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				Foreword

				It’s been a long, loopy drive! From a cornfield-bordered home in Illinois to the bright (and sometimes talking!) lights of Toontown.

				My journey to Toontown got underway in 1970. That’s the year I sold Love Story, my first piece of fiction. I had worked on it for eleven months. It was eight pages long. I got paid a nickel a word, fifty bucks total.

				I was so happy when I got the check that I danced on my kitchen table, the same place where I had spent nearly the last year writing out and revising the story in longhand.

				I used the fifty bucks to buy a proper authorly outfit; a tweed sport coat with leather sleeve patches similar to the one J.D. Salinger wore on his book jacket photo, a bow tie like Ray Bradbury sported when I met him once at a science fiction convention (fortuitously, when I went in to buy mine, the only one the store had in stock was blue with white polka dots, a great inspiration years later when it came time to outfit Roger Rabbit,) and a pair of custom made leather pants (San Francisco in the early ‘70’s. What can I say?) If you’re keeping score at home, that outfit set me back four times what I made on the sale. Maybe that’s why writers rarely show up on Forbe’s list of the world’s richest people.

				Since I was only getting paid a nickel a word for my stuff, I figured I might as well take some risks, have some fun with my writing. I set a rule for myself. Everything from that point on had to be markedly different from what everybody else was doing. I wanted to create works that would push, break, explode! the envelope.

				I experimented with unusual formats, fantastically curious worlds, and finally creatures that existed only in the mind of a boy brought up on a literary and cinematic diet of comic books and cartoons.

				Navigating all those creative high roads, low roads, back roads, twisty roads, dirt roads, and dark alleys eventually led me to Toontown. That concept turned out to be a bona fide doozy of the first magnitude.

				Everybody asks. How did I come up with something so crazy weird?

				Turns out it was just being in the right place at the right time. On my living room sofa, in front of my TV.

				I had just finished writing The Resurrectionist, my third science fiction novel. I was looking for a concept to use in my fourth. I wanted to write something involving two of my great loves, comic books and cartoons.

			

			
				As research (or so I told my wife) I spent my Saturdays watching cartoons on TV. I became fascinated with them. Not with the cartoons themselves. Rather with the commercials. I saw Cap’n Crunch, Tony the Tiger, the Trix rabbit, Snap, Crackle, and Pop. Cartoon characters. Interacting with real kids. Yet nobody thought that was odd!

				What an interesting idea, I said to myself. What would happen if I created a world where cartoon characters were real.

				I spent the next five years doing exactly that.

				Most of that time involved cartoon and comic book research, the real kind this time. In order for the premise to work, I knew my readers would have to buy into the concept one hundred percent. That meant everything in the story had to be absolutely consistent with the premise. I couldn’t inadvertently violate any Toonian rules or the entire concept would come crashing down.

				I had to know (invent!) everything about Toontown and its inhabitants. For example, take drinking. Humans drink liquor. That’s a given. What do Toons drink? (Hint: It’s Toonshine!) What happens if a Toon drinks human liquor? What about if a human drinks Toonshine? Is there discrimination in this world? Can a Toon go into a human bar? Can a human go into a Toon bar? I had to figure out and know all this stuff and more. Even if I never used it in the final work.

				I based Roger Rabbit on my favorite Warner Bros. and Walt Disney characters, Bugs Bunny and Donald Duck. I dressed Roger in the kind of coveralls farmers wore in my home town. I tooned up Roger’s outerwear by making his coveralls bright red.

				Jessica came harder.

				The boys had far outnumbered the girls in my hometown. When it came to dating, the girls were extremely choosy. They went out with college boys and the captains of the town’s sports teams. Good luck getting a date if you were the president of the chess club.

				I had no sisters. So my early-age experience with the feminine gender was minimal.

				When I created Jessica, I made her into my ideal of the perfect woman. The one I wished I could have dated in high school. Every boy’s dream.

				I’ve since been told by Hollywood execs that, given my rather shallow understanding of the feminine mystique, perhaps I should stick to writing Turkish prison movies and war movies. Stories were I don’t have to deal with real women.

			

			
				As you read through these stories you’ll see Toontown being built. You’ll see my Roger Rabbit characters start to come alive and take shape. Until finally they emerge as the whacko, bizarre, and fun-filled goofballs who inhabit a special place in fantasy literature.

				It’s been a thrilling journey for me.

				I hope you like the ride as much as I have.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Love Story


				Soon it will be over.

				They start to walk.

				Heads turn, row by row, to watch them as they move down the aisle. In the chapel balcony an organ plays the wedding processional. For them, only for them.

				Their favorite colors project from tiny lights in the chapel dome; their favorite fragrances puff from vents hidden behind chapel statuary.

				Straight ahead of them, in front of the altar, a priest waits with open arms.

				As they stop in front of him, the synthesizer ends the organ music with an intricate flurry of chords.

				The age-old ritual begins.

				The priest blesses them, walks to his pulpit and delivers a sermon on the sanctity of marriage. Finishing, he asks them to meditate. As they kneel and drop their eyes he moves toward the altar.

				He flips a switch.

				A cone of silence energizes around them, leaving them in isolation, heads bowed, to ponder their future.

				And to bask in the warmly sweet remembrances of their past.
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				Even though he was born seven years before her, they still had a great deal in common. Even from the very start, when they had been carried, seven years apart, to the maternity ward’s analytical laboratory to be examined for birth defects. From instrument to instrument they went. Magnetic resonance for cell conformity. Passed. X-ray crystallography for bone composition. Passed. Electrophoresis for hemoglobin and isoenzyme analysis. Passed.

				For hours they passed test after test with ridiculous ease. But that was only normal. No newborn had failed to pass a test in almost five centuries.

				Seven years separated them. But like all infants, each in turn was subjected to the inviolate routine.

				When the laboratory had finished with them they were taken to the hospital nursery and placed under the watchful care of a mechanical nursemaid. By her they were cuddled and suckled, tickled and rocked.

			

			
				So effective was this nursemaid that both of them retained as their first cogent memory the lyrical cooing that issued from the speaker deep in her breast. That and the comforting throb of her vacuum-pump heart.

				After weaning came the Child Care Center.

				For both of them their Center years were happy and wonderful. A rearing staff of mechanicals and humans made sure they were never lonely or hungry, never without someone to play with them, laugh with them and kiss away their tears when they cried.

				As they grew older a rearer was always on hand to listen to them, talk to them and answer their questions. All they had to do was ask and a rearer would patiently explain to them why things fall down, how trees grow, where the rain comes from and why the sky is blue.

				Even when their questions became less childish, more probingly curious, less concerned with trees and rain and sky, more with birth and death and love, answers came every bit as promptly and were every bit as truthful.

				Nothing was ever kept from them.

				In response to their queries on self-origin, they were shown a carefully detailed, transparent, life-size model of a pregnant woman.

				When they seemed to have absorbed this bit of historical background, they were taken to see latest model Wombette®.

				As they stood before it with an audio disk machine hanging from their belts and tiny earphones covering their ears, the soothing voice of a genetic physician thoroughly explained conception.

				Their attention was directed to the small, partially developed child still encased in the Wombette’s hygienically jellular interior. Comparisons were drawn between this developmental method and the more primitive, natural method they had seen demonstrated earlier in the transparent model. After describing the complex series of conformational tests each fetus had to pass before birth, the tape machine automatically shut off.

				The lecture was followed by a tour of the nursery.

				During question and answer time they asked their Computor-TutorTM to clarify why children were no longer conceived naturally.

				They were instructed to go to the video room where a pre-recorded program would explain in greater detail.

				They watched the video screen intently. The first scene showed a square plot of land with three people on it. This, a narrator told them, represented the average number of people per square mile of land in the year shown in the corner of the screen.

			

			
				Years began ticking off.

				More and more people appeared on the plot.

				Finally, when people stood shoulder to shoulder, covering all but a tiny portion of the plot’s area, the ticking years stopped abruptly at a date five centuries in the past, and the scene froze. On this date, the narrator declared, the World Council had halted population growth by requiring that specific conditions be met before new children were brought into the world.

				A swift series of scene changes revealed what these conditions were.

				The show was over.

				For the first time in their lives they were afraid.

				With the story of conception and childbirth fresh in their minds they asked to be told of their parents.

				They were brought to a sensory input room, put into a reclining chair, tranced and connected to the inputer.

				Were it not for my parents, their minds began telling them, I would not be alive today. I must respect and honor my parents always. They were the first to love me.

				The sensory inputer then recycled and delivered the same message again. After it had done so one thousand times, it raised them from their trance and told them they could go.

				They left the sensory input room feeling closer to their parents than they ever had before.

				Soon after, they asked about death.

				That night a gentle voice whispered to them while they slept. The voice assured them that medical technology could keep their life processes functioning perfectly forever. They would probably never have to contend with death. They need never die.

				They awoke refreshed.

				As they grew older they continued to play, to be happy and to learn. They were lectured on demography, automation, contraception, hydroponics, binary summation and all the other subjects they needed to master to survive.

				On their eighteenth birthday they left Center, moved into living complexes with others in their own age groups and began work in the professions they had been taught.

				Life became a series of short relationships and casual liaisons. They found pleasure but not contentment. Fun but not meaning.

				Until the day they met.

			

			
				And fell in love.

				Never had either found another so gentle, so kind and giving.

				They took out an automatic dissolution bond and moved into a living complex together. When it expired they took out another.

				Then another. And another still.

				Eventually, as years passed and their affection grew, they took out a mutual-consent dissolution bond and promised each other to honor it forever.

				Looking back on those days, they were never able to pinpoint exactly what first got them thinking about it. Perhaps they matured. Perhaps they grew melancholy. Maybe they just felt unfulfilled. No matter. After discussing it for quite some time, in the end they made up their minds. They decided to submit a request to have children.

				One morning they transported to a forms office where they were given two blank forms to fill out. They went to one of the office’s tables, sat down and began to write.

				For almost half a day, they labored over Form 1, Request For Permission To Have Children, until they had completed all the questions to their satisfaction. They gave up the completed form to the office’s data acquisition system which transposed it, through a series of photo-electric processes, into a digital entity it could understand. It flashed a green light to indicate all was in order, then flashed another signal to show it was ready to process the forms of the next persons in line.

				They went back to the table to tackle the problems posed by Form 2, Long Range Guidance Plan For Character Development in Children.


				In an introductory paragraph the form reminded them that if their request were granted and if they went on to meet all the conditions, they would be allowed to conceive one boy and one girl genetically controlled within close tolerances to insure the uniformity necessary for peace and contentment in an overcrowded world. They were told to carry out that portion of child-rearing responsibility left to them—selecting the specific personality refinements their children would acquire at guidance classes in Center. All the options were clearly spelled out on the form before them.

				Motivations and Beliefs (within applicable limits, please specify.)

				Temperament (choose one)

				Refined.

			

			
				Good-natured.

				Passive.

				Specific Personality Characteristics (check all that apply.)

				Gentle.

				Giving.

				Kind.

				They took the completed form back to the data acquisition system where it was hastily scanned, collated and accepted.

				Then they went home to wait.

				Weeks went by, and they heard nothing. They began to worry. After all, facilities for child rearing were so limited and so expensive. Many were refused. Maybe something in their background prohibited their having children. Perhaps their guidance plan had been too offbeat, too radical.

				At last, they received an answer. They read the message together as it appeared on their home view screen.

				THIS IS TO INFORM YOU THAT YOUR REQUEST TO HAVE CHILDREN HAS BEEN ACTED UPON FAVORABLY PERIOD ONCE YOU HAVE FULFILLED THE REQUIRED CONDITIONS YOUR CHILDREN WILL BE BORN PERIOD WRITTEN CONFIRMATION WILL FOLLOW PERIOD CONGRATULATIONS END

				They looked at each other, smiled and embraced, fortifying themselves for the ordeal to come.

				They liquidated all their belongings. Using the proceeds and their entire life savings, they created a trust fund to handle the costs of education. Once this had been done, they were permitted to go to the Clinic For Genetic Selection and begin creation of their children.

				At the clinic, they were probed and tested. Their characteristics were electronically recorded, genetically segmented, studied and refined. Two perfect eggs and two perfect sperm were ultimately selected and combined to form two perfect zygotes. Their future offspring were then placed into a Wombette.

				Here their babies would grow, being tested all the while for adherence to standard. Minor deviations could be corrected easily enough by embryonic reinforcement, a delicate interplay of motion, temperature and light. Gross deviations would be cause for termination and would require selection of another egg and another sperm. In either event, passing or failing, there was nothing for them to do now but wait.

			

			
				Nine months later they were told. Genetic physicians confirmed that their children had passed all pre-natal tests. Once born, the children would meet all cultural specifications.

				Thus, with no further gene selection required of them, and with enough assets in trust to assure their children’s futures, they were almost finished. Only the hardest condition remained, the condition that they marry.
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				Now is their moment.

				They raise their heads and gaze at the priest as he disengages the cone of silence.

				He comes forward toward them and holds out his hand. Still kneeling, each takes what he offers, a small wafer, a symbol of love.

				They eat.

				Rising, they turn to each other and cling ever so tightly together. For less than a moment they feel each other breathing. Then, as the wafer’s poison paralyzes their nervous systems, they die in each other’s arms.

				As their deaths create two empty spaces in a teeming world, their children are born to take their places—to follow in their footsteps.

				To live.

				Never to be lonely.

				To love.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Pop

				The Gunny Sergeant escorting him off the flight deck could not have been more than sixteen. The pimples erupting on his forehead outnumbered the battle scars dotting his face , but not by much. “It’s an honor to meet you, Colonel Harn, sir,” he gushed. “I loved Pop.”

				Of course. Obviously. Everybody loved Pop. Pop was a fiery, messianic man with the near mystical ability to generate passionate enthusiasm for grand crusades and hopeless causes. The Gunny’s internally illuminated, multi-colored combat battle ribbons indicated direct participation in two of these catastrophes. The Gunny had missed Pop’s final offensive. Lucky boy. Barely half a legion survived Pop’s suicidal farewell to arms. A disastrous multi-continental assault on Occupied Earth.

				The Gunny escorted Michael through the convoluted metal innards of Outpost White. This octagonal space platform orbited the outer edge of the Solar System. It housed Earth’s expatriated government.

				Michael entered the office of President-in-Exile Horace Grant Chisholm.

				“Brevet Colonel Harn reporting as ordered, sir.” Michael threw up a sloppy salute. Michael was a shameful soldier. Last in his class at Space Point. An undistinguished stint as administrative junior officer at a remote Star Cruiser refueling station. War time field command of a Plodder-class supply transport. Relieved of duty after a glancing collision with a tethered recycling scow. He now held a backwater, dead end desk job evaluating long range recon halos of Occupied Earth. This cushy assignment on the fringes of warfare had completely unbraided what little remained of Michael’s military precision.

				Michael would still be a Second Loot were it not for the honorary upgrade to Brevet Colonel awarded him in posthumous tribute to the near-supernatural exploits of the man everybody but him called Pop.

				President Chisholm responded to Michael’s lackadaisical salute with a crisply executed example straight out of the military handbook. The steadily diminishing boundaries of his dominion gave the President great chunks of time to polish the synthetic jewelry of protocol. “I want to offer my condolences.” The President had a spaceman’s ivory patina, a result of the many-years he had governed his constituents from rootless places where no sun shined.

				“He went the way he always wanted to. In battle.”

				“I regret we had to call Pop back into service.”

			

			
				After his mandatory retirement at ninety two, Michael’s father repeatedly attempted to reenlist. He was routinely turned down for being too old. As the mortality rate for the current crop of young warriors increased to alarmingly high numbers, the military lowered its standards to eventually encompass anybody hale enough to pull the trigger on a slug blaster, Pop included.

				“A magnificent warrior, Pop.” The President was ex-military himself. In the last few decades, since the war began, it was an unwritten requirement of office. He had piloted an LA-12 bomber as a member of the desperately dangerous Lower Atmospheric Force, an elite group which carried out precision laser guided bombing runs within five thousand feet of Earth’s surface. To remind his constituents of his heroic service record, he always wore a form-fitting low altitude pneumatic flight suit custom emblazoned with the Presidential insignia. President Chisholm shaved his head to better display the frightening cross hatched scars he received when a slug missile unloaded a ration of shrapnel into his cockpit. Even though he could have had the scars surgically sanded, he chose not to. During his election campaign, he publicly vowed that he would bear these wounds proudly until Occupied Earth was once more under the control of its rightful inhabitants.

				President Chisholm was reputed to be the most brilliant man ever to hold this office.

				The President pulled a presentation case out of his desk. It was made of Monterey pine, a rare and valuable commodity now that the military adoration industry no longer had access to the source of supply. “We want you to accept this, on Pop’s behalf. A token of your government’s gratitude.”

				The case held The Outer Space Medallion of Meritorious Achievement. Long authorized, it had never been awarded. No one before Pop had ever measured up to its Olympian criteria. “It seems a paltry symbol of thanks for a man of Pop’s stature. After we’ve won this war, when we’re back on Earth and things have returned to normal, we’ll give him a monument. I’m thinking a warship. An intergalactic battle cruiser. The U.S.S. Pop. Until then, this is the best we can offer.”

