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Synopsis

 Twelve O’Clock Tales
is the fourth collection of short fiction by legendary novelist and
memoirist, Felice Picano (The Lure, Like People in History, True
Stories). A personal homage to the storytellers of his youth,
Edgar Allen Poe, E.F. Benson, and H. P. Lovecraft, as well as his
acquaintances, Arthur C. Clarke and Harlan Ellison. Eleven dark
tales, eerie, bizarre, and dreamlike, the tales will thrill and
disturb, discomfort and titillate, enthrall and leave you
wondering. Picano ranges across time and space, from tribal West
Africa to the American heartland, to a lab in Venezuela, and a
California Highway fifteen years from now. His characters range
from a teen accident survivor with a secret, to a far-future
scholar forced to travel to a galactic backwater, to a retired L.A.
cop who dabbles in astrology, and a peasant girl in B.C.E. Israel
encountering the strangest of strangers. The thirteen tales include
brand new stories and acknowledged Picano masterworks collected
here for the first time.
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for Ross Crowe

with thanks to Harlan Ellison—who doesn’t want any
and in memory of Arthur
C. Clarke


Preface

 In a way, this book is one
that I’ve been writing for many years.

My family is from Rhode Island, and the city of
Providence is surprisingly rich for being the residence of masters
of supernatural fiction—among them Edgar Allen Poe and H.P.
Lovecraft. My much older Aunt Lillian and Uncle Bert lived midway
between the residences of both men, and they knew the latter author
briefly in his last years. Whenever I stayed with them during
childhood summers in the early 1950s I would read volumes of both
authors’ works, both at their home and at the local library on
College Hill.

Poe of course is a classic, although in truth he is
rather spottily known. Some of his best work is not the half dozen
poems and tales he’s known by, but instead longer works like “The
Gold-Bug,” “The Unparalleled Adventures of One Hans Pfaal,” and the
utterly mad The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket. Those
were the tales that stuck with me, and rereading them recently
proved them to be wonderfully subversive and gaga.

Unlike today, at that time, Lovecraft had virtually
no reputation as a writer outside of faithful readers of
Weird Tales magazine in the 1920s and
1930s. That he does today is partly thanks to the staunch and
persistent efforts of Arkham House in Sauk City, Michigan, which
reprinted everything, even the poetry, in editions usually limited
to a few thousand copies. But also thanks to the San Francisco
Hippie Rock group H.P. Lovecraft and their eerie hit song “The
White Ship.”

Today his books are fittingly part of the huge
Library of America series. Rereading them, I’m always surprised how
fittingly he uses the odd geography of Rhode Island—half-water,
half-land; and of the latter, half-city and half-rural—in his
stories and novels. At that time, however, most of Lovecraft’s
titles were out of print and unobtainable. By the way, a handful of
movies were made out of Lovecraft’s works in the 1970s based on his
books, too. Most are odd and bad, but some are very surprisingly
true to the source and even watchable.

Later in life, once I was writing fiction myself, I
was fortunate enough to come into contact with two master authors
of Science Fiction, Arthur C. Clarke and Harlan Ellison.
Individually, and entirely unprompted, they reviewed my books,
praised them, and encouraged me—and so unwittingly they set me on
the path that would end up at this volume, and with my sci-fi
trilogy City on a Star still being
written.

In a way Twelve O’Clock
Tales is an homage to those unique and astonishing talents:
Poe, Lovecraft, Clarke, and Ellison. As well as to M.R. James,
Walter de La Mare, Ambrose Bierce, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Edith
Wharton, Henry James, Saki, Algernon Blackwood, etc., all of whom
I’ve read and still read today.

For people who keep track of things, Twelve O’Clock Tales is my fourth collection of short
stories, following Slashed To Ribbons in Defense
of Love in 1983 (reprinted as The New York
Years in 2003), Tales From a Distant
Planet in 2005, and Contemporary Gay
Romances in 2011 (also Bold Strokes Books). The 2005 title
was published by French Connection Press in Paris, France, and had
a very limited distribution, although the book is still available
for sale in the U.S., and I’m including two of its most praised
stories here.

Although I am primarily known as a novelist (and
lately also as a memoirist), stories are my favorite way of writing
fiction, whether it is a 1,750 word “amusement in prose” (the
second story here), a 35,000 word novella, or anything in
between.

When I can know, sense, or even merely get a hint
about an ending while I’m writing, I think I’m simply a better
writer, certainly a tighter one. Doing that with a novel usually
means a five- to ten-year period of gestation before I even begin,
and equal years of commitment on the other end. With stories I can
start and end in a few sessions, or in the case of longer works, do
so within a month. Any more time than that and it becomes something
else.

