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FOREWORD

 


While this is my second published novel,
it’s actually my first. I wrote the first version of this story
nearly twenty years ago and, let me tell you, it was God awful.

I keep that original draft around in a place
of honor as a tribute to both moxie and hubris. Writers need a bit
of both, of course, and keeping them in balance is a lifelong
battle.

Despite the original’s complete lack of
anything worth recommending, the story was still one that wanted
telling. They’re like that sometimes, the stories. Demanding,
y’know?

This one just kept poking at me until,
finally, I’d had enough.

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll try again.” What
you’re about to read is that try.

This is, at its heart an old-fashioned sort
of yarn, with magic and tragedy and a dash of adventure. But
there’s some other stuff in there too– a bit of horror, a touch of
mystery and even a very little bit of science fiction. I like
mashups and this is both my latest and my first.

Also, this is a romance but, as most romance
novels are told from the female point of view, I thought the guys
deserved some representation. We fall in love too, after all.

 


Pretty cool.

Hope you dig it.

Cheers,

 


GT- Los Angeles, 2010


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



ONE

 


“Little Tim Bumpkin had a
head like a pumpkin

And a body that was made
out of sticks.

He could catch any ball
that I’d throw down the hall

But he never could seem to
catch bricks.

-E. Vanderholt,
4th grade-

 


Eddie Vanderholt was, by far, the craziest
son of a bitch I’d ever met. I mean crazy.

If you have a friend that would run naked
through Death Valley in mid-summer, covered with gasoline, carrying
lit sticks of TNT in each hand, Eddie makes him look like the
Surgeon General doing a PSA.

Once, just to prove to himself it could be
done, he built a small particle accelerator in and under his
parents’ garage; I think he was eight or nine.

Nobody much noticed, probably assuming it
was some kind of an elaborate father-son science project– something
like the geek version of a soapbox racer or scale model of the
Hindenburg.

But it wasn’t a model and Eddie’s Dad never
helped him construct anything more complex than the Windsor knot in
the tie he wore to his high school graduation. It really was a
particle accelerator and it really did work.

So, yeah, you could say Eddie came out of
the box with more brains than Tesla and Fermi together and, even
with that advantage, it took him all summer to get the thing
built.

Now, so far, that doesn’t sound so crazy,
right?

Take away the IQ points involved and all
you’ve got is an overblown tree fort. Only, if Eddie had been
building a fort, by the end of that summer, it would have been a
fort with working radar, missiles and silos, impregnable stone and
steel ramparts and a battalion of armed men and machines ready to
fight to the death defending the thing.

Eddie never did anything half way, not one
time, ever.

His accelerator would be the best, the most
compact mote-smasher any eight-year-old genius could put together
but it still needed juice to get going.

Turned out it needed exactly two thirds of
the electricity normally required to keep his southwestern home
town running.

Once they’d got the power back on and sent
some armed fellows around to Eddie’s parents’ house to see what the
hell that ruckus had been about, all they found was that same
eight-year-old boy sitting in the driveway, working on the plans
for a more efficient model.

“Solar,” they heard him muttering as
he was hauled off to juvenile court. “I should’ve gone solar
instead.”

See?

Even then, even by lunatic standards, Eddie
was nuts.

Still, despite that shaky beginning putting
a five year custodial probation mark on his permanent
record, every college in the country wanted a piece of him by the
time he turned thirteen.

By the time he was twenty he’d racked up a
string of post-surname initials that would choke a good-sized pig.
He was what people in academic circles label a savant and what the
rest of us just call batshit smart.

I met him in college. I won’t say which one.
His name wasn’t really Eddie for that matter. Names and places have
to be protected when secrets are being told.

He was the TA in a chem class I had to pass
before I could graduate. He didn’t need the money. Eddie’s family
was extremely well off from the sale of some weird chemical he’d
patented in high school. I think he took the TA job for the
company.

In any college it’s difficult to meet people
when you’re five years younger than the youngest freshman. The sky
was the limit as far as Eddie’s future as a scientist went, but his
social life had settled on a somewhat lower plane.

So, while he taught me the rudiments of
chemistry, I talked him to and through his first adult
encounter.

