking amber, in fleeting cream—and in every other shade he could imagine. Knowing his special customers as he did, Klaywelder was sure each pelt—just to be ultra-conservative—Klaywelder gave up.

Counting credits in stacks that high made him dizzy.

He played tourist for the rest of the afternoon. He bought examples of carved Dinii wood, a favorite Pharalell souvenir. He sent half a dozen postcards to people he had never heard of and ignored Arto Frank’s man, who had not been more than twenty yards behind him all day.

At sundown, he walked back to the ship, had a leisurely meal and fell into a peaceful sleep. His dreams were so erotic and furry he almost blushed passing the mirror on the way in to breakfast.

Klaywelder had managed to stay out of jail more often than he’d been forced to stay in. He was sure, in his own mind, this was because he took his work seriously and went about each job with a surgeon’s care. He had learned a lot about Pharalellians before landing on the planet. He knew they were extremely religious, exhaustingly polite and unbelievably naive. All three qualities placed them in an almost textbook Category AAA—which meant they were rigidly protected by Federation edict against people like Klaywelder.

On the other hand, the Pharalellians’ own mores and manners tied Arto Frank’s hands very nicely. Frank could in no way warn the Pharalellians against him. Discourtesy to any living creature—and that included bad-mouthing fur thieves—was a most extreme no-no. Frank, then, could not make a move until and if Klaywelder stepped out of line.

And that Klaywelder wasn’t about to do—certainly not in any way discernible to Arto Frank.

It was the largest house on the square—large even by Pharalellian standards. Sun-washed white stone flowed into subtle pastels of pink and green. A high, ornate metal gate graced a vine-covered entryway.

The big Pharalellian moved sedately out of his doorway and into the street. Klaywelder faultlessly allowed himself to be crowded off the stone walk. He flailed his arms wildly, then collapsed in a horrible heap. He lay there unmoving, his head cocked ominously against the curb.

The Pharalellian stiffened, then cringed visibly.

“Siim shave me!” it cried. “What have I done?”

Klaywelder moaned. The Pharalellian swooped down and laid a beautifully furry hand across his brow. “I am Steressh-shi,” it said gently. “You will call me Garii, please. It is a name reserved for intimate friends who have known me at least forty seasons. You have by my discourtesy earned the right to use it. Are you hurt badly?”

Klaywelder sat up and blinked.

“I’m all right. I think.” He shook his head. Then his eyes widened. “Oh, no—”

Garii stiffened. “You are injured, then?”

“No, it’s not that.” Klaywelder began frantically searching the street around him. “My physical body is of no consequence. Not when my spiritual well-being is threatened.”

Garii’s eyes quivered under his furry brow. “Your—spiritual—

Yes.” Klaywelder nodded. “I can’t seem to find my pouch. It was here—I wear it around my neck on a silver chain—”

The Pharalellian bent down to join the search. “This pouch—it is important to you?”

Klaywelder sighed. “It is only my ticket into Paradise, nothing more.” Garii sucked in a deep breath.

“It contains the nail parings of my father and his fathers before him,” Klaywelder explained somberly. “As I am the ninth son of the ninth virgin, the pouch containing the male spirits of my family is naturally in my trust.”

“Yes, naturally.” Garii was openly trembling now. “Our ways are strikingly similar.”

“You noticed that?” Klaywelder peered under a loose bit of paving. “Actually, that’s why I’ve been so anxious to visit Pharalell IV. I truly believe my people have a strong spiritual kinship with yours.”

“Oh, yes—indeed!” Tears rolled down Garii’s eyes, staining his silvery pelt a light cobalt blue. “And I, through gross stupidity, have banned your soul from the Thousand Rooms of Infinite Pleasure!”

“It’s nothing, really,” said Klaywelder.

Garii swept great hands to his face and moaned.

“If you will permit me I shall begin Atonement by tearing out my visual organs. It is a small thing—but a start—”

“No, please,” said Klaywelder. “Ah—there’s my pouch. It was under your foot all the time.”

Garii stifled another moan. “Now I have trod upon your fathers. Visual organs alone will not suffice.”

“No problem,” Klaywelder said easily. “They’re found.” He hooked the pouch around his neck. “That’s what’s important.”

The Pharalellian gently helped him to his feet. “You must enter my house, now. I have much indebtedness to overcome.”

“Oh, no.” Klaywelder yawned absently. “I wouldn’t consider disturbing you.”

Garii’s mouth opened in horror. “I could not blame you for refusing. I have no right to ask. Still—” he faced Klaywelder with pleading eyes—“I beg you not to leave me with no chance of Atonement.”