My first story was written when I was twelve, and my
first published story (collected in Slashed to
Ribbons) was written as far back as 1972. I’ve now written
almost fifty shorter stories, of which (with this volume) now
forty-seven have been published in one form, format, place or
another, from magazines and newspapers to anthologies to online
magazines. Very early on I wrote “strange” stories: My second
“finished, adult” story, in fact, could have easily fit into this
collection.

Among the stories here, a few included here were
popular: “Absolute Ebony” has been published several times in
mainstream magazines and other people’s collections, ditto with
“Spices of the World” and “One Way Out,” and it’s amazing that
readers find them fresh and relevant. Another tale, “Love and the
She-Lion,” was second runner-up as “story of the year” for the
late, lamented Story magazine.

The other tales are recently written, from 1995 to
2011, and brand new. Most of the stories here are strange, a few
comical, and others rather sinister. They came from different
places and times—a Hebrew backwater in b.c.e. Israel; a California
highway some fifteen years from now; an unnamed New England rural
area, time unknown; East London around 1950; New York City, etc.,
in as far as I can determine the 1970s. Other places are difficult
to determine: the Midwest for two of them; for one, the British
Midlands. One takes place in Venezuela, a country I’ve never
visited, was never in any way interested in, and maybe thought of a
total of three times in my life.

Reviewing my recent nonfiction collection,
True Stories: Portraits from My Past, Thom
Nickels pointed out that among those relationships were several
which dealt with experiences that cannot be explained, and that I
dealt with them as objectively and honestly as I could. He was
surprised, saying it’s seldom done and mostly frowned upon in
“literature.”

Since I—and people around me—have actually had such
unexplainable experiences, I believe they are valid loci and foci
for writing as well as discussion. Anyone who denies to my face
that the “unseen world is all around us” is usually met with a
laugh—if not a giggle—I know better. And the more it is written of
and discussed, the less it will be demonized; the more it might be
understood.

Unfazed, my intrepid publisher, Bold Strokes Press,
has issued Twelve O’Clock Tales, so named
because around midnight is when I sat down to write most of the
tales, and it’s a good time for you to read them too…Boo!

 


Felice Picano


Synapse

 “So, Annette…Do you mind if I
call you Annette? I mean we can’t keep up this dopey fiction of
‘Mom’ and ‘Son’ anymore, can we?”

She stared at me across the table, so I went on.

“You keep asking the questions. So now I’ll tell
you.”

There was a new look, of panic, on her face. But I
went on anyway.

“You see, unlike your husband Mike or your son
Lyons, you do keep asking the questions.
And they’re the right questions, Annette. They really are. For
example, who is this kid sitting at your kitchen table? You
know I’m not your son, Scotty Alcock, aged
fourteen. You’ve known that for a while now, haven’t you? Even
though that’s exactly who I look like and sound like.”

A sob escaped her, and she quickly closed it back
with a hand. Her eyes were an odd mixture of fear and desire.
Desire to know—and now!

“Not when I first showed up in the hospital, maybe.
And maybe not even when I first came home. But soon after.
Right?”

She shook her head, and I knew she meant yes, even
if it looked like no.

“Then the books. The computers. The kids coming by
from school. None of Scotty’s old friends. None of those losers!
Not the ones who left him to die, alone, hanging out of that car
that they crashed and left him to die in.”

Another sob that she caught just in time.

“No, instead, the new school friends. The smart
ones. The good-looking ones. The ones going somewhere in life. And
then the school itself. Those amazing report cards. Those stunning
grades on those papers. Those teacher-parent meetings. Mike was
sure it was a miraculous change. But you knew Scotty better than
Mike, didn’t you, Annette? You knew he’d never be that bright,
didn’t you? Never be that capable of change, would he, miracle or
not?”

Sob number three, caught like numbers one and
two.

“So who am I?…”

“Who are you?” she asked. I could barely hear.

“I’m the guy driving the other car. I’m the one who died!”

She removed her hand long enough to ask, “How?”

“I’m not entirely sure how. Wish I was sure, because then we could all make a pile of
money on this, you know, transferring minds from one body to
another. But I don’t really know, Annette. I’ve got some theories.
They involve the series of treatments I’d been taking. Purely
experimental. Part of my partner’s and my so-called business at the
Geldhover Laboratories a couple of states away. I’m sure you read
in the papers or heard on TV after the car accident that I was a
quote distinguished scientist, unquote. Well, I was. And
technically it’s beyond you, but maybe not. You’re not stupid. They
were combinations of electrolyte solutions that I’d been injecting
for about two months. In themselves nothing too unusual.

