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ACT I

 


CH.1 — Work Blues

The park always died the same way, from the edges in.

Marco Esposito knew the death rattle by heart. By six, families were already draining toward the gates, strollers heavy with won plush, kids screaming for one more ride. By six-thirty, the cotton-candy vendors slammed down the aluminum shutters on their booths with a clatter of sheet metal. By seven, all that was left were the stragglers, the lovers, the men with nowhere else to go—Marco filed himself under that last category, and he'd made a career of it.

Seven-thirty, this Saturday, December 13th. The sky over Wonder World had gone ink-blue, that December blue that pinches the skin and turns your breath to smoke. The Christmas garlands strung between the lampposts blinked weakly—red, green, white—in an order the décor crew must have thought festive and that, at this hour, in this cold, looked mostly like the last spasms of a machine somebody forgot to unplug.

Marco loved the park at this hour. It was the only time he could pretend it was his.

He turned up his collar, slid his fourteen-mil wrench into the thigh pocket of his work blues, and looked up at the black silhouette of Howling Heights.

Seventy-two feet of steel, two loops, a seventy-degree drop that marketing sold as "the most terrifying plunge in Europe" on posters where teenagers screamed with joy. Marco knew the machine from the inside. He knew terror came down to three things: speed at the bottom of the first hill, how tight the harnesses were cinched, and the silent prayer of the maintenance man who'd greased the rails that morning. Tonight the maintenance man was him again, and the prayer he'd already said.

Except there was a problem, and the problem wouldn't wait for tomorrow.

He stepped onto the service catwalk that ran along the first climb, the one the guests never saw, hidden behind the fake painted-rock walls. His steps rang on the metal grating. The cold rose up through the soles, through his socks, bit into that cursed right knee he'd dragged around for fifteen years like a grudge. He was forty-five in his head and seventy in that joint. Twenty years of climbing through rides left marks no poster ever showed.

"Come on, old girl," he muttered, laying a gloved hand on the cold rail. "Show me what's eating you."

He talked to machines. He always had, and the divorce hadn't helped. A machine, at least, answered. Not with words—with a creak, a vibration, resistance where there should've been play. The language of things was the only one he truly spoke. People he'd always misread, or read too late; machines, never. A machine didn't leave you by certified mail. It just wore out honestly, in front of you, giving you time to love it a little more before the end. And when it finally let go, at least you knew why. There was always a cause, a part, a seal, a bolt. With people there was never a part to blame. Just a long slow seep you never saw coming.

The fault was at the emergency stop, midway, where the rail curved before the big drop. At construction, a section of magnetic brake had been backed up by a purely mechanical failsafe: the hydraulic brake. A ram thick as a man's thigh, fed by a circuit of pressurized fluid, capable of stopping a fully loaded car cold if the electronics ever quit. On the blueprints it was an engineer's elegance. In reality it was a part nobody ever inspected, because nobody believed they'd have to use it. You maintained what you used. The failsafe, by definition, you forgot—until the second it became the only thing in the world that mattered.

Marco knelt—the knee protested, he ignored it—and opened the housing with a Phillips screwdriver from his belt. The smell hit him at once: mineral grease, cold metal, and that faintly sweet note of hydraulic fluid that had clung to his nostrils for twenty years, that he'd know blindfolded from the far end of the park. He ran a finger under the ram. The glove came back wet. A leak. Small, slow, the kind of seep you could ignore for months—until the day you couldn't.

"You're losing it," he sighed. "Course you are. Everybody's losing it around here."

He should have reported the leak. He should have filed a work order, dropped it at the technical office, waited for the part to be ordered, for the shutdown to be scheduled, for some guy in a tie to sign off on a quote. Three weeks, best case. And in the meantime, every time the gates opened, a car full of kids would roll over that stop trusting a failsafe brake that was pissing its fluid.

Except he hadn't reported the leak. And that was exactly the problem that wouldn't wait for tomorrow.

Marco stayed crouched in the cold, hand on the wet metal, and let the shame do its familiar little work.

Three weeks earlier, in another life that was somehow the same one, he'd gotten the letter from Sandrine's lawyer. Certified, return receipt requested, because you don't leave a man by text after twenty-two years, you leave him with a stamp and a case number. He could still see the envelope on the kitchen table, propped square against the empty fruit bowl, and the little green rectangle of the receipt he'd had to sign to confirm, in a way, that he accepted the news. That same night he'd slept for the first time in the north-sector utility room, on a cot wedged between the electrical cabinet and the compressor. Just one night, he'd told himself, time to get my feet under me. One night turned into a week, the week into a habit. He knew the compressor's snore better than his wife's now. He knew what hour the space heater clicked on, what minute the cabinet's red pilot light went from steady to blinking. He had an address now, and it was an eighty-square-foot storeroom that smelled of ozone and cold coffee.

