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CHAPTER ONE
 
 






It wouldn’t be the craziest thing in the world to question the sanity of a man in a worn, soiled bunny suit standing on the edge of a nineteen-storey building and looking calmly down at the crowd gathered on Eighth Avenue.


No one could blame you for giving a second glance as his soft voice blew away on the wind unheard, like sugar dissolving in swirling black coffee, or as he gesticulated in a pleasant and animated manner like a Mafia Don caught on a good day.


A sidelong glance with narrowed eyes would certainly not be uncalled for as the short, scruffy, unassuming man gazed westward across the avenue at a building slightly shorter than the one on which he stood, and cocked his head at a thoughtful angle.


You’d be quite right to stop and knit your brow in consternation, your jaw dropping as if to call out, but finding no appropriate words coming to mind, as the bunny-suited man backed slowly away from the lip of the building, his eyes ardently fixed on the blue sky ahead of him.


And no jury would convict you if a strangled gasp erupted from your dry lips, or your hand involuntarily and completely futilely swung up in an effort to arrest the man’s forward sprint with a telekinetic ability you did not possess, at least, not in any appreciable amount, as he charged full on toward the edge of the roof and launched himself into the empty air.


But if you were to bear witness to this spectacle, watching in awe and horror and more than a little vicarious excitement as the man in the bunny suit plummeted to his gravity-appointed meeting with the street, the least you could do is not wince and turn your head away at the last moment, missing out on the spectacular thud and twisted explosion of bone, meat, and visceral fluids that are sure to result from such an ultimate swan dive.


There are those who question the wisdom of superficially wise statements such as: “If a tree falls in the forest with no one around, does it, in fact, make a sound?”


The scientific mind demands definition: is “sound” the physical phenomenon of molecular vibrations expanding outward in a spherical wave from the point of collision between tree and ground, or is it the reception and analysis of that shockwave through adequately developed sensory apparatus? The philosophical mind ignores semantics in favor of more nobly self-absorbed pontification: if perception is the root of all response to stimulus, and nothing is there to be stimulated, then how can we acknowledge the existence of an emergent phenomenon that cannot be perceived? The pragmatic mind takes a more direct approach: did the venerable plant hit my timeshare in Aspen, and is the damage covered by my insurance?


Similarly, one could ask: “If a scruffy man in a worn, soiled bunny suit hits the street at nearly seventy miles per hour, and no one watches that last split second, does he make an impact?”


The answer, as it turns out, is “Yes,” but not for the reasons—and not the sort of impact—you might think.


In this spiritually curious day and age, the video went viral before the ambulance doors closed.
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CHAPTER TWO
 
 






A young woman pressed the front of her ID card against the glass window. “Amity Sheridan, here for the John Doe.”


“Name?” said the monotone and, indeed, monochromatic attendant behind the window.


Amity paused, once again finding herself in the maddening position of spending valuable seconds of her life buying up the time needed for the terminally lagged to catch up. She gritted her teeth. “Doctor Amity Sheridan,” she tapped the ID on the glass for emphasis.


The attendant’s eyes moved slowly upward from his newspaper, like twin eight balls teetering precariously at the edge of adjacent pockets but never tumbling in. He scanned Amity’s ID card with all the precision and speed of a lemur attempting to enjoy the continuing adventures of Dick and Jane. Amity was almost positive she saw his lips move as he read her name off the card. Finally, he said: “Purpose of visit?”


She took a deep breath and counted to four, though she did it in double-time. “I’m here for the John Doe,” Amity said crisply and clearly. “Lieutenant Springer has the paperwork. I’m on your list. Amity Sheridan. Doctor Amity Sheridan.” The painful part over, she smiled as warmly as she could manage under the circumstances.


The lanky, balding attendant examined her ID for a few seconds longer, as if working to recall how vowels worked in the English language, before nodding. “Yeah, one sec.” He picked up a phone and poked a button. After a pause, he said, “Got the shrink here, yeah?” He listened. “Okay, I’ll buzz her through.” He hung up and looked at Amity. “I’ll buzz you through.”


Her smile tightened as the warmth in her eyes ran out. “Thank you.”


Having both confirmed and narrated his course of action, the attendant finally proceeded to put one hand beneath the counter, and the door buzzed like a cartoon patriarch taking a nap. Amity Sheridan nodded quickly at the attendant, juggled her briefcase, her purse, and her keyring with her ID cards on it, and pulled at the knob. The door held fast as the buzz subsided.


The attendant peered almost curiously through the glass. “It’s a push,” he said, with aching slowness.


Amity gave him another tight-lipped smile. “Thanks.” She pushed at the door, which stood firm. As she did a slow burn back toward the window, the buzzer went off again, and Amity shoved hastily through the door, hurrying through the one after it to the corridor within.


The inner door clicked shut loudly as a plainclothes cop greeted her. “Doctor Sheridan,” he said. Even if Amity didn’t know that Adam Pembroke was a cop, she could easily have picked him out at a hundred paces. The rumpled suit, the oddly lumbering gait, the clenched jaw—all tell-tale signs.


“Detective,” she responded easily. She wasn’t exactly on a first name basis with Pembroke, but they’d worked more than a handful of the same cases. “The John Doe—the jumper?”


“The lander,” said Detective Pembroke. He grinned, one hand scratching at his stubbled chin. “That’s the real kicker on this guy.”


“So I’ve heard,” Amity smiled wryly, slipping her keyring into her purse and sorting herself out. From a clinical perspective, she forced herself to admit she was straightening her black blouse and matching gray jacket and skirt in a blatant and biologically programmed response to Pembroke’s unmistakably masculine presence. From a neurotic perspective, she sniped at herself mercilessly inside her own head. “What’s his condition?”


“Un-fucking-touched,” Pembroke overenunciated, his square jaw jutting outward like Popeye signing his star on the Walk of Fame. He shook his head as he moved aside to walk Amity up the corridor. “Nobody can figure it out. If it weren’t all over the Internet already, you can bet your ass Springer would be denying it from Hell to Christmas.”


Amity walked with Pembroke past a number of rooms, some open and empty, some closed. “Still no name?” she asked.


“We got a name,” Pembroke shrugged. “Just not a useful one, and no ID.” He stopped by a door guarded by a young uniformed officer. “Calls himself ‘Jackrabbit.’”


“Jack...Rabbit?” Amity repeated.


Pembroke and the uniform cop exchanged schoolboy grins and shrugged. “His, uh, clothes are hanging in the closet,” said Pembroke. “I can come in with you, but he’s cuffed to the bed, and I don’t think he poses a threat even if he weren’t.”


“Sure, that’s fine then,” Amity said. “I’ll call you in if I need you. We can leave the door open.”


Pembroke smiled and waved her through. The young officer gave her a little nod, and reassured her: “He won’t give you any trouble, Doc.”


“Thanks.”


Amity entered the hospital room to the sound of laughter. It wasn’t loud, and it wasn’t maniacal. It wasn’t high-pitched giggling, like some of her more heavily medicated patients, and it wasn’t low and sinister, like a blockbuster movie villain. It was warm, easy, and pleasantly unforced.