“But at the particular time of our accident those
solutions were holding in stasis a variety of unstable molecules
that my partner and I had constructed, little atomic-sized
‘computers,’ for want of a better word, that under certain chemical
stimuli would act in certain primitive yet useful ways. Line up in
certain rows, say. Or stand up and wave. Or produce a simple
electric charge. Or even an atomic charge. Nano-techs, we called
them. You could probably think and figure out how they could be
useful in, say, NASA programs and suchlike.”

“What were they doing inside you?”

“Well, Annette, the truth is I was stealing them. My
partner had gone behind my back and sold our little inventions to a
secret arm of the United States Air Force, and when I discovered
this fact, completely by accident, by the way, I felt completely
betrayed, not by the sale, but by who was getting them. I would
have liked Lenovo to get them, or Microsoft. Before he could
deliver them, I injected whatever I could find, which was all of
about two sets on hand. Then I cashed out my bank accounts and took
off. I’d been on the road for about twenty-six hours when the
collision occurred.

“Oddly enough, those Nano-techs inside me not only
kept me wide awake and driving all that time, but they aided my
vision, and they enhanced my memory, and they also sharpened
various visual and judgmental abilities. For example, I saw the car
with Scotty and the other two boys coming from far, far away, and
saw that there was a chance it would arrive at the highway
approximately when I did.

“Naturally I continually altered my speed to ensure
that would not occur. But I didn’t count
on the fact that the boys were drunk—sorry to have to tell
you—really drunk, and out of control, and that the driver, that boy
Alton, he kept drunkenly changing the speed of the car. So that
didn’t work out as I planned.

“As for the exact mechanism of it all, well, I think
you’ll have to take some reponsibility for
that, Annette. What I mean is the cell phone you insisted Scotty
keep nearby all the time he was away from home.

“When I came to after the crash, I was still in my
old man’s body—I like to think of it now as my Mad Scientist’s
body—a foot or so through the windshield of my car. But your son
was all the way through his, meaning he
had not been wearing a seat belt, and I could see that he’d shot
right over the air bag, which had opened in time to catch only his
feet. The two cars had hit almost head-on: my driver side to his
passenger side. Clever Alton was able to swerve the main damage
away from himself at the last minute and thus toward your Scotty.
The little bastard.

“The two cars kind of crunched together, and folded,
up into the air. Your son’s face was about four inches away from my
face, Annette, so I can report that he was still pretty much
unconscious, but that his pinned and lifted right hand was tight up
against his right ear, and he had that cell phone there and it was
turned on: matte green lights on that LG-3 screen. I heard more
than saw the other boys hightail it away from the car. One of
them—Zach, I think—asked, ‘What about Scotty?’ And Alton replied,
‘He’s dog food.’ Then they fled on foot.

“And we hung there, folded up maybe eight, nine feet
in the air, while the two cars smoked and things started dropping
out of them slowly down to the macadam below. I don’t know what:
pistons, cogs, brake rotors. Whatever.

“Then Scotty opened his eyes, conscious for a
second. And we just looked at each other. Two poor bastards!

“That’s when the thunder and lightning began. Of
course, in that big, wide-open-plains space, our heaps of metal
were the only lightning target for miles and miles around, and
Scotty’s phone was the especial target. The first bolt struck the
back of my car and it jolted my section down maybe two inches,
until my nose was just brushing the bottom of that phone. The
second lightning strike, well, all I saw of that was stars, green,
red, blue, and yellow, just like in the comics. I’m guessing that
strike hit me and the phone and Scotty, and those twelve little
molecular computer-thingies inside me. It went kinda ‘twang’ like a
giant guitar string. You know, the bottom string? Terwwwaaangggg!

“When I came to, I was in the intensive care unit in
the hospital, and the rest is history…I’m very sorry for your loss,
Annette.”

She started crying then, and I comforted her as best
as I could. When she was done, she got up and used some paper
napkins to wipe her face. She leaned against the brushed metal of
the big new Norwegian dishwasher and she asked in a tiny voice:
“Now what?”

And like the gentleman that I am, I said, “That’s
entirely up to you, Annette.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Well, it means I can just leave.”

“You can’t just leave!” she said. “You’re a
fourteen-year-old boy! Remember?”

“I’ll ‘run away.’ Fourteen-year-old boys do that all
the time.”