Her name was Sybil Something and the two of
them lasted a whole semester. When it was done I talked him through
that. By the end of it he was calling me his friend and I guess
that’s what I was. What he’d call me now, I have no idea.

Even as Eddie’s academic career was stellar
my own was, shall we say, not. It had taken me two terms
just to declare a major. It goes without saying that even now I do
not have a head for science. Car engines, brassiere clasps, poker,
that kind of stuff I could deal with in my sleep.

Science?

Without Eddie’s help I would still be there,
trying to fight my way up the ladder from the Periodic Table to
polymers.

What do you want from me? I was majoring in
English Lit, for God’s sake.

What was I saying?

Oh. Right.

Eddie. Crazy. Death Valley. Right.

Anyway. After school we went our separate
and I lost contact with him. I had a couple of really crappy
relationships with women who were precisely the wrong kind for me
to get involved with. The fallout from the second one left me in
need of several stiff shots of absinthe and living a life that some
might euphemistically refer to as “circling the drain.”

Funny, how far away all that seems now. I
can’t even remember that girl’s name and she came as close as
anybody to taking me out of the race for good.

Some people are like that, you know. They
smash through your life like a god damned freight train and leave
you to pick up the splinters alone. Little did I know.

The only person who was there for me during
that time was my grandmother. She just popped by one day with an
invite for me to come over for diner to “catch up.”

That one dinner turned into a regular event
where she’d cook me these lavish weekly meals and let me gas about
my broken heart and why life was so unfair. Sometimes she let me
sleep over in one of the guest rooms.

She even got me a job working in a local
garage for under-the-table cash. She was a pistol. She had friends
everywhere and, at ninety, was still climbing all forty steps up
the hill to her favorite bench in Mercer Park.

She liked the view it gave her of the bay
and the ocean beyond. Gran was a big fan of ocean travel.

“Nothing gives you perspective like a
few weeks aboard ship with no land in sight for a thousand miles,”
she would say. She was always telling me to get out more, to take a
world spin and see if anything grabbed my interest.

“You never know what’s out there,” she
would say. “Not unless you look.”

Looking after me must have been like tending
to a beer-guzzling zombie, but Gran never said a word about it. She
took me in, told me stories about her life, let me sit and stare
out the front window as long as I liked at the fog lounging all
over the bay. I listened to her stories– how could I not? They were
fascinating– but I didn’t really hear the advice. Heartbreak,
remember? I was lucky to dress myself and make it to work every
day.

“You still have plenty of time,” she
would tell me. “Plenty of time to find your way.”

She said it often enough and in enough ways
that, eventually I did.

About six weeks after I cracked my first
unambiguous smile, the great old lady died. She left me the house-
lock, stock and actual rain barrel.

And, what do you know, it saved my life.

Owning it, having to care for it, getting it
back in the shape Gran had always told me it had been in her youth
finished the job she’d started on me months before.

The house sat on a hill in a “transitional”
neighborhood overlooking the city and the bay. By the time I moved
in, it seemed the transition was having second thoughts and
I could never tell if the neighborhood was moving up in scale or
down.

At any rate, once I settled, I found there
was a lot of work to be done. I figured I’d save money if I did it
myself.

A one-man crew repairing a house that size
was uphill work to say the least but, where I was poor in cash, I
had time in abundance. As I worked, I reasoned, I could figure out
what the hell I was going to do with the rest of my post-collegiate
life.

Time passed, most of a year I think, without
change. I managed to make some small improvements– a door frame
here, some new hardwood flooring there– but mostly I just enjoyed
the spaciousness of the place and the back-of-the-mind sensation
that Gran was somehow occasionally still present and looking after
me.

Then came the Spring and a little thing of
which the will’s executer had neglected to tell me: property
taxes.

My job at the garage earned me enough to eat
and to live but there was no way I could pay the bi-annual tithe
without help. I was forced to let rooms for the extra cash. I
filled out the forms to defer my first payment and placed this ad
in the classifieds.

 


Boarders Wanted for Nice Victorian

It’s being slowly restored just off of the
Hollow.

If you know how to swing a hammer

maybe we can work something out.

Parking, utilities included. No smokers or
pets.

 


Okay. It wasn’t my best work as a writer but
it did the job and in way that I could never have predicted in a
million years.