A man who sleeps in a broom closet doesn't report leaks to the technical office. A man who sleeps in a broom closet is afraid, above all, that somebody will notice he still exists. Because if they noticed, they'd eventually wonder why Agent Esposito's badge kept opening doors at hours when he should've been home, in a house he no longer had.

So he fixed things on the quiet. At night, after closing, with his own tools, with the stock of fluid he siphoned liter by liter from the supply without anyone catching on. He patched, he tightened, he kept afloat a seventy-foot machine and a five-foot-ten man, both of them tired, both of them leaking, both of them set on holding out a little longer.

"One more night," he told the ram. "You and me. We hold one more night."

He'd have to bleed the circuit, replace the O-ring, recharge the fluid. An hour's work, maybe two with the knee. He'd brought what he needed in the canvas bag set on the grating: the spare seal rolled in a rag, the adjustable wrench, the little headlamp he strapped on like a coal miner. He switched it on. The beam cut a cone of mist in the freezing air and lit up the thousands of condensation droplets clinging to the steel.

Below, the park kept shutting down in layers.

The speakers, though, never shut down. It was the first thing that had surprised him twenty years ago, and the last thing still surprising him: the music. A barrel-organ jingle, sugary, hopping, designed by a specialist firm to instill "a lasting sense of wonder"—he'd read the memo, framed somewhere as a joke. The jingle looped from open to close, and past it, because the PA stayed powered all night for reasons nobody had ever been able to explain to him. At eleven in the morning, drowned in laughter, it went unnoticed. At seven-thirty, in an empty black park, alone with the cold and the leak, it took on a different quality. Something between a lullaby and a threat.

"You're gonna drive me nuts in the end," Marco said to nobody, to everybody, to the ceiling of clouds.

He went back to work. Loosen the four bolts of the lower housing, feel the metal resist, frozen, then give all at once with that little shock in the wrist he loved without admitting it. The spent fluid drained into the catch pan he'd braced against the rail, heavy, amber, the smell rising stronger now. He had it on his gloves, on his forearm. He didn't care. Hydraulic fluid was his holy water; he'd been dousing himself in it so long he probably had it in his blood. His fingers worked on their own, sure, in that choreography twenty years had carved so deep it survived everything—fatigue, cold, grief. He could've stripped this brake mid-heartbreak. He was, in fact, doing exactly that.

He checked the torque with the torque wrench, listening for the dry click that confirmed the right value. One click. Then another. Metal bit metal with that reassuring precision of things done right. There was an honesty in that sound Marco found nowhere else. A bolt torqued to spec was a bolt torqued to spec; nothing to interpret, nothing to guess, no wondering what it had really meant. He wiped a run of fluid off the housing with the back of his glove, checked one last time for any seep at the new seal's joint, and nodded to himself. Clean. It was clean. At least one thing tonight would be clean and would hold.

Through the lattice of the structure, to the south, he could see the lights of the central sector, which weren't fading. Just the opposite. Down there the park wasn't dying: it was getting ready to be reborn for a few hours, in another form, brighter and faker still. The main stage, the open-air theater, the flagstone plaza—all of it lighting up with floods, bristling with red-velvet-draped barriers. Caterers' trucks backed up beeping toward the service entrances. Black-and-white silhouettes—waiters, techs, security in dark suits—jogged across the pools of light. From up here it looked like a model, one of those little towns under glass you flip over to make the snow fall. Marco liked that idea. He spent his life above or below things, never inside, never among people. Up here on his catwalk, in the cold, he had at least the best view in the park. Five stars, he thought without smiling. The view earned five stars.

The party. Marco had almost forgotten the party.

They'd been talking about it for weeks, in the hallways, in the staff canteen. A total buyout of the park for one night. Three hundred handpicked guests, fortunes, names, the cream of the entertainment world summoned by Mr. Wachs himself. Aurélien Wachs, the owner, the man who held Wonder World and three other parks on the continent, the man whose photo on the cover of the business magazines always wore the same satisfied shark's smile. They whispered the party cost as much as a small town. They whispered the rides would run for the guests alone, champagne in hand, till dawn. People whispered a lot, in a park, because it was the only free luxury the staff had.

Marco didn't whisper. Marco fixed a brake. But he knew, somewhere, that his daughter was over there tonight, in the light.

Léa worked sound and lights for the party. He'd learned it off the posted schedule, not from her—they didn't talk enough anymore for her to tell him. Twenty-four years old, smarter than he'd ever been, and she'd chosen, out of every company on earth, to come work at this park. His. Marco had never known if it was chance, a provocation, or something else he didn't dare name. He'd never dared ask her. There were a lot of things he'd never dared ask Léa, and the list grew longer year by year, like the leak in the ram—slow, ignored, until the day it wasn't.