“Your father will kill me if he finds out I just let
you go…I mean Mike will,” she corrected. “As it is, well, he
suspects…all isn’t completely right between you and me.”

“He’ll get over it after a while, Annette. Kids
vanish all the time. Why not get pregnant again. That’ll distract
him.”

“Is that what you want? To just disappear? What do I
call you? I can’t call you Scotty! Especially now.”

“I know. Annette, to be honest, I don’t know what to
do. Not yet. It’s taken me this many months to adjust to everything
that’s happened. Don’t think it was easy, any of it…”

“You mean deceiving us?”

“If I’d told the truth right off, where do you think
I would be?”

“Locked up!”

“At the least…Everyone has a right to survive.”

“No, you’re right about that,” she admitted. “It was
survival. But what about the past?…Are you married? Did you have
children? Grandchildren? Should someone know…?”

“No. No. And no, no one can ever
know!”

She sighed. “Then you probably ought to just stay
here. Grow up. Go to college. Mike’s already putting money away for
you to go to college. He never put away a cent for Scotty.”

“I’ll pay you back. I’ll make sure I pay my way
around here!”

“How? You keep forgetting! You’re
fourteen years old!”

“Even fourteen-year-olds make money nowadays! Via
computers. The Internet. Think about it, Annette. I don’t know how,
but I’ll pay my way…I’ll sell a patent.”

“You mean, I’ll have a brilliant son?”

“Another brilliant son. Lyons is smart.”

“In business.”

“Then he’ll help me…Where did you come up with that
name for him, anyway?”

“A tea bag. In the hospital. I had tea after he was
born.”

“Look, we don’t have to decide right away,” I said.
“But if you want me to go, I’ll understand. Really, I will,
Annette! The truth is I don’t want to be where I’m not…you
know—wanted.”

She sighed and turned and began pouring coffee for
herself.

“It’s not like I intended this to happen,” I
defended myself.

She looked up at me, holding a mug up.

“I would love some. Black.
Two sugar.”

When she sat at the table again, she said, “So…what
was the letter about you brought home from school? Even if you
aren’t…him, I suppose I still ought to see
it.”

I brought it out from my little netbook case. She
looked at it, not comprehending. “It’s from the track team?”

“You see, Annette, this is a good body I’ve found
myself in,” I said. “I know Scotty didn’t go in for sports or
anything, but he could have easily. And as this body heals, we’ve
all become aware of its potentials.”

“We being…?”

“The therapists. The doctors. The coaches at school.
Me, especially. We all think it could be a great body.”

“A great body?”

“I have several reasons to believe that those
Nano-techs came with me into Scotty. In my crazier thoughts, I
think the only reason I’m here at all is that the Nano-techs saw a
way of surviving and doing a lot better than in my original body.
When that lightning struck and a channel opened up via the cell
phone…they took the channel, and took me
along for the ride.”

“Trading up?” She seemed only half-skeptical.

“Or selection of the fittest…”

“And they took your brain because…? I see—it was the
fittest brain.”

“Of the two of us, yeah. A better chance at
survival.”

We sipped our coffee.

“You don’t have a cookie or two?” I asked.

She dragged over the Oreos and we munched,
unhappily, sometimes side-glancing at each other.

“Now, don’t take this the wrong way, Annette, but I
also think the Nano-techs have somehow enhanced themselves beyond
what me and my asshole partner—pardon my French—did.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, in the ICU when I was hooked up to computer
monitors for three, four days? I swear I think the Nano-techs
migrated back and forth through the tubing into the machinery,
getting stronger, perhaps even learning stuff.”

“Oh brother!…Okay, I’ll bite. How does this
translate into track?”

“This afternoon I clocked off the charts for my age
group. Off the clocks for high school, period.”

“Showing off?”

“That’s just it, Annette. I wasn’t showing off. I
wasn’t even trying. I was just running like my physical therapist
asked me to do and I was thinking about other stuff. And then I
noticed them all gathering and excited, so I fell back a lot and
pretended I had no idea what was happening.”

“So you’re what? What’s it called—bionic too?”

“I’m thinking maybe the Nano-techs operate a lot
better in a growing, healthy young body like this one than they did
in a decaying seventy-seven-year-old body like I used to have.”

“Why track?”

“Well, track to begin with. The coordination is
pretty simple compared to other sports. When I get stronger, of
course, I thought I’d switch to throwing, tackling, jumping. Maybe
even football!”

“Brilliant and with a team
letter! Mike will kiss your feet,” she said. “He’ll become your
agent, your manager. Hell! He’ll divorce me and spend all his time
with you.”