A day after the ad ran there was a knock at
my door. When I opened it, who should be standing there but my old
pal Eddie? Granted, he was a little taller than I remembered, a
little less kempt, a little thinner, but it was him.

“So, can I crash, or what?” he said
with that familiar half-shy grin.

What could I say? We were friends.

Over the lunch he obviously needed we caught
up on the in-between straddling college and the present. My life
was easily summed up in the five minutes it took me to make him a
sandwich and pop open a couple of cokes. His story took some
time.

 


He’d dropped out of sight after graduation.
He’d had his fill of academe and wanted to get out into the real
world to dirty his hands testing some hypotheses he’d been
developing without having to justify himself.

There were others like him out there,
savants, prodigies, with whom he’d been in secret contact
throughout his years of study.

Eddie and his- what- conspirators? –
had wanted to spring the results of their research on the world
only once it was complete.

Now, it seemed, they were close to that
goal. They just needed a place, a quiet out-of-the-way place, to
construct a working prototype of their– um–

"What was it again?” I said.

"Top secret,” he said with that
characteristic sparkle. “But just for a little longer. What do you
say?"

Well. The money was certainly right and
Eddie and his partners had to know their way around a toolbox. I
asked if he minded helping me restore Gran’s place while they
lodged. He asked me what the hell I thought friends were for
anyway.

“Plus,” said Eddie. “You definitely
could use the help.”

We shook hands and he scampered out into the
city. I figured that it was a fifty-fifty chance that he'd actually
return.

As most people usually did, even when they
called him a genius, I underestimated Eddie.

He was back within the hour, toting luggage–
crates, really– five month’s rent, in cash, and, of course, his
cohorts, all stuffed into a multi-colored lump of something that
looked like it had once been a VW camper, circa 1969.

“Meet the crew,” said Eddie as he
climbed out. “No feeding after midnight or you’ll be
sorry.”

The Crew consisted of three more
people, younger than Eddie by all appearances, but giving off the
same aura of benign insanity.

“He looks a little stiff,” said the
burly brown-skinned slab of a boy whose name Eddie claimed was
Oswald Pepperton Fielding the Third. Eddie also said the boy
preferred to be called Chess and, honestly, I was grateful for
that.

“Better than Dr. Broldenmat,” said the
smiling scarecrow of a boy who followed him. He wore red sneakers,
a pair of ancient denim jeans and a faded grey tee shirt with I’M
NOT JOHNNY written on the front in large blocky script.

Another boy followed right after, identical
to him in every way but three. His sneakers were blue, his tee
shirt yellow and the proclamation it sported read I’M NOT
JAMES.

“Oh, please,” said the second boy.
“Everybody’s better than Dr. B.”

As the first boy followed Eddie and Chess
into the foyer of Gran’s giant house, the second boy grabbed hold
of my hand.

“Johnny,” he said as if he was passing
on something terribly important and a little bit sordid. “Johnny
Chang.”

The name jogged something in my memory but
not enough for me to see what it was.

Then he too pushed past me, following the
others into the depths of the place that would be their home and
workshop for the next few months.

 


The Whiz Kids. That’s who the Chang
twins were. It’s what they all were, when you got down to it but
for the Changs it was an official title. It hit me that night as I
was drifting off to the sounds of them settling in.

Johnny and James were that Johnny and
James, the ones who’d appeared on all those talk shows when they
were just little boys and defeated all comers in contests of
scientific trivia.

They’d disappeared from the limelight– at
least from my personal limelight– pretty much completely after that
first round of appearances and I was really interested as to how
Eddie had tracked them down.

I was even more intrigued at how he came
across Chess– he really did prefer to be called that– who turned
out to be that semi-infamous hacker, Shardcore.

If you don’t remember Shardcore then you
must not have been on the proper coast of the right country when
somebody simultaneously hacked all the municipal power grids.

What had at first seemed like nothing more
than a particularly widespread blackout had in fact been Chess’s
attempt to make contact with any space aliens who might have been
looking by inspiring a complex series of outages in order to spell
out the message WE ARE HERE on an urban canvas large enough to be
seen by extraterrestrial eyes.

Sure he spelled it in English and sure, he
cost several states millions of dollars in damages and emergency
services but he was also only eleven years old at the time.