She glanced aside as she passed through the short vestibule: opposite the bathroom door was a doorless closet, and swinging gently from one plastic hanger was a crusty, stained outfit, like an oversized Halloween costume. She already knew about the bunny suit, but seeing it in person struck a note more deeply than she’d thought it would. It looked like a child’s footie pajamas, with a hood attached bearing two long, wire-framed bunny ears. The thing had definitely seen some action, though Amity couldn’t have guessed what sort—beyond the reported two-hundred-foot drop.


Moving into the room proper, Amity saw the sole occupant in the farther of the two beds. He wasn’t a young man—in fact, he was likely at least a few years her senior—but his narrow face was marked by a sort of lazy innocence: the sort of innocence that didn’t develop because of a lack of worldliness, but in spite of it. His dark brown eyes were spared the ravages of wisdom not through shelter or escape, but through sheer disinterest.


He turned to look as she entered. He sat up, the back of his hospital gown flopping open, and raised a hand—which hit the end of its free range with the chirpy clink of police handcuffs tethering his wrist to the bed rail. Chuckling self-deprecatingly, he put the other hand up instead, and waved. “Hi,” he said.


“Hi,” said Amity, her smile even more genuine than she intended. She had to admit, the guy gave good vibe. That was the word on the street, on the Internet, and in the mainstream media. “Mister Rabbit...?”


“Jackrabbit,” he said. Then he cocked his head to listen. Before Amity could say anything, he said: “I think you might be right.”


Amity put her briefcase and purse on a nearby chair. “About what, Mister Rabbit?”


“No,” the guy said, fixing his eyes on hers carefully. “Not you. Sorry. And it’s Jackrabbit.”


“Yes, I—”


“Not Mister Rabbit,” he clarified. “One word. Jackrabbit. Or Jack, if you’re in a hurry.” He smiled, but it was not the smile of someone not in on the joke. His self-awareness handily turned his own levels of ridiculousness down at least a few notches. “You’re a psychiatrist? A psychologist? Something like that?”


“Yes...Jack. That’s right. My name is Doctor Sheridan. Or Amy, if you like. The police asked me to check in with you,” Amity began.


“To see how many marbles didn’t roll away when I hit the ground,” Jackrabbit finished with a grin.


Amity shrugged and raised her eyebrows, returning his smile. She always appreciated a patient who made her job easier. “Well, it looks like you know the drill,” she said. “Do you remember what happened?”


He shook his head. “We didn’t bet,” he said.


Amity paused. “Bet on what?”


“Sorry,” Jack shook his head again. “Not you. Yeah, I remember. I took a leap.”


“Off a very tall building,” Amity agreed. “A lot of people would be hurt by that. Probably worse.”


“A lot of people wouldn’t,” Jack shrugged.


Amity smiled. “I think maybe my lot of people is a little bigger than your lot of people.”


“I’d guess that your lot is a lot bigger,” said Jack. “But my lot is better at falling.”


They shared a smile at that.


“Do you...” Amity stopped and took a few steps closer, still maintaining a healthy, professional distance. “Do you know why you did it? Do you know why you jumped off the building?”


Jack looked at her. Then he sighed loudly and swatted questions aside. “No, because not everybody has to deal with you,” he said sharply.


Amity kept her composure. “With...?”


“Not you,” Jack told her. “Yes, I know why I did it. I was checking to see if I could fly.” He spread his arms self-evidently, the handcuffs clinking, and smiled sheepishly. “I can’t.”


Amity moved slowly back to the chair where she’d put her belongings, keeping her profile toward Jackrabbit. “I can show you a video,” she said. “If you think you’d like to watch it. It’s a video of your fall. And your landing.”


“Sure,” said Jack. “Maybe we can figure out where I went wrong.”


“Do you think you can fly, Jack?” Amity slipped her tablet out of her purse and swiped the screen to unlock it.


“I was wondering.”


“Have you tried it before?”


“We could search for other videos,” he suggested. Then he grinned. “No, Doctor Sheridan. I never tried before.”


Amity nodded, launched the browser on her tablet and surfed for videos. She’d already seen the video herself, and her brain was swimming from the experience. She typed “BUNNY MAN NYC” into the search field and clicked; nearly fifty results came up instantly, and Jack’s incredible stunt was only hours old. She tapped the first hit and turned the tablet around for Jack to watch. There was a mirror between the two hospital beds; Amity watched the reflection of the tablet screen.


The video quality was crisp, though the cinematography left something to be desired. The auteur was one of a dozen New Yorkers or tourists with an itchy trigger finger on their camera phone and an enthusiasm that far outweighed any lessons learned playing documentarian at night clubs or college parties. Thick black bars framing either side of the video attested to the videographer’s assumption that a high altitude performance called for vertical camera orientation, regardless of the loss of scope and context.


The camera could only zoom in so far, and the fuzzy figure atop the Eighth Avenue high-rise was recognizable as Jackrabbit more thanks to public record than from the seventy-two multicolored pixels representing it. The sounds of people shouting and chatting excitedly as they witnessed the event were picked up by the mobile’s microphone, along with approaching sirens and policemen urging the crowd to move back behind the makeshift barriers. The blurry figure disappeared behind the edge of the roof, and then suddenly shot out into the air, expanding as it plummeted ever closer to the video camera and the crowd frozen in shock on the street. As if on cue, an acute female shriek split the soundtrack, right out of any major motion picture scene of a character falling to certain death. The video itself glitched for a moment as if the shriek made the digital data lose its place. At the same time, the figure in the sky dropped out of sight below frame as the amateur videographer struggled to keep up.


The sudden booming roar of the crowd would have drowned out any sound of impact—but as far as the video showed, there was no impact. As the camera frantically recovered focus and leveled out, peering through the crowd at the cordoned-off portion of the street, a fully-recognizable image of Jackrabbit stood up from a crouch, stretching his arms and looking about with a distinctly puzzled look on his face. His fuzzy bunny suit hung loosely on his short frame, and the wire-frames inside his bunny ears were bent in opposite directions.


The crowd went nuts, and the video cut off just as a police officer and two EMTs rushed to catch the bewildered man in the bunny suit. A screen of suggested videos popped up over the completed spectacle; most of them were shots of the same event from different camera phones at different angles—all of them said “Bunny Man” in the title.


Jack stared at the screen with a funny little expression. He wasn’t exactly smiling, but something in his eyes definitely betrayed amusement. He nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “But that makes sense.”


Amity waited a moment, then took the plunge. Even with her limited years in the profession, she had too much training not to see the obvious. “Jack,” she said. “Can I ask you a question?”


“Doctor Sheridan, sure,” he said brightly.


Amity put the tablet on the empty bed and stood very near Jack. She searched his eyes, ready to pinpoint a reaction in case of his denial. “Do you hear voices, Jack?”


Jack offered a lopsided smile. “No, Doctor Sheridan,” he said.


She examined his expression, but he cut her off before she could press him.


“Just the one.” The other corner of his mouth rounded off his genial grin.


Amity nodded slowly, understandingly. “Did the voice tell you to jump, Jack?”


Jack appeared to be drilling back into Amity’s eyes just as intensely. “No, Doctor Sheridan.” He laughed. “In fact, he was dead set against it. Said it wouldn’t work. Said I should take the damn bus like everybody else.” He blew out an irritated puff of air.