He chased the thought off. You don't fix a brake thinking about your daughter. You focus on the O-ring, on the torque value, on the precise, clean motion. The rest you put off till later. Marco had become an expert at later. It was, when you thought about it, his only real skill outside mechanics. He'd spent his life maintaining other people's happiness, greasing the rails that millions of strangers' joy slid along, and he'd put off his own life with the same professional diligence he brought to everything. The result was all around him: a magnificent park, and one man alone, crouched in the dark at the center of it.

He pried out the old seal, hardened, cracked, and held it a moment in the lamp's beam. There. A piece of rubber three centimeters across, forty cents apiece, on which—in the event of an electronic failure—the lives of a full car depended. The world always hung on tiny things nobody looked at. Marco had built a career observing those tiny things. He could've written a book. Nobody would've read it.

The new seal slid home with a satisfying obedience. Marco recharged the circuit, clean fluid this time, clear amber, and worked the hand pump to bring the system back up to pressure. The gauge climbed: seven hundred psi, eleven hundred, seventeen hundred. The ram swelled, firm, not a drop. He patted the housing flat-handed, the way you'd pat a horse's neck.

"There. See. We didn't have to make a whole drama out of it."

He stayed crouched a minute more, just to listen. A park talked at night. The cooling tick of metal structures contracting in the cold. The far-off hum of a transformer. The steady slap of a badly tied tarp somewhere out toward the west sector, that he'd have to remember to fix. And under it all, the eternal barrel-organ refrain, which seemed to rise from the ground itself, from the guts of the park, as if Wonder World were humming in its sleep.

Marco got up, hauling on the rail, the knee cracking like a dry branch. He packed his tools in the bag, methodically, each thing in its place, the old seal wrapped in its rag so it wouldn't leave a trace in the bin. Above all, leave no trace. That was the invisible man's rule.

To get down, he skipped the main catwalk. He took Service Tunnel C instead.

Tunnel C didn't exist on any map handed to the public, and on very few of the maps handed to staff. It was a concrete gut, four feet wide, that ran under Howling Heights, skirted the foundations of the Hall of Mirrors, and came out two hundred yards on in the technical sublevels of the central sector. Originally it had been dug to run the high-voltage cables. Over the years, decades of jury-rigging had turned it into a shortcut, a hideout, a secret artery only the old-timers knew. Marco took it on instinct. He could've walked it blind, and in fact he had, the night the main outage dropped the park into absolute dark and he'd guided three panicking coworkers by the sheer memory of his hands against the walls. They'd thanked him with a pat on the back and a coffee from the machine. Nobody had put his name on a report. Nobody, ever, put his name on a report.

He sank into it. The headlamp swept the seeping concrete, the cable trays fixed to the low ceiling, the chalk markings left by generations of agents—arrows, numbers, a faded heart around two initials nobody could read anymore. The air, here, was a few degrees warmer, still, heavy with a smell of wet earth and concrete dust that settled at the back of the throat. The noise of the outside world shrank to a dull rumble, filtered through yards of fill. Even the refrain didn't reach. Tunnel C was one of the few places in Wonder World where you couldn't hear the music, and Marco loved it for that reason as much as all the others.

He moved forward, bent under the cable trays, his breath whistling in the silence. Somewhere over his head, seventy feet up, the hydraulic brake held its pressure, ready to stop a car that wouldn't come tonight. Somewhere ahead of him, two hundred yards on, the central sector was lighting up for three hundred fortunes in evening dress. And somewhere in the middle of it all, his daughter was setting lights without knowing her father was crawling through the belly of the park, thirty feet under her feet, hands full of grease, heart full of things never said.

Marco stopped a moment to catch his breath. The knee. Always the knee. He leaned against the cold wall, shut his eyes, and let himself, for once, think of later not as a threat but as a promise. Later, he'd go see her. Later, he'd find the words. Later, he'd leave this broom closet and become a man again with an address, a couch, a place to invite his daughter for a coffee she'd politely refuse but that he'd offer anyway.

Later.

He opened his eyes, settled the bag on his shoulder, and started again, bent, toward the light of the central sector. The pale circle of his lamp danced ahead of him on the concrete, swallowing the tunnel yard by yard, and he followed it the way you follow the one sure thing left, with no idea that he was walking, at that precise instant, toward the last ordinary minute of his entire life.

It was seven fifty-two p.m. In exactly sixty-eight minutes, at nine o'clock sharp, at the height of the show, men he'd never seen would lock every exit of Wonder World, and the whole park would stop being the place where Marco Esposito came to hide from the world and become the place where the world, at last, would come looking for him.

But Marco didn't know that yet. For now there was only the tunnel, the cold, the knee, and the long habit of holding out one more night.

For now, it was enough.

 


CH.2 — Petits Fours

The sound-and-light booth for the main stage fit inside a black box thirteen feet by ten, perched halfway up the bleachers, and Léa Esposito loved it for one very simple reason: from there, she saw everybody without anybody seeing her.

It was, she knew, an inherited frame of mind. But she steered clear of that thought tonight.