“You’re overreacting, Annette.”

“Am I? Well, I can tell you something I would have
never told Scotty. Mike’s pretty much past heterosexuality, except
maybe socially and because we’re married. He’s back to when we were
eleven years old. He lives, breathes, works with, plays with, and
hangs around with men and only men. When his mom calls once a year,
and this is a woman who blushes at the word ‘prostitute,’ he refers
to her as ‘Guy.’ New woman in his office came complaining to me at
the annual office picnic that she couldn’t seduce Mike. I wanted to
say, ‘Get in line.’”

“Come on.”

“Mike discussed his colonoscopy with Lyons three
months before, during, and after the test. Lyons is seventeen! When
did I find out? When the doctor’s bill arrived. I almost didn’t
open it. Mike said he didn’t want to bother me with it. Since when?
He used to bother me about a hangnail!”

She sulked, adding, “I mentioned this to a coupla
other gals. They said I should be happy. ‘Me too. Fine-al-ly,’ one sang.”

“So maybe me doing all this sports stuff might be a
help with keeping Mike around and all?”

“Well, it’ll keep Mike focused more on the family.
Since your…since Scotty’s accident, he’s been here three times as
much as in the past five years.”

“So it could be a good
thing?”

“I don’t know. I. Don’t. Know. But I do like looking
at you,” she admitted. “Idiot that I am. Seeing you heal and get
better looking. You are better looking,
you know. It’s not just Scotty.”

“Yes. I decided to fool around a little with that
last facial surgery Scotty needed, the big one? I kind of subtly redirected the doctors, giving them
photos of Mike when he was younger. It was partly to help you…you
know, separate from your son. And partly to establish myself as
different from your son in school,” I added, lamely.

“A younger Mike…Well, I do like it. Even though I
know you’re not my son inside there. But…I still need something to
call you. A nickname or…what was your name? Professor Paul
something or other?”

“Paul Allen Duclose. French in origin.”

“Duclose. I’ll call you Duke,” she said, trying it
out.

“People will think I’m a dog.”

“No. They’ll think we have a special bond. And we
do, don’t we?”

“Unless you tell them the truth.”

“Who’d believe me?” she
asked. “I don’t believe me!”

She handed me a another few cookies and slowly
pulled one apart. As I watched her lick the cream off one side, she
stopped and mumbled, “Synapse.”

“You mean the area between two nerve cells in the
brain?”

“Yeah. I remember that word from high school
biology, because it was my only wrong answer on my final exam. Kept
me from getting a perfect score, that word,” Annette said. “That’s
probably where those Nano-techs got into Scotty? Through the
synapses.”

“It’s as good a theory as any,” I admitted,
promising myself to check it out much more thoroughly. Like I said,
Annette wasn’t a stupid lady.

“@$%#&# synapse!” she concluded.

So Annette and I became friends, never close, always
a little wary, but friends. Allies at times. Never enemies.

With Lyons it would be different. And with Mike! But
that’s another whole chapter. Right before the one where I became a
great football star, a scientific genius, a Wall Street Mogul, and
then took over the world as Benevolent
Dictator for Life.


Duel on Interstate Five

 At 5:17 a.m. my Solara
Convertible woke me up.

“What’s going on?” I asked, groggy as hell. I’d
kicked down an Ambien-Dopo 75 at 1:00 a.m., intending to sleep
through until Downtown Sunnyvale, with an injected Caf-kick-up for
a 9:00 a.m. meeting at Paleo-Genetech’s Main Office.

“Emergency,” Sol reported. “Stranded
individual.”

“Here?”

“A few klicks up the road.”

“Unsmear the windows,” I ordered and they became
transparent again. Very few overhead floaters. The in-road tracking
beams were standard for Ay-Eye Transport. I couldn’t make out much
outside, not even an incipient dawn.

“Sol, where the hell are we?” I had to ask.

“Interstate Five. Thirteen miles off the Hanford
Exchange Route 198.”

“In other words, nowhere.”

“Nowhere!” she confirmed.

“So how the hell could there be…?” And I thought
about it: stranded.

“One individual. Female. Young,” Sol reported, then,
“According to the California Motorist By-Law Amendments of
February, Twenty Twenty-four, any stranded motorist must be…”

“…picked up by the next available vehicle,” I
continued. I’d actually read the goddamn amendments and passed the
stringent, recently regiven motorist’s exam, being one out every
ten drivers who took it and passed and could thus be privately
driven.