Amity took an involuntary step back, not out of fear, but mild uncertainty. “Does this voice talk to you a lot, Jack?”


Jack gave her a conspiratorial nod. “All the time, Doctor Sheridan.”


“What else does the voice tell you, Jack?”


His dark eyes grew sober, brows crowding down over them. “Stock tips, Doctor Sheridan.” Then he grinned, his whole face lighting up like sunset. “But I don’t trust him on those. I don’t think he knows anything about the stock market.”


Amity couldn’t help but smile a bit. Even if he was crazy, Jackrabbit was taking this all in good fun. “Does the voice have a name? Or do you have a name for it?”


“Ha,” Jack snorted. “Well, everybody calls him something, huh? But, you know, I think all that does is feed his ego. Which is big enough as it is.” He laughed, then shook his head: “Yeah, right.”


Amity knew the last words weren’t directed at her. “You’re talking to him right now, aren’t you, Jack?”


“That’s what ‘all the time’ means, Doctor Sheridan,” Jack pointed out amiably.


“Can he hear what I’m saying? Does he respond to my voice?”


“He hears all, sees all, knows all,” Jack rattled off like a late night infomercial. “He’s omnipresent, omniscient, omnibenevolent, and omni-a-serious-pain-in-my-ass. But only that last one is verified. You have to take his word for it on the rest.”


Amity collected herself to carefully proceed to the obvious next rung on the ladder of Jack’s psychosis. “Jack. Are you saying that you talk to God? The voice in your head is God?”


Jackrabbit burst out laughing. “Well, that’s what he says!” he finally exclaimed, still laughing.


Amity moved carefully, attempting to calm Jack down with one hand on his arm. His freckled paleness contrasted with her deep brown skin like Neapolitan ice cream. “Do you believe the voice in your head is God, Jack?”


“Hell, no,” said Jackrabbit. “I’m pretty sure there is no god.”


“But...then....” Amity paused, trying to recalculate. “Who is it that talks to you, Jack? Whose voice do you hear?”


Jack lay back on the bed, his laughter subsiding to bemused sighs as he gazed at the sunlight streaming in the window. “Doctor Sheridan, I think you missed a step.” He looked up at her. “Just because you hear voices, it doesn’t mean you have to believe them. In fact, in my experience...? Most of them are lying sacks of shit.”


He winked at her, and Amity Sheridan found herself smiling back. This wasn’t just going to be a career-making case. It was going to be a fun one.
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CHAPTER THREE
 
 






The crowd fluttered and jabbered like a flock of geese deviously defacing a golf course as a yellow taxi pulled up outside the hospital entrance. When Amity got out, heads shifted instantly and cameras flashed and clicked, like she was a major player showing up at some Hollywood awards ceremony and everyone wanted to get a glimpse as she strolled up the red carpet.


The red carpet, in this case, was the cinder gray walk to the steps before the hospital’s side door, and the major player was someone only vaguely recognizable to the majority of the crowd from half-remembered newspaper photos and a quick interview on a twenty-four hour cable news network that Amity had practically been forced to provide by Lieutenant Springer, who wanted the attractive Doctor Amity Sheridan to put a pretty face on the media circus surrounding “The Jackrabbit Messiah.”


Only three days since the incident, and that’s what the media had now dubbed him. In key spots throughout the crowd were professional camera operators, carefully coifed telejournalists, and old-fashioned newspaper folks, along with their seedier cousins, the paparazzi. But most of the crowd were devoted fans—many of them proudly sporting bunny ears on their heads. The costume shops and novelty stores had sold out of bunny ears within a day of Jack’s jump; convenience stores and supermarkets—and those dimly-lit, techno-pop-soundtracked stores in the mall that catered to any passing fad that could be printed on a T-shirt—had eagerly joined the fray to meet the demand, even providing full costumes, artfully stained to match the genuine article.


The Internet had split itself into two primary camps as the videos of Jackrabbit’s fall—and mysterious landing—made the rounds. Amity, going over the well-publicized videos repeatedly to see if she could discern any detail that had not already been dissected ad nauseam by officials, pundits, bloggers and commenters, had watched the schism develop like a severed planarian growing a new head and tail for its tail and head, respectively.


“We can truly believe in miracles!” gushed SomersetGirl89 in the comment thread below XbartX’s video.


“It’s one in a million, but if he hit an updraft at just the write moment...” theorized the semi-anonymous blogger writing at A Picture is Worth A Thousand Bucks, and You Owe Me.


“See, you should never give up hope!” said BooBooGram on another blog thread.


“Hope of what?” asked Armandolicious on the same blog thread. “Dude took a dive. I think hope left the building first.”


A well-funded Christian website proclaimed: “In these darkest times, we must remember that miracles are really and truly real. This heroic man reminds us of just that.”


Another well-funded Christian website, which frequently decried the first website as not run by true Christians at all, countered: “The man is most certainly a charlatan. Beware the false prophets!”


“Yeah, I knew Jesus would make a big entrance the second time around. I just didn’t think he’d be dressed for Easter!” quipped BigAndLittle on the feedback for an AP article.


“You’re all screwed now,” said a fundamentalist website run by a family-owned (and attended) church with a habit of yelling biblical threats at military funerals and popular movie premieres, or rather, across the street from them at a legally mandated safe distance. Their coverage of the event finished with “You’re all going to Hell,” but then, most of their press releases and blog entries included that cheerful sentiment.


“FAKE,” declared NoYouDont in response to BruceWayneHillengardner’s video.


SarahDoesntLiveHere agreed: “TOTAL fake.”


DevInWolfsClothing went deeper. “They all have same glitch,” he remarked. “Look at ALL the vids. Rigt after the girls scream when he pasts the flagpole the video goes wiggley.” He (or she) concluded: “DEFANITELY fake.”


Spelling and sentence structure aside, Amity Sheridan saw that DevInWolfsClothing, like a number of other Internet commenters with similar observations, had a point. Every video had the same odd glitch in it: just after the ear-piercing, blockbuster-friendly shriek, the blurry figure dropped past a flagpole jutting out from the nineteen-storey building behind him. At that moment, on every video taken of the scene, the pixels swam and popped, teleporting across the video this way and that for just a split second, like a crate’s worth of Skittles scattering across the surface of a frozen lake. Most of the amateur videographers lost track of the falling man right about then; the few who managed to continuously follow him down lost him behind the heads of other amazed and horrified onlookers before he landed.


But if the whole spectacle was fabricated, it was the most elaborate trick in remembered history, and no one had come forward yet to corroborate the possibility or take credit for the stunt. The emergency responders and cops on the ground all gave the same report: Jackrabbit landed on his feet, buckled on his knees, caught himself with his hands, and then slowly stood back up. The street bore no scars, no marks of impact. The crowd was so chaotic in the aftermath that there was no clear shot of Jack after he stretched and looked around. The cops who were on their way up before the jump found no accomplice or attacker—or any equipment or other possessions—on the roof when they arrived seconds later.