				The President handed Michael the encased medal. “Pop was a brilliant tactician, an inspired leader and a brave man. He served humanity well.” The President paused, caught up in the emotion of the moment. When next he spoke, his voice resonated like the thunder of a distant cannon.

			

			
				“I am now seeking the same level of commitment from you.” He gave Michael the icy, unwavering stare which, according to the myth carefully crafted by his campaign managers, could make even a slug blink.

				“The information I’m about to tell you carries maximum security classification.”

				The President exhaled deeply. Michael could smell his breath across the desktop, co-mingled odors of mouthwash, synthetic brandy, and pre-war cigar. “The Citizens are growing disillusioned. They view our noble crusade as increasingly foolhardy and quixotic. Without unanimous public support I can no longer justify sacrificing our brave soldiers in an ongoing effort to retake Earth. I have decided to dispatch a delegation which will offer the slugs a…” The President ran his hand across his mutilated head. “Not a surrender. I refuse to surrender. No. An armistice. I’ve proposed a unilateral cessation of hostile actions. In return, the slugs retain temporary control of Earth. I need a delegate to negotiate that deal. Headed up by an individual of suitably impressive stature.”

				The President’s hand tapped the wooden case. “Your lineage makes you the obvious choice. I have no doubt you’ll voluntarily do your duty and make Pop proud.”

				As a tribute to the legendary exploits of Michael’s father, the Earthian Government In Exile had issued a decree permanently excluding Michael from combat. He was stationed on a distant planet so lush and safe that The Space Command used it as an R and R site. That order could not be countermanded, not for any reason.

				“Begging your pardon, President Chisholm, accommodating the enemy to the slightest degree goes counter to everything my father stood for. My presence on such a mission would constitute a mockery of his memory. I won’t disgrace my father’s name. I respectfully decline.” He could not give the President his true reason. The only son of mankind’s greatest hero was a coward. An unarmed, uninvited and unescorted visit to the heart of enemy territory. A mission for Pop, yes. Definitely not for his only son.

				“A noble sentiment. I applaud your integrity. For the greater good of all mankind, I urge you to put aside your personal feelings.” The President was no fool. He knew Michael was nowhere near the man Pop had been. “The slugs know you’re coming. They know the purpose of your visit. They’ve agreed to grant you safe passage. I suspect, with your heroic lineage, you’d relish a bit of heavy action. You’ll not get it here. There’s not the slightest danger involved. You’ll land, negotiate the armistice, and return. Nothing more.”

			

			
				Michael struggled to stifle an ecstatic smile. “I still have reservations about negotiating with the enemy, Sir. It’s not what my father would have wanted.” It was, however, perfectly safe. Which is what Michael wanted. “Nevertheless, I’ll honor your request.”
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				The peace delegation’s ad hoc truce flag, a battle cruiser, its malicious black exterior enameled over with white veneer, had just rounded the far side of the Moon when the ship’s Ion Warfare Officer sounded Code Red.

				The IWO announced over the intercom that the slugs had responded to their request for safe passage by launching a missile. They had one hour until it arrived.

				As the delegation’s ranking member, Brevet Colonel Harn was immediately sealed into the ship’s Survival Pod. This hardened module could withstand a hundred megaton blast.

				The ship’s Evasive Countermeasures Officer assumed the helm. In space warfare, deceit, not reflexes won battles. The ECO sent the battle wagon through a complex series of zigzag maneuvers. At random intervals the ECO spewed out counterferance waves, invisible signposts pointing a false course into infinity.

				Sixty minutes later the slugs’ missile streaked by in futile pursuit of the phantom target the ECO had carved into the thinness of space.

				The ship’s Religion Officer activated the com. She led the crew members in a prayer thanking God for their salvation.

				They should have requested that their Lord admit them en masse to whatever fate awaited them in the celestial hereafter.

				The slugs’ second missile, far more technologically advanced than the first, ninety nine megatons of invisibility-cloaked destruction, came in undetected and squarely on target.
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				His father appeared to him. resplendent in full dress uniform. His father’s unwavering laser eyeball sent a razor beam straight into Michael’s skull. “You’ve never shown the slightest hint of it before, boy, but you can’t fool your old man. You’ve got the stuff. I know you do. It’s my blood pumping through your veins. My steel runs up your spine.

			

			
				When I was captured, back in ‘86, I escaped. It wasn’t easy. I still did it. You can too. Hell, boy. They’re nothing but glorified earth worms. I’ve put better and smarter on the end of my fishing line. If you can’t outsmart a bunch of worms, you’ve no business calling yourself a son of mine!
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				Privateer John X. Warren pillaged out-world mining colonies on behalf of his impoverished government. The ongoing and drawn out war to recapture Occupied Earth had completely depleted the government’s financial resources. Politicians had secretly resorted to stealing metals to continue manufacturing weapons of mass destruction. Government leaders justified this gross immorality with the ancient chestnut about ends justifying means.

				To prevent the panic that would ensue should this marginally ethical situation become public knowledge, Privateer Warren never left survivors behind to testify to his governmental affiliations.

				For his work, Privateer Warren received (in reverse order of importance) numerous decorations (which he could never wear); a promotion to full Colonel (which neither he nor his government could ever acknowledge); and the personal belongings of his victims (which fueled his outrageously lavish lifestyle.)

				Privateer Warren got his targets from minor bureaucrats. Nameless, faceless, virtueless men and women many levels removed from the government’s official decision makers. He was surprised when one of these underlings informed him he would receive his next assignment directly from the President-in-Exile himself

				“You’ve got quite a service record, Colonel Warren,” said the PiE with genuine admiration.

				Operating in a nether-zone of official culpability, Warren knew that one day his silence would outweigh his utility. He regarded unusual situations, like a private audience with the PiE, with extreme suspicion.

				On his way into the meeting, he had been scanned for weapons. Stupid bureaucrats. These Earth-centric fools knew nothing about the latest advances in personal defense developed on their own remote outposts. Warren had only to tap his right thumb and index fingers together. That would fire the microscopic ray gun implanted beneath his thumbnail. A man who operated in Warren’s hazy zone of morality always came to a meeting prepared to shoot his way out.

			

			
				He wouldn’t be needing his deadly skills here. That would come later.

				“I have a special job for a man of your resourcefulness.” The President opened his desktop viewer and activated a halo displaying the blueprint of a space ship. “This will be your new command.”

				The vessel was of the same configuration as Warren’s current pillager except ten times larger. The open hold, which Warren used for metals storage, contained human transport bubbles and weapons lockers. Enough capacity, he guessed, to carry a hundred legions of heavily armed men.

				“Colonel Warren, you are going to lead the boldest operation ever undertaken in this war. A commando raid on Occupied Earth.”

				Warren executed orders, especially potentially fatal ones, only when and if they suited his purposes. “What do I do when 1 get there?” Warren was a rightfully cocky man. He knew his capabilities. He never for an instant doubted he would get there.

				Assuming he decided he wanted to go.

				“The enemy holds a high level prisoner. A man we desperately want back.” The President’s halo displayed a series of high altitude surveillance drone shots.

				Warren ignored them. “Anybody I heard of?”

				“Brevet Colonel Michael Harn.” The President squirmed around in his chair. “Kenneth Samuel Michael Harn Junior to be precise.”

				Warren arched an eyebrow. “Any relation to…”

				“His son.” The President rose and faced the flag painted on the bulkhead behind him. It showed a bright blue sphere surrounded by a mystical golden halo on an ink black background. “He was on a peace mission when he was captured. The enemy contacted us expressing a wish to surrender. In good faith we accepted their request for a meeting to discuss terms. The treacherous slugs reneged at the last moment. They destroyed our peace vessel. Killed everyone aboard. Except for Michael. Pop still commands tremendous respect among human beings everywhere. When we rescue his son, it will galvanize humanity. Give mankind the incentive and the wherewithal it needs to destroy these slimy abominations once and for all.”

				Warren doubted the truth of the President’s statement. He distrusted the President’s motives. That didn’t matter since veracity or candor or decency or allegiances, none of it counted for much in Warren’s evaluation. Was there enough personal gain to justify the risk? That was the only question. The answer was obvious. Occupied Earth was a treasure chest. “When do I leave?”
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				The last time Michael had seen his father had been at a family gathering. One of those apostrophes of military leave time which contracted the on-going horror of intergalactic war. He couldn’t remember the exact occasion. Probably a religious holiday. His father was a pious man, always celebrating the birth or death of one or another of mankind’s Gods. Michael suspected that his father harbored a secret desire to be added to the list.

				At this particular gathering, his father had stood at rigid attention beneath the family crest. An unbroken will rampant on a field of honor. His father had recounted once again the tribulations he had bravely overcome in his brief period of captivity during the final throes of the ‘86 African War.

				In response to the zealous requests of the youngsters lined up before him like a legion of bugles, his father had popped out his stainless steel laser controlled eyeball to graphically underscore how its natural predecessor had been plucked from his head by a team of monkey-faced interrogation officers in a futile attempt to crack him.

				As chronicled by legions of eulogistical military historians and by his father himself in his best-selling memoir, he had not crumpled. Not then, not ever.
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				Colonel Warren kicked his ship out of hyper drive and spiraled down towards Earth.

				He launched a Slugger, the government’s newest weapon, a horrifically complex and astoundingly expensive amoeboid neural paralyzer ray. It incapacitated every above-ground slug for a three mile radius. The government had been working on The Slugger for ten years. Only three existed. The firing of one here demonstrated the supreme importance of this mission.

				Thanks to The Slugger, Colonel Warren landed without resistance in the middle of New York City’s Central Park.

				Colonel Warren’s elite cadre of specially trained soldiers stormed the slug’s burrow. The slugs who had been underground when the ray hit were unaffected by it. They put up fierce resistance.

			

			
				Colonel Warren’s soldiers fought well, zapping slug after slug into great puddles of snotty flesh. Warren lost three quarters of his troopers, about what his battle plan had projected, to secure the complex.

				Soma sensors guided Warren to a large cavern. There he found the POWs.

				Each was snugly encased head to toe in a gelatinous cocoon. Row after row of them filled the cavern almost to capacity. Translucent quills were embedded into each cocoon at approximately gut level. Catheters led from the needles to a central vat containing a murky and foul smelling liquid nutriment.

				Warren’s troopers zapped a few of the unarmed slug technicians controlling the flow of liquid from vat to cocoons. Unsure whether the prisoners could exist without nourishment, Warren ordered his men to cease. “Time enough for fun,” he stated, “after we find our man.”

				Warren split his troops into teams. He set them to work searching through the cocoons for the one holding Kenneth Samuel Michael Harn Junior.
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				“Stick with it. Boy,” his father ordered. “Head up. Feet wide apart. Blast those slimy bastards out of existence. Guts and glory. Don’t let me down. Death before dishonor.

				The old family tradition. Show me you’re a chip off the old granite. Keep your voice down and your end up. Follow orders. Don’t ask questions. Always lead. Never follow.

				It’s a battle of attrition, boy. New York to Jersey to the shores of Cali-forn-i-aye… One way or another we’ll whip their sorry asses. If slugs even have asses. You bet we will.

				We’ll turn the comer. We’ll notch them on the old gun butt right alongside those black bastards in Africa and those yellow bastards in China and those Red bastards in Russia.”

				“No, father.” he countered. “Doing what’s best for human destiny. That’s what ought to be our mission.”

				“You’re not suggesting we give up, are you, boy?” His father, an icon painted in gold braid and brass buttons, twisted around so the ceiling light twinkled across his seven interlocked stars. “These slug butts don’t understand the meaning of the word.”

			

			
				“How do we know that? Nobody ever approached them in friendship. They didn’t start this war. We did. We slaughtered the first slug we ever saw and every one we’ve seen since.”

				“Come on, boy. Get into the spirit. Appeasement won’t buy you a half day in Hero Heaven. Root them out of their burrows. Blast them to slime.” Michael suspected his father regretted that the slugs’ neutrosexuality deprived him of orifices to rape. “Total annihilation. That’s the ticket.”

				“We’ve reached our boundaries. It’s not about winning or losing. It’s a question of preserving our species. Sacrificing anything to perpetuate what’s left of human culture.” Michael shut his eyes, looked inside himself and saw in his statement the deepest meaning of bravery.

				“No further discussion possible. I can’t stomach a man with pussy willows for balls.” His father snapped to attention. As befitted a future deity, he marched out through a solid concrete wall.

				“How do you feel about men who would rather become extinct than admit their own limitations?” Michael screamed, but his words bounced unheard off the irising concrete dimple.

				His father. A hero’s hero. A man other men would blindly follow into the depths of Hell. Friendless, unloving and unloved. Despised by his wife. Feared by his children. He had become the worst possible casualty of war. In the process of gaining glory, he had lost his humanity.

				Michael was, in a strange way, happy. He found confinement liberating!

				Michael’s celebrated name and his distinguished lineage mattered not a whit to the slugs.

				For the first time in his life Michael was shaded from his father’s blinding aura. Free of the pressure to fulfill society’s great expectations.

				How ironic that Kenneth Samuel Michael Harn Junior had to be imprisoned by his father’s sworn enemies to unloosen the tourniquet of a label that had so ineludibly bound off his options in life.
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				Horizontal ligatures of light melded into cords, then bands, and finally became an omnipresent gloss.

				A hand tugged at the I.D. tab affixed to the skin at the base of Michael’s neck.

				“Colonel Warren.” A jubilant yell. “I found him!”

				“Get him out, soldier. Do it!”

				The coldness of exposure to open air spiraled down Michael’s body, driving before it the pleasant embracing warmth he had grown to cherish.

			

			
				He examined himself.

				Rotting particles of flesh flaked off the naked skin that hung around his body like a tattered cloak. His bones had no substance to them. They bent easily in any direction. His intestines oozed out through the gaping open wound left by his sustenance quill.

				“God damn,” grinned Colonel Warren. “That’s what 1 call a first class atrocity!”
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				The President sat at his desk. The harsh overhead lighting threw his cranial scars into deep and frightening relief. Cameras broadcast his remarks live to the entire far-flung human race.

				After a synopsis of the military’s daring escapade (excluding the hour John X. Warren spent sacking what remained of New York City’s Metropolitan Museum of Fine Arts), the President introduced his star attraction.

				“This,” said the President, “is Brevet Colonel Kenneth Samuel Michael Harn Junior.”

				Michael’s military doctors had given him only enough medical care to make him semi-sentient. For political reasons, the President didn’t want to harden his floppy skeleton or restore elasticity to his shredding skin. A gallant warrior, abused but unbroken. Graphically underscoring their common enemy’s bestiality. The perfect image to sway a pitying public.

				“We can learn from the sacrifices of a man of this stature, this breeding.” The President pulled out a laser tablet. “Struggling through his great pain, Brevet Colonel Harn, Pop’s son, dictated a message which he asked me to read to men and women everywhere.” The message had been prepared weeks earlier by the President’s speechwriter.

				“I give you the words of Brevet Colonel Harn. ‘My kinsmen, my friends. Only by continued, unified, and greatly intensified military action can we ever hope to destroy this alien race that…’”

				Desperately Michael wiggled his floppy fingers. He smacked the tablet. It fell to the floor. Pieces of his flesh clung to it in stringy gobbets.

				A doctor brandishing a needIer appeared at his side, shined a disinfecting light on his arm and shot home a heavier sedative.

				Straining, Michael fought off the drug’s effects long enough to whisper a message he had composed on his own. “Compromise,” he croaked.

			

			
				No one, not the President, not any of the President’s advisors, not anyone watching, understood what he meant. It being the statement of a hero, of the son of a hero, they had to do something with it.

				Two days later they got the perfect chance.

				They carved it on his rare, Earth-origined granite tombstone.

				COMPROMISE.

				Because they knew Pop would have wanted it that way, in large black letters they appended the word NEVER.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				In Memory of Lindy Lovely

				Kevin Lomax wobbled drunkenly through the tightly clustered shops populating the district locals called Crystal Town.

				Garish, blaring store-front projection windows advertised the wares sold within. Low cost memories—No mind should be without one!!!!—of tropical vacations, trendy restaurants, amusement park excursions, storybook weddings, happy birthdays, perfect family get togethers. Kevin passed them by. Same with the pricey specials. He sought a memory far more exotic than a trip on the space shuttle, a summiting of Everest, or a victory at Indy.

				Kevin’s memory would come from a smaller shop. An upper floor walk up run by a slightly shady entrepreneur willing to disregard the stringently enforced statutes specifying what constituted a legal memory. Kevin had done his research, pegged the likely candidates. His top prospect was on the third floor of a cinder block Memory Mall. To announce its existence to passing shoppers, the store projected a flashing red laser sign out its porthole window. The message splashed like bloody rainwater across Kevin’s feet.

				Make up your own mind!

				At Memory Bin.

				A grid of sensor bumps embedded in the sidewalk detected Kevin’s presence, They activated a floating row of sparkling red arrows that guided him up the stairs. The store’s door opened automatically.