“She’s been there eighteen minutes,” Sol
reported.

Meaning we were the first vehicle in that time on
this interstate. Even given that it was 5:00 a.m.…it seemed that
even fewer people were driving than a few months ago. That had been
the state Senate’s intent, after all, in passing the law.

“So stop for her,” I ordered.

I sat up, the front seat folded up to normal for me,
and I heard and smelled Sol vacuum and perfume the backseat area,
getting it ready for company.

“Aren’t you glad I restocked the bar and fridge in
Van Nuys?” Sol asked.

Nine minutes later Sol slowed, and there at the side
of the road, sitting on two large silver robo-bags, was the
stranded young woman.

I let Sol announce what was going on and got an
irritated “Yeah, yeah” from her as she ordered Sol to open the
trunk. The bags rolled themselves over and flipped themselves into
the gaping trunk (servo engines at each wheel leaves a trunk the
size of a sixties Eldorado’s). The strandee got into the backseat.
She was young, pretty, and pissed off, wearing a half-chain,
half-silk facial veil and what passes among the North Hollywood
Junior Set as trendy clothing.

“Your host,” Sol announced, “is Mizz…”

Both Sol and I expected at least a thank you.

What we got was “Well, just as long as you stay up
there and keep your hands to yourself.”

To which I turned and very personably said, “I don’t
do women. So you’re safe, girlie!”

That earned me a surprised glare. Then she settled
in.

“This is nice. What is it? A Twenty-four?” she
asked.

“Latest model. Twenty Twenty-six,” Sol announced
while I looked the strandee over. She was very pouty. Boob job.
Medium-priced Valley face job. Who knew what other work?

“We’re headed to Silicon Valley by way of the 152.
We can leave you off anywhere between here and there and / or put
you onto public transportation.”

“I’m going to Emeryville,” she said in
annoyance.

I figured she was headed up to shop at the
six-hundred-store mall there. Either that or get work there.

“We’ll put you on a Coastal Cal Rail at Sunnyvale,”
I said. The sooner the better, I thought.

“What happened to your vehicle, miss?” Sol politely
asked. There was no such thing in sight.

“Jacked!” she said.

“We’ll call the local authorities,” Sol said.

“Don’t bother, it was legal. Sort of. I lost it a
duel.”

“You lost your vehicle in a road duel?” Sol asked. I
kept staring. She didn’t look to be on any of the newer meth
derivs. What the hell would make a young woman road duel in this
Obama-forsaken county? I couldn’t help myself from asking:

“You lost in a road duel with a local shit-kicker?
What were you driving? An Escalade?”

“No, it was a post-production high-revving Prius. A
Twenty Twenty-two. The dueler was good. Actually they were good. It was a double-duel.”

Then she looked right into Sol’s visual unit and
said, “You could take them both easy with this boat.”

“Road dueling is against statutes eighty-six ay and
bee, as well as being totally contraindicated in amendments
thirty-six and forty-four,” Sol said.

“Bite my labia!” was the strandee’s response.

“Let’s go, Sol,” I said, chuckling.

Sol wasn’t giving up yet on conversation. “What do
you think, miss? Will Chelsea Clinton take the presidency?”

“What?”

“Or will it be Governor Lohan?”

“I hate that old bitch!” was her response. “Both of
those old bitches!”

I resisted the impulse to say that she might someday
be an equally “old” bitch.

“What kinds of high do you have in here?” she
asked.

“Three percent alcohol.”

“I’ll need a gallon for a buzz! Okay, give me
some.”

At 5:45 a.m. Sol announced, “Two vehicles on an
intersect course from the right on a two-lane unmarked road.”

The dueling duo, looking for a little more
action.

“We’ll just miss them. Or…? We could make contact in
seven minutes and thirteen seconds,” Sol reported.

“Slow down to meet them,” I said.

“That’s the guys I dueled,” the strandee said from
the backseat.

One of them was driving a souped-up-looking Civic
Hyper-Fuse, painted glittery bronze; the other was in a cut-down
Sonata with nothing stock about it: matte gray-green, like one of
those institutional trash cans you see outside a hospital.

“We’re being hailed,” Sol reported.

“Put them on split screen,” I said, and looked into
the monitor.

From behind me, I heard the strandee say in an
insinuating voice, “You can take them! They’re nothing but
bullshit!”

Two young men I guessed to be maybe eighteen with
big hair and the current “frozen” hairdos and nothing in the way of
upper-body clothing to hide their hard flat pecs and abs appeared
on Vid, smiling and joking.