Jackrabbit himself stuck to his story, though his words had been kept from the public so far. Half of the people who uploaded videos had already been questioned, and most of them did not remotely have any means of faking the videos, let alone any specific motive. The more tech-savvy came up clean, and none of them so far had any ties to Jackrabbit, whose true identity was still up in the air, as he had yet to offer one.


There was early talk of disorderly conduct charges, even charges of reckless endangerment, but the publicity surrounding Jack had exploded so quickly and so positively that no charges were filed. He tested negative for drugs and alcohol, and seemed perfectly healthy aside from his rampant schizophrenia. He was officially being held in protective custody for his own health and safety; there was no arrest.


Amity looked around at the crowd lining both sides of the walk to the hospital entrance, wrinkling her brow at all the bouncing bunny ears. Perhaps if the negative comments had come first, things might have played out differently. But as naysayers and skeptics started picking apart the video and poking holes in the official story—not the least of which being that human beings do not regularly hit the ground in excess of highway speed limits and survive—a more interesting phenomenon was already spreading: Jackrabbit had a following.


People started websites in honor of the Bunny Man. Posters were plastered throughout the city, as well as out west and, so Amity had read online, in foreign cities as distant as Tokyo. A team of graffiti artists spraypainted iconic emblems in hard-to-reach spots worldwide: a cartoon image of a smiling face with lopsided bunny ears sprouting from the top of its head. The largest of these covered the top half of a building facing the interstate in New Haven, Connecticut.


This outpouring was unreservedly positive, even fanatical. Many of the new websites declared the mysterious Bunny Man to be the second coming of Christ; others declared him an all-new god, more powerful and more benevolent than a deity that hadn’t had the nerve to show its face—on something other than a pastry or a closet door—for over two millennia. Some theorized that he was the first of a new race of superhumans, destined to lead the planet to a golden tomorrow; some suggested his miraculous powers were the result of government experiments, but that he had heroically escaped his bureaucratic tormentors and vowed to seek justice, though the issue of whether he would choose violent or non-violent means was decided differently on each site. Very few sites limited themselves to the scope of the evidence before them—the man had survived one nigh-impossible fall, apparently couldn’t fly, and exhibited no other special abilities that set him apart from the average schlub. To read the sites in question, however, the Bunny Man had done everything from showering the crowd with a magical laser show upon touchdown to healing a wheelchair-bound witness with the touch of his fuzzy mittens. The rumors were unstoppable, and a television news report interviewed people from Key West, Florida to Portland, Oregon who stated their intentions to go meet the Bunny Man in New York and ask for his divine intervention in problems ranging from broken bones to broken lawn mowers.


“He can zap my zits!” high school student Pamela Patterson said enthusiastically when a reporter jammed a microphone in front of her acne-scarred face at her home in Boca Raton. “Anthony Baldo will totally wanna go to homecoming with me this year, but forget that. I’m going with the Bunny Man!”


Amity Sheridan almost regretted being so candid in her cable news interview. She’d meant to simply set the record straight and calm down the media circus. Instead, she’d stirred the pot.


“Doctor Sheridan, has your patient been identified?” the Charismatic and Chiseled Anchorman had asked, pursing his lips and squinting his sharp eyes to reinforce his reputation as an insightful voice of reason in a polarized mainstream media.


“His name is Jack,” Amity had replied with an easy, unforced smile that took years of practice. “That’s what he calls himself, and we can—”


“Jack?” the Charismatic and Chiseled Anchorman had echoed.


“Well,” Amity had clarified, “he calls himself, uh, ‘Jackrabbit,’ actually, obviously because of his—”


“The Jackrabbit!” the Charismatic and Chiseled Anchorman had proclaimed with ratings-worthy delight. With his trademark wry glance at the home viewing audience, he had added: “A whimsical name for a man whom some are claiming...is the Messiah.”


She had tried to make it clear, to steer the media away from using any official names beyond “the unidentified man,” but journalistic integrity doesn’t work that way. They needed something to call him—and some clever graphic to splash on the screen with each new report that reiterated the same information as the one before—and the Charismatic and Chiseled Anchorman’s unnecessarily dramatic pause clinched it. When the interview hit airwaves, cables, and Internet streams, it was too late, and when Jack’s supportive fans learned about his preference for his own nomenclature, he was rechristened. No longer “Bunny Man” or “Magical Bunny Man” or “Jesus in a Bunny Suit” or “Super Bunny,” he was now officially the Jackrabbit Messiah.


It also didn’t take long for the global Information Age to leak the name of the hospital where he was being kept.


Amity silently cursed the interview, knowing that many in the gibbering throng recognized her face, which only confirmed for them that they were in the right place. The ones who weren’t reporters held camera phones, as well as posterboards and cardboard signs with words of encouragement, adoration, or worship on them. Amity swung her briefcase out of the taxi and over her shoulder, shoving the receipt into her purse. The city would cover her cab fare if she saved her receipts.


“Doctor Sheridan! Doctor Sheridan!” Reporters scrambled to get a scoop and cameras zoomed in, shining uncomfortably bright lights in her eyes.


“No comment,” she announced brusquely, nodding her thanks at a handful of police officers eyeing the crowd behind the impromptu fence keeping the walk clear.


“Doctor Sheridan, how is the Jackrabbit?”


“Doctor Sheridan!”


“Is he still under examination?”


“Is the Jackrabbit going to be released?”


“Doctor Sheridan!”


“Have any charges been pressed?”


“Doctor Sheridan!”


“No comment!” Amity repeated more firmly, reaching the door and yanking it open. She looked calmly but sternly back at the reporters. “This is an ongoing case, guys, and I have to honor confidentiality. When I have anything I can give you, I will.”


“Doctor Sheridan! Doctor Sheridan!”


Amity let the heavy door shut on the thundering murmur of the crowd outside and took a moment to catch her breath. There were a few cops waiting in the lobby, drinking coffee in styrofoam cups or chatting. Detective Pembroke waved his coffee at her. She smiled back and headed for the counter.


The lanky attendant behind the glass was the same one from the day she’d met Jack. He looked slowly up from his newspaper. “Name?”


Amity looked back archly. “You’re kidding, right?” She pointed at the newspaper he was holding.


He looked down at the paper, looked back up at Amity, and paused. “Oh yeah,” he said in a full-on deadpan. Moving only his arm, he reached under the counter and buzzed her through.


She pushed through the outer and inner doors and followed the corridor to Jack’s room. Pauline Springer was talking with Sergeant Palombo, the baby-faced cop who was standing guard over Jackrabbit every time Amity showed up. Springer was a tough cookie, her dark blonde hair streaked with iron gray and cut short in a no-nonsense style that marked her as just one of the boys in blue. She wore a sharp blue suit that looked way too heavy for the midsummer weather. A streak of sweat traced a path down the side of her face; she stoically ignored its tickling trail. She kept a tight schedule over at Midtown South, but a high-profile case like this one demanded some personal attention. The commissioner himself had been by the day before for a quick update and a photo op with Jack. The resulting photo in the Times—the commissioner leaning against Jack’s bed, Jack grinning like a cartoon rascal as he held two fingers up behind the commissioner’s head—was already plastered on topical blogs and Jackrabbit’s phalanx of loyal websites.


“Sheridan,” said Springer. She had a voice like a Sunday School teacher—sharp and methodical, but soft.