I think they took his computers away from
him until he was eighteen and let it go at that. What else could
they do?

Shardcore. Wow.

Eddie really had been busy since I’d last
seen him. Then again, Eddie always had his hands full with
something. I just had to remember to find out what.

 



TWO

 


“I know it now.

In her eyes I see

The Winner of Hearts,

The Winter of me.”

-unnamed poet, First Cycle-

 


"So,” I said, trying to understand. “That
thing you guys are building is, what, some kind of computer?"

Eddie shook his head. “Not quite.”

“It's not dangerous, is it?” I said,
surprised at how nervous I actually was. “I mean you're not going
to blow the attic up or anything, right?”

He just laughed at that. Then he was gone,
his voice drowned out by the clangs and whirs of the metallic
rodents scuttling above me.

Weeks, two, I think, passed between that
conversation and the next complete sentence I heard any of them
utter. I don't believe I even laid eyes on any of them more than
twice in that time. And that was only in passing as I made my way
to or from the bathroom.

Food continued to disappear so I assumed
they were eating. I didn't think they slept much at all. If they
did, it was in shifts.

The barrage of occult noises that descended
from the attic bellied any cessation of activity. I knew that place
was off limits unless one was specially invited so I didn't
intrude, leaving them instead to their own devices. I didn't have
a lot of time to worry about them anyway. I had the pip system in
the cellar to deal with.

Fifty years of rust and settling had left
them in a pretty sorry state. Working on them myself had been my
first preference but, after five dousings and a near drowning in
the three feet of water that had taken up residence there, I was
fairly eager to call in a pro.

Which pro to call presented a whole new set
of problems. Price was a consideration, obviously. Locality, years
of service, who was bonded who had the best track record, who knew
all the quirks and peculiarities of old houses like Gran’s, all
these had to be sifted and approved before I was going to let some
stranger in to tinker.

Three weeks of phone calls, missed
appointments and haggling had taken their toll.

There was a block in my head the size and
shape of a redwood trunk and I was making no headway whatever
against it. I sat on the steps at the edge of Lake Basement,
watching a small paper boat navigate the small whirlpool whose
source I’d given up finding an hour previous.

I envisioned tiny paper sailors screaming
orders at each other, scrambling to re rig their sales, to flush
their ballast tanks, to do anything to avoid what was obviously an
inevitable fate.

No use fighting it, boys, I
thought. We’re going down.

“Quitting time?” said a voice behind
me.

I turned to see Chess’s grim countenance
blocking the basement doorway.

“Just taking a break,” I
said.

He stepped into the room and snaked one of
the mufflers I kept hanging by the door.

“I think after the first hour it stops
being a break,” he said.

“I’m looking to set the record,” I
said. “I have the Guinness folks on speed-dial.”

“Hey, good luck with that,” he said.
“In the meantime, there’s some other guys named Guinness you might
want to meet over at Al’s. I hear they’re pretty
friendly.”

“You guys going out,” I
said.

“We are,” he said, heading back up the
stairs. “As soon as you put on some dry clothes.”

 


Al’s Emporium of Spirit was what I
used to call an occasional place, the sort that only seemed
to occur when and where it wished. The first time we happened upon
it we were at the tail end of a fairly mild evening debauch, high
and happy and looking for something new. Al’s was just
suddenly there, all English and Pubby, crouched dockside in the lee
of Webster Hill.

It was the sort of place you didn’t
question, all dark woods and old leather. You sat, you drank, you
kept on Al’s happy side if you knew what was good for you.
When we went back looking the following night, none of us could
agree on a location.

The place became a sort of shared myth
between the five of us, a white whale or Shangri La that only the
worthy could spot and only on occasion. Suggesting we go there was
simply code for, “Let’s get the hell out of this house and remind
ourselves we’re alive.”

We cruised the neon urban night aimlessly as
the shadows grew long and the air turned from crisp to biting.
Winter waited with feline patience in every gargoyle's eyes, in
every frosted breath. There was no sense in actually looking for
Al’s. If we were supposed to find it again we would.

We did.

We found it just squatting quietly at the
far shadowed corner of a vacant lot where I would have sworn on a
stack of bibles it had not been the day before.