Eight o'clock. On the console, the faders slid under her fingers like piano keys, each one assigned to a source—room mic, stage monitors, prerecorded orchestral bed, the backup roll of applause you triggered if the crowd went flat. Léa checked her levels one by one, headset clamped over one ear, the other left bare to catch the real murmur of the plaza. The smell of new gear rose to her nose: hot plastic from the warming floods, dust crackling on the burning lenses, a hint of artificial fog already let loose by the haze machine for the test runs. Under all of it, more stubborn, the aroma of the coffee she'd poured at seven and that was going cold, forgotten, in a paper cup stamped with a grinning beaver.

She'd spent three weeks on this party. Three weeks memorizing the twelve pages of the tech sheet, setting every fixture to the half-degree, timing every light cue to the quarter-second. A night like this, in a career, you did not blow. The people who mattered in the business would be here, in the audience or behind the broadcast cameras, and a twenty-four-year-old stage manager who nailed a show like this could, afterward, pick wherever she wanted to work. That was what Léa told herself to justify the all-nighters. It was almost true. The rest—the real reason she buried herself in this park of all parks—she didn't admit to herself.

"Léa, you copy?" Karim's voice crackled in her headset. "Léa, the light board's dropped out on circuit twelve."

"Got it," she answered. "Hang on."

She switched to the lighting grid, found the stubborn circuit, brought it back. Down below, a bank of floods snapped on, bathing the empty stage in a golden light that bounced off the lacquered floor. Karim threw a thumbs-up toward the booth. Léa didn't see him smile, but she heard him breathe out in relief over the mic, and that was enough for her. She was good at this. She knew it. Conjuring light in the right place, on the right second, making three hundred people believe a plywood floor was a piece of sky—it was an honest lie, and she practiced it with a precision she took a pride in that she admitted to no one.

The plaza was filling up.

Through the booth's tinted glass, Léa watched the galaxy arrive. There was no other word for it. Under the garlands and the ambient floods, three hundred figures in evening dress streamed in from the VIP gate, and each one, taken alone, was probably worth more than everything Léa would earn in her whole life. Long gowns that caught the light like scales. Tuxedos cut so close they looked painted on. Jewels that threw, with every turn of a head, little white flashes the booth translated, on its monitors, into tiny blowouts of light. Waiters in white jackets moved between the clusters, trays raised to shoulder height, handing out flutes of champagne and petits fours that vanished before they'd even landed.

"Will you look at that," Karim murmured, back on the circuit. "There's more money on that slab than in my whole neighborhood."

"Stay on your light, Karim."

But she was looking too. How could you not? The set itself had cost a fortune. Behind the stage they'd hung a midnight-blue velvet backdrop studded with fiber optics that mimicked a starry sky, and Léa had spent two nights syncing the twinkle of those fake stars to the orchestral bed. On either side of the plaza, twenty-foot Christmas trees, frosted with artificial white, stood guard, weighted with blown-glass ornaments worth, she'd been told, the price of a car apiece. Above it all drifted helium-filled glowing balloons, held by invisible threads, that floated slowly under the cold December wind like stray planets. It was kitsch, it was over the top, it was exactly what Wonder World did best: turn excess into wonder, make you forget the price behind the light.

How could you not look? They'd handed her, that very morning, a twelve-page tech sheet describing the night minute by minute, and in the margins of the sheet, out of curiosity, she'd recognized three or four names. A film producer. An heiress whose family owned a hotel chain. A former government minister gone into consulting. The kind of people whose faces floated vaguely in the collective memory without anyone ever knowing quite why. And then, at the center of it all, the man the galaxy turned around: Aurélien Wachs.

He'd arrived at eight sharp, and Léa had felt the change in the air before she even saw him. A tightening. A discreet acceleration of the waiters, a tilt of heads, that way crowds have of reorganizing around a center of gravity. Then he'd appeared at the top of the little VIP staircase, and three hundred people had pretended not to turn while turning.

Wachs. Sixty, maybe, the silver hair combed back, the tuxedo so deep a black it swallowed light instead of giving it back. He moved without hurry, shook hands, laid a palm on a shoulder, laughed a laugh you could tell was calibrated. On the monitor of the ambient camera Léa ran for the broadcast, Wachs's face came up in close-up, and she noticed what the tech sheet didn't say: that the smile never reached the eyes. The eyes were taking inventory. They moved over the guests, the set, the waiters, and Léa had the fleeting impression they were pricing everything, constantly, the cost of each thing and the yield of each handshake.

She'd crossed paths with him once, six months earlier, in an administrative corridor. He hadn't seen her—or rather he'd seen her the way you see a fire extinguisher or a houseplant, a piece of furniture whose presence you register without attaching a name to it. At the time it had stung. Now, watching him reign over his galaxy, she figured it might be the greatest luxury he could offer her: not to exist in his eyes. The people Wachs noticed probably all had something to sell him or something to fear from him.