“Good morning, Lieutenant, Sergeant,” said Amity. “You’re here for the transfer, Lieutenant Springer?”


“I’d prefer to do it when the rabbit rabble isn’t watching every door,” Springer remarked sourly, “but I don’t know how we’re going to manage that. There’s no good time to sneak him out. Some of these people are camping out on the public sidewalks overnight, and I don’t want to come down hard and make things worse.”


“It’s a natural response,” Amity said, her professional voice taking over automatically. “Most people seek a sense of the divine, and circumstances like these go a long way toward providing it. In the Internet Age, anything quasi-mystical that hasn’t been debunked or forgotten in a day or two is a very attractive proposition.”


Springer frowned. “I’m just hoping the skeptics win out on this one,” she said, “and the whole thing blows over.”


“Except you know they’re not right. He did really jump. And really land.”


“I know that,” Springer said dryly, “and you know that, and Nicky here knows that. But it’d make our jobs easier if the public latched on to the next pop music sensation or funny animal video by the end of the week.” She removed her glasses and pinched the bridge of her nose. “The last thing we need is another Halloween Tentacles fiasco. That hung on for months, and none of those videos even had a clear shot.”


Amity shrugged halfhearted agreement. “He’s awake?” she asked.


Sergeant Palombo stepped aside and smiled at Amity. “As usual,” he said. “Tripper and Spellman say they’ve never seen him sleep on their shifts, either.”


Amity smiled back and walked through the door. On the television overhead, an Old Guard Pundit who may have been on the news a bit longer than his legacy merited discussed the stories of the day with a Journalist with Perfect Hair who got her chair by avoiding the casting couch and wearing a stylish flak jacket in the latest stylish war, no more than a mere two hundred miles from any actual fighting that would have warranted her wearing the jacket.


“I think that is the question on everyone’s mind now, Christine,” said the Old Guard Pundit in his renowned velvet voice, his expertly crafted toupée looking even more authentic than his real hair had twenty years earlier. “A hoax would, it seems, benefit someone. If the benefit is to the Jackrabbit himself, he shows no signs of...of avarice, or any interest in fame. He’s been remarkably reclusive since the event. Only a handful of photos; no interviews.”


“And a stunt like this couldn’t be done alone,” Perfect Hair asserted coolly.


“No, of course...”


The Old Guard Pundit wasn’t getting more than his fair share of airtime on Perfect Hair’s watch. “If he had any assistants or accomplices,” she continued as if uninterrupted, “it’s unlikely that the whole thing could remain under wraps for long. Now, I’m certainly not going on record saying that his miraculous landing is the genuine article, Bill—”


“No, certainly not,” said the Old Guard Pundit. “The jury’s still out on that.”


“The jury’s still out on that,” Perfect Hair agreed. “But so far, the primary objection to the...to the veracity of the incident is the infamous Jackrabbit Glitch, which appears on every video taken of his fall.”


“Several dozen videos, all glitching at the same moment,” the Old Guard Pundit reminded his audience, as the screen cut to one such video at the moment of the prominent glitch.


“If we’re expected to believe that every one of these amateur photographers, many of whom have been investigated and, it’s safe to say, cleared by the authorities, is ‘in on’ the hoax, that might stretch credibility even farther than the idea that the Jackrabbit really did survive his two-hundred foot fall.”


“Which does lead one to wonder,” Old Guard Pundit drawled, “what the source of the glitch might be? Is it electronic in nature? Meteorological? Is it...”


The two of them droned on as Amity Sheridan put her things down on the empty bed. “Good morning, Jack.”


Jackrabbit tore his eyes from the screen, looking at Amity with bemusement bubbling out of his expressive eyes. “Morning, Doctor Sheridan,” he said cheerfully. He looked back at the screen as he caught some more dialogue. “Man, I wish they’d stop doing that.”


“Doing what?” Amity draped her jacket over the back of a chair and sat down. It was stuffy despite the air conditioning, and her short-sleeved blouse breathed better than the jacket.


He shrugged, aiming the remote and clicking the volume down. “They keep saying the Jackrabbit, the Jackrabbit. It’s just Jackrabbit.”


“Does the publicity bother you, Jack?”


“It’s throwing off my schedule a bit, Doctor Sheridan,” he groused playfully.


“Why do you do that, Jack?”


“Do what, Doctor Sheridan?”


“You—you address me by name whenever you talk to me,” Amity explained. “Why is that?”


“You do it too,” Jack said breezily. “I just thought it was your thing.”


Amity stopped short. It was certainly her practice to address her patients by name when she spoke to them; what started as a reassuring display of her full attention and focus had become more of a habit than anything else. “I’m sorry, J—” she caught herself and shared a smile with Jackrabbit. “Sorry,” she smiled guiltily. “Does it bother you when I do that?”


“No,” Jack said. “It just makes you sound like a shrink.”


She laughed along with him. “Well, I am a shrink, huh?”


“Today’s the day?”


“Lieutenant Springer wants to transfer you to a more appropriate facility,” Amity answered. “Our seventy-two hours are actually more than up, as it turns out. If you think you’re ready to leave on your own, we can discuss that.”


Jack gave her a knowing look. “But I need an okay from you. Don’t I.” It didn’t sound anything like a question; he understood the procedure.


“I need to sign off on it, yes,” said Amity. “Do you think you’re okay to take care of yourself, Jack?”


“Is anybody...Doctor Sheridan?” He emphasized her name.


She got the point, and put her hands up in full admission. “Generally, the well-adjusted personality is capable of fully autonomous—”


“Answering the question and dodging it at the same time,” Jack said slyly. “Very zen.”


She mock-scowled at him, then relented. “Ditto,” she challenged him, “but all right. What do you think? Can people take care of themselves?”


“If they could,” Jack replied, “wouldn’t there just be one of us?”


“Do you mean: the existence of other people suggests that we need each other?”


“The existence of other people makes them need each other,” Jack said. “You’re all addicts. Inside your heads, you’re all completely alone. You need the people outside your heads to keep your minds off it. Otherwise you’d have to, you know, face your own bullshit instead of theirs.”


Amity nodded and folded her arms, every bit the professional. She winced inwardly and attempted a more casual posture, hoping Jack didn’t catch the change-up. “You say you, there,” she observed. “And them. Inside your heads; you need the people. Setting yourself apart. Are you different, Jack?”


“Have you jumped off a building this week, Doctor Sheridan?” Jack said pointedly. “And lived?” He laughed lightly. “Yeah, I’m different. We all are; that’s what makes me not you, and you not Lieutenant Springer, and her not Sergeant Nick.”


“But do you need other people? The people ‘outside your head’?”


He deadpanned and pointed a finger at the side of his head. “I’m never alone, Doc. You know that.”


Amity nodded gently. “Have you been hearing the voice? Since I entered the room?”


“Always do,” said Jackrabbit, settling back on his pillow and sighing. “And it’s okay to call him God. Unless you think it’s a loaded term.”


“Do you think it is, Jack?”