We parked somewhere and wandered towards the
pub, the twins and Chess hurling good-natured insults at each other
about their relative inability to solve some esoteric logic puzzle.
I walked and watched them, listening with half an ear to Eddie
rambling on about some video game he planned to design.

Something small and dark flitted through my
mind on leather wings, followed by several more. They weren’t quite
thoughts, exactly. More like the implication of thoughts and ugly
enough even as phantoms to prevent me looking close. It was like
overhearing a conversation about the difficulties of dismembering a
murder victim including laundering the blood chunk disposal.

I wasn’t sure why my mind would suddenly
spin that way so I did what I could to make the dark inklings into
things I could examine. They remained elusive, just the ghostly
precursors to some vague sense of apprehension for which there was
no real foundation.

Something brushed against me. The contact
brought me back to myself with a start. I found all the hair on the
back of my neck standing at attention. Eddie gently increased the
pressure of his hand on my shoulder.

“Easy man,” he said. “What's up? The
ol’ plumber conundrum got you Googley again?”'

“’Googley?’” I said, not sure I’d
heard him right.

“You know,” he said. “Too many choices
blowing the mind.”

“Maybe,” I said, thinking about it.
“Maybe.”

“Don't stress,” he said. “We’re gonna
get you well liquored up tonight.”

“That’ll help?”

“It’ll help us,” Eddie's smile
broadened. “You act like a moron when you drink.”

I swung, he ducked, laughing, and I was all
right again. The twins hollered for us to get a move on. I grabbed
Eddie, hauled him onto my shoulders in a fireman's carry and bore
him into the bar. If the dark things were still flapping around my
psyche, I wasn't aware of them.

 


Al met us at the door, pointed out a free
table and faded. As we took our seats I noticed that some of the
chairs had been shoved aside to create a makeshift stage. The floor
mic that stood there wore a sign saying OPEN MIC. I gave it a
passing scan. Then I turned my full attention on the mass of people
cavorting within the smoke and sawdust. As usual, the back booths,
marked above in gold with the words, PATRONS ONLY, had their thick
crimson drapes drawn shut. I wondered a little about their
mysterious occupants but not overlong. My gaze then shifted to the
two new waitresses Al had acquired

Pretty.

When I looked back I saw that the twins had
conned Chess into trying to balance spoons on his nose and ears. He
did have rather large ones. The spoons balanced, we all laughed,
time passed. Something dark flitted in the corner of my eye and I
turned towards it.

There was a woman in an over-sized grey wool
sweater on the stage tuning a strangely shaped guitar. I looked her
over for lack of something better to do.

I wouldn't have said she was pretty,
exactly, but she was definitely unusual, even striking. I savored
her appearance the way I might have savored a bite of some exotic
food- the kind you have to keep eating in order to find out whether
or not you actually like the new taste. Similarly, I found myself
stealing glances at her through the rest of the evening trying, I
suppose, to decide whether she was future or fantasy.

The dimmed lights of the pub darkened her
hair almost to blackness yet, somehow, it managed to shimmer like
lake water every time she moved. When she leaned forward I was
afforded a quick view of the most beautiful breasts I'd ever
seen.

Her skin was like porcelain or china or
something. I knew I was staring but I just couldn't stop. I doubt I
would have if she hadn't chosen that moment to look up at me.

Her heavy-lidded eyes were a crazy quilt of
brown and gold and mysterious depths. Hypnotizing. I felt blood
rushing to my cheeks.

Her attention didn't linger long but I felt
in the second I spent under the hot light of her gaze that she had
seen into me and she knew precisely how many, many nights had
passed since I'd last touched a woman.

Flustered, I looked away, tried to collect
myself. When I looked back she just smiled and stood up to set the
mic.

“How much for a lap dance!” yelled the
obligatory jerk from the crowd, followed by some Neanderthal
laughter.

She wasn't fazed. Her mic was set. She
pulled her high stool up to it and strummed an opening chord. It
was then that I realized why her guitar had seemed so odd; it was a
lute. I smiled and thought it an intriguingly archaic instrument
to end up in the hands of such a girl in such a place. Without
waiting for quiet she began to play.

The crowd slowly began to take notice of the
subtle but insistent sounds being offered to them. Even the cave
men nursing their sixth and seventh beers went mum. When the
commotion finally died, she added the words.