"He's a creepy one, your boss," Karim said.

"He's not my boss," Léa answered, more sharply than she'd meant to.

It was false, obviously. Wachs was the owner of Wonder World, so, through four or five levels of hierarchy, the boss of everyone here, herself included. But Léa had spent her life refusing to let this place have any claim on her. She worked here, that was all. She worked here by choice, and the choice was what made all the difference between her and her father.

The thought went through her without warning, and she swatted it away with the irritation of someone shooing a wasp.

She picked the sheet back up. Eight-thirty, welcome address by Mr. Wachs on the main stage. Eight forty-five, first act—aerialists lowered from the rafters. Nine o'clock, the showstopper, pyrotechnic sequence and full lighting crossfade, the big moment, the one she'd been prepping for three weeks. That was her number. Sixty seconds during which three hundred fortunes would hold their breath because a twenty-four-year-old, invisible in her black box, had decided the exact color of the sky over their heads.

On paper, the sequence came down to four lines of lighting code and one pyro cue. In practice, she'd run it dozens of times in her head, the way a musician drills a solo. At the moment, she'd push the big crossfade fader, the orchestral bed would swell, the fake stars at the back would die one by one while real sprays of sparks erupted from the wings, and for one second, just one, the artificial sky and the real sky would fuse over the plaza. She'd timed that instant to the millisecond. It was, she realized sometimes at night, the closest thing to magic she knew how to do. And the only magic she'd ever let herself make in this park she claimed to despise.

She loved it. She hated admitting how much she loved it.

"Léa." Another voice in the headset, general coordination. "We've got a power issue over by the dressing rooms. Can you go down and check the junction box at the stage-left wing? The on-duty tech's stuck at the entrance."

"On my way."

She pulled off the headset, let it hang at her neck, grabbed her flashlight and the little service radio clipped to her belt. Going down meant leaving her bubble, crossing the wings, plunging into the belly of the machine. Léa knew this maze of technical corridors less well than her father—nobody knew it as well as her father, and she at once forbade herself that thought too—but she could find her way. She climbed down the booth's metal ladder, rounded the back-stage wall, and sank into the service corridor that ran along the dressing rooms.

Here the party vanished all at once. No more champagne, no more golden light. Sickly fluorescents, cinder-block walls painted gray, cables gaff-taped to the floor in fat bundles, the cold smell of concrete and paint. The barrel-organ refrain, the park's eternal background hum, filtered through a speaker set into the ceiling, louder here than you heard it on the plaza, sugary and clinging. Léa moved toward the junction box at the stage-left wing, flashlight in hand.

And it was there, around the bend of the corridor, that she ran into her father.

She hadn't seen him in three weeks. Not since the letter. Not since her mother had phoned, voice strangely calm, to tell her it was over, that they were divorcing, and that no, she didn't know where Marco was sleeping, and she didn't want to know.

He was there, in his grease-stained work blues, a canvas bag on his shoulder, a headlamp still strapped to his forehead though switched off. He was coming out of a service door Léa had never noticed, one of those anonymous doors that could hide anything. He froze when he saw her. She froze too.

For a second, neither of them said anything. The barrel-organ refrain filled the silence in their place, ridiculous, cheerful, unbearable.

"Léa," he said at last.

Just her first name. As if he were trying it out, as if checking he still had the right to it.

"Papa."

The word came out flat, without warmth, a simple statement of identity. She saw something cross her father's face at that tone—a tiny contraction at the corner of the eyes, the kind of micro-movement she'd have caught on camera and corrected in the light. He'd aged. That was the first thing she thought, and it made her angry, because she didn't want to notice he'd aged, she didn't want to notice anything at all.

"What are you doing here?" she asked.

"Working." He shifted the bag on his shoulder. "A repair. And you, you're… the booth?"

"Sound and lights. Yeah."

"That's good."

"You know it's good because you read the schedule," she said. "Not because I told you."

The blow landed. She saw it land. She hadn't planned to hit him so fast, but it had come out on its own, weeks of resentment compacted into a single sentence, and now that it was said, she wasn't going to take it back.

"Léa…"

"Where are you sleeping these days, Papa?"

Silence. The speaker hummed. Somewhere over their heads, three hundred people were drinking champagne, waiting for a speech.

"I'm managing," he said.

"Right. You're managing." She heard her own voice climb and didn't try to hold it back. "You manage so well that Mom had to find out where you were sleeping from a coworker of yours. You manage so well that I, your daughter, find out you're working tonight in the same park as me by running into you in a corridor. You manage, Papa. You always have. All alone, off in your corner, with your machines."

"That's not—"

"You were never there."

There. It was said. The sentence she'd chewed on since she was old enough to form it, since the birthdays he came home to after the cake, since the year-end recitals where she'd hunt for his face in the audience and not find it, since this park, above all, this cursed park he loved more than anything, where he spent his nights, his weekends, his holidays, greasing the rails that other people's children's happiness slid along while she waited, at home, for someone to come tend to hers.