“No, I do not, Doctor Sheridan,” Jack declared über-formally. He loosened up immediately with a light smile. He nodded up at the Old Guard Pundit on the screen. “You don’t start thinking about paying a check, or if ducks have lips, when somebody says Bill Gitner’s name, do you? And I’ll admit you’re really friendly, for a shrink, but just calling yourself ‘Amity,’ that’s got nothing to do with it, right?” He looked out the window and squinted at the bright sky through the blinds. “Only a monotheistic religion would have the balls to name their god after the...you know, the noun.”


“Well,” Amity mused, “I suppose a monotheistic faith would have less need to specify than a polytheistic one, don’t you think?”


He turned and grinned. “Touché.” He paused briefly, his grin fading as he muttered something that Amity couldn’t make out—presumably in response to a voice she couldn’t hear. “Either of you,” he finally said softly, then snapped into focus on Amity. “God’s just a name. If he called himself the King, I wouldn’t have thought Elvis was living in my head. And he really did exist, once.”


Amity laughed appreciatively. “You seem to manage remarkably well with him,” she said.


“Right,” he said. “A benevolent hallucination, you said.” He sounded unconvinced.


“Benign,” she corrected him, “but yes. From what you said, jumping off the roof was your idea, not his.”


“I thought maybe I’d get some cool powers, if I’m a god,” Jack complained. Then he caught himself. He smiled a tooth-clenching smile. “Oops. Rabbit’s outta the bag.”


Amity looked at Jackrabbit carefully, dissecting his psyche with her big dark eyes. “Jack,” she began.


“Doctor Sheridan?” he grinned evasively.


“Do you believe that you are God?”


“Not the one you mean,” he replied glibly, his eyes wandering toward the window.


“Do you believe,” Amity pressed, “that you are a god?”


Jack turned back. His bright brown eyes had lost all sense of humor. “Not the ones you mean.” He looked away again, his whole body sagging as if he was suddenly exhausted.


“What gods do I mean?”


“Stories!” Jackrabbit spat out like a curse. “Myths and folk tales and bullshit. Gods for the people, by the people—I know, shut up, I’m talking—” that last was definitely not at her “—and just like the people, squeezed into thin pages and narrow boxes and little statues so that they make sense. Like the insensible is supposed to make sense.” He shook his head and snorted in disgust.


It was her fourth session with him, and this was the first time he’d shown any heated or, in fact, negative emotions. That was common enough. Plenty of her patients started off hiding their darker corners, hoping to pass under her radar without any serious blip, only to break through to their more genuine symptoms later on. This was progress; Amity was pleasantly surprised that it had come so soon.


“I think that does make some sense, Jack,” she said, soft and calming as a down comforter. “People are often frightened of the unknown. When they can describe it in terms they understand, they can embrace it. Anthropomorphized gods might be the most logical approach to take to avoid fear and uncertainty.”


“Do you think you could survive a two-hundred foot drop?” Jack asked suddenly. There was no threat in his tone; it was more a philosophy question, to parry Amity’s own line of reasoning.


“Probably not,” Amity replied.


Jack looked at her sidelong and offered his most endearing lopsided smile. “Are you certain?”


Amity took his point. “Well, after you did, I suppose I can’t be quite so certain, can I?”


“People are people, gods are gods, gods are people are gods,” Jack recited like a nursery rhyme. He tangled his fingers up in simple patterns. “Open the doors and see all the people, open their bods and see all the gods.” He wiggled his fingers dramatically.


“Are you talking about the...‘divine’ within all of us, Jack? From a spiritual perspective?”


Jack chuckled. “That’s hippie talk, Doctor Sheridan.” He lay back and his eyes grew distant. “Somebody once told me that the only difference between gods and mortals is that gods know the difference.”


“What do you think that means, Jack?”


“What do you think that means, Doctor Sheridan?”


Amity was game; she collected her thoughts for a moment, then spoke carefully. “I would say that it’s an...invitation to explore the potential that exists within all of us. To discover or...or embrace, or exercise our own power. To achieve, even if only figuratively, our own godhood.”


“I like your style, Doc,” Jack beamed at her. He flicked his eyes to the side. “What?” He looked toward the door. “Incoming,” he announced.


Lieutenant Springer walked briskly in with footsteps like howitzer blasts. Amity rose almost involuntarily, faintly surprised by her own automatic response to militaristic protocol.


“Doctor Sheridan, Jack,” Springer said quickly. “The convoy to Gracie Square is scheduled in two hours, and I’m still not elated at the prospect of the Rabbiteer Club following us there. Sheridan—any decision on Jack’s status?”


Amity and Jack looked at each other. She paused; he shrugged easily, a smile on his face, completely unoffended by her unspoken assessment. She turned to the lieutenant. “I believe Jack would benefit from continued observation and therapy, Lieutenant.”


“I believe the children are our future,” Jack said, adding in a dark, gravelly voice, “and that the carrots are plotting against us.” He brightened up and looked at Amity. “That crazy enough to pass the entrance exams?”


Amity laughed despite herself.


Springer rolled her eyes and said, “That’ll do, Jack.” She checked her watch. “I just don’t need the mob coming along with us. Until we figure out who you are—” she eyed Jack stoically, as if it was his fault he was mentally ill and unidentified “—and what to do with you, the mayor doesn’t want you wandering the streets stirring up trouble.”


“I am one wascally wabbit,” Jack admitted, playing disappointment in himself.


“We may try a shell game,” Springer told them. “Five or ten different official vehicles, and they won’t know which one Jack’s in.”


Detective Pembroke caught the last bit as he entered with his partner, Lindsay Reiss. “But there are a lot of people out there, Loo,” Pembroke said.


“They’re dedicated,” Detective Reiss added. She was short, with the build of a gymnast, the face of a cocktail waitress, and the diction of a construction worker. Her ash brown hair was pulled back in a short ponytail. “With their numbers and their fanaticism, they’ll split up and cover their bases no matter how many cars we bring in. And the press will try tracking plates on anything that pulls out of the garage.” She shook her head, putting her hands on her hips in a pose that might look peculiar on anyone else, but seemed entirely comfortable for her. “Shell game’s dicey, boss.”


Jackrabbit perked up. “I’ve got an idea,” he said.


Four pairs of eyes focused on him. Springer arched an eyebrow. “I’m all ears, Bunny Man,” she said.


“I can talk to them. Give me five minutes. I’ll just tell them not to follow us.”


Pembroke chuckled and Reiss shook her head at the amateur. Springer looked at him bluntly. “And they’ll just do what you tell them to?”


“My loyal Rabbiteers?” Jack grinned. “Why wouldn’t they?”


Springer tightened her lips until a pale halo spread across the skin around them. “Fine,” she huffed finally. “Pembroke, let the press know they’re getting their first statement from the Jackrabbit. Reiss, tighten up the boys on the block, I don’t want any mistakes while he’s out there.” She gave Jack a once-over. “Sheridan, wait here with him, I’ll go see about getting him some clothes. I don’t want his naked ass all over the six o’clock news.”


“I’ve got clothes,” Jack piped up.


Springer fixed him with a steely look. “Real clothes, kiddo. Not your rabbit fur coat.”


“Hey,” said Jack, “give the people want they want...”


“Actually, Lieutenant,” Amity jumped in, “I agree. A statement from Jack in costume might provide a more powerful influence over the crowd.”