 


“Don't weep to the stars, they
won't last forever,” she sang. “Don't cry to the world for
constancy. Life's just a vein binding hearts together. Nothing that
is will always be.”

 


She was good. There was an angelic quality
to her voice that I'm, even now, at a loss to explain. Her words
washed over us, casting their spell over the little pub. We all
seemed to hold our breaths, hanging on each successive note.

She sang of time passing, life continuing,
the unfairness of existence. In short, traditional folksinger fare.
But there was something else there too, something rolling beneath
the words and melody the way artesian wells bubble under miles of
rock.

At first I thought it was melancholy but,
after a few more phrases I knew it was more than that. There was
nothing simple or mundane about that feeling. It was large,
massive, a profound and abiding sorrow, somehow older than the
voice that contained it, making the words more wrenching and the
notes more sonorous.

I was swept up in the undercurrent,
whipsawing between hot flashes and chills as the sound reached into
me, unearthing memories I'd thought long buried. Thoughts I'd
hidden from myself for years fluttered themselves awake and went
wailing through the corridors of my heart.

 


“Time always proves every heart a
liar,” she sang, unaccompanied. “Nothing that is will always
be.”

She was quiet for several long seconds
before anyone realized she was done. No one applauded. A sort of
reverent calm had insinuated itself into the normally boisterous
environs of Al’s Emporium of Spirit.

It wasn't until she cased her instrument and
walked off the stage that any sense of normalcy returned. Her exit
was followed by a few tentative whisperings then the grating scrape
of a chair being pushed back and then the clamoring of a couple
score of semi-intoxicated people resumed dominion over the
place.

Some guy in black tee shirt sporting THE
DARK written in gothic white stepped up to the mic and began
nervously rattling off jokes. People booed and heckled. Only I
seemed to have realized what had just taken place. Someone
extraordinary had revealed herself to us and none of the others
seemed to care.

“Hey,” said Eddie. “You okay,
man?”

I blinked and turned to him. I felt tears
staining their ways down my cheeks. Crying? The Whiz Kids stared at
me with a mixture of interest and amusement, Chess with the one
spoon dangling from his ear.

“Did you hear that?” I managed
finally.

“Where do you suppose she picked up
the lute?” said Johnny.

“Go ask her,” said Chess. The spoon
fell from his ear and clanged against the table.

Eddie leaned forward, knocked on my forehead
and said, ”No. Why doesn't Mr. Fixit here go ask her?”

“You want to know where she got the
lute?” I said, still not quite processing what they were
saying.

“No,” Eddie beamed. “You want
to know. We want to watch you find out.”

“Small problem,” I said. “Because It’s
massively unlikely that I’m going to say anything to
her.”

“Wow,” said James through a mouthful
of peanuts. “That is a problem.”

“Massive Unlikeliness,” his brother
chimed in. “Didn’t we write a paper on that?”

“That was Unlikely Massiveness,” said
James. “The tendency of guys with cojones to stay fit versus the
tendency of those who are too chicken-shit to make a move on a hot
girl to achieve maximum density.”

“Ah, leave the guy alone,” said Chess.
“So what if he’s Type Six?”

“What, may I ask,” I said, already
dreading the response, “is Type Six?“

“Type Six,” Eddie stated, as if
reading from an encyclopedia. “Your basic English Lit burnout who'd
rather walk barefoot on hot broken glass than talk to a pretty
girl.”

“That's me?”

“Magic Eight Ball says, It is
definitely so,” said Eddie.

The twins sniggered. Chess glowered
inscrutably and Eddie, damn his eyes, beamed at me like a lunatic.
If I didn't say something to the girl I knew I could look
forward to those same expressions for the rest of the month, at
least, as well as their convoluted mockeries and lewd
insinuations.

With a resigned groan, I rose. Plunging into
the smoke I found myself moving through a world of indefinable
shapes and indistinct rumblings. Snatches of conversation burbled
out at me and vanished again before they could be deciphered.

In a few moments I'd done a complete circuit
of the bar and found no trace of the woman. The first bitter
drippings of defeat began to fall at the back of my throat. I
passed by the Kids' table and was pelted with bits of napkin and
salt gritty nuts.