“Hey! SoCal Vehicle and Citizen! Care to race?” the
blonder of the two said.

When I half turned I could see our passenger had
moved herself out of view. Hmmm. Ashamed? Or something else? Did
they have a not-so-nice history?

Sol took over and gave them all the legal manual
stuff against dueling.

“Yeah, we know all that,” Blondie replied. “But
we’ve never raced such a superhotredmojo Solara Semi-Pro like
yourdownself, babe!”

“I’ll take this, Sol.”

Into the Vid I said, “Hello, boyz. Are you sure
you’re old enough to drive? You even have licenses?”

That riled the dark-haired one. He had the more
kissable mouth. But I liked the blond’s armpits.

He smiled and said, “We’re totally legit! Ask your
Sol.”

“Well, Boss, they’ve slaved some pseudos that are
fully legit,” Sol announced, to neither of our surprise.

“What’s the prize when I win, boyz?”

“You get one of our superslickcinnabon cars, is your
prize, in the unlikely event.”

“No thanks, what else you got?” And before they
could act surprised, “How about your cherry, yo Blond One? Or has
that already been picked by your Horny Hick-Daddy already?”

Astonishment, extreme anger, then a bit of guile
crossed both faces.

Blondie recovered first. “Can I see what my future
lover lady looks like?” he had the extreme gumption to reply.

Sol sent my standard film-clip résumé with
voice-over: quality all the way.

“Oh, so I’m gonna be ravished by some totally
together Hollyweird Babe Mogul!” was Blondie’s response. “Well, if
I gotta go…”

Using “ravished” was a nice touch, I thought.

“I swear I’ll be gentle. At first.”

“Then let’s have our cars draw up a dueling
contract!”

“Sol, do it.”

From the backseat suddenly I heard, “Don’t. These
guys fight dirty. They’ve got throw hooks and jet-nets and even
have those extendable wheel cutters. They trashed my car and almost
killed me. Don’t do it!”

“Did you hear that, Sol?”

“They seem reprehensible, at best,” was Sol’s
comment.

“At best. Amend the contract.”

“They don’t want your car,” she continued from the
backseat. “They’ve got some hack shop and—”

“Sol,” I interrupted, “is that contract ready?”

“Drawn up and witnessed. Now I need your handprint.
There we go, ma’am.”

“Really, guys! This is a nice car. Don’t do it,” she
insisted.

“What’ll happen to you, if we lose? Raped
again?”

“Just let me out somewhere,” was her answer.

“Right here. Before the race,” I agreed. She’d gone
from all she-devil to all-snivel awfully fast.

“It’s your funeral!” she said as her bags tumbled
themselves out and hobbled away. I waved at her. Sol sped up to
meet the two cars.

The two boyz were revving and I slid up between
them. They smiled and gave fingers up. They even let Sol announce
the take-off.

We all took off, and then Sol slowed down and they
sped up and laughed and howled and we could hear them over the Vid
screaming and laughing.

That was when Sol lifted off the ground, put on her
thrusters, and boom, before you knew it, we were at the finish
line.

In fact, I was standing outside Sol, waiting for
them at the finish line when they skidded to get off the road and
onto the soft shoulders of the northbound eight-laner.

Alas for them, Sol had already seeded the road
between us with little tire-damaging units so we heard their cars
go plop, plop, plop, plop. The vehicles skidded into very bad
spun-out stops.

The two guys exited fast and began to make a run for
it, in opposite directions. That’s when their car nets shot out and
grabbed them both, one by the belt, the other by the foot. That had
been written into the race contract too, although I guess they
didn’t read Sol’s fine print. They were thrown to the ground.

The two were all netted around and kind of stunned
when I reached them.

“Sorry, boyz. But you lost!”

“You cheated,” the dark-haired one said first. I
pulled his net over to the open trunk where Sol hoisted him in,
asking if he was comfortable as she injected him with a non-lethal
narco. He would be held in reserve for later on.

Blondie was sputtering and spitting when I reached
him. It took a bit more to get him into the recently vacated
backseat, but then Sol is a
convertible.

He was injected, and Sol took off, with me back
there too.

“You young guys really have to get off your Vids and
read more! Especially read more carefully
your car news,” I lectured mildly. “The Twenty Twenty-six Solara is
all new! With loads of extras!”

“You’re not really going to do what you said,
right?” Blondie asked, his voice beginning to slur with the
injection.

“A contract’s a contract!” I said and began to
remove not the netting, but much of his already road-torn
denim.