“Or,” countered Springer, “might turn it into the third ring of this whole damn circus. But,” she waved off protests from Amity and Jack, “fine. We’ll do it your way. If they don’t disperse on your say-so, kiddo, we go back to the drawing board.”


Pembroke and Reiss left to set things up, and Amity took down Jack’s bunny suit while Lieutenant Springer unlocked his cuffs. Jack yanked off his hospital gown, completely oblivious to modesty or decorum. Springer was unimpressed, her eyes shifting between the door and the news report on the television. Amity held on to her professional detachment; Jack wasn’t the most virile specimen anyway. He was a head shorter than Amity, not too lean, not too pudgy, with a broad frame and excessive body hair. The hospital had hosed him down quite thoroughly when he arrived, and made sure he showered each morning, but there were still funky gray smudges over much of his pale skin and a distinctly musty odor emanating from his body. He slipped into his costume, legs first, and Amity helped him zip up the front. Jack pulled the hood up on his head and adjusted the ears at a rakish angle, and finally slipped on the fuzzy mittens that were tied to his sleeves.


He looked like a mentally challenged post-adolescent all dressed up for a night of fruitless trick-or-treating and inevitable bullying. The floppy pink tongue peeking through his goofy grin only reinforced that image.


His grin snapped shut as Springer snapped the handcuffs back on his wrist. She clicked the other end on her own wrist. “I’m your date for this press conference, Jack,” she said. “I say ‘run,’ you’re at my side clocking my speed.”


“I’d run a four minute mile at your side, Lieutenant,” Jack replied sweetly.


“Just try and keep up, kiddo,” Springer dared him with a cool smile. Jackrabbit loved it.


Lieutenant Springer walked Jack out the door, with Amity Sheridan following close behind. Sergeant Palombo’s walkie-talkie was chattering; he raised it to his mouth and clicked the button. “Roger. The lieutenant and the bunny are on their way out, over,” he reported. He released the button and gave the lieutenant a thumbs-up. “They’re ready to roll, Lieutenant.”


“Thanks, Nicky,” Springer said, and she marched down the corridor side by side with Jackrabbit. Amity kept up, staring at the back of Jack’s dirty, sagging bunny outfit. His little cottontail was pathetically ragged. The tall, balding attendant buzzed them through immediately when Springer knocked on his desk; Amity noted his instant compliance with the lieutenant, and glared pettily at him.


Detectives Pembroke and Reiss were in the lobby; it was otherwise empty, the rest of the cops off preparing for the imminent sideshow. Reiss barked some orders into her walkie, and Pembroke held out an arm. “They’re ready, Loo,” he said. “Waiting with bated breath.”


Springer eyed Jackrabbit. “Say hello,” she said, “and thank you kindly, then ask them to shove off. You can mention you’re leaving, so they don’t have any reason to stick around—but no timetables. Capiche?”


“Buongiorno!” Jack burbled. “Oreganata marinara!”


Springer’s eyes dropped to an unamused half-mast.


“Yes, ma’am,” Jack amended submissively.


“Let’s raise the curtain on this farce,” said Springer. Pembroke held the front door open, and Amity followed Jack and the lieutenant through.


The overpowering roar hit Amity before the morning sunlight did. Flashes popped in a revolving series as cameras clicked and whirred; shadows lurched across the face of the hospital, silhouettes etched by the spotlights of video cameras. Reporters chattered in one voice from multiple mouths with myriad words, like squirrels possessed by some malevolent hellspawn with urgent questions for the public record. They were barely audible, however, beneath the pounding cheers and shouts and ululating adoration that washed over them from the portions of the crowd bereft of press passes. Police at the curb tried desperately to keep the crowd from spilling out onto the street; furiously honking car horns attested to their general lack of success on that front.


Springer raised the hand that wasn’t handcuffed to Jackrabbit and imperiously squashed the lion’s share of the cacophony. She was the same height as the diminutive man in the bunny suit beside her, but something in her stance commanded a crowd like a vengeful deity with his finger on the Global Flood button. Blithely ignoring the remaining murmur and the punctuation of angry honking from the street, she leaned over the podium that had been arranged for them and spoke into the microphone.


“Ladies and gentlemen, the NYPD appreciates your cooperation. The man you know as ‘Jackrabbit’ is here, he is safe, and he is, as far as we can tell, healthy. He has consented to make a brief statement—” her eyes flicked toward Jack for just a moment “—and then we’ll let him return to his bed, where he can get some much-needed rest.” She pulled away from the podium and muttered into Jack’s hood: “You’re on, wabbit.”


Jack winked at her and approached the podium. The crowd exploded in cheers and applause and shouting, then died down in the glow of his effortless smile.


“Hi,” he said, his voice echoing through the soprano aria of a nasty feedback loop.


The crowd went wild. Jack tried to raise both arms, but one was tugged back by the handcuff clamped to Springer’s wrist. The other cheerfully took double-duty, waving the crowd back into near silence, like the vacuum of space seething with the occasional spontaneously generated particle of a woman’s laughter or a shrill whistle.


He put his mouth near the microphone, but not too close this time. “Hi,” he repeated. The more traditional members of the press longed for the writer’s cramp that might accompany the opportunity to write down something actually quotable. As the cheering died down again, Jackrabbit obliged them. “It’s really great that you all came out to...to wish me well. And all that.”


He waved at the more vague support he couldn’t bother to name. Three photographers snapped the front page photos of their respective newspapers’ next morning editions: Jackrabbit in mid-wave, his fuzzy mitten flopping limply and his mouth half-open at the start of another slack-jawed grin.


“I’m doing great,” he continued. “Everybody’s really nice. My shrink’s a fox.” He waggled his eyebrows at Amity, who gave the boisterous crowd a tight-lipped smile and raised her eyebrows sternly back at him. Jack sobered and faced the crowd. “I’m heading out soon, though, and the cops are asking if we could all clear out.” Catcalls and complaints rippled through the disappointed crowd, mixed with the cheers and whistles of those who weren’t really listening to what Jack said. “Hey, it’s okay. Next year in the holy land, right?” The crowd roared enthusiastically. “But, you know, by special request: just let me get some peace and quiet for a few days, okay? I mean, don’t follow us. To our top secret destination.”


The crowd made their opinion of that order quite clear. They had no intention of letting their Messiah slip through any Metro Transit cracks.


“Hey, hey,” Jackrabbit said, waving them back down as quiet as possible. “It’s not like you can follow us anyway. My good friend Lieutenant Springer here,” he flashed a smile at the lieutenant, “told me we’re taking a helicopter!”


The crowd went nuts, clapping and yelling and stomping.


Jack put his mouth on the microphone to out-blast the crowd: “I’ve never been in a helicopter before—it’s gonna be so—”


He was yanked from the microphone by Springer, who leaned in for a quick: “That’ll be all, no questions today!” Jack waved to the crowd and the clamoring reporters as he was escorted into the hospital lobby with Springer on one side and Pembroke on the other.


Amity Sheridan, shaking her head, took a last look at the intensity and volume of the celebrating crowd and ducked back inside with Detective Reiss.