"You made this park magic for millions of kids," she went on, lower now, and it was worse than the shouting. "And the whole time, your own daughter watched you leave. Every morning. You built the joy of the entire earth, Papa. Except mine."

Marco didn't answer. He held his bag, shoulders a little stooped, and looked at her with an expression Léa couldn't stand, because it wasn't anger, it wasn't a defense, it was just a kind of exhausted agreement, as if he were thinking the exact same thing she was and had never figured out how to say it.

"You're right," he finally murmured.

And that was unbearable. She'd have preferred he defend himself. That he shout. That he give her a reason to keep resenting him cleanly. But he'd said you're right, in that low, tired voice, and Léa's anger found itself with nothing to lean on, hanging in the void, ridiculous.

"I should have been there," he added, and each word seemed to cost him. "For the birthdays. For the shows. I know it, Léa. I always knew it. I told myself there'd be another night, another time, that I'd make up for it later." He made a small, vague gesture of the hand toward the corridors around them. "I'm very good at later. It's the one thing I'm better at than mechanics."

"And that's supposed to fix what?"

"Nothing. It fixes nothing. It's just true."

"I have to check a junction box," she said.

"Léa."

"I've got work, Papa. We've all got work. It's the one thing you taught me."

She went around him. She had to pass within a foot of him in the narrow corridor, close enough to smell the grease and hydraulic fluid that had followed him everywhere since she was a child, that smell that was, whether she liked it or not, the smell of her father, and she clenched her teeth so as not to breathe it in. She walked to the electrical box at the stage-left wing, opened it, and pretended to examine it with extreme concentration, waiting to hear Marco's steps move off.

They didn't move off right away. He stayed there, behind her, a few seconds too long.

"Take care of yourself tonight," he said.

A father's line. A hollow, automatic line, one he must have spoken three times in twenty-four years. Léa didn't turn around.

"Always," she answered the box.

Then she heard the grating creak, the slightly dragging step—he limped, she'd noticed, the knee, always that knee—and her father sank into the technical corridor heading north, toward his tunnels, toward his machines, toward the one place in the world where he felt he belonged. Like always. Like before. Like ever since she was born.

Léa stayed alone in front of the box. The circuit was perfectly normal, anyway; the power fault was coming from somewhere else, she'd see that later. She leaned against the cold cinder-block wall, shut her eyes a second, and let the barrel-organ refrain hammer her skull. She hated herself a little. She hated him a lot. And under both, way down at the bottom, where she never went, there was that shapeless, heavy thing she refused to call grief.

She thought back, despite herself, to the last time they'd really talked, months earlier, before the letter, before everything. He'd called her one Sunday night to tell her he'd fixed an automaton in the Ghost Train, an old mechanical skeleton whose arm had been lifting crooked for ten years, and that he'd finally figured out the problem came from a spring the size of a fingernail. He was proud. He had that voice, the voice he'd never had to talk about her. Léa had listened in silence, then hung up thinking she'd have given anything to be an automaton in the Ghost Train, to deserve, just once, to have someone work at her with that kind of patience. It was childish. She was twenty-four and it was childish, and she thought it anyway.

"Léa?" Karim, on the service radio. "You coming back? Wachs goes on in ten minutes, we need to set the address light."

She opened her eyes. Work. The one thing he'd taught her. At least that one held up.

"On my way," she said.

She took the corridor back the other way, climbed the booth ladder, pulled the headset on again. Through the tinted glass, the plaza glittered, full, dense, the galaxy complete now, three hundred fortunes massed in front of an empty stage that waited only for the light. Léa ran her fingers over the faders, brought the levels back, set up the address sequence. On the monitor, Aurélien Wachs reappeared in close-up, adjusting the mic a tech had just handed him, the smile in place, the eyes that priced.

She made herself breathe slowly, made herself pull her father out of the field of her mind the way you pull a source out of the mix. She was good at that too: compartmentalizing. Filing things in sealed boxes and opening only the one she needed. The "father" box would stay shut till the end of the show. After, maybe, she'd reopen it. Maybe she'd go find him in his tunnels, say something less final than "you were never there." Maybe. Later. She gave a small bitter laugh in the dark of the booth, hearing herself think exactly like him.

Eight-forty. Twenty minutes left before the showstopper. Twenty minutes before her number, her minute of invented sky.

She set one last fixture, checked the haze machine, laid her hand on the big master crossfade fader she'd bring down at nine o'clock sharp.

She had no idea—how could she have known?—that it would be the last normal motion of her night. That in exactly twenty minutes, at the precise moment she conjured her sky, men she'd never seen would lock every exit of the park, and that the last person she'd have spoken to freely, the last one she'd have told anything other than a lie or a shout, would be that father in stained blues she'd just let walk off toward his tunnels without even turning around.