				Memory Bin was indistinguishable from a hundred low end memory shops. A small, under-lighted anteroom furnished with slightly threadbare chairs and couches. Closely stacked rows of cheap slotted shelving for electronic catalogs.

				Ferret Spink, the clerk, was in his early twenties. His hair was the color of a boiled lobster. A gold chain looped around his neck up through holes in his earlobes. It latched to a metal ring pierced through the flesh at the base of his skull. He wore synthetic leather pants and a form fitting long sleeved T-shirt printed with multicolored faux-tattoos. His business today was non-existent. To kill time Spink was reading a lurid science fiction paperback. He hastily slid it beneath his counter when Kevin walked in. “We’re having a special today,” he said brightly,” Bermuda vacation. I’m remembering it myself. It’s a stunner.”

				“Only looking around,” said Kevin, his whisky-twisted words slurring together. As Kevin passed the catalogs—childhood experiences, vacations, on and on—each one activated, enticing him with provocative teasers. Kevin unplugged one catalog. He scanned through it. The memories it offered, mountain biking excursions, were no bargain. Memories were a commodity business. A comparison shopper could find the identical memories for less money at twenty other shops on this same block.

			

			
				Kevin tossed the catalog, still proclaiming its wares, onto a table. He headed for the door.

				“Anything else you might be interested in?” asked Spink.

				Kevin knew Spink worked on commission. Kevin was betting that on a slow day Spink would take a risk to make a sale. “Perhaps a…special?” Spink said suggestively.

				Kevin stopped. “Got one that’s majorly offbeat?” he asked with an uncoordinated wink. “A memory the law might not approve of if you get my drift.”

				Spink had heard this request in multiple variations many times. Despite his youth and grungy appearance, Spink was an astute judge of character. He had to be. Make a bad decision, get caught selling an illegal memory, and Spink went to prison for a long time.

				Spink sized up his prospect. Kevin was close to thirty, six one or two if he stood up straight. He reeked of rot gut booze. His skin had the chalky, concrete-dust pallor acquired from years of being illuminated by street lamps instead of sunshine. He wore mismatched, raggedy clothing. His haircut resembled an upside down sandy blonde soup bowl. Two days of stubble peppered his chin. Dried mucous caked the nostrils of his oft-broken nose. He smelled like he’d spent the last few days living in a cat box. His eyes were dull, unfocused and empty, sick and haunted.

				Spink pegged Kevin as a lifelong loser. He had probably never read a book that didn’t contain dirty pictures. In five years, if he was still alive, he’d be an alcoholic, drug-addled, lonely, bitter, babbling, half wit with a head full of other people’s memories. So far, he was the perfect customer. “What you’re after, sir. It can be quite expensive.”

				“No problem.” Kevin produced a nearly new shocking pink ostrich skin wallet. He extracted a thick stack of cash. He fanned the bills so Spink could check their denominations.

				Spink ignored the money. He grabbed the wallet. Spink examined the contents. The holograph on the drivers license pictured a stylish, smiling middle aged Oriental woman. Spink slid the license out of the stolen wallet and held it next to Kevin’s face. “Yep. That’s you.” Spink dropped the empty wallet and the license into his trash can. He stepped on the pedal. An hydraulic squeezer compressed them into a plastic and leather pea.

			

			
				“I believe I have exactly what you’re looking for.” Spink reached under his counter, scooted his paperback book to one side, and pressed a concealed button. Four steel locking bolts click-hitched the front entrance to the reinforced jamb. A hidden doorway popped open in the wall behind the counter.

				Kevin and Spink entered a room barely larger than a coat closet. It was illuminated by a single overhead violet bulb.

				Spink pulled a simple black and white printed catalog out of an hermetically sealed filing cabinet. The catalog was printed on buff colored flash paper. If exposed to normal light it would turn to dust. “This has what you’re after.”

				Kevin flipped through the pages. Because of the dim blue light, he had to hold the catalog nearly against his nose to read it. He pored over every description start to finish before selecting. “This one.” He marked it with a grimy finger and turned the page outward so Spink could see. Lindy Lovely. A snuffer.

				Spink wondered at Kevin’s choice. When buying illicit, losers like Kevin never chose drug experiences. They acquired those memories the old fashioned way, first hand. They usually went for sex. It was the rich, bored, twisted, and jaded who bought snuffers.

				Spink made a circle with his forefinger and thumb. “Excellent choice. I’ve sold Lindy Lovely to a number of true connoisseurs. Everybody raved. Four stars all around. The Artiste is incredible.”

				Spink unlocked a steel storage locker. It contained several dozen velvet trays filled with glowing red ruby crystal boules. He donned a pair of disposable white cotton gloves, selected a crystal and held it up for Kevin’s inspection. “You implant Lindy Lovely, and you will know what it’s like to do the deed!” Spink extended his hand.

				Kevin handed over his money.

				“We usually waive the PsychoGraph,” said Spink. The law required memory buyers to undergo a complete mental scan before any implant. In practice, few vendors bothered. “No offense, I got to take precautions. Protect myself. You understand.”

				They reentered the main store.

				Kevin sat down in the Transfer Seat, a device resembling the grafting together of an beauty salon hair dryer and an electric chair. Spink secured Kevin’s arms and legs with Velcro straps. He tilted a clear Lucite dome forward over Kevin’s forehead. He pressed a button marked PsychoGraph and another marked Security.

			

			
				The results emerged instantly, displayed on a nearby wall screen in the form of a matrix, three dimensional layers and strands of interwoven color. The machine analyzed the patterns. It produced a normal report. Nothing remotely suspicious going on inside this head.

				Spink inserted the glowing, octagonal red ruby crystal into the transfer aperture. He pressed a button.

				The transfer process was instantaneous. The depleted crystal, black and lifeless, popped free.

				Spink released Kevin from his restraints. “So what are you thinking?” Spink’s standard joke after an infusion.

				Before Kevin could answer…

				BAM. A pneumatic pummel hit the shop’s quadruple locked front door.

				Spink instantly went to emergency mode. He scooped up his cash. He grabbed Kevin, now a walking, talking piece of incriminating evidence, and pulled him into the closet. He shut, locked, and bolted the closet door behind them.

				BAM. The front door crashed open. A half dozen helmeted, flak-jacketed cops stormed inside. “Police,” yelled the first.

				Inside the closet, Spink donned a pair of military-issue night goggles. He flipped a switch activating a two hundred watt incandescent bulb. The goggles allowed Spink to see through the thick cloud of ashy paper created when his catalogs vaporized. Spink inserted his key into the storage locker.

				BAM. The pneumatic pummel smashed into the steel closet door bending it inward just enough to jam the locker and prevent it from opening. Spink couldn’t get his crystals out, couldn’t take them with him. He couldn’t leave them for the police to find either. He uttered his private verbal command, “Go blow, Mister Destructo,” activating an explosive device with a one minute fuse.

				Spink pulled a lever. The closet floor dropped away. Spink and Kevin slid down a long, twisty chute of fish net strung around oak hoops.

				They slid to the basement. Spink yanked a metal ring activating an incendiary road flare. The fish net chute went up in flames.

				Spink shouldered aside a pair of barrels covering a metal bulkhead. Spink and Kevin dropped through the bulkhead into an old steam tunnel. They followed the tunnel for several blocks, exiting through a hatchway into the basement of an abandoned power station. They wiggled out through narrow gaps in a boarded window.

			

			
				What seemed like the city’s entire supply of police sirens wailed in the distance. “They’re after me,” whimpered Kevin, reacting to the realistic cognitions of his graphic new memory. In his mind’s eye, Kevin saw the young, pretty Lindy Lovely’s horrified face. He felt the vice grip pliers and the butcher knife in his hands. He heard the girl’s panicky, piercing, helpless screams as the sharp blade penetrated her naked flesh. He smelled her fresh blood as he peeled pieces of peachy smooth skin off her twitching body.

				“That’s paranoia talking. Give it a couple of days,” advised Spink. “The dread will fade and vanish.” So much for customer support. “Keep a good thought!” Spink ran away.

				Kevin stood on the street alone.

				Kevin shut his eyes. With crystal clarity he saw Lindy Lovely lying, dismembered, at his feet. His hands were covered with her blood. A sensation of base enjoyment flushed his face crimson. He moaned with pleasure.
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				Captain Saul Yates commanded the city’s Memory Enforcement Squad. MES was a small, under funded, unglamorous operation tasked with enforcing city laws prohibiting the sale of memories of drug experiences, sex, or crime. Yates and two of his detectives, Davie Cantino, and Jillian Parkerman, examined the surveillance photos shot prior to the raid at Memory Bin.

				Davie, the squad’s rookie, was a tall, brutally handsome, athletic young man. He wore a leather Armani jacket, brown Versace slacks and a Dolce and Gabbana long sleeved rugby shirt. His wardrobe would have cost him five or six hundred at a Fifth Avenue men’s store. Instead Davie patronized the car trunk of a wise guy in Brooklyn and called it a victimless crime.

				Davie had scored in the top one percent on both the dexterity and physical components of his police entry exams. He had joined the force after four hazardous and action-filled years as an Army combat ranger. The department shrinks worried that his military service had left him gun happy. The brass stuck him into MES to cool him off. It was a common assignment for wild willies. So much so that the prevailing nickname for MES work, The Head Cases, had taken on a derogatory and personal implication for the officers assigned here.

			

			
				Davie might be a loose cannon but he was smart. Yates estimated it would take him a year to learn the system. He’d mold himself into a prototypical, people-person poster boy for modern law enforcement, and Yates would lose him to a better unit.

				Jillian had a degree in Psychology with a minor in Computer Science. She was currently taking night courses toward a Masters in Mental Biology. A bright, personable, analytical young woman, Jillian was one of the department’s new breed. The brass loved her and would have assigned her anywhere she wanted to go. Against all advice and logic she chose MES. She believed in the growing importance of technology, both to crime and to its prevention. She predicted MES would evolve into the department’s hottest unit. Yates was glad to have her. Personally, he thought she was plotting herself a one-way trip to a dead end career.

				The three officers sat in front of Yates’ desktop holoscreen. They studied a progressive series of photos which showed Kevin entering Memory Bin.

				“Bad news, good news, bad news,” said Davie who was lead officer on this one. He indicated Kevin. “He gave us the slip. Good news is we collared the vendor.” Davie touched a corner of the holoscreen. A three dimensional mug shot of Spink appeared. “Bad news is he destroyed his stock. We got no hard evidence. We can hold him twenty four hours, then he walks.” Davie tapped Kevin’s picture. “We need him to make our case

				Yates nodded. “Find him and bring him in.”
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				Kevin stumbled into The North Star, a crummy bar in a neighborhood so lawless and violent that the city’s crime rate fell by a third when the downtown number crunchers statistically removed it from their reports. The décor consisted of a smashed jukebox, half a dozen non-functioning neon beer signs, a ball-less pool table, and a clogged toilet. The bartender kept a scarred baseball bat prominently propped beside the cash register.

				Kevin took his regular stool near the door. From here he could check out the departing drunks to see which ones to follow and mug. He ordered draft beer and a whiskey chaser.

				“Hi ya, stranger.” A reeking wisp of booze-pickled breath caressed his ear. Claris grabbed him around the waist and gave him a feeble hug. Claris was a blowsy old hag with rotted teeth, one walled eye, a veiny and swollen nose, and a complexion that spackling putty couldn’t smooth. On the rare nights when liquor and drugs didn’t strangle his urge, Kevin invited Claris into the alley for sex. For a bed they used a pile of flattened cardboard boxes. If Kevin got Claris drunk enough, she’d forget to charge him. The next morning, always the gentleman, Kevin would wade into the nearest dumpster and scrounge up breakfast for two.

			

			
				“How about buying a pretty girl a drink,” asked Claris with a coyness twenty years past its freshness date.

				“Absolutely,” said Kevin. He was happy to see her, especially tonight. Claris was as close as he had to a friend. He wanted to share with her his exciting exploit. He wanted to tell her about the wonderfully evil thing he’d done. That was the best part about memories. Sharing them with friends. In great and intimate detail. Claris would listen. Claris would understand. If she didn’t, well, life was cheap and easily ended. He would kill her. The same way he’d killed Lindy Lovely.

				Kevin signaled the bartender. “Another beer and a bounce for me, and give young Claris a double Jack back.”

				Claris squinted at Kevin through watery eyes. “We met before, sweetie? Cause that’s my name and that’s my drink. Funny, cause I know I’d remember a handsome young buckaroo like you.”

				“Remember me now, Claris?” Kevin grabbed her breast and kissed her full on the lips.

				Claris scratched her forehead. Her raggedy fingernail dislodged a flaky quarter inch of skin. “I guess the old memory ain’t what it used to be.”

				“Next Christmas I’ll treat you to a whole new one. You can start over from scratch.”

				“Wouldn’t that be fine! I been trying to get a refresher for months.” Kevin pretended to listen as Claris told him for the thousandth time about her on-going inability to get a memory regeneration through the Medicare system. Kevin was infused with a depraved, giddy joy. Silently, he hummed the popular song which had been playing on his headset when he murdered Lindy Lovely. His recently blood drenched fingers tapped out the rhythm on the splintery cigarette-burned plywood bar top.

				Kevin picked up his beer, sipped the head off it, dropped the full shot glass into it, and made a toast. “Here’s to you, sweetheart, and to me, and to good times.”

				“Good times,” said Claris, “My friend George, he used to make the same toast. He passed about a month ago. He and me we were always drinking to good times.” She tossed back her double shot.

			

			
				Kevin hopped off his stool and did a giggly, inept tap dance. He took Claris’s hand in his. “Come on, beautiful. Let’s boogie.”

				“I’m sorry, sweetums, but I can’t. I got me a grizzly case of varicose veins. They been acting up something awful.”

				“No matter. We’ll improvise.” As she remained seated, Kevin hoofed around her pretending she was his partner.

				“You’re sure a frisky little fellow. Why so happy?”

				“Girlie, I had a good night.” He bowed to her and returned to his seat. “A very good night.” 

				“Maybe you want to tell me about it,” said a deep, authoritative voice from behind him. Kevin turned to face a big, muscular man holding a badge. “I’m Detective Cantino and this,” he indicated the young woman standing beside him, “is my partner Detective Parkerman. We’d like you to come downtown with us.”

				“Sure,” said Kevin obligingly. “My pleasure.” He hopped off his stool and sprinted for the back door.

				Davie caught him in less than two steps. Kevin struggled to break free. Davie was too strong. “Don’t give me grief,” Davie warned him. “I don’t want to cuff you.” Kevin continued to resist. “If that’s how you want it,” said Davie. He slapped Kevin into handcuffs.

				Davie’s wit had a cruel, childish darkness. In delicate situations he couldn’t resist an easy jab. “You know why we’ve come for you?”

				Kevin nodded. “Lindy Lovely.” They had him cold. He knew it. Maybe if he made it easy for them, they’d make it easy for him. “I killed Lindy Lovely.”

				Davie shot Jillian a sideways look. He started laughing. Jillian elbowed him in the ribs. She found his beer bust, frat party humor repugnant. “That’s right,” Jillian said kindly. “It’s about Lindy Lovely. The girl you killed.”

				“I’m not sorry,” said Kevin. “She deserved it. Showing herself off in her apartment. Parading her body in front of her window. It’s not me who’s to blame. It’s her. I did it in the name of human decency.”

				Kevin’s rambling justification sent Davie into a near choking fit of laughter.

				“You think this is funny,” Jillian whispered angrily to her partner. If brought to court, Kevin would be convicted of murder based on this confession.

				“Hilarious,” Davie said chuckling. “If we’d gotten here an hour later we would have caught him out back in the alley humping this ugly skank.” He indicated Claris who was doing her best to turn herself invisible.

			

			
				With her palm, Jillian smacked Davie a none-too-light tap on the side of his head. “Grow up.”

				She took Kevin gently by the arm and marched him out the door. Still laughing, Davie followed.
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				“How you feeling, honey?” Heliano had the sweetly adorable four year old securely bound by Velcro straps into his Transfer Seat. Sergeant Heliano Hernandez, Police MemoTech First Grade, hated doing children. Yet perversely they were the ones who gave him the most pleasure.

				“Okay, I guess,” Anita answered in a timid, barely audible voice. Heliano let her loose. From years of experience Heliano knew the littlest ones were the most frightened by the stacked racks of equipment and the multicolored strobing lights.

				Heliano returned Anita’s well hugged and tear-stained Teddy bear. She cuddled it to her tiny, fluttering chest. Heliano walked the little girl into the hallway. “How is she?” asked her anxious and worried mother.

				“Perfect,” Heliano reassured the woman. “All gone. No trace of lingers.” Lingers were the prickly nettles of memory attached so firmly to the mind that they couldn’t be dislodged and extricated even by a polytechnic with Heliano’s great skills. Over time they could grow like cancers and recorrupt the entire recollective system.

				The mother started crying. With generosity beyond her years, Anita offered to share her Teddy bear with her sobbing mommy.