“Out the back, moron,” said
Chess.

Eddie grabbed my shoulder and guided my
steps in that direction.

Al congealed beside me for a moment, just
before I reached the door. Was it warmth I saw in his eyes or
simply amused interest? I never got a chance to find out. He was
gone before I could ask.

I opened the door and walked outside.

 


Outside turned out to be the alley
that ran behind the pub. There was the normal and disgusting
assortment of garbage bins in various states of fullness and
decay.

I didn't see her but there were voices
buzzing just around the corner. Of course, a woman that magnetic
would already have a lover waiting in the wings for her. He was
probably about sixteen feet tall with iron pectorals and the words
KILL OR DIE spelled out in safety pins in his chest.

His name was probably Slash or
Butcher or something like that. Free advertising for the
beatings he probably enjoyed handing out.

The last thing I was prepared to do was
explain my sudden presence to him. It was a bit of a wuss out, I
admit, but decided not to bother. Instead, I figured I’d just go
back inside and tell the Kids she'd already gone. That was the
smart plan, the one that avoided embarrassment and bruises. I’m a
big fan of the smart plan and I would have executed it right away
if only I hadn't heard the crash.

Against what I laughingly refer to as My
Better Judgment, I found myself sprinting towards the sound of some
commotion. I almost ran smack into the girl herself as I rounded
the corner. I pulled up short and took in the situation.

“Whoops,” I said, stalling. “What’s
happening here? “

She didn't spare me a glance, but her
companion did. From his position, sprawled over the summit of a
very ugly pile of refuse, I assumed it had been his body that had
caused the crash, which was kind of a shock.

He was big, almost twice my size, and she
was only average in stature. He did have a tattoo on his neck, some
word in gothic letters, but written so small that I couldn't make
them out. He wasn't someone I ever wanted to be on the bad side of.
Even in his current position he looked precisely like the very
rough customer I’d formed in my mind.

Had I not witnessed the scene with my own
eyes I wouldn't have thought her capable of flooring me much less
this bruiser. But there they were– her standing over him tensed up
for further trouble and him trying to get to his feet.

He looked up at me and I saw there was a
vibrant panic burning in his eyes. His shirt was torn– no–
slashed– open across the front. Beneath his sheen of crud,
acquired no doubt from his recent dance with the garbage cans, he
was sweating. He began to babble incoherently, telling me to get
Al, get a cop, get anybody.

“This chick is crazy, man!” he whined.
He was reminding me, more and more, of a chastised family pet.
Whatever she'd done had sure put the fear of God into him. The gash
in his chest began to bleed just a little. The corner of her mouth
twitched.

Again, for lack of anything intelligent to
say, I asked what the hell was going on.

Without taking her eyes off him, she said,
“This animal wanted to put me in his pocket and I didn't want to
go. But he probably won't be bothering anyone else this way. Will
you, Brian?”

He shook his head hastily, fear working his
muscles like a puppeteer. She passed her tongue across her upper
lip. Not once during the whole exchange had she looked at me. She
seemed fixated, strangely hypnotized by his condition.

Mr. Mouse, I thought. Meet Miss
Cobra. For some reason the image made me smile. The tableau of
that slip of a woman reducing an otherwise horribly frightening
individual to a panic-frozen rodent was almost worth a laugh.
Almost.

He had been shifting his gaze back and forth
between us but now he too seemed in some sort of trance, unable
to look away from the vicious depths of her eyes.

We all hung there for what felt like an
eternity. I wondered what she would do next and what, if anything,
I would do to stop her. Then she gestured, just a flick of the
wrist really, and the big man scampered, actually scampered, off
into the night.

A shudder rippled through me when he'd gone
and I realized that I'd been holding my breath. My muscles spasmed
involuntarily as I felt myself relax.

She also seemed to grow calmer by degrees,
settling slowly back into a more reasonable state of composure.
Whatever I'd thought earlier, she didn't look dangerous to me
anymore. Seeing her face there in the flickering electric night, I
decided she was lovely.

“All right,” she said, her eyes still
blazing a little. “What do you want?”

“Um. Nothing. Really.
Nothing.”

“What are you doing out
here?”