For now, there was only the console, the light, and the anger cooling slowly like the coffee in her beaver cup.

For now, she still believed she was safe.

 


CH.3 — Magic, So They Say

The Ghost Train sat at the far end of the park, and Marco made the trip on foot, through the empty lanes, because he needed to walk.

He could have taken the tunnels. Shorter, warmer, out of the wind. But after what had just happened in the dressing-room corridor, he needed sky over his head, even a black sky, even a December sky that pressed down like a lid. He went up the central lane, hands jammed in his jacket pockets, his bag slapping against his hip, the knee protesting at every step on the uneven cobbles.

You were never there.

He knew the sentence. He'd heard it before Léa even said it, because he'd told it to himself a thousand times, in the utility room, at night, lying on the cot between the electrical cabinet and the compressor. His daughter hadn't invented anything. She'd simply had the courage to say it out loud, to his face, in a cinder-block corridor, and he, like an idiot, had found nothing to answer but you're right. The worst answer. The truest and the most useless.

"Nice work, Esposito," he muttered to the night. "Twenty-four years to prep that conversation, and that's all you've got."

He ran the scene on a loop, the way you replay a botched move. He could have asked how she was doing. He could have told her he'd watched her grow up from a distance, sure, but he'd watched her, that he'd kept every press clipping when she lit her first festival, that he'd pinned them up in the utility room above the cot, next to the electrical cabinet. He could have told her that. Instead he'd said you're working, and that's good, like a foreman to a laborer. You don't remake yourself. Twenty years of machines taught you to diagnose everyone else's faults and royally ignore your own.

The cold worked its way under his collar, bit at the back of his neck. His breath came out in white plumes that unraveled at once in the black air. Somewhere to his left, a misadjusted sprinkler spat intermittently over a bed of plastic flowers, and the sound of the water on the fake petals had something absurdly sad about it. Marco logged the fault automatically—the solenoid valve to replace, one more thing on the list—and kept walking.

The park around him slept standing up. The lanes he knew by heart took on, deserted and dark, the look of a wreck. To his right, the motionless Ferris wheel raised its carcass against the clouds, its gondolas barely swaying in the wind, its thousands of bulbs dark like so many closed eyes. A hundred and thirty-eight feet high, thirty-six gondolas, the highest point of Wonder World after Howling Heights; on a clear day, from the top, you could see all the way to the city lights. Marco had ridden up a hundred times for repairs, harnessed, hung in the void, and he'd never once managed to be afraid. The void, at least, was honest.

Farther on, the Hall of Mirrors lined up its pink-and-gold stucco facade, ridiculous in daylight, frankly unsettling at night, with its warped mirrors catching scraps of distant light and throwing them back twisted. Marco didn't like the Hall of Mirrors. Nobody on the technical crew liked it. It was a nightmare to maintain—a hundred and forty mirrors to clean, to realign, and that mania kids had of putting their greasy hands everywhere—and a nightmare to cross, because you got lost in it, even working there for twenty years. You saw your own reflection where you expected a corridor, and a corridor where you expected a wall. You had to know the trick: hug the left wall, always the left, and never trust what you thought you saw ahead. Marco had taught that trick to a whole generation of new hires. Not one had remembered it.

Between the two attractions, the lane widened onto the carnival square—the shooting galleries, the knock-'em-down, the duck pond, the tin-can toss, all tarped for the night, their giant plush toys heaped under covers like soft corpses. On the ground still lay a torn ticket, a crushed cup, the ordinary leftovers of a day of joy. Marco stepped over it all automatically. Twenty years of walking through the wreckage of other people's happiness.

He passed the Hall of Mirrors without looking at it.

Off in the distance, toward the central sector, rose the murmur of the party. Wachs's amplified voice rolled over the rooftops of the attractions, warped by distance, reduced to a swell of syllables without words. Eight-thirty. The address. Marco pictured his daughter over there, in her black box, fingers on the faders, making light for three hundred people who'd never know her name. She did the same job as him, when you got down to it. She made the world more beautiful for strangers, in the shadow, without a signature. He'd have liked to tell her that. He'd have liked to tell her he understood her precisely because he was like her, that it was maybe the one good thing he'd left her. But you didn't say those things to a daughter who'd just thrown you were never there in your face. You put them off till later.

Later. Again.

The Ghost Train loomed at the end of the lane, a papier-mâché Gothic manor, hooked turrets, fake gargoyles dripping fake moss. Over the entrance, in dripping letters meant to imitate blood, the name of the attraction blinked weakly—well, the "T" and the "S" blinked; the rest had been burned out since summer and nobody had signed off on the quote for the sign. Marco had reported it. Three times. Like the rest.

He unlocked the side service door with his badge and stepped into the belly of the attraction.