				Heliano handed the detective from the Sex Crimes Unit the glowing crystal which contained young Anita’s memories of the twenty three times she had been sexually abused by her mother’s ex-boyfriend. Heliano was thankful and happy that he had the almost God-like ability to relieve children like this of the most traumatic memories they would ever accrue. It broke his heart to see these tiny innocents victimized in ways that made what he did necessary.

				Davie and Jillian stood in the hallway waiting for Heliano to finish. Kevin sat listlessly on the wood-slatted perp’s bench. He was handcuffed to an iron rail bolted to the wall. “What do we got here?” queried Heliano.

				“Guy with a head full,” said Davie.

				Heliano flicked on a pocket flashlight and shined it into Kevin’s unfocused, twitching eyes. “What do you want I should do with him?”

			

			
				Yates’ cleated brogans clacked like a machine gun burst against the checkerboard tile floor as he marched toward them down the hallway. “I want you should straighten him out!” Yates could barely contain his anger.

				“Back off, Captain.” For the second time that day Jillian found herself chastising a comrade. She hated playing house mother to this band of unruly boys. With a tiny head motion she connected Heliano with the departing little girl. “We’re all having a bad one.”

				Yates immediately re-directed his anger at Davie. “You imbecile. Uncuff him.” Jillian let that one go. Davie deserved it and more. “I don’t want him chained to the bar like an ordinary mook.”

				Davie released Kevin from the wall.

				Heliano led Kevin into his Memory Lab. Anti-Memory protestors suspected the Memory Lab was responsible for all manner of crimes against humanity, an Americanized version of a despot’s brain washing chamber. Reality was more prosaic. The Memory Lab had its share of esoteric electronic instrumentation, but it basically performed the same two functions as any commercial MemoScan facility. Take memories out, put memories in.

				Heliano strapped Kevin into the Transfer Chair. Flipping a series of switches, Heliano performed a PsychoGraph on Kevin’s mind. Heliano’s analysis was to Spinks’ as brain surgery was to a haircut. Heliano’s probe revealed numerous subliminal and subconscious memories far too cleverly concealed for even the most sophisticated civilian equipment to detect. He pinpointed their locations and erected tiny neuro-electronic barriers around them to freeze them in place.

				That done, he isolated and extricated Kevin’s murder memory. He stored it away inside a glowing ruby crystal. He put the crystal into a clear plastic bag which he labeled with Kevin’s name, the date, and the exact time.

				Having removed the evidence, he turned his considerable talents to restoring the camouflaged vessel in which it came stored. He had to be careful. The slightest mistake would scramble Kevin’s entire base recollective system and leave him devoid of the ability to associate one memory with another.

				Heliano consulted his matrices and plotted his modus. He test ran his solution several times to cross check its fundamentals. Satisfied, he ran it for real.

				The process expunged Kevin’s cogent memories and stored them away inside a specially prepared crystal boule.

			

			
				Heliano labeled the glowing crystal and tossed it into a plastic bin containing a score of others. These crystals were full-memory systems removed from various dead men, homeless vagrants and petty criminals. Heliano used them as implants to give undercover cops a near impenetrable alternate identity. Kevin’s had come from a recently deceased vagrant named George Wallow. Alcoholic, drug addict, petty thief, best friend of Claris.

				From his safe Heliano removed a crystal. He checked and double checked its label. Kevin Lomax. He put it into the slot and activated the transfer process. In a flash Kevin got back his true memories.

				Heliano released Kevin from his restraints. He shined his flashlight into Kevin’s eyes. They reacted normally. “How you feeling,” Heliano asked. “Headaches, strange noises, double vision?”

				“Nope,” said Kevin. “No problems.”

				“Where were you born?”

				“Berwyn hospital outside Chicago,” answered Kevin. He knew the verification drill cold from his previous experience with memory swaps. He continued unprompted. “My father ran a pool hall, my mother worked in the high school cafeteria. No brothers, no sisters. I was a die hard Cubs fan. Still am.”

				“What do you do?”

				“Undercover detective assigned to MES.”

				Heliano backed away from the chair and motioned for Kevin to stand. “Welcome back to reality, Detective Lomax. You’re good as new. At least between your ears.”
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				Kevin’s bagged glowing murder memory crystal rested on the mouse pad next to Yates’ computer. This was strictly contrary to procedures. A crystal could spike emanations that would fry a computer’s innards. The regs specified they were always to be kept at least three feet away from any hard disk. Yates wasn’t concerned. The department had plenty of computers. If he broke one, they’d give him another.

				Yates lifted the bagged crystal between his thumb and forefinger. Its radiant light leaked through his fingers and cast a red striped pattern across his face. He put the crystal on his desk, moving it slightly with his fingertip to bring it parallel with the edge. Yates liked things squared up. Witness everything in his office. His framed awards for courage under fire, his duty rosters, his picto-phone, his softball trophies, his reg books, his computer equipment. Yates was a thoroughly squared up guy. His underlings joked that his liver squared up with his spleen.

			

			
				Yates made the mandatory phone call.

				“Homicide, Sergeant Barry.”

				“This is Yates. I got a classic. Lindy Lovely.” Yates knew his illegal memories. In the snuffer category, Lindy Lovely ranked in the top ten. Duplicated and sold repeatedly. Yates had held Lindy Lovely in his hand many times before. No matter. Procedures required that Yates confirm with Homicide that the originator of this vile memory had been caught and punished.

				“Lindy Lovely. Pository on that one. We got him. Proclaimed his innocence right up to the end.” Lindy Lovely’s true murderer had no memory of committing his crime. It was gone, permanently removed. In his own mind, he was guiltless. In cases like Lindy Lovely, with no chance of a confession, prosecutors relied on smart, competent police work. In Lindy Lovely’s case, they got it. The murder weapon, fingerprints, blood and DNA matches. “I was a witness when he went to the chamber. That’s a memory ought to be shared with the world.”

				“Amen,” agreed Yates.

				Yates looked at the glowing crystal. Instead of being remembered the way pretty and vivacious young girls ought to be remembered, for the normal living of an average life, Lindy Lovely existed as a gruesome memory of her hideous death.

				Yates gave the bagged crystal to his Sergeant for return to the evidence room.

				Rest in peace, Lindy Lovely.

				Again.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Dissolve

				DAVID: Good evening. David Dahlstrom here—on the air—around the world. My guest today—noted British psychiatrist, self-styled TVologist, and author of the recent best seller Big Eye, Dr. Bernice F. Trainner. half turn. look at guest. Hello, Dr. Trainner.

				GUEST: Hello, David. smile. So nice of you to have me in.

				DAVID: My pleasure. return smile. Tell me, Dr. Trainner…

				GUEST: shake head. Please. Call me Bernice.

				DAVID: nod. Thank you. Tell me, Bernice, exactly what do you mean here in your book open book when you say read from book “television dangerously altered our perception of the world around us”? close book.

				GUEST: Quite simple, David. turn slowly. face camera. Television appeared to depict the real world. When, in fact, it never came anywhere near doing so.

				DAVID: look puzzled. It didn’t? tilt head to one side. How do you mean that?

				GUEST: Well, for instance. Take your typical television series. The quote good-guy-hero-what-have-you unquote never lost. He was always a winner. Now how realistic was that? For some guy to always come out on top every ti…

				fade out picture. long, slow fade on sound.

				fade-in scene two and establish. open on wide-angle shot interior of bombed-out television studio.

				pan around.

				two light bulbs hang from ceiling. broken equipment scattered about. dusty props everywhere. mobile, gas-powered generator parked against back wall.

				grubby, unshaven boy sits at desk. filthy girl in raggy clothes points television camera at him. girl pushes button. boy’s face appears on television monitor in studio corner. boy sees himself. breaks into grin.

				fade-in sound.

			

			
				“It works! Goddamn, it works! I’m on the air! Hot shit! Keep the camera on me, and do what I tell you. Ready? Let’s go. Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Creighton Moore here with the evening news. Brought to you tonight by Tone Tine, the world’s finest sonic toothbrush. Bad breath turning your honey off in those close-up clinches? Use Tone Tine. Kill bad breath germs supersonically. Push the camera in. Closer. Come in right on my upper molar. Yeah, that’s right. Use Tone Tine to be sure. Now for the news. Okay, Melissa, that’s enough. Cut it off.”

				The girl pushes a button. A video recorder next to her cuts off. Scotty, the boy, comes out from behind the desk trailing a microphone cord.

				“Goddamn,” he says, “I was really on. Play it back so I can see it.”

				Melissa pushes the rewind button, lets the scene spin back for a few moments, stops it, then pushes the button marked play.

				“Keep the camera on me and do what I tell you. Ready? Let’s go. Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Creighton Moore here with…”

				“Great. Cut it off.”

				Melissa pushes the stop button. Scotty’s face freezes in midsentence on the screen. She pushes the off button. His face disappears.

				“Damn, that’s exciting. Aren’t you excited, honey? Do you know what this means? Do you? Do you understand, sweetheart?”

				Melissa looks at him quizzically, thinks for a moment, and shakes her head.

				Scotty smiles at her. She’s gotten worse in the past few months. He has to explain things to her several times before she understands them. She’ll be improving now. The TV will help her. Help her get smarter. Help her get better. More like she’d been. Before.

				He looks at her tenderly, runs his hand over her cheek, down her side and over her young breasts. He explains to her again the significance of their achievement.

				“Remember when we found this place?”

				Melissa nods.

				“How much you enjoyed it when I figured out how to play all those recordings we found? The ones with those great TV shows on them?”

				Melissa grins happily, nods again.

				“Remember how sad you were that day after the big cloud blew over. The day when we came down here to play a recording and found there wasn’t anything on any of them anymore? That they had all gone blank?”

				Melissa’s face reflects her sorrow. She drops her head and raises it again. Slowly. Down. Up.

			

			
				“Well, you’re gonna be able to watch TV shows again. Because now we can make our own. Exactly the same as the old ones. You wait. You won’t hardly be able to tell the difference. I know. It’ll be just like it was before. See if it’s not. We’ll be able to watch anything we want. Better yet, we’ll be in the programs, too. Won’t that be super? We can be anything we want. You can be a dancer. A singer. Anything at all. As pretty and as smart as any girl who’s ever been on television before. Won’t you like that?”

				Melissa’s face brightens. She smiles the silly, sweet smile that Scotty so loves. She nods. Of course, she doesn’t say anything. She can’t. Ever since the lump under her chin started swelling, four or five months ago, she hasn’t been able to make a sound. No words. No laughter. No grunts. Not even a sigh or a whimper. It doesn’t matter. Not to them. Scotty can understand her. As now. As she comes to him. Hugs him to her. Tightly. Pulling him down. Down and over. Down and over and on…

				long, gentle fade-out.

				fade-in scene three.

				GUEST: …similar expectations in real life. You see, the medium’s semidocumentary method of presentation blurred the distinction between fiction and…

				He puts his gun back in its holster, steps over the body lying in the street, and walks to the saloon. He pushes open the saloon door, goes inside, and sits down at a table already occupied by a young, pretty girl.

				“You can go back to your ranch, now, Miss Linda. That Crayton fella ain’t a-gonna bother you no more.”

				“Oh, Sheriff. How can I ever thank you?”

				“Ain’t no thanks necessary. Don’t give it another thought, y’hear? And don’t you fret none ‘bout it, neither. ‘Tweren’t your fault. He were no good. The whole town’s better off’n without him. Matter of fact, I been a-wantin’ to do it for a long time. Glad he finally gave me a reason.”

				The girl looks at him, nods, gets up, throws her shawl over her shoulders, and starts for the door. Halfway there, she stops, runs back to the sheriff, gives him a hug and a tender kiss on the cheek, then hurries out.

				The sheriff looks after her, touches his hand to his cheek, turns his back to the door, sits down at the table, and orders a beer.

				show her pulling the trigger.

			

			
				Bang.

				one minute to air.

				stand by. quiet in the studio. ready music. ready to fade-in camera one. cue music.

				on the air.

				cue talent. fade-in one.

				“And now, brought to you direct from Radio City Music Hall in New York City, the Ed O’Hara Show with tonight’s guest stars, the comedy team of Brecher and Fultz, young singing star Diana Phillips, Jack Markas doing a scene from his new movie, and, to top it all off, those folk-singing sensations, the Last Children. Now, here he is, in person, ready two Ed O’Hara.

				take two.

				“Thank you, thank you, ladies and gentlemen, thank you ever so much. Stick around awhile. You’ll enjoy the show. Starting right off, let’s have a big, big O’Hara hand for the young and lovely Miss Rhythm and Blues herself, here she is, Miss Diane Phillips.”

				pan in on the girl. from high up. catch a shot down the front of her dress. don’t show enough to get the blue pencils on our backs. but work mr. sunday-night-viewer up a little.

				Two spotlights pick up the girl as she stands there, radiant, capturing the entire audience and holding them in her hand with her awesome stage presence. She looks out, smiles, and begins to sing.

				The boom mike comes in low. Her body mike, hidden in the bosom of her low-cut evening gown, picks up the soft reverberations that give her voice its husky, sex-filled quality.

				The cameraman swoops in and out. Adding that old artsy-craftsy touch. A little blurred focus. Some double exposure shots. Quick zoom in. All counterbalanced by a lot of side-angle and high-up stuff. Through it all, above it all, she sings.

				what a performer, a real natural. too bad she’s got such a lousy voice.

			

			
				DAVID: I’m sorry, Bernice, I’m having a bit of trouble hearing you. Could you speak up a little?

				He is an honest, diligent, hardworking engineer, living happily with his wife and two children in a small but comfortable apartment in a middle-class, integrated, all American neighborhood. He doesn’t smoke. Doesn’t drink. Would never take something he didn’t earn. Above all else, he’s determined to get ahead on the merits of his own talents and his own talents only.

				His wife is a senator’s daughter. At the age of fourteen, she inherited twenty million dollars from a distant uncle.

				She’s on a first-name basis with twelve prime ministers, eight dictators, a maharaja, the President of the United States, and a Haitian voodoo cult leader.

				Join them this coming Friday night at 8 p.m. Eastern Standard Time and watch the fun as she tries to hide the fact she’s hired the entire New York Philharmonic to entertain at their daughter’s birthday party while he places the United States’ foreign policy in jeopardy by mistaking the Queen Mother for a cosmetics saleslady.

				Don’t forget. It will all be happening right here, this coming Friday, at 8 p.m. Make sure you’re here to watch it.

				let’s see if we can get it right on the first take. show her pulling the trigger.

				Bang.

				A word from our sponsor.

				That walking through the meadow, rolling in the hay freshness that you’ve been waiting for is here at last. At your drugstore. Ask for it by name, girls. Pussy Willow. The finest douche money can buy. Available in six delightful flavors—strawberry, boysenberry, raspberry, orange, licorice, and vanilla. Pick up a snatch-pack. Today.

				Let’s get back to our program.

				run it again. i’ll dub in your voice, and we’ll hear how it sounds after we put it all together.

				“Jason, I’m afraid it’s all over between us. I’ve found someone else. Someone kind, and loving and generous. Someone, in short, entirely unlike you. Please, let’s not make a scene. Let’s part as friends. Agreed?” She walks toward him, her hand outstretched. As she moves, the sunlight streaming through the window picks up the highlights in her gorgeous auburn hair (Lady Clairol, shade 44S). He can’t resist. And doesn’t.

			

			
				He pushes her hand to one side and draws her to him, kissing her long and hard, holding her in a strong, masculine embrace. “Mirelle,” he breaths softly into her ear, “my Mirelle. Can you really leave me? Can you even think of leaving me? After all we’ve had together? After you’ve borne me a child? And what is to become of him? Of little Gaston? Eh? Have you thought of that? We were to tell him next week. Tell him that we and not Steve and Tom are his true parents. What are we to do about that? Are we to go on letting him be brought up as a homosexual in that filthy hovel where he sleeps on the floor and eats insects? I beg of you. Stay with me. Please. If not for me, if not for yourself, then for Gaston. Stay with me. Please. Please. Please.”

				Mirelle disengages herself from him by shoving him roughly away. She looks at him for a moment, her breasts heaving up and down with the memory of almost-forgotten passions. She puts her hands to her face and starts to sob. “No. Oh, no. How can you do this to me? What strange, evil powers do you have over me? I’m so confused. I don’t know what to do any longer. Where to turn. You’re a wicked, sinister man, Jason, I hope to God I never see you again.” With large, sobbing gasps, she runs crying from the room.

				Jason looks after her, a sneer on his face. He suspects she’ll be back.

				Tune in tomorrow, same time, same channel, and find out if he’s right.

				how are we for time?

				right on schedule.

				The cloud comes back, and with it the sickness. Scotty holds Melissa in his arms. Rocking her gently. Back and forth. Back and forth. Until the cloud goes away. And her crying stops.

				what a scene! let’s watch it again on instant replay.