Three hours later, when we dropped the two of them
off at the Sunnyvale Coastal Cal rail station with paid tickets
back home, they were almost fully awake again.

And an hour later, it was as good a business meeting
in Sunnyvale as I’d hoped it would be.

As we were stepping out of the building the CFO
said, “I can drop you off at the airport.”

“I drove,” I said and pointed to Solara.

“Isn’t driving kind of old-fashioned?” he asked.

“It is,” I admitted. “But sometimes I’m an
old-fashioned kind of gal. And then, how else can you interact so
closely with the local wildlife?”


Spices of the World

 The little square he had been
directed to lay unfashionably northeast of St. Paul’s Cathedral and
Ludgate Hill, a forlorn small plaza with an unclipped, irregular
common and a few dilapidated wrought-iron benches deeply set in
weeds. Row houses glowered on each side, four landings tall and
built in the era of the Reform Act, displaying—at least in their
exterior detail—that the area had once been populous, and more than
likely genteel. Generous oyster shells of water troughs for
awaiting carriage horses, arabesques of concrete balustrades
cracked here and there and so poorly mended their iron framework
showed through, other details of external trim—pilasters and false
Doricisms—in pretentious abundance. All had fallen into an
inexorable slow disrepair. Only one of the surrounding rows looked
recently painted, and that a bilious brown. The other three slabs
of buildings peeled coats of fin de siècle
canary to reveal previous coats of Prussian blue, questionable
lavender, even the original dusky brickwork.

The minute they arrived at the address David had
given, the cab driver called out that he would wait. Doubtless, he
sensed as strongly as David that this was hardly the type of
neighborhood a well-dressed passenger would wish to remain stranded
in. As soon as David stepped out of the Austin Princess and looked
about, he couldn’t be certain whether or not he’d imagined quickly
hidden stares from behind grimy windows through curtains unironed
for a decade. When he turned to the driver for confirmation of what
he thought he’d seen, he was met by the indifferent headlines of a
lurid daily scandal sheet.

V.R. Bardash, Spices of the World, was only one of
several shops dug into below-street-level openings on the
southern—and gloomiest—row of the square, and the only one still
open for business. Signs in English, Arabic, and what he took to be
Urdu and Pali script declared the place and its wares: “Peppers,
Salts, Cumins, Corianders, Gingers, Turmerics, Nutmegs, Cloves,
Chilis of All Varieties, Sizes, and Powers” read its enigmatic
advertisement, causing David to wonder exactly how many different
sorts of ginger and clove actually existed.

He pushed open one of the filthy, narrow, mullioned
doors into a tiny, narrow shop. The single room seemed lighted by
two high windows that opened to God only knew where—certainly not
onto the streetside, which had been without any apparent venting.
In the strong, sharply defined late-afternoon sunlight, the air
seemed so filled with particles of dust he immediately began to
cough before realizing it wasn’t dust but instead the powdery
emanations of hundred of spices that he was breathing: a cacophony
of odors so overwhelming as to stop him briefly, his hands still on
the door handle, exhaling forcefully to retain a clear head.

Tall, mostly bare, sagging wooden shelves on either
wall dominated the shop. About halfway down their great height and
centrally placed as though to spotlight them, three or four small,
cellophane-wrapped packages huddled together, their garishly
printed boxfronts and indecipherable writing declaring them
unquestionably of Eastern provenance, if in no way explicating
their contents. Two long, sagging deal counters fronted the
shelves, extending virtually from front to back of the shop. These
were less sparsely laden, with small sacks, their hempen edges
rolled back to reveal brown lengths of vanilla beans, knobs of
mahogany-colored cloves, baby cannonballs of nutmeg and allspice,
twisted tiny tan mannequins of ginger root, and long yellow strips
of dried papaya and other fruit, unrecognizable to David in this
form. The extremely limited floor space was reduced to a single,
nearly impassable aisle leading to a discolored paisley curtain,
which no doubt opened upon an office or living quarters. Knee-high
rucksacks of other spices—among them giant balls of green peppers,
but most of them unknown to David and more than a little
otherworldly in shape and hue—crowded about his legs, more or less
tripping him into immobility by threatening to spill over with each
step he took attempting to brush past.

In the fortnight since the letter from Lahore
arrived with its urgent request from the Mazudrah family, David had
been all over London and several of its more squalid suburbs
attempting to locate his old friend—and failing most emphatically.
Something indefinable besides the actual contents of the fractured
English of the communication had suggested that Rajinder was in
serious trouble, political trouble perhaps, something to do with
Sikhs and sects and bombs and assassinations
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