Klaywelder watched the sun form fascinating whorls of color on Garii’s fur. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Arto Frank’s man frowning in puzzlement at the edge of the plaza.

“All right,” he said finally. “If you really insist.”

“My gratitude is unbounded, sir.”

Klaywelder shrugged. “You can call me Klay.”

Garii insisted Klaywelder spend the remainder of his stay on Pharalell IV in his home. Klaywelder declined and the Pharalellian nearly removed his visual organs before it was explained that Klaywelder could not possibly spend nights outside his ship since his ancestral altars were located there and could not be moved.

Garii understood. But during the daylight hours Klay must allow his host the opportunity to work at full Atonement. That, Klaywelder agreed, seemed fair enough.

Klaywelder was not about to spend a night away from the Glory B. Not that Arto Frank could possibly do any damage there but Klaywelder did not intend to give him the chance. Besides that, he wanted Frank to establish a normal Klaywelder day-night pattern in his mind.

At sunset on the third day Frank pulled up beside him on the narrow road from Ochassh to the spaceport.

Klaywelder greeted him with a slightly lopsided grin. He was more than a little high—mentally and physically. Wine had flowed freely at the party, and Garii made certain his guest-of-honor’s cup was never empty. Every swallow, it seemed, was a step closer to full Atonement.

There was more. Klaywelder was dizzy from mingling with the twenty or thirty Pharalellians assembled to meet him. Each one’s pelt was more magnificent and multihued than any he had imagined before he came to Pharalell IV.

Frank studied him.

“You’re going ahead with it, aren’t you?” he said finally. “I can read it all over you.” He shook his head. “Klaywelder—”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Klaywelder. “I’m up to my ears in Pharalellian wine at the moment, Arto. My host—Steressh-shi, to you—I can’t reveal his intimate name to strangers but—”

Frank’s speedster jerked ahead abruptly, wheeled to block Klaywelder’s path.

“Listen,” Frank said darkly, “I know what it’s all about. I’ve known since the minute you set down here. You can’t pull it off. Don’t even try, Klaywelder—”

Klaywelder sighed. “I sense deep spiritual conflicts within you, Arto. At evening devotions I shall ask my ancestors to bring peace to your troubled soul.”

Frank made a pointed remark about Klaywelder’s ancestors and their relation to Klaywelder himself. Then he left in a cloud of dust and disappeared down the road.

“As further proof of my Atonement, Klay, and because I consider you a spiritual brother whose devotion transcends the boundaries between us, I hope you will allow me one more privilege.”

“Only ask,” said Klaywelder.

“You have noticed the great door at the end of my quarters?”

“I may have,” said Klaywelder, who had noticed little else since he had become Garii’s guest.

“That door leads to the Shrine of my Ancestors,” said Garii. “I would be honored if you would accompany me there.”

Klaywelder lowered his eyes to hide his excitement.

“The toenails of my fathers are pleased, Garii.”

His heart pounded against his chest. His research on Pharalellian religion had been very specific about ancestral shrines.

Garii pulled a lavish key in the great door and something clicked. The massive panel swung open.

Klaywelder held back a gasp. The room was as big as an auditorium. Dark, somber columns arched from the walls and met high above in a domed ceiling. A single shaft of sunlight fell from a high pane, giving the great vault an aura of eternal twilight.

Nearly a hundred candles set in dark red glass circled the walls—and spread carefully over the stone floor before each candle was a magnificent golden pelt.

Golden.

Klaywelder could hardly believe his eyes. If living Pharalell pelts were indescribable—what could you say about these?

“It is our belief,” Garii said reverently, “that the degree of virtue attained by a Pharalellian is later reflected in the tone of his pelt. I am most pleased that my fathers and their fathers are all of respectable hues.”

You can say that again…

Garii led him silently about the room and Klaywelder noted that a small earthen pot of wine and a clay dish of fruit had been placed before each glowing candle.

“That is a part of my duty,” Garii explained proudly. “As the reigning male in my family, I have been accorded this privilege. Each day I bring fresh offerings of reverence.” He lowered his big head. “To do so brings great honor to me and my house.”

Garii laid a gentle hand on Klay’s arm. “Come, my friend—now I would show you Shastalian, greatest of my ancestors.”

Klaywelder followed past long rows of gleaming, golden pelts. Finally Garii stopped. “There—” he pointed—“Shastalian, grandfather of grandfathers. A saintly creature and the most famed of all Pharalellians.”

Klaywelder wanted to cry. He could hardly bear to hold his eyes on the rippling sea of gold at his feet. He was here—this close to it. A planet’s ransom and then some in one glorious pelt.