				The cloud comes back, and with it the sickness. Scotty holds Melissa in his arms. Rocking her gently. Back and forth. Back and forth. Until the cloud goes away. And her crying stops.
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				“Hellooooooooo, KIDDIES. It’s me again. Cuckoobell the clown. Here to put a little fun, fun, fun in your lives. What do you say we get right to the cartoons. Would you like that? You would? Here they are, then. To make you laugh and chuckle. Your favorite little people. Wally Walrus and Bumble-Bee Bennie. Let’s see what they’re up to today.”

				Wally Walrus has it. A surefire way to steal Bumble-Bee Bennie’s honey. Wally’s put glue on all the flowers in the pasture next to Bennie’s hive.

				When Bennie and the other bees go out to gather honey, they stick to the flowers. Wally, hiding behind a rock at the edge of the pasture, grinningly watches the fun as the bees try to struggle loose. When he’s sure they can’t get themselves unstuck, he comes out into the open, teases them by tickling them under their little chins, does a fancy jig, then goes to their honey tree. Licking his lips, he starts to climb.

				He’s only halfway up the tree when the first drop of water hits. Within moments, it’s pouring down rain. Wally knows what that means. Glue comes loose in water. When the glue on the flowers comes loose, the bees do too. He has to really hustle if he wants to get that honey.

				He picks up speed. Climbs faster. Lickety-split. Moving like a demon. Until, at last, he makes it. To the top of the tree where, there it is, right in front of him. Mounds and heaps and gobs of beautiful, delicious, sweet and yummy honey. He dips his paw in, closes his eyes, and starts to take a big, juicy lick. Then he hears it.

				Buzz.

				Off in the distance but coming in fast. BUZZ.

				Almost here now and getting louder. BUZZZZZZZZ.

				He turns around in time to see the whole hive of bees. Coming at him. With Bumble-Bee Bennie leading the way. Diving down at a fantastic speed, the bees form themselves into a huge fist in midair. Bam. They poke Wally a good one in the jaw. He falls off the tree and lands with a resounding WHUMP.

				The bees regroup themselves into a baseball bat. Bumble-Bee Bennie grabs the handle and starts whacking the living daylights out of Wally’s head. The scene closes with Wally being pounded slowly into the ground. Now 12 inches showing. Now 9. Now nothing but the nubbly little bumps on top of his head.

				The program is a huge success. The audience loves it. In fact, she laughs so hard, tears roll down her cheeks.

			

			
				this is the big scene. let’s see if we can get it right on the first take. here we go. cut to a close-up of the gun in her hand. show her pulling the trigger.

				Bang.

				…the news beat team live and in color. Tonight, Angela Thomas with the President in exile. Roger Porter covering the Vatican riots. Special direct reports from combat zone correspondents in Africa, Indochina, New England, and Alabama. All brought to you by the friendly folks at…

				Ping-pong balls lie on the floor of a plastic cage. Abruptly, they start to move. To bounce. To collide. Caught by an air jet blowing into the cage. Suddenly, whoosh, the jet blows one ball through a hole in the cage’s top and into a short transparent tube. Another ball follows the first. Then another. And another yet. One by one. Into the tube. Until ten balls are lined up, trapped, inside.

				A man flips open a little door in the tube, takes out the first ball in line, looks at it, picks up a microphone and says, “B-8.”

				A woman with twelve cards in front of her runs her finger down the B column of each card in turn, dropping corn kernels on six of the cards as she goes.

				“I-21.”

				A young woman looks at her two cards, scowls, looks next to her at her husband’s card, scowls again and points. With a sheepish look, he drops a kernel on his card.

				“G-53.”

				An old man with bent, rickety fingers slides a kernel across his card. Across the I column. Across the N column. To the G column. To the number 53.

				“N-34.”

				A woman gets excited. She needs only one more number to win. 0-72. She sweeps all the kernels from her card and hugs it to her breast. She closes her eyes and mouths the number silently to herself. 0-72. 0-72. 0-72. 0-72.

				“0-72.”

				She leaps up, waves her card, and shouts…

				freeze action. catch her there. cue the announcer. voice over.

			

			
				You can try to change your future this way. By wishing. You can try improving the world that way, too. There’s only one problem. It doesn’t always work. Join the Peace Corps.
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				hey, that was pretty good.
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				“Hi, ladies, it’s me. Back for another edition of Cooking with Carla. Tonight’s recipe is a little goody I picked up in an intimate little French place on the Cote d’Azur when I was dining there with my good friend—if you know what I mean—the Count. It’s a delightful little thing called Maïs grillé et éclaté à la brochette. It’s a snippy-snap to make. All you need is one plumeau, a half pound of brochettes, three green tomatoes, two olives—peeled and pitted—a stalk of celery, three maple leaves, and a freshly skinned muskrat. To begin, coat the brochettes liberally with Granny Gump’s Good Granular Gravy and set aside to dry. Then…aw, hell, this is cracking me up. keep going. we can edit later. Then, remove all the feathers from the plumeau. Implant the feathers into the tomatoes until you have something resembling a badminton shuttlecock. When you’ve finished, set them aside until it’s your turn to serve. Next, take the…oh, crap, I’m laughing too hard…that last bit got me…can’t finish…turn it off…please turn it off…


				cut it off. cut it off. this is the big scene. let’s see if we can get it right on the first take. ready? here we go. cut to a close-up of the gun in her hand. come in. show her finger on the trigger. come in tight. don’t stop. show her pulling the trigger.

				Bang.

				The pain has been getting worse. It’s so bad tonight that every time Melissa dozes off, it jerks her awake.

				Scotty can’t bear seeing her in such agony.

				He gets up, dresses, and goes to the TV studio. He puts on the tape that shows Dr. Sam Lafferty curing Melissa of her afflictions. He watches it once. Twice. Twelve times in all. The happy ending chokes him up again and again.

				He returns to Melissa at dawn, pleased to see she’s finally managed to go to sleep. He shakes her gently to wake her. Smiling, he takes her in his arms and hugs her as hard as he can. He holds her tightly to him and kisses her.

			

			
				While she pounds on his back, screaming soundlessly, wild with pain, trying to get him to let her go.

				He doesn’t notice.

				that last bit didn’t come across very well. we’d better redo it. cut out the symbolism and tighten up the continuity.

				He takes it, rolls with it, and comes back swinging. Sock. Pow. No dippy spies can get the best of Mike McCale. He slams the fat one up against the wall. Turns, picks up the little guy, and throws him into the other two sending all three to the floor in a big, sprawling heap. He kicks the fat man in the teeth for good measure. He leaves. To find-the girl.

				He knows where she’ll be. In his apartment. Waiting for the fat man to call. To tell her Mike McCale is dead. Is she in for a surprise.

				He’s lost his key in the scuffle. That doesn’t stop him. With a powerful kick, he demolishes the door to his apartment. He steps over the wreckage into his living room. She isn’t there. He walks to the bedroom door, eases it open, and finds her. Lying in bed. Smiling. With a big .38 Smith and Wesson Police Special in her hand. Pointed right at his gut. She speaks. “I’ve been waiting for you, Mike.”

				“Have you?”

				“Yes. I knew they’d never stop you. How did you guess it was me?”

				“Simple. You slipped when you mentioned the doll. Only MasterMind could have known about that. When I put it all together, everything fit.”

				“Too bad you’re not going to live long enough to enjoy the results of your efforts.”

				“Don’t be too sure about that. Inspector Blanchard is outside the window with a gun pointed at your head. Make a move to pull that trigger, and you’ll be dead before you hit the pillow.”

				“Don’t give me that old crap. You can’t fool me. You’re through. There’s nothing you can do about it. Say your prayers, big boy. This is it.”

				hey, hold it a second. cut it off. cut it off. this is the big scene. let’s see if we can get it right on the first take. ready? here we go. cut to a close-up of the gun in her hand. keep up the tempo. come in. keep up the pace. show her finger on the trigger. build up suspense. come in tight. don’t stop. fast, now. do it! S how her pulling the trigger.

			

			
				Bang.

				Mike pitches himself sideways the instant the gun goes off. He hits the floor, rolls over and pulls out his own gun all in one easy movement.

				Bang.

				She fires again. The bullet grazes his cheek. From a crouch, he brings his gun into position and shoots her. Point blank. Right between the eyes. Her head explodes like a punctured balloon. He puts his gun away, turns, and walks out of the room as his theme music builds slowly up and over.

				“Okay, Melissa. Beautiful job. Wow. I think that’s one of the best we’ve ever done. What do you say we watch it, then go out and scrounge up some food? Melissa? Melissa, honey, are you asleep? Come on, let’s take a look at it. Melissa, come on. What’s the matter with you? Why don’t you get up? Melissa, get up. Get up, get up, come on, get up…

				DAVID: I’m terribly sorry Bernice couldn’t stay for the whole program, but we’ll be seeing her again. If not here, on some other program. In another series. Or for sure on summer reruns. Won’t we?

				pan to shot of dead girl lying on bed in pool of blood. hold shot, cue music, roll credits, end on title.

				dissolve to black.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Therapy

				“For this I came all the way downtown? Hell, Emma, it’s a machine! You didn’t tell me it would be a machine. At these prices, I refuse to talk to a machine. I demand something better.”

				“You refuse. You demand. That’s right. Just, keep it up, Harold. The machine is listening. Hear that, machine? Are you listening? Mister Big Shot refuses. Mister Egg-sec-u-tiff demands. Wait. Next he’ll start bossing you around. The same way he does me.”

				“Must you distort everything, Emma? See here, machine. I think you can appreciate my position. I’m a sensitive man. Forced to come up the hard way. Groveling and clawing and shoving for everything I’ve got. When I get home at night, all I ask from her is a little understanding. Do I get it? No. What do I get instead? Nagging. Complaining. The servants did this. The children did that. I can’t take much more of it, machine. Already I’ve developed a very nervous stomach.”

				“Good morning.”’ From the machine’s tuba-shaped loudspeaker-mouth. “Please be seated.” A pleasant voice. Persuasively calming. They’ sat down. “According to my schedule, you two should be Mr. and Mrs. Harold Hokey. Is that correct?”

				Harold answered. “Substantially, yes, but lately we’ve taken to pronouncing it Ho-kay. The rhymester at my ad agency suggested it. To go along with their creative strategy. See, I advertise a lot. I’m mister big in aphrodisiacs, you know. You’ve probably heard my ad a million times. Too pooped to play? Make it ho-kay. On TV? Every night?”

				“Sorry, no. I have you down as a compatibility problem. What seems to be the trouble?”

				Emma quickly fielded that one. The trouble is that Harold High Hat there thinks he’s God Almighty. Lord of the manner. Don’t you let him fool you with that ‘I’m so sensitive’ crap. Ask him why all that sensitivity didn’t bother him the time he automated elk antler production and laid off those sweet old shepherds. How that man did gloat. All I heard about for weeks. Go ahead, ask him. You’ll see. He’s the one who needs help, not me.”

				“Now one minute, Emma.” Harold stood up. The books advised it in situations like this. Put you at a better advantage. Gave you the psychological edge. People were all conditioned. Height equals authority. “I think we’re taking a few things out of context, here, aren’t we?”

				“Please sit down, Mr. Ho-kay,” from the machine.

			

			
				“No, I. will not.” Harold scowled down at the machine. “Not until I get her to admit she’s sick. She is. She’s sick. It takes a genuinely sick mind to keep hammering away at me this way. Ruining my health. By distorting the facts. With sniveling half-truths.” Harold turned. Ready. Thinking on his feet. Humiliate. Degrade. Discredit. Get that bitch!

				“MR. HO-KAY.” Stereophonic sound. At least two hundred watts. Fifteen-inch woofer. Thirty or forty mid-ranges. God-only-knows how many tweeters. Full, blast. From at least thirty feet off the floor. “PLEASE SIT DOWN.”

				Harold sat down.

				The machine’s. voice took on a cheery lilt. “Let’s probe around at random for a while. See if we can define the parameters of your problem. For instance, what are your hobbies? Harold?”

				Harold brightened considerably. “I collect ad art. Not that crummy stuff you buy in those cheapie galleries down on Forty-second Street. Stuff that’s already been thumbed over by a million people. No. I collect good stuff. First drafts. Signed by copywriter and art director. Hanging in our living room, I have the original storyboard for the Bubbly-Seltzer Grandma’s Coming to Dinner commercial. You know the one. Opens with a long shot of everybody rushing around. Straightening up the house. Cooking. Fantastic thing of three or four years ago. On the tube five, maybe six times a day. Anyway, I have it. Authentic as hell. Some of the most prominent experts in the country certified it before I bought. Had to pay a fancy price for it. Art like that doesn’t come along often. I have more. Print stuff. The very first two-page spread for Whoops-A-Daisy. That one didn’t come cheap, either.”

				“I don’t imagine so. Now you, Emma. What’s your hobby?” the machine asked with soothing, pear-shaped tones.

				Emma forsook candor for retaliation. “My hobby! Whining. According to Harold. He thinks I’ve got it so easy. Staying home alone. Raising the children by myself. While he’s off somewhere gallivanting round the world looking for more ways to make people hot.”

				“Emma…” Harold whirled in his chair to face her “…you shut your filthy mouth.”

				She leaned forward. “Well, I get hot too, Harold, and you aren’t much help cooling me off anymore.” A direct hit, and she knew it.

				“Stop it, do you hear me,” Harold screamed. “My sex life is of no concern to a damned machine.”

			

			
				“Quite to the contrary, Mr. Ho-kay,” the machine responded with low wattage, jacked-up bass, muted treble. “All facets of your life together are my concern. Emma…”—no treble, high filter, less than one db—“…please tell me more.”

				Emma had taken a bright green handkerchief from her transparent Lucite handbag. She blew her nose with a resonant honk and returned the handkerchief to her bag. Carefully. To avoid smearing up the inside and ruining the bag’s transparency. She didn’t succeed. She stared with disgust, first at her purse, then at Harold.

				“Harold isn’t home much, you see. I get lonely. For a man’s company. I’m hardly what you’d call oversexed or anything like that, but I do have normal cravings. Like any other woman. I’m not saying what I did was right. Or even proper. But Harold’s gone so much. I simply couldn’t do without.

				“Umm-uh.” The machine. Sensing antennae forward and back. Forward and back. “So, you felt you simply couldn’t do without.”

				“No, of course not. Could you?”

				“I really. don’t know, Emma,” with compassion, understanding, tolerance. “Suppose you tell me about it.”

				“Well, I…”

				Emma glanced sideways at Harold.

				Harold glared back.

				Emma looked at the machine and blurted it out. “I had an affair!” She turned toward Harold. “How does that grab you, big shot. Knowing that somebody else got in your personal property.”

				Harold was on his feet. “Who? Tell. me. Who was it? I’ll kill the son of a bitch.”

				“MR. HO-”

				Harold sat down. “Who was it? I demand you tell me.”

				Emma stared at him coldly, hesitated for a moment, and let him have it. “It was Mark.”

				“Mark?  Mark Gibson? The golf pro at our country club?”

				“No.  Mark Four.”

				“Mark Four?  Who’s he?”

				“Not a he, a what.  Mark’s our robotic vacuum cleaner.”

				“Emma, are you telling me you did it with a mechanical servant? That’s repulsive. Worse. It’s absurd.”

			

			
				“Yes, yes, yes. I did it with a mechanical servant. And it was better than it ever was with you. Even though his dusting attachment kept poking me in the ribs. Even though we had to tape a pillow over his accessory tray. Even though he had to use his pneumatic rinsing tube. Even though a hundred things. It was still far, far better than it ever was with you.”

				“You degenerate biddy.” Harold leaped out of his chair and moved toward Emma with clenched fists.

				Emma was ready. On her feet. Crouched low. Position two. Right arm out. Three fingers stiff. Left arm in close. Fingers together. Ready to rip out Harold’s balls. Like she learned at her night school self defense class.

				“Always try to sublimate open hostility,” the machine advised.

				Harold came in on Emma, low and underneath, using the old red dog technique he’d put to good service in many a football game, Merriwell High, ought-six.

				“Violence is usually the manifestation of a threatened ego,” explained the machine in an authoritative basso profundo.

				Emma lunged forward with all the expertise she’d acquired in one and a half self defense classes—she never could stand sweat—and missed Harold by a good two feet.

				The machine tweaked its amplifiers to capacity. Its voice shot up at least an octave. “I can assign meaning to these aggressive feelings.”

				His forward motion impaired by the lateral shift of his truss, Harold gave up on his block. Instead, he crawled up to Emma on hands and knees, grabbed her about the legs and shook her back and forth.

				“I have complete and total understanding of all the delicate interrelationships comprising the human psyche, you know.”

				Emma felt up under Harold’s coat, grabbed his suspenders, pulled them back as far as she could, and let them go with a snapping thwack.

				“I was programmed in Vienna.”

				Harold clutched the hem of Emma’s dress that came from the Young Matron’s Shop at Saks. With a downward swipe, he ripped it off her.

				“In my professional opinion…

				“You degenerate animal,” screeched Emma, clothed only in her luster pink acetate slip. She scooped up a handful of Harold’s double-knit Brooks Brothers sport coat, and twisted it into a ball, stretching it all out of shape.