“I was, uh–.” Words, damn it, I
thought. Use your words. Get a number. Hell, get a name.
Anything. But, no. I could only stare blankly, eking out the
odd cough or sputter. Lovely.

She gave me another on of those odd looks
that could have been either amusement or dismissal. “Could you hand
me that case, please?” she said eventually. Then, when it was clear
I would stick with the whole I’ll-just-stare-at-you-like-a-moron
scenario, “Never mind.”

She moved past me and picked up her
instrument case. She started off away from the pub. She was
leaving.

“Wait!” I said, panic wrenching the
words out of me.

She stopped, turned. The streetlights leaped
and danced across her alabaster flesh. The city's eyes winked on
and off in the distance behind her, a background of man-made stars.
She gave me the once over, probably looking for some threat she
might have missed. She seemed satisfied that I was harmless enough.
At least she was able to find a smile somewhere inside and coax it
to the surface for me.

“Look,” she said, not unkindly. “I'm
already late. Do you have something to say to me or are you just
going to gawk?”

I wanted to tell her, Yes, please just
stand here forever and let me look at you, but that gambit only seems to work in animated movie
musicals. Instead I asked her where her next set was.

“The Basement. You know it?” I
told her I did. “Right. Well I have to get to the other side of the
bay in forty minutes so–?”

God, I felt like such a bonehead. I had a
degree in English Lit. for God’s sake and here I was having trouble
putting together a simple sentence!

“Your– you have– your voice is great–
beautiful–” I sputtered, stalling. She nodded her thanks, smiled
and turned again to go. “Maybe I'll catch you at the
Basement later.”

“Yes,” she said. “Maybe.”

I was losing her. Her outline had already
begun to fade as she passed out of the lighted area. I had to think
of something, fast.

“Hey,” I called out. “What's your
name?”

My only answer was the rustle of ancient
paper buffeted by the gentle caress of the night wind. There wasn't
even an echo.

 


Have you ever noticed how like a poem a city
can be? Has some fantastic happening at street level so affected
you that, under night's canopy, you found yourself climbing up and
up, over lead-painted fire escapes and cracked skylight glass
toward the clarity of the heights? Have you stood on rooftops
kissing yourself with the darkness, breathing in the soot and
starlight that gambol there?

I have.

I noticed it all that night as, entranced, I
watched her evaporate into the shadows. I noticed and felt and
breathed her in as if she was the smoke of incense from a harem out
of the Thousand and One Nights.

I had been devoured by her- by her violence,
by her luscious inviting smile. Even as the last echo of her
footfalls died under the murmur of urban night her presence inside
me grew. I had the sensation of having fallen asleep, of
dreaming.

It was a dream in which all I could see were
the engaging ruby textures of her lips, her throat arching, tracing
its way to her chin, to her moist and succulent mouth. I suddenly
ached to kiss that mouth. I felt myself yearning for dissolution in
the velvet folds of her embraces.

“Hey!” the rotating blade of Eddie's
voice cut into my reverie, jarring me back to myself. “Hey, man.
What're you doing out here? It's been twenty minutes. We thought
you ditched.”

I shook my head weakly, somewhere else
still.

“Where's the hottie?” said Johnny. All
women were either hotties or notties to him. He was a music video
addict.

“She– uh–.” Words, moron, I
thought. Get the words back in your mouth where they belong.
“She had to go.”

They shared a chuckle at this. Eddie said,
”Shot down, huh?”

I looked at him and he immediately shoved
the pin back into his mockery grenade. Something in my expression
pulled him up short. He scanned me quizzically for a little and
started back for the pub. Taking their cue from his shift in
demeanor the others followed.

“Meet you at the car, okay?” he said
and they were gone.

I was alone again.

The air was suddenly cold around me, heavy
with the smell of rotting remnants of food. I pulled my jacket
closed and stalked off to the car.

My watch told me it was too late to go
gallivanting around the city, chasing women who sang sad songs for
coins. My heart told me there was probably no profit in it
anyway.

 


I wonder. Do the dead dream? Lying there,
under pounds of cold and moistened earth, do they fling their
impotent fantasies and desires upwards to Heaven, hoping as do the
living for surcease? I wonder and I hope they do not. I hope that
in the stillness afforded by the grave that there can at last be
found some measure of repose. I
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