Springer was already in mid-bluster at Jackrabbit, who stared at the floor with a guilty expression on his face. “...the stupidest thing you could’ve done! I said—”


“No timetables,” Jack pointed out. “You didn’t say anything about modes of transportation!”


“A chopper, bunny boy?” Springer retorted. “A goddamn chopper?”


“I’m not really going in the chopper,” said Jack, smiling cleverly. “It’s a decoy! I’ll ride out in a...like a laundry truck or something. Everybody’s following the helicopter, nobody thinks twice about the bedsheets. Yeah?”


Springer put her forehead in her free hand and sighed noisily. Pembroke came to her rescue. “The hospital doesn’t have a helipad, Jack,” said the detective. “Not many do. And helicopter landings are strictly regulated since, you know, the towers went down.”


“Oh,” said Jack, getting an inkling of the problem. “Shit. Sorry about that.”


Springer defused slowly. Amity imagined she could see steam blowing out of the lieutenant’s ears. Finally, she removed her glasses, pinched the bridge of her nose, and said through clenched teeth: “Well, they all know he’s crazy. So we don’t have to scramble to cover up a ‘lie.’ But the press will be on top of this—they’ll know it’s a fantasy—and they’ll be keeping a sharp eye on every vehicle going in and out of the place.”


“Lieutenant, if I may?” said Amity. “They’ll be looking specifically for...well, the Jackrabbit. Sorry, Jack,” she added to soften the blow of the definite article.


He smiled magnanimously and preened his fuzzy suit.


“There’s an obvious—if primitive—solution to this,” Amity went on. “And we only need to throw them off long enough to get Jack to Gracie Square. Let’s use your shell game, but with a twist. If you plan the routes right, the trail will go cold long before he gets there. I’d be happy to personally ride with Jack, to keep him safe...and in line,” she finished, with a warning look at Jack. He nodded obediently.


Springer tightened her lips again, the pale white spreading across the entire lower half of her face before she finally released and let out a huffy breath. “Fine,” she said curtly. She stared hard at Jack. “But if this was all just a ploy to get a date with your doctor, kiddo, we’re having rabbit stew tonight.”


“Come on, Lieutenant, give me some credit,” Jack said casually. “This was all just a ploy to get a ride in a helicopter.” He grinned excitedly at Amity. “How cool would that have been?”
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When the first van pulled up to the loading zone accompanied by an unmarked sedan, a cheer went up from the crowd, and every eye and camera lens whirled to follow the action, except for the eyes and camera lenses owned by people who still hadn’t seen through the helicopter ruse and were eagerly scanning the skies. Behind a line of uniformed police officers three uniforms thick, a small group of plainclothes and uniformed cops hustled out, shielding the short fuzzy figure in their midst from cameras and prying eyes. Cameras flashed. Fans hollered. Television reporters delivered off-the-cuff reports that consisted of nothing more than a redundant description of what the home viewing audience had just witnessed. The sedan pulled away, followed closely by the van. Through the tinted windows of the van, a silhouette with long floppy ears waved a fuzzy mitten, eliciting whoops and whistles from Jackrabbit’s fans. Several of the bicycles and motor scooters crowding the curb—some hired by the major networks or publishers and receiving orders through cell phones or walkie-talkies, some lone freelancers desperately hoping to back the right horse on a wild guess—broke off from the pack to follow the van on its trip through Manhattan.


When the second van arrived flanked by a second sedan, the muttering started, and even the rubes still hopeful for a helicopter registered a disturbance in the force. More savvy journalists chuckled and shook their heads, their smiles betraying their good sportsmanship over the deception as they traded quips and gibes at each other’s expense. Grumbles and confused murmurs cascaded into light laughter and groans of realization as another bunny-suited figure was loaded into the second van by another group of cops, and the waving mitten through the tinted window provoked less fandom and more shaking of heads and disjointed chattering. Several more bikes and scooters peeled off, betting on Lucky Number Two.


The third time around, the only people who hadn’t caught on were shielding their eyes from the midday sun and trying to work out which direction a helicopter might arrive from. Even they figured it out when the fourth bunny hopped into the fourth van and drove off behind the fourth car. By the time the fifth van left, its shadowed occupant waving a furry paw, many in the crowd began to pack up, convinced that there wasn’t much point in staying. Lieutenant Springer herself saw the sixth van off, patting the rear bumper like a professional football coach sending in her star field goal kicker. She turned to the thinning crowd past the barrier of policemen and waved: “All clear, people! Show’s over!” Then she went inside.


Only the tenacious press and the most die-hard fans, or the fans who had brought lawn chairs that proved to be more difficult to fold than advertised, stuck around to see the seventh departure. By now, the shell game was making the rounds on television and radio, provoking good-natured chuckles and wild guesses as to which van carried the real Jackrabbit. In Vegas, where any outcome that was at least binary inspired odds makers to slap down figures separated by colons, the numbers were running before the third van got underway, and the current favorite—based on the unsolicited analysis of a professional mime who swore he recognized Jackrabbit’s posture and walk—was Number Five.


Furiously pumping cyclists and their less svelte comrades on motor scooters dutifully swarmed behind each van as they threaded very different routes through Manhattan. Number One reached Battery Park and pulled over. As its four-door partner carried on, the back of the van opened up, and the rabbit inside jumped out to greet the pursuing press. The bunny bounced three steps and pulled back his hood—his smile was less of a shock than the round-faced black man who wore it. Cameras zoomed in to drive the point home. With a carefully controlled Clausian laugh on air, good old Bill Gitner remarked: “Well, doesn’t that beat all.” Christine Moore did her best to resist throttling him.


Number Six made good time to the gates of Columbia University, hounded by predictions that it might be delivering the Jackrabbit Messiah to St. Luke’s-Roosevelt. Those predictions were dashed when the accompanying sedan continued up Amsterdam Avenue and the bunny-eared hood was thrown back to reveal a pale young woman with curly blonde hair. The exhausted cyclists and disappointed scooter drivers gave her appropriately flattering wolf whistles and sarcastic golf claps to get over being beaten by the Monty Hall Challenge.


Number Two crossed the Williamsburg into Brooklyn and barreled down Broadway, leading some to surmise it was headed for the treatment center on Flushing. It pulled over two blocks early and revealed another female bunny with sharp features and short red hair as the sedan sped off ahead. Number Three hit New York Presbyterian—instead of Gracie Square, which was the prediction of World News anchor Sam Mercer—and disgorged a grinning Korean bunny man with thick glasses. After crossing the Queensboro and stopping at the library on Forty-Fifth Avenue, Number Four produced a bunny that was male enough and white enough, but about twenty years too old to be the Jackrabbit.


The odds in Vegas raged and spun as Number Five went across the George Washington Bridge into New Jersey and stopped at a shopping center in Fort Lee, where a sour-faced man whose bunny suit stretched to contain his pot-belly stuck his tongue out at the few motor scooterists who’d managed to go the distance. A communal groan echoed in casinos and newsrooms alike when Number Seven dropped off a Mexican bunny with a thin mustache at the Cube on Astor Place.


“That is, of course, the classic Three-Card Monte routine,” said Steve Green to his New York Noise co-host Mikey Prendergast on WBUZ, Buzz 101. “They show you the Queen, but that’s the last time she’s on the table.”
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