				“…the solution; to your problem…”

				Harold’s upper plate fell out. He gnawed at Emma’s ankle with his gums.

				“…lies in the realignment of your subconscious drives and motivations.” The machine cleared its throat sequentially through its six channels. “Let’s see how we might use such a realignment to correct your faults, Mr. Ho-kay.”

			

			
				Harold dropped his hold on Emma and shook his head dumbly. “Ma falls?” He slipped his plate back in. “Correct my faults? Hell, don’t worry about me. Straighten her out. She’s the one that needs it. Her and her perverted sex life. There’s nothing wrong with me.”

				The machine assumed a scholarly air. “We all have our little human foibles, Mr. Ho-kay. You for instance. If you were to be a trifle less pompous and a bit more considerate of fragile sensibilities and cravings…

				“After what she did to me? Fat chance.” Harold banged his hand down on the machine to emphasize his point. Two little green lights winked and a knob fell off.

				“And you, Mrs. Ho-kay,” the machine’s voice wobbled a little, “have to overcome the fact that you’re sexually fixated on an electric broom.”

				“Don’t you talk about him like that.” Emma clutched her dress to her with one hand, and swung her purse at the machine with the other.

				Her swat shook loose three chrome panels and six feet of plastic tubing. The machine shimmied once, stopped and said with a lisp, “Two P.M., Mithter and Mithuth Ho-kay. I’m afraid thath all for today. Thee you nektht week?”

				“Don’t bet on it,” Harold groused.

				Carefully, to avoid touching each other, he and Emma tramped out of the office and into the elevator. Harold punched the ground floor button.

				“Wise-ass machine,” muttered Harold under his breath.

				“Worthless piece of junk,” complained Emma.

				“He’s really a nice, considerate boy, only so cerebral,” said the elevator.

				“What?” said Emma.

				“What the hell!” said Harold.

				“It’s not like I don’t tell him,” the elevator went on. “Over and over, I tell him. Nobody likes a know-it-all. Keep up like that, you’ll never get ahead. Believe me, of these lovers’ spats I know plenty. Better he should forget the hoity-toity. Try instead a little time, a little tête-à-tête. Look, I show you.” The elevator slowed to a halt between floors. “I don’t let you out till you kiss and make up.”

				Emma and Harold gaped at each other.

				“Open these doors,” Harold bellowed.

				“Elevators can’t go around telling people what to do,” observed Emma.

				“Kiss and make up,” repeated the elevator firmly.
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				“What did I tell you?” it asked twelve hours and thirty-two minutes later.

				“Just fine,” cooed Harold, with eyes only for Emma.

				“Just fine,” Emma echoed lovingly.

				The doors popped open.

				Arm in arm, Emma and Harold walked out into the early morning sunshine.

				“Remember,” the elevator called after them, “all your friends send to him with their problems. For myself, I want only to give him a push in the business.”

				The door shut.

				With a bustling, motherly whirr, the elevator headed upstairs to make sure the machine had started off the day with a good, hot breakfast.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Slammer

				While Samuel lay unconscious on the sidewalk, the policeman who’d sapped him read him his rights.

				He woke up face-down amid a pile of garbage in an alley alongside a dingy bar called Harry’s Rock Pile.

				“You okay?” A woman’s voice, long slurred vowels and husky. Dark.

				He peeked up at her. Mercy! Such an obscenely short tight skirt. Obviously, as his Momma would phrase it, an haitch you hess hess why.


				“I asked you if you was okay.”

				“No, I’m not okay,” he snapped, gingerly cradling his head. “My God, people die from this kind of thing.”

				She knelt down beside him and felt the lump behind his ear. “You just got a bump. You be all right.”

				She raised him to a sitting position. “You new? First time Peaches see you around.”

				She eased him up to his feet. “You look so classy. Lemme guess. I bet you a paperhanger. A satchel man. Or maybe,” she winked, “you a high-class, uptown dip.”

				Such strange mumbo jumbo, thought Samuel. She must be of foreign extraction. To insure that she understood him, he addressed her loudly and distinctly, with crisp enunciation. “Could I prevail upon you to call me a cab?”

				“Cab? Man, where you think you are? Ain’t no cab ever come in here. An why you talkin’ so loud?”

				“The police then. Could you direct me to the nearest police station?”

				“Po-lease? Maybe I take another look at your head.”

				He drew back as she approached, his stereotypes surfacing in visions of bloodthirsty natives, boiling pots, and Samuel-a-la-mode. “Don’t touch me.”

				She backed off, her face compressed with compassion.

				“Honey, you be needin’ a drink:”

				What would persuade her to leave him alone? Of course. Money.

				He reached for his wallet. It was gone. He quickly discovered that so were his Rolex Oyster and the sapphire pinkie ring inscribed to my dumpling that Momma had bought for him in Miami Beach.

				“My God, I’ve been robbed!”

				“No problem,” said the girl, misunderstanding. “Harry, he carry you till you can score.”

			

			
				Samuel, his whole perspective spinning, wanted desperately to walk off and find help. His feet refused to co-operate.

				“Hey, I better get you inside,” worried Peaches. “You. weaving around pretty bad.”

				“Perhaps I do need something mild,” Samuel mumbled blankly, letting her stumble him inside the tavern. “To settle my stomach.”

				“Champagne cocktail,” ordered Peaches.

				Harry narrowed his eyes, cocked his head. “It’s on the man, Harry,” she told him pointing at Samuel, “it’s on the man.”

				“That right, buddy?” Harry turned to Samuel.

				“Yes, certainly. Give Miss Peaches whatever she wants. I’ll pay for it. That is, if you’ll let me run a tab. Until I can…score.” When in Rome, as Momma says, speak Roman.

				Harry nodded. “What’s yours?”

				Samuel ran his finger up and down the side of his nose. “Perhaps an aperitif. Have you any ouzo?”

				“How’s that again?”

				“Ouzo. Or schnapps. Some Metaxa?”

				“Buster, this ain’t the bar at the Ritz.” Harry held up his hands, fingers extended. “Hard stuff, I got bourbon, whiskey, rye.” Tick, tick, tick. “Mixes, I got orange juice, Tabasco, and Worcestershire sauce. Understand?” He made two fists. “Pick one from each hand, and don’t be a smartass.”

				“Bourbon and orange.”

				“That I got.”

				Peaches pulled him over to a corner booth. They sat down.

				Holding his nose, Samuel tossed down his drink.

				“That’s quite a jacket you got on there, hon,” said Peaches rubbing up against him.

				He edged away. “Thank you.” Lemon yellow, it had a world map woven into it. Tiny red dots marked all the places he and Momma had vacationed together. She’d had a Saville Row tailor make it up for him special.

				“I never knew nobody been so many places. Show me where all you been.”

				“The Virgin Islands.” On the left elbow. “Europe.” On the collar. “And the Poconos. Several times.” He pulled his flap around so she could see it.

				“Where’s that?” she asked pointing to a small dot in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.

				“Oh, that.” He chuckled, his headache remarkably diminished. “That’s some cacciatore I spilled on myself in Venice. I’ll never forget that meal. Momma kept telling me. Clean off your plate. I said, but all I’ve got left are chicken bones. And she said, here you, are. You see with your own eyes all the children starving in Europe, and you won’t clean your plate. You should eat and be grateful. I remember, she was having fegato ala veneziana. And the wine was, let me see. Yes, a delightful little…”

			

			
				“Did you? Peaches interrupted.

				“Did I what?”

				“Did you eat them chicken bones?”

				“Why certainly I ate them. When Momma says to…”

				He pulled his coat around himself protectively. “You’ll have to excuse me. I really must be going. Where’s the nearest subway?”

				Her eyes scrunched up. She shrugged her shoulders. “Ain’t no subways here.”

				“A phone then.”

				“No.” She shook her head. “Man, you really tense. Relax. You like it in here. You want to pull off a heist, you want to turn a trick, you want to blow grass, you do it. Cops don’t hassle you. Not in here.” She rubbed his inner thigh.

				Again, he scooted away. “That must be terribly reassuring. If one is criminally inclined.”

				She stroked his hand with hers. “Don’t you worry, hon. Peaches, she understand. Everybody play it innocent first day in. Nobody like being in stir, even good stir like this. You wait. It grow on you. Give it time, man. You get to like it. Take my word.”

				A tight, racking chill spun up Samuel’s back as he began to make sense out of it all. “You mean this is a jail?”

				Peaches lifted her empty champagne glass leaving a big wet circle behind. “Fourteen square miles worth.”

				“Oh my goodness.” The magnitude of this development swept over Samuel with clammy rawness. “Oh my goodness, I’m in jail.” With Momma expecting him home promptly at noontime for lunch. “Tell me,” he stuttered, “tell me, are there any guards in here?”

				“Couple.”

				“Could you take me to one?”

				She extended her hand, the one with the empty glass in it. “Take you around the world, you want to go, you buy a lady another drink.”
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				Samuel peered in several of the dirty, glass-fronted cubicles. Moldy hash. Withered lettuce laced with puce dressing. Green cheese. He saw a sign, If you don’t see it, ask for it, and a little bell. Some dolmas or gerooke zalm? Perhaps a broodje and some gule aerter. Then he remembered that horrid scene in the bar.

				“I’ve made my choice,” he told Peaches, “two apples and some cottage cheese. How do I get them out?”

				She whipped a twenty-two automatic out of her purse, threw it to him and pointed through one of the cubicles toward the kitchen help working inside.

				“I can’t!

				“Hon, less you got money, ain’t no other way.” She pulled out an emery stick and ran it casually back and forth across her fingernails.

				Samuel stared at the gun, shuddered, and slipped it into his pocket. Perhaps they, too, would let him run a tab. He rapped lightly on a coin slot.

				Nobody inside seemed to notice.

				He tapped louder. Still nothing.

				He knocked with the back of his hand, dinged on the bell and sang, “Service.”

				The kitchen workers stopped their work, glared at him and turned away.

				One of them, Momma would have called him a lousy, useless schmuck, gave Samuel the finger.

				With that, all the pressures that had been building up inside Samuel for the past few hours came to a head.

				He pulled his hand back, the one that now had the gun in it, and shoved it forward, smashing the gun butt through a cubicle into the plate of potato salad inside.

				Shaking mayonnaise and relish off his hand, he yelled, “Everybody in there. Down on the floor. This is a stickup.”

				The kitchen workers fell to the floor.

				Nothing to it.

				“You.” Samuel motioned with his gun, like he remembered seeing Warren Beatty do in Bonnie and Clyde, “the guy with the chef’s hat. Get what I tell you and put it on a tray.”

				The chef stood and picked up a tray.

				“Two apples. Nice fresh red ones. A large dish of cottage cheese, and a big glass of milk. Cold milk. Peaches,” he glanced in her direction, “anything for you?”

			

			
				She shook her head.

				“That’ll be it.” What the hell. “No, wait. Put a few oatmeal raisin cookies on there. Now, bring it out here.”

				The chef came around front and gave him the tray.

				He took it and motioned the chef back into the kitchen.

				Samuel watched as the kitchen workers, with what he was sure were glances of grudging admiration in his direction, got up off the floor and returned to their work.

				Grinning, he carried the tray over to Peaches. “How’d I do?” he asked her eagerly.

				After giving him a big, wet, enthusiastic kiss on the cheek (which he rather enjoyed), Peaches grabbed him by the arm and steered him toward a corner table. “You did good, hon. Came on tough with real style. Kinda refined. Keep up like that, you gonna go places around here.”

				“Do you really think, so?” Samuel lifted his chin.

				Someone already occupied the table. A man. Stubby beard, threadbare coat, patched trousers, rotted shoes. Peaches poked him on the shoulder. “Officer O’Flynn. Got somebody want to meet, you. My friend. Sammy Blonder.”

				Samuel, Momma would say, his name is Samuel. Samuel put his hand out and came on refined. “Bonjour. Comment allez-vous. Samuel Blonder. Pleased to meet you, sir. I believe you can help me clear up a little misunderstanding.”

				Officer O’Flynn fell forward onto the table and threw up. He gurgled softly from the corner of his mouth. “Realistic, ain’t it. A bag I slip under my tongue. The warden goes in big for realism when we’re on plainclothes detail. Helps put fun in our workaday world, he says.”

				Samuel dumped his hard-won apples, cottage cheese, milk and cookies into a nearby trash can and swallowed hard. “Sir, I’d like you to help me. You see I’m not a criminal. I shouldn’t be in here.”

				Officer O’Flynn blocked off one nostril and blew out through the other. “Not a criminal, huh? What about that little armed robbery you just pulled off?”

				“Armed… Oh, the incident with the gun. Just, now. Well, I, was led to believe transgressions like that didn’t count. Not in here.”

				“Right. They don’t. They do indicate you got a culturally disruptive personality. That means that for the good of society in toto, you are best sequestered in a crime containment area such as this where you can be left to relate only to other members of your own psychosocial peer group.” He smiled. proudly at the slickness of his obviously well-rehearsed presentation. “We got a book back at headquarters tells all about you lousy bastards. Got some nifty pictures in it. Naked queers in some institute.”

			

			
				Samuel squatted down to O’Flynn’s eye level and gripped the side of the table. “I’m not a criminal. I have never been ‘a criminal. My name is Samuel Blonder. I’m an actuarial agent with Mutual of New Jersey. I live out in Rochefort with my mother. In a two-bedroom brownstone. I’m Boston U. Sammies. I have a charge account at Bloomingdales. My God, I always put money in parking meters, even if I’m only dashing in and out of the store. Does that sound like the behavioral pattern of a hardened crook? Look. I locked myself out of my car. I had just hooked a coat hanger onto the doohickey that opens the door when everything went blank. That’s the truth. On my mother’s honor I swear it.”

				“Tell you what, Sammy boy.” Officer O’Flynn pulled a gold-plated Parker T-Ball Jotter out of a hole in his T-shirt and scribbled something on a napkin. “I’ll put a check on it. If you’re really clean on the outside…well, we’ll see.”
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				“I like you, Sammy. You got class. Ain’t nobody in here smart like you. And smooth. You stick around, you gonna be somebody.” She slipped out of her bra and panties, and sat down next to him on her sofa.

				Hoo, boy, Samuel thought, bolstered by several more bourbons. If Momma could see him now. Momma insisted on picking out his lady friends herself. Unfortunately, she always selected fat girls with pimples. In fact, she brought them home so regularly, Samuel had begun to suspect she’d found a factory somewhere that manufactured them in bulk.

				Peaches nibbled his ear. His pants bulged up.

				“What you want go back outside for,” Peaches cooed. “You stay in here, you be my man. I take real good care of you. We go up in the world together.”

				She ran her bosom over the front of his shirt. Like that girl had. The day Momma got sick in London. Go out, Momma told him. Enjoy yourself, you’re young. Go to the British Museum, look at the mummies, see the dead things, and remember, your Momma loves you.”

				He’d met the girl at the Elgin marbles. They went to the Cheshire Cheese, where he poured the wine without even sniffing the cork and ate steak and kidney pie with his salad fork.

			

			
				Later, they went to her room, a walkup in a tiny apartment house on Cartright (she called it Flower) Gardens.

				He’d wanted to send her a music box from Vienna, but when Momma found out about it, she said they were all trash.

				Imagining the scene he’d be in for should Momma find out about Peaches, Samuel got thoughtful, then giddy. And lastly, undressed.
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				“Ever since I won a Shirley Temple look-alike contest,” Samuel said in response to Peaches’ question. With an uncharacteristic display of athletic energy, he impulsively hopped up out of bed and touched hands to toes twenty times. “Ever since then, it’s been Samuel, my baby, Samuel, my precious, Samuel, the love of my life. Until I could puke.”

				He bounced over to the window, pulled back the tattered shade, and puckishly exposed his private parts to the world outside.

				“I bought a porno record in Copenhagen. Quite mild, actually.” He did a spastic pelvic thrust. “First-you put your two knees, close up tight. She found it. Boy, was she burned. You’d think I’d taken her wedding corsage out of the scrap book and fed it to the parakeet.”

				Bounding into the kitchen, he peered into the refrigerator, ignoring several bottles of premium ale in favor of a cheap, domestic beer, which, he noted with sadistic glee, was in a non-recyclable can.

				“She always gets carried away like that. She made me go to bed without supper when she found out I was in the office Superbowl pool. Nice, respectable boys don’t gamble, she said.”

				Someone knocked on the door.

				Slipping on a robe, Peaches went to answer it.

				“Thirty-three years old, and I had to go to bed without any supper. Well, I’ll tell you, I’ve taken about all of her crap I can stomach. I’ve had it with the chicken soup and boiled paregoric. Right up to the eyeballs, I’ve had it.”

				He pounded on his chest. “Peaches, I’ve got a college degree in commerce. I could plot capers you wouldn’t believe. Smooth and clever. Horst Bucholtz sliding down the rope into the museum. Cary Grant up on the roof with the jewels. Michael Caine. David Niven. And Samuel, no, damn it, Sammy Blonder. Raconteur, bon vivant, cat burglar.”

				“Samuel Blonder?” said a deep, harsh voice.