Not that it really mattered but he wished briefly that he had been a little more imaginative about his own ‘religion.’ Somehow ancestral nail parings just didn’t quite cut it next to Shastalian.

“You see, Klay,” Garii explained solemnly, “we consider the Pharalellian body to be unimportant. We are held within its bonds only a little while—but Eternal Life resides in the Pelt. When we are fortunate enough to move into that Loftier Plane the troubles, cares and Atonements of this existence are left in the poor vessel we term the body. Your beliefs are similar, I think.”

“Oh, yes,” Klaywelder said absently, “very similar, Garii.”

“When the time comes for one of us to pass on to that Higher Existence he is taken to a most sacred place. You have seen the large building on the other side of the plaza? The one trimmed in black and gold?”

Klaywelder nodded.

“That is Fakash-il Shrai. It means Abode of the Skinners.” Klaywelder swallowed. He looked up at Garii.

“The—skinners?”

“Yes. It is a most dedicated profession. Skinners are chosen from among only the highest and worthiest of clans. Since the body of a Pharalellian is never seen without his pelt the Skinner candidates are blinded at birth, of course.”

“Of course,” said Klaywelder. He decided this was one phase of Pharalellian religion he could have done without.

“They are very skilled members of the Priesthood,” Garii went on. “They must be, since it is a delicate thing to transfer the living soul from the body to the Pelt.”

Klaywelder stiffened. “The—living soul? You mean—”

“Certainly,” said Garii. “There must be breath still in the body when the Skinners begin their task.” He spread his hands. “Or else the soul would not go on to Eternal Life, would it?”

Klaywelder felt a cold chill creep up the back of his neck. He wondered how many Pharalellian ancients, at that last moment, looked up at the sharp blade and blinded eyes of the faithful Skinners—and decided they weren’t quite ready for Eternal Life as a golden rug.

“You seem far away, my friend.” Garii’s voice held puzzlement.

Klaywelder cleared his throat. “I—was, Garii. I’m so overwhelmed by what I’ve seen, by what you’ve told me—I fear I lapsed into meditation for a moment. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

Garii sighed happily.

“Don’t apologize, Klay. To think that you have actually experienced the feelings I have known here myself.” He stared gravely at Klaywelder. “Might I presume that my Atonement is now complete?”

Klaywelder glanced once more at the great golden pelt of Shastalian, grandfather of grandfathers.

Damn thing must weigh a good four or five hundred pounds. Still.

“Yes, Garii,” he said finally. “I’d say that just about does it.”

Klaywelder eased through the lower hatch of the Glory B and flattened himself against the cold concrete below the ship. It was long past the middle hour of Pharalell’s night. The light in Arto Frank’s dome had winked out some time before but Klaywelder had waited patiently in the darkened cabin.

Even in the Blacsuit, he felt as conspicuous as a blazing beacon crawling on his belly across the broad field. The skintight garment ate every photon of available light—still, he imagined Frank’s cold eyes cutting a blinding swath through the darkness.

He was sure radar had his ship bracketed to the ground. If Glory B’s hull rose as much as a half-inch or the power level of her engines suddenly changed—every alarm in the area would scream itself into a blue hemorrhage. He was banking on the fact that Arto Frank would be expecting a ship to leave the field—not a man. And he prayed silently to his ancestors’ mythical toenails that Pharalell was too small a post to include body sensors as standard equipment.

At the rear of Garii’s house, he pulled a small gravitic unit from under his Blacsuit and attached it to his belt. On half power he lifted himself over the high wall, then pulled himself smoothly along, inches above the clay shingles, and up the arching dome.

With a suction attached to the single pane, he lifted the glass out easily with quick use of his cutter. Then, slowly, he lowered the grav’s dial to one. Weight returned and pressed him against the tiles. He removed the unit and hinged a thin, sloping metal wedge to its base, forcing the wedge into its “load” position against a heavy spring.

Finally he poked a shielded flash through the dome’s hole, let a thin smile crease his lips. There it was—dazzlingly bright even in the dim shaft of light. Shastalian.

Klaywelder bit his lip.

Here comes the tricky part…

He placed the grav unit just inside the edge of the dome, then flipped his remote until he was sure the unit’s weight had been sufficiently reduced to hold itself. When he was certain, he increased the weight and watched it slowly descend to the floor.

It touched bottom a good eighteen feet from Shastalian. Klaywelder wiped sweat from his brow. The unit had no horizontal control. The trick was quickly to raise the unit a few feet, shut off its power, let it fall, then raise it again before it hit the floor—and repeat the procedure until he could get the thing moving in a series of parabolic arcs toward Shastalian.