The smell took him, familiar, almost comforting: dust, old electric motors, the acrylic paint of the sets, and that whiff of cold smoke that soaked into everything, a remnant of the haze machines that spat their fog over visitors during the day. He switched on the work lights, and the bare bulbs, hung from the ceiling between the girders, revealed the back of the set: the plywood structures, the rails of the circuit snaking through the dark, and, frozen in grotesque postures, the automatons.

There they were, his residents. The skeleton bursting out of a coffin. The witch bent over her cauldron. The ghost lumberjack—a grim cousin of Bucky the Beaver, the park's official mascot—brandishing an axe over a fake stump. The pair of waltzing specters spinning in the gloom. At a standstill, under the harsh light, they had nothing frightening left in them. They looked tired, old, a little pathetic, like actors caught backstage without their makeup.

The little train's circuit wound between them, two narrow rails that sank into tunnels of painted canvas, dove toward an access hatch to the sublevels, climbed again, turned. Marco could have drawn the route with his eyes closed. He knew every bend where the car slowed, every hatch where an effect sprang out, every jet of compressed air hidden in the set to raise the hairs on a neck at the right moment. All of it, he was the one who maintained it. This whole park, from the top of Howling Heights to the bottom of the technical sublevels, by way of the main stage, the Hall of Mirrors, and the service guts nobody knew—all of it rested, in the last resort, on a man in work blues who talked to automatons and slept in a closet. The sturdiest house of cards in the world stood up thanks to the invisible.

"Hey, gang," Marco said.

He talked to the automatons. Of course he talked to the automatons. They were better company than most people, and infinitely better than his own thoughts tonight.

"You know what? I saw my daughter." He set his bag on the makeshift workbench, near the control panel. "First time in three weeks. Went wonderfully. Really. Five stars."

The skeleton stared at him out of its empty sockets. The witch contemplated her cauldron. The lumberjack stayed frozen, axe in the air, in that eternal suspended threat.

"Yeah," Marco sighed. "That's exactly what I was thinking."

He got to it. The ghost lumberjack, precisely. Its mechanical arm had been lifting crooked for years—a chronic fault Marco had patched a good dozen times and that always came back, like an old ache. The motion meant to be smooth and menacing, the axe rising all at once as the cars passed, had turned into a pitiful jerk, a glitch that made the kids laugh instead of terrifying them. Tomorrow the attraction would run for the VIP guests—he'd been told some of them would take a spin on the Ghost Train after dinner, for fun, in evening dress with a flute in hand. Marco didn't want his lumberjack making people laugh. A lumberjack that botched his move was a personal affront.

He climbed onto the little step, opened the automaton's back panel, and switched on his headlamp. The inside of the lumberjack was a tangle of gears, rods, and wires, a carnival mechanism that generations of techs had jury-rigged, patched, repurposed. Marco knew every part. He'd replaced most of them with his own hands.

"Show me," he said, sliding his fingers into the mechanism. "Come on, old man. Where's it sticking?"

His fingers found it before his eyes did. The arm's return spring, that one again, tired, slack, no longer snapping the rod back fast enough. A spring the size of a fingernail, a few cents apiece, on which the terror of three hundred fortunes depended. Marco gave a joyless smile. It was always the springs. It was always the little parts. He rummaged in the workbench drawer where he kept a stock of spare parts salvaged over the years, found a return spring of the right tension, and set about replacing the old one.

The work was delicate, half of it blind, in a cramped space where his thick fingers barely maneuvered. You had to unhook the rod, free the old spring without sending it flying across the room, position the new one, retension it. Marco loved this kind of work. It kept the hands busy and the head quiet. While he worked, the far-off murmur of Wachs's address still reached him, filtered through the walls, rising and falling like a tide.

"You hear him?" he said to the lumberjack. "The big boss. Doing his number." He unhooked the rod with a sharp motion. "You and me, we do our number too. Except nobody applauds us. Then again, just as well. Applause goes to your head."

The rod gave. Marco pried out the old spring, held it in the lamp's beam—dull metal, slightly bent—slid it into his pocket, and positioned the new one. His fingers worked on their own. His head, despite him, went back to Léa. To the tone of her voice when she'd said papa, that flat statement, that nameless identification. To the weeks ahead, which wouldn't sort themselves out. He'd have to do something. Find a place to live, for one—a real one, with a door that closed, an address to give. Get out of the utility room before someone noticed. Start existing somewhere outside this park again.

He thought of the sentence he should have said in the corridor, the one he'd found too late, as always. Something like: you do the same job as me, you make the world more beautiful for people who'll never know your name, and I'm proud of you, and I'm sorry. He should have said it. He repeated it under his breath, to practice, before an audience of plastic specters.

"I'm proud of you," he said to the lumberjack. "And I'm sorry."

The lumberjack lifted its axe and answered nothing. That was something gained, Marco



































cover.jpeg
- 23 HOURS
AT WONDER
WOkl

P.HII. MORRISON