			

			
				Samuel wheeled around to face two policemen. ‘”Yes,” he whispered, embarrassed by his nakedness, holding his beer can over his crotch.

				“Mister Blonder, the department’s real sorry about this little misunderstanding,” said the smaller of the two. “If you’ll get dressed, we’ll take you on home.”

				“The mayor sends his apologies,” added the big cop. “Your mother’s been calling him regular, every ten minutes, since she found out you was in here.”

				The little cop chimed in. “Mayor says your mother’s got a lot of…what was the word he used, Charlie?”

				“Spunk,” lied Officer Charlie. “How about getting dressed, Mister Blonder, so we can get you back where you belong.”

				Samuel gaped at the two policemen. Trembling, he lowered his head. He didn’t move.

				“Mister Blonder,” said Officer Charlie. “You all right?”

				“If it’s all the same to you gentlemen,” said Samuel resolutely, raising his head, “I’ll stay on in here.”

				“You’re kidding.”

				“I’m not.”

				The two officers glanced at each other, anxious to get him squared away so they could go off duty. “We can’t let you do that,” said Officer Charlie. “We got rules. Only criminals in the slammer.”

				Samuel gave that prerequisite some thought. “You know,” he whispered conspiratorially, “I masturbate.”

				“Beg pardon,” said Officer Charlie.

				“I said, I’m a pervert,” Samuel proclaimed proudly. “I cheat on my income tax, and I’m a goddamned DIP to boot!”

				Ignoring his confession, Officer Charlie picked up Samuel’s pants and held them out to him. “Mister Blonder, your mother said to tell you she’d hold dinner.”

				Samuel side-armed his beer can at the two policemen as hard as he could.

				“Okay. If that’s how you want it,” growled Officer Charlie losing patience: He drew his service revolver.

				At gunpoint, he took Samuel home.
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				Bright and early the next morning, Samuel heaved a brick through Tiffany’s window.

			

			
				His trench coat pocket bulging with jewelry, he turned his suitcase on end, sat down and lit an unfiltered cigarette.

				He didn’t have much of a wait.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				The Bridge Builder

				I find a lousy coat of particulate muck right near Portland, but a coupla swipes with my Freon rag, I clean it all off my bridge like a dream.

				Lemme tell you a story on myself. I think it’s kinda funny. I built this bridge once, started in Sioux City, went south-southwest for…oh…I don’t know. Not too far. Wasn’t a long bridge as bridges go. To Greenville, I think it went. Yeah, to Greenville, I’m sure. Anyways, ‘bout a month before I built it, these mass transit planner types hauled me up in an airplane cause they thought I ought to see where it was gonna go, that bridge of mine, exactly from where to where. So, here I am, see, I’m sitting there right in the middle of all these high level big shots. So what happens? Well, we no sooner get up in the sky than I take one look out that air-plane window, and barf all over my lap. You see, heights make me sick. Always have.

				I got to yank out a mica in Concord. I replace it with a 4-by-950.

				It’s a tricky operation, but when I run it through test, it shows right on the money. I could kiss it, it’s working so good.

				I heard about poor old Tiny Hammond the other day. Tough luck. Had a coupla kids, too. I worked with old Tiny once. He reamed out the suspension on that Ocala-Natchez bridge of mine. A ballsy guy, Tiny. Kind of a daredevil, but I guess that’s what it takes to ream a suspension, what with the way you never know if the end’ll be there when you are. Too risky for me. Far as I’m concerned, let somebody else ream out the suspensions. I’ll stick to building bridges. I ain’t no hero.

				There’s a metallic discontinuity just this side of Greenfield. I catch it on meter just in time to keep it from slicing off my head.

				I trace out its limits. Just a little fellow, it turns out. Easy as pie, I straighten it out, bend it back around, and rivet it down good. When I get done with it, I know one thing for sure. The bastard ain’t gonna pop loose again.

				Speaking of bridges, that one I built from Eau Claire to Colter Bay was quite the project. I remember, the suspension’s all reamed out, I’m ready to get to work, when along comes this corporate guy who wastes a whole day running something he calls a “mathematically simulated construction analysis.” Oh, he don’t go through the suspension or nothing. He just pretends to. Anyway, I, he announces waving around a big sheet of numbers after he’s all done, have got only a fifty-four percent something or other of building this bridge and staying alive. Do tell, I say (as if this was something new).

			

			
				Thank you very much for that tidbit of information, I say. That throws a whole different slant on things, I say. I’m gonna have to talk to some people about this, I say.

				So I shake his hand, and I wait till he’s gone, and I hop in the wire, and I build me a bridge.

				Holy Mary, Mother of God, but what kind of horseshit is this? The tracking is way under spec, I find bad tolerances bouncing me around like a basketball, and to top it all off, there’s a dead zone in the junction. I tear everything all the way down, strap it back together right, and make Albany feeling like a million bucks.

				I been building bridges since I was eighteen.

				The bridges I built were a lot shorter in those days. Four, five miles long, max. Nothing like some of the ones you see going up today. My first bridge went from downtown Larchmont to a shopping center just north of New Rochelle. Shopper’s Special, the transit guys called it. It was one of the first bridges in the whole god-damned world. Still carrying traffic, too. When I build ‘em, I build ‘em to last.

				My longest bridge came six years ago. Pittsburgh to Reno through Columbus, Kansas City, Arvata, and Provo. I was the proudest man alive when I finished that one.

				I had enough time chalked up in the wire after that Pittsburgh to Reno to retire at full pay. Wouldn’t have been a bad deal, looking back on it. I was only forty-two. Making three hundred eighty-six K a year. Course, I didn’t take it.

				I love building bridges.

				I pick up a degradation in edge speed, some overshoot, and a small ringing just outside Cleveland. Nothing I can’t handle. After I retune the Q channel and polish the link coupler, the signal profile shows good and flat. Just like it should.

				For me, building bridges comes easy. I got what they call a natural feel for it, you understand? Guys nowadays go to college to learn how to build bridges. To college, for Christ’s sake. Know how I learned how to build bridges? By God, I just jumped in a wire and built one, that’s how. Or did I tell you already? Too bad if I did, ‘cause you’re gonna hear it again.

				I was eighteen. Just out of high school. Had a double E degree, but you know where that gets you nowadays. So I was looking through the paper one night, scoping the wants, when I see this one reads “Wanted. Bridge installation engineer. Double E preferred. Small mass essential.” Seeing’s how I measured only five feet two on tiptoes, I hauled my ass down there straightaway yelling “Take me, take me.”

			

			
				Course, they did.

				I didn’t find out until after that Larchmont to New Rochelle that nobody else had applied.

				Right before Indianapolis, I get a foul VSAT on a triple-diffused Darlington. The Darlington’s redundant, so I leave it for maintenance.

				I got a wife and four kids. Got a house overlooks Mount Rainier. A cabin on Lake Mead. A dog. A cat. Two block rounders, both Fords. I guess I’m what you might call your typical family man. Now I don’t mean to sound sarcastic when I say that. Don’t get the idea I don’t enjoy my family. I do. Just that sometimes they get on my nerves. Take my wife. For the longest time she’s been after me to hang it up, you know, knock it off, throw it the hell in. Gets dreadful monotonous, all that harping, after a while. What do you wanna keep building bridges for, she says, when it’s so dangerous, she says. You could retire, she says. She leaves me travel brochures under my goddamned pillow at night, for Christ’s sake. She sics the kids on my ass. She’s even got our family doctor stopping in once a month on his way home from his office in Wichita. You oughta think about retiring, he says staring at his beer can like this is just something he’s reading off of the label. I say, no, thanks, I’m happy building bridges, and he says that’s just fine, but I’ve got to think of my family, too, as he starts quoting me all sorts of facts and figures. The mortality rates and stuff, which, if you believe that crap, means I should have been dead and buried five years ago. For good measure, he rattles off a few of the standard horror stories. The bridge builders who come out missing arms. The bridge builders who come out missing legs. All the shitload of bridge builders who never come out, period. I thank him kindly, and tell him I’ll give it some serious thought so he’ll go home happy.

				See, he means well. He just don’t know what it’s like to build a bridge.

				I find a real bungle in Vandalia. Low-duty cycle on a digital signal, and a weird cross modulation in an MET. I replace all four klystrons, adjust the timing, and give the whole shebang a pat on the fanny for luck.

				Never have been very handy with my hands when it comes to woodworking or putting up storm windows, or fixing broken toys or unstopping drains. Suppose that’s why I like building bridges so much. Like I mighta mentioned, I got this knack for building bridges. The only way I can explain it is to say that when I hit that wire, it’s nothing more than a little, tiny, reamed-out hole, and it’s all rough, like fishhooks poked into sandpaper. When I leave, it’s as big around as a freeway, and that wire is glass.

			

			
				The nice thing about building bridges is that it never gets routine. I liked building my last one every inch as much as my Larchmont to New Rochelle. Course, like I said, I kinda got this way when it comes to building bridges. Hit me right off. First time I climbed in the wire. I was only eighteen, like I said. I knew there were goddamned nay-sayers saying the bridges oughta be outlawed on account of them being so different, but, hell, I thought, there was people said that about airplanes, for Christ’s sake, and look how many airplanes we used to have flying around. Damn weeping willies didn’t spook me. I was a hell of a feisty kid. I just hopped in the wire, and I built the son of a bitch.

				I strip a line in East St. Louis, gate a conversion, wire it to a PIN, and I’m back on my way.

				I know how much a fancy vacation would mean to my old lady, but it just don’t appeal much to me. When I got some time off, I like to ride the wires. See what the competition’s up to. You wouldn’t believe the boners I catch. If you only knew how some of those so-called bridge builders clank up their bridges, you’d never ride wire again.

				That’s the trouble with people today. Just out to get the job done any old way they can and that’s it. Got no pride in their work, no sense of craftsmanship. To them, a bridge is a bridge. Well, I’ll tell you one thing, can’t nobody say that about me.

				Right outside St. Louis, I stumble across a feeble QΦ. Funny, since the timing input’s great and so’s the monolithic amp. I by-pass the sync amp mainly to give me some time to figure out what’s really screwing up.

				After you been around bridges long as I have, you find there ain’t no two the same. There are good ones and bad ones, like people. There are bridges give you the kind of nice, mushy feeling you got when your girl used to kiss you good night even though she wasn’t supposed to, ‘cause the neighbors could see. They shape up easy. And there are the bastards. Oh, I should hope to tell you. The rowdies, the hoodlums, the foul balls. You whip one of those SOBs into shape, man, you will know you have built you a bridge.

			

			
				It gets to be more. A low ΔN. I start to pick up all kinds of glitches, the worst being a nasty power leakage that starts licking around my ankles, but whatever’s causing it all, I can’t track it down. The parametric amplifier, the microwave filters, the ruby crystals all check out fine. I am really stumped. Must be getting old, hah, hah.

				People got no idea what it’s like to go across slow. Zipping through like they do, in one end, bingo, out the other, they never get to see it the way I do. My God, but it’s pretty in here. All the colors kinda light up your eyeballs and you’re everyplace at once except you’re not, whichever way you want it. It’s kinda like almost a religious thing. You can say whatever you want to and you don’t have to feel embarrassed, ‘cause nobody’s around, but still, you just know that there’s somebody listening. The best part of all is how your brain works like the good Lord meant for it to. I mean, in here, you can figure out all kinds of stuff you ain’t never even thought about before, and when you have, you say, Jeez, but ain’t that the truth. While I don’t like to spread this around ‘cause I’d take a lot of ribbing from the guys, in here, it’s sometimes so good that I cry.

				Damn it, the leakage gets bigger. It creeps up around my waist so I can hardly move. And it starts to hurt a little. My right hand ain’t working so good, it turns stiff, and the next thing I know, it falls off. Why, I don’t know, but it strikes me as being a kind of a joke that’s so bad you just got to laugh at it. So I chuckle while I one-handed feel my way along a reflector.

				There was a war, once, where there was a whole bunch of underground tunnels had to be cleaned out. Little guys like me used to have to go down in them tunnels with only a hunting knife ‘cause the bang from a gun would blow out your eardrums. The guys who built them tunnels used to hang ‘em full of snakes so these little guys crawling through, if they weren’t careful, would get bit smack in the face and die. Tunnel rats, they called these little guys. So, when I was growing up, and these other kids and me used to play war, and nobody ever used to want me on their side ‘cause I was so little, I got to telling the other kids I was being brought up special to be a tunnel rat. One day, over at my house, they called me a liar, so to show ‘em, I slipped the grating off one of our hot air registers, and I hopped right on down into the heating duct system. I must have been in there for hours, really loving it. Shining my flashlight around on the lookout for snakes. They didn’t have to go and call the fire department. I would have come out when I was ready.

			

			
				I laugh so hard when my leg disappears, I got all I can do to decouple the quadraxial cabling, especially since I only got one hand to work with.

				Know how many bridges I built? Take a guess. Go ahead. Yeah, that’s right. I already told you before, ain’t I. Well, here’s something I never told you. Right after I built my fiftieth bridge, they went and offered me a job at the head office in Albuquerque. Can’t you just see me getting all gussied up in a suit every morning so I can go sit behind some desk, shuffling papers around and being worthless.

				Piss on that. I’ll stick to building bridges.

				My other leg disappears, and I stop laughing. For the first time it dawns on me that this ain’t no laughing matter. Unless I get cracking, this bridge ain’t gonna get built. I slip through multi-layer capacitors and liquefied feed-throughs like a crazy man, trying to pinpoint the problem. For my trouble, I lose an ear and half of my only remaining hand.

				Once I went to San Francisco. They got a bridge there, one of the old iron kind, lot of people told me I ought to go see. So I went and had me a look. Know what? It was nice, sure, real picturesque, but in all modesty, I got a coupla mine I like a whole lot better.

				I feel a strong output signal choking me off. I’m a goddamned half-handed broomstick, and I can’t swallow air. Then I do an open-loop check straight into the Gunn amplifier.

				Being honest, I suppose I’d have to say I am slowing down a little. Jesus H. Christ, don’t you think I’d be the first one to knock it off if I really thought I couldn’t hack it anymore?

				The goddamn signal level! It’s higher at the input than at the first stage. I got me an oscillating Gunn amp, by Jesus! So I cut back on the accelerating voltage, which stabilizes the signal and sets everything up hunky-dory, except I get caught on the last bad pulse ripple, and I pick up a whole lot of steam.

				You know, there are only six hundred and thirty-two qualified bridge builders. Six hundred and thirty-two in the whole frigging world.

				I pass Rolla, Carthage, and Joplin, and I’m really rolling.

				You should of heard ‘em cheer when I came out of the wire that time after three guys before me got creamed.

				A few more of my parts fall off, but I don’t care so much anymore, ‘cause all they were doing was slowing me down.

				I hate to keep coming back to this, I know I sound like a broken record, but I like building bridges. It’s a real nice feeling to know that you took a job that nobody else wanted, and you did it, and you made something of it, besides.

			

			
				I zip through the safety interlocks like they ain’t even there.

				Know what? I get this beautiful dream sometimes where I live in this little cottage I find in a wire. I never come out.

				About faster than light, I hit Tulsa.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Doctor Rivet and Supercon Sal

				Two hundred and forty-six corroded metal sensing turrets swung round and focused on the robot lifting its tarnished metal grapplers to its pitted metal chest.

				“Me?” the robot asked, swinging its own turret through a three hundred and sixty degree circle to check the other robots around it. Its aged photoelectric proximity maintainer didn’t scan well in the shadowy pallor of the mine’s arc lights. It wound up clobbering a few of its near-standing compatriots in the process.

				“Yes, you,” intoned the silver-suited human. Collected condensation froze on the faceplate of his breather. The planet lacked only a colossal stick running from North Pole to South to qualify as the galaxy’s largest dirt-flavored popsicle. He had to jack up his defroster a notch. Until the breather cleared and his peripheral vision returned, he swung his helmet in a guilty, blind-side-to-blind-side arc, reminding himself over and over that there wouldn’t be another human on this planet for six months, not until the mining company that owned it made its yearly visit to harvest the accumulated crop of minerals and replace the most decrepit of its mechanical miners. “Drag your rusty hulk on up here,” he told the robot.

				Creaking and groaning, the robot pushed its way through the other robots, ascended the rickety stairs, and teetered across the jury-rigged platform. With a crazy, wobbling, out-of control motion, it passed the man right by. It would have shuffled completely off the other side of the stage had the human not run after it and twisted its aging guidance radar back into line.

				“Your designation is…?” the human asked after leading it to the edge and facing it stage front.

				“K-65,” squeaked the robot pathetically.

				“Well, K-65,” bellowed the human loudly enough for all the robots to hear, “I want you to try one, only one, mind you, swallow of this.” He held up a bottle for all to see.

				“Doctor Rivet’s Materia Medica For Mechanical Men.”

				Taking the bottle in one palsied, shaking grappler, the robot lifted it to its oiling vent and poured down a good healthy slug.