Klaywelder took a deep breath. The first time his hand trembled and the unit fell nearly to the floor. He tried again. He was getting the hang of the thing now, and the unit was moving in slow, graceful arcs—luckily, in the general direction of the Shastalian pelt.

Ten feet. Fifteen. Seventeen—now.

Klaywelder gently halted the unit and lowered it to the floor. His heart pounded against his chest. He was only inches from the pelt—he didn’t dare press his luck further. Wiping his brow once more, he twisted the remote to full weight, pressing the unit below hard against the floor.

Click!

Klaywelder winced. The noise seemed to echo off the stone walls, much louder than he had expected. But—it was done. The spring-loaded wedge, set off by the unit’s weight, whipped a thin steel tongue under the edge of the pelt. By raising the unit inches at a time, Klaywelder slowly wormed the wedge under the heavy fur, caterpillar style.

He glanced at the horizon. A thin line of pink was edging the low hills to the east. He turned away and concentrated on the problem below. There was no more time—the unit was nearly under the center of the pelt and it would have to do. He closed his eyes and turned the dial to full power.

Shastalian lifted slowly off the floor and rose toward the ceiling, a shadowy golden ghost in the dim shaft of his light. The pelt nuzzled up against the top of the dome only yards away. Klaywelder extended a thin metal tube to the right length and gaffed Shastalian as he would a giant, furry fish.

He had one more moment of panic when the pelt stuck in the dome’s narrow hole. Then he was home free. Klaywelder touched the pelt for the first time. A chill ran through his whole body. There was absolutely no way to compare Shastalian to anything.

Bracing himself and his prize, he pressed a small wafer to his throat and mouthed a single sub-vocal command. A few miles away, a relay clicked in Glory B’s computers. Silent engines whined into life. And at the same time, alarms hooted and moaned across the field and bright beams stabbed angrily into the sky.

Glory B rose swiftly from the spaceport in a low, ground-hugging curve, homing in on Klaywelder. For a moment blue strings of heat spat at her from the field. They halted abruptly. At that angle, Frank would soon have been sizzling the roofs of Pharalell homes and buildings.

Klaywelder grinned. The ship streaked over the outskirts of Ochassh and came to a hovering stop three feet above him. He let the grav unit lift Shastalian into the port, then pulled himself up. The port snapped shut and Klaywelder bounded to the control cabin. He threw himself into the command seat and slapped one hand full across the board.

Glory B lunged upward in teeth-shattering acceleration. Blue fire spiderwebbed against the hull for a brief moment. Then Pharalell IV shrank to a bright green globe against blackness.

Federation ships would already be on Red Alert—but space was terrifyingly vast and the patrols were spread pitifully thin. He would be long gone when they finally got to where he was supposed to be. A quick stop on Filo to open the scrambled hold, then a first-class plastjob for himself—a good one, this time, from eyes to toes—and then Earth.

He broke out his last sixteen-ounce steak from the locker and topped it with a bottle of Pharalellian wine. In comfortable lethargy he strolled toward his quarters, stopping by the entry port to gaze once more at Shastalian. He would have liked to have spread the big pelt out to its full length but there was no place in the ship nearly large enough to accommodate the great golden fur.

Stretched out on his bunk, Klaywelder thought about Arto Frank and grinned tiredly. Poor Arto. He was, though, genuinely sorry about Garii. Garii was all right. He hoped Shastalian’s loss didn’t hit him too hard.

Still, he reasoned with Klaywelder logic, Garii had lots of pelts—while he had only one. Klaywelder turned over and closed his eyes

—and came fully awake. The luminous dial over his bunk said he had slept only a short hour. His senses were fuzzy from the strong Pharalellian wine. He cocked his head and listened. Nothing. He shrugged and turned over—then sat up stiffly.

There it was again. Unfamiliar.

He set his feet on the floor and something heavy draped over his ankles and wrapped softly about his calves. Klaywelder gasped and jerked away. The firm grip held, tightened, and he yelled as he was pulled to the floor.

Klaywelder fought savagely. He kicked, pummeled with his fists. His blows were muffled in thick, warm fur, as damp leather tightened about his waist and inched up across his chest.

He screamed and cursed himself and Garii and the universe until his throat was raw. And in some last, coherent corner of his mind he wondered if anyone else knew Pharalellians didn’t believe in a life after death—and didn’t need to.

As thick golden fur covered his face he saw a quick bright picture of dark earthen cups on a smooth stone floor—small offerings of reverence for those who had passed on to Eternal Life.