				Almost instantly, rusty scales started peeling from its body revealing bright, shiny metal beneath. The robot, barely able to move seconds before, sent an extra pair of legs telescoping to the ground and began a frenzied four-legged tap dance. Sending out four more legs, it followed that up with a can-can routine. “I’m new, again,” it shouted in a robust baritone, leaping off the stage and bunny-hopping out into the crowd. “I can stay in the mines and keep working.” (To the dismay of practically nobody except a few parochial Catholics and Jews, robots were all given a super-charged dose of Protestant ethic.)

			

			
				“That’s right,” shouted Doctor Rivet over the creaks of amazement coming from the crowd. “That robot would have been on the scrap heap in six months. Now, he can go on working for years. Because he’s new again. My friends, you can be new again, too.”

				He held up a bottle of elixir in each hand. “For only two grams of thoroflux, one of these bottles can be yours. That’s what I said, my friends, only two grams of thoroflux. For that paltry sum, YOU CAN BE NEW AGAIN! Who’s gonna be first?”

				One rusting, flaking old robot inched its way to the front of the crowd. Slowly, it reached up with its rusty grapplers, punched out a code on its dented chest panel, opened a tiny hatch, and removed almost half the material from a glowing mass inside. It extended its grappler to Doctor Rivet. He took the proffered thoroflux and replaced it with a bottle of elixir.

				Suddenly, grapplers were all around, exchanging thoroflux for elixir.

				Doctor Rivet gave and took, as fast as he could, repeating loudly, over and over again, “Thank you, thank you. Believe me, you won’t regret it. YOU WILL BE NEW AGAIN!”
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				K-65 flipped a lever. The ship started humming.

				Doctor Rivet came up out of the hold chuckling. Every con he’d ever tried—for that matter, every legitimate endeavor, as well—had inevitably failed. Always for the same reason. While he could coax and wheedle machines to incredible heights of performance, Doctor Rivet could not deal with people.

				At last he’d found a con that played to his strength and completely skirted his weakness. He had a list of three thousand and eighty planets, all mined exclusively by robots. He’d gotten enough thoroflux from this one to live on a mildly grand scale for a month. If he could do as well everyplace else, by hitting one planet a week, he could retire in…

			

			
				He couldn’t do the figures in his head. He put them aside with a mental note to calculate them on the ship’s computer at his first opportunity.

				He strapped himself into the co-pod. “The thoroflux is all secure down there. Let’s up ship before those animated shovels analyze that stuff and find out it’s nothing more than ten-weight motor oil, blueberry syrup and graphite.”

				“I have a comment,” stated K-65.

				Doctor Rivet tilted his head. “Going to give me that old ‘shame on you’ routine again?” He’d won K-65 in a mah-jongg game from the robot’s original owner, an elderly, tea-drinking maiden lady. Try as he might, he couldn’t completely purge the robot of its moralistic programming (or of its bad gaming sense. K-65 would always draw to an inside straight.)

				“In a sense,” K-65 admitted. It assumed its version of a scholarly lecturing posture, leaning far to the right, and levitating itself two feet off the floor. “I’d like to quote a statutory code which makes what you’re doing both illegal and immoral. Interplanetary Statute 462, paragraph 93, subparagraph…”

				Doctor Rivet threw his hands up in the air. “Knock it off. Illegal, immoral, what difference does it make? This dodge is going to turn me into a wealthy man. That’s all I care about. Cut the crap, and let’s get out of here.”

				“Sir…”

				Doctor Rivet raised his fist. “One more word, and I’ll wire your lead thermistor to the navigational sensor. Let you contemplate clouds for a week or two. Up ship.”

				“Yes, sir.” Obediently, K-65 settled into its pod and reached out for the doppler control.

				The moment it touched the control knob, a high-density ion beam swept through the ship.

				K-65, grounded to the instrument panel, watched passively as its left grappler melted off, its dorsal pumper withered away in a smoky cloud, and its rear end fused to the pod in a searing flash of red, orange and green.

				Doctor Rivet fared considerably better. He simply passed out.
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				He woke up with the granddaddy of all headaches, a wrinkled, whiskery croaking inside his head that rolled from side to side like a bristly cannonball.

				He opened his eyes.

				“He opened his eyes, Mister Weevil.”

				He blinked several times to adjust his eyes to the light.

				“He’s blinking, Mister Weevil. I think he can probably hear you, now,” said a young guy with a nose that spread out all over his face and big, round, floppy lips that made Doctor Rivet hungry with their uncanny resemblance to pancakes.

				“You hear me?” Mister Weevil’s voice had a theatrical quality. Not the full-bodied timbre of the lead in Macbeth, but the eager anticipation of the salesman or delivery boy or next-door neighbor who happens to ring the heroine’s front doorbell in a pornopic.

				“I hear you,” he said swinging around to face the voice.

				“Good,” said Weevil, sitting behind a large black desk. Weevil wore a set of off-white executive coveralls with Prexy embroidered over one pocket and three M’s over the other.

				That rang a bell.

				3M. Multi-Metal-Mining, proud owners of the robots Doctor Rivet had planned to let finance his now-doubtful retirement.

				“You been a naughty boy,” Weevil said without any of the bemused tolerance that would usually accompany such a statement. “Sticking your fingers in our cookie jar. Give me his file,” he said to his aide.

				The younger man dug into his shoulder bag and pulled forth a durafile. He passed it to Weevil.

				“Your file,” Weevil indicated with a snort of distaste. He handled it only by the edges, as if it were covered with slime. “Let me read from it. `Frederick Footman, alias Footloose Freddie, alias Freddie the Freeloader, alias Doctor Rivet. Graduated with honors, Massachusetts Institute of Robotics and Mechanical Sciences. Diploma later revoked for failure to maintain professional ethics. Arrested for altering a mechanical broom for sexual purposes. Released on probation. Arrested for contributing to the dishonesty of an automated Keno parlor. Six months in the poky. Arrested for illegal possession of a digital bingo board. You got eight months in the slammer for that one. It goes on and on, Mr. Footman. Should I keep reading?”

				“Don’t bother,” Freddie said. “I’ve heard it all before.”

			

			
				“You’re a randy one, you are,” Weevil said flipping the durafile back to his aide. “That mechanical broom thing. That was a doozy. The way you diddled that voting machine on Duluth! A regular mechanized pervert, ain’t you.

				Freddie shrugged. Actually, he preferred women. But they were hard to come by out here in the toolies. Especially since he wasn’t the handsomest guy around. He was short. He got all tongue-tied around girls. Well, a guy just gets…tense. “I suppose you’re going to turn me over to the cops,” he said more as a statement than a question.

				Weevil rubbed a hand dreamily across the bridge of his nose. “Why, no, I ain’t, Fred boy. Is it OK with you if I call you Fred? You can call me Bull.” He gave Freddie a fluxing, droopy-lipped smile, the kind a carnivorous plant might use to loosen up its petals prior to gobbling down a fly. “You never operated out here in the boondocks, have you, Fred boy?”

				Freddie shook his head.

				“I didn’t think so, or you never would have asked such a stupid question. You see, out here at the end of the sky, we ain’t quite as formally structured as some of those established places closer to Earth. Out here, we don’t call for the cops every time we collar a troublemaker. Us and the cops, we got this understanding. They let us handle our problems any way we want to. Saves us time, saves them money. Punk stick?” He picked up a box, flipped it open, and offered it to Freddie.

				Freddie helped himself to a stick. He lit it with his igniter and held its smoldering end under his nose.

				“Don’t set it on the desk,” Bull cautioned, “or we all go up in smoke. This here desk is hand-carved from a lump of 3M coal. Damned inconvenient sometimes, but worth it to a real lover of the arts like me. I had it commissioned special. Hired this famous artist, whose name escapes me at the moment, to do it. A fruity bustard, he was, but my portfolio manager assures me the value of this here desk will outperform the Dow-Jones ten times over in the next five years. It better. You could of fed half the starving urchins on Bombay with what this desk cost me.”

				He got up and walked around the desk, revealing sooty black smudges all across the front of his coveralls. “No, Fred boy, we could hold our own trial right here, right now, find you guilty, and swing you from the rafters this afternoon. Nobody would care, not one bit. We wouldn’t do that to you, though. No. Even though you have been a major source of irritation to us. Still we ain’t gonna do that to you. Instead, we are gonna forgive and forget.”

			

			
				He tweaked Freddie’s cheek. “Who says big corporations got no heart?”

				“You want something from me in return.”

				Bull rolled his eyes skyward and shook his hands at shoulder level. “A favor. A teensy-weensy favor. There’s this con operator we wanna collar bad. The bustard’s just too slick for us. Slicker than a whistle, if you know what I mean.”

				Freddie had trouble envisioning exactly how slick that was, but guessed it was pretty slick.

				“I know all you criminal bustards pal around together. Fraternity of thieves, the criminal code, and all that. So this oughta be real easy for you. You’re gonna put this bustard out of business for us. In return, you stay healthy.”

				Bull pointed a meaty finger at Freddie’s nose. “Don’t get me wrong. You don’t get to stick around afterwards. As soon as you’ve fixed it so this bustard don’t bother us no more, you get outa this part of creation, and you don’t come back. At least you leave with all your parts, which is more’n you’ll do if you cross me. Fair enough?”

				Right away, Freddie recognized this as a shining example of a task he couldn’t handle. First, it required him to deal persuasively with another person, something completely outside his solely mechanistic capabilities. Secondly, he had no inroads into the criminal community. The only other con operator he’d ever met had been a cherubic kid on Detroit who’d sold him a counterfeit ticket to a robotic play, the Bolt Shiny Ballet, as he recalled. He wouldn’t even know how to go about contacting this con artist Weevil wanted to set him onto.

				However, Freddie was, above all else, a realist. To avoid unnecessary assaults on his tranquility (and on his inordinately low threshold of pain), he was more than ready to admit to an ability to do anything, even to being able to persuade whole legions of con men to lay down their shell games and follow him on a quest for the Holy Grail.

				“Fair enough.”

				“Great. You are one realistic fellow.” Bull turned to his aide. “This is one realistic fellow.” He swung back to face Freddie. “One other thing. I want this bustard put out of commission permanent.”

				Freddie drew back. “You mean murdered?”

				Bull’s eyes popped open. “I didn’t say nothing about murder.” He turned to his aide. “You hear me say murder?” The aide shook his head gravely. “I didn’t say murder. I said…permanent. You take it the way you want it.”

			

			
				Murder was high on Freddie’s list of activities to avoid at all costs, second only to talking to strangers.

				He faked acquiescence, assuming he could figure out some way around it later. “Bull, old buddy, permanent you want it, permanent it shall be.”

				“Great. You are one realistic guy. Besides, what’s to quibble about knocking off one crummy broad.”

				“Broad?”

				“Yeah, broad. The operator. The bustard you’re gonna hit. Salvation Noble. We call her Supercon Sal.”
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				The instant the weathered tin doors to the mine-town meeting hall swung open, the kelp miners rushed in, pushing and shoving in desperate bids to reach the front row seats. Those just coming off shift, still wet with brine, slipping in the residue of their own soggy wake, hampered in their movements by the awkwardness of their hip-high galoshes, generally did no better than center aisle. The really choice, down-close seats tonight—as last night and the four nights before—went to the speediest first and second shifters, men who were dry, rested and limber, gussied up for the occasion in their finest wearing apparel, red woolen long johns covered, barely, by porous-weave coveralls, canvas shoes for fast-action traction in the dash for seating, and motorized head-cooling propeller beanies to relieve the stifling mine-town heat.

				Every seat was filled.

				The house lights dimmed.

				Without introduction, without fanfare, Salvation Noble came out onto the stage. She did it so rapidly, and with such soundlessly fluid grace, that any miner who blinked might miss her entrance entirely. There were many here for the sixth time who would swear under oath that she didn’t walk out at all. These men would swear that she simply appeared.

				She wore a one-piece vinylene suit, pure white to match her shimmering hair, low-cut and clinging to highlight her tall, lean, pliant figure. A baby spotlight, positioned directly behind her, encircled her head with a glittering, diaphanous halo.

				She was well aware of. the image she projected, had spent weeks practicing in front of mirrors to achieve precisely the effect she sought, the thin angelic veneer ever so slightly cracked to expose the satanic core beneath.

			

			
				With a sidewise glance, she searched out Festinger, her acolyte and bodyguard. It was programmed to act monkish and mumble homilies as long as everything went well. At the slightest sign of trouble, Festinger knew three dozen ways to break a man’s arms.

				Seeing the robot in position, Salvation went into her act.

				“Let us pray.” She bowed her head and tucked her shoulders forward. She always started her revival meetings with a prayer. It gave her a marvelous opportunity to thrust up her head, shake her long milky tresses, tuck back her shoulders, and, of greatest important to her congregation, throw out her chest when she came to “Amen.”

				From the prayer, she swung into her sermon.

				“There’s a better life on the other side,” she crooned, arching her breasts upward. She used to conceal a subsonic generator in her halter. She abandoned it when she discovered that arching alone produced more exciting tension than ultra high frequencies ever could.

				“Yah, yah, yah,” shouted one of the miners. “I believe, Miss Salvation, I believe!” Festinger turned a sensor, in the miner’s direction, got a reading indicating the presence of intense religious fervor—not all of the miners came to see Salvation out of so uncomplicated a motivation as lecherous voyeurism—and returned to chanting canticles.

				After a low, open-armed bow in the devout miner’s direction (accompanied by a spectacular revelation of cleavage for everyone else) Salvation went on with her pitch. She paced herself carefully, playing her audience the way musical virtuosos play instruments, drawing out incredible ranges of vibrant response.

				With her seemingly innocuous, fundamental revivalist approach, she raised the miners to excited frenzies of lust and desire as she graphically sketched abstract impressions of every sin she railed out against, an archangel leading a chorus of the Heavenly multitudes in a phonetic round of off-color ditties. From a long condemnation of debauchery, graphically illustrated with vivid examples, she worked into the promise of an eternal life to be spent dallying with bosomy nymphets in some nonsectarian composite of Heaven, Nirvana, Olympus, Zion, the Happy Hunting Ground, and Beulah Land.

				After a particularly frenetic hip-thrusting imploration to repent, climaxed (and, at this point, for several miners in the back row, their kelp netting piled over their laps, that term could be applied literally) by a pelvis-swinging bump and grind to work out the Devil, she brought her arms forward, incidentally pushing her breasts up and out, and pleaded for the miners’ souls.

			

			
				Then came the moment the miners had all been waiting for. With a swaying, hip-thrusting motion, Salvation passed among them and took up the collection.
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				Rubbing her pinched and bruised buttocks, Salvation stored huge stacks of money in her bulkhead safe.

				She inventoried her stock, noting she was completely sold out of medallions. A complete set contained one hundred and thirty silver-plated tin disks illustrating impressionistic scenes from the lives of the Christian saints or the Hebrew prophets or the Greek gods or any other group that Salvation thought might be an especially big seller. She sold the medallions either as a set or singly, depending on what the traffic would bear. They were a high profit item. She averaged a tener apiece for them. They cost her, in bulk, less than one one-hundredth of that to manufacture. That together with the collections, the book sales (Bibles, Korans, Talmuds, Mandalas, Bhagavad-Gitas, and Tibetan Books of the Dead), the blessed relics (a fingernail or toenail clipping of Saint Matthew’s, Buddha’s, Zoroaster’s, Rabbi Harry Speigelman’s, Chief Howling Elk’s, et cetera, et cetera, another high profit item since her own extremities conveniently generated an almost unlimited supply) and, when the hard-core religious goings got slim, her sundry excursions into related activities—bake sales, ice-cream socials and bingo games—all that gave her a comfortably substantial income.

				She went topside and asked Festinger if the ship was ready to leave.

				It told her yes in a convincing, melodic voice. Hopefully, it knew what it was talking about, although Sal wouldn’t bet on it. Machines always seemed to fizzle out on her at crucial moments. Worse yet, she was absolutely helpless when it came to fixing them.

				Luckily, Festinger’s record had, thus far, been above average. She’d bought it second-hand from a small tavern on Trenton, where it had been used as a juke box. She’d had it reprogrammed. It had operated satisfactorily ever since. Although sometimes, on foggy planets, when the moisture got into its circuitry, it refused to synthesize organ music unless she put a coin in its lubrication slot.

			

			
				As far as Salvation was concerned, occasional lapses like that could be excused. She was far more concerned with the ever-lurking, catastrophic, plan-shattering type of mechanical malfunction that so regularly plagued her, a type Festinger seemed mercifully above. Her dark untrusting doubt still remained.

				“Let’s get out of here,” she told her robot.

				Festinger chorded the control panel, touched the field generator, and reached for the crystal activation lever. Just at that instant, a powerful ion beam passed through the ship.

				Grounded, Festinger watched helpless as its anterior sensor flashed into powder, its program of All The World’s Greatest Gospel Hits melted to sludge, and its rear end, completely covered with bas-relief religious sculpture, fused to the control pod.

				Salvation fared considerably better. She simply passed out.
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				She awoke to the sight of grimy off-white executive coveralls sheathing a pair of pacing legs. She raised her head to