Tony Red Dog

Tony learns purely by accident the Scozarri brothers have taken out a girl he liked a lot then dumped her at a pet food plant. The brothers work for the Tranalone family which is heavy into stuff like dog food and packing plants and anything that has to do with meat, so the guys who do legwork for Dominic Tranalone can drop off a stiff without driving out of town. Everybody on the street knows this is what they do, and anybody in the know buys their sausage and salami out of state. Tony figures what the brothers probably did was use the girl real bad before that. Leo and Lenny have warped ideas about social situations. Leo is mean, but Lenny’s flat crazy in the head.

So Tony is mad as hell and out for blood. Nothing has pissed him off this much since the last re-make of Geronimo. That girl was real fine and she treated Tony nice. She didn’t ever tell an Indian joke or call him chief. She had a smile on her face and her hair smelled good all the time. She didn’t have to end up like that.

Tony thinks about the girl all day. He can’t keep his mind on the job. It isn’t right. A thing like that is all wrong and he’s got to set it straight. What he ought to do is drop everything and do it now. Find those assholes and get it off his mind. If he does, though, Sal will flat shit because it isn’t authorized, and Mickey Ric will come down on Tony like a safe, and Tony doesn’t need that. So he’ll have to see Sal and Sal will have to go to Ric and Ric will have to ask the old man. Which he won’t, because Mickey Ric wouldn’t help Tony on a bet. If Tony Red Dog was on fire, Mickey Ricca wouldn’t piss and put him out. Besides that, Bennie Fischetti’s sent the word down he doesn’t want any trouble with the Tranalone family right now, he don’t want to rock the boat.

Which leaves Tony right where he is which is nowhere at all, and the Scozarri brothers are laughing up their sleeves. Tony gets so wound up in all this he boosts a sky-blue Caddy instead of the black he’s supposed to get, which fucks up his orders for the day.

Tony finds Sal where anybody can, which is at the back table of the donut shop where Sal presides twenty-two hours every day. Sal doesn’t do without sleep, but at three-hundred-sixty-two pounds it is easier to nap where he is than go to bed, and there’s donuts and coffee close by.

Vinnie D. and Bobby Gallo are there, and Tony says hello. Bobby and Vinnie are never real far from Sal, and Tony sees they’re getting fat too. All you got to do is look at Sal, you put on maybe two or three pounds. “I got to talk to you, Sal,” Tony says. “Something’s happened.”

“I heard,” Sal says.

“I want to do ’em,” Tony says, getting right to the point. “Those bastards got it coming.”

“Don’t take everything personal,” Sal says.

This is what Tony figured that he’d say. “Sal, I got a right. The Scozarri brothers knew I was seeing that girl. This is an embarrassment to me.”

Sal blinks like an owl and licks sugar off his lips. “That’s it right there,” he tells Tony. “It’s an embarrassment to you. It ain’t business. It’s a personal thing with you. You got the word same as me. No trouble. No hassle with the Tranalones.”

“You could ask,” Tony says, knowing how much good this will do. “It isn’t just me. It’s a reflection on the family. Tell Mickey Ricca that.” Sal pretends he’s thinking this over, like he’s making some real big decision in his head. He knows that’s what a capo ought to do, that it lets the soldiers see he’s on the ball. Sal “Hippo” Galiano is a capo without a lot of clout, since boosting cars and hijacking trucks now and then isn’t all that big a family deal. It’s not like he’s Nick Cannatella who’s the caporegime for dope, a guy even Mickey Ricca respects.

So Sal finally blinks and says, “Okay I’ll make a call. I’ll check it out with Ric. I ain’t making no promises, you understand.”

“Right,” Tony says, “I appreciate it, Sal.” He knows what he did before he walked in the shop. That even if Sal gets the nerve to make the call, Mickey Ricca’s going to turn him down flat, that right here’s as far as it’s going to go. That if something gets done, Tony’s got to do it on his own.

Sal is watching Tony close and he knows what’s in his head. “Don’t do anything stupid,” he says, “You got a good job. Don’t go and fuck it up. Find another broad. Take the day off. Have a little fun.”

“Sure,” Tony says, and even Vinnie D. can see that Tony doesn’t mean that at all.

Sal looks Tony up and down. Takes in the alligator boots and the jeans, the black hair down to Tony’s shoulders and the bandanna wrapped around his head. His mouth curls up like he’s tasted something bad.

“Tony, listen,” he says, “no fucking offense, okay? You got to dress like that? I mean, it’s okay you’re out in the sticks. You’re attackin’ the fucking wagontrain, fine. You’re walking down the street here, nobody dresses like that, they got a suit. Vinnie and Bobby here, they got a suit. Anyone you see they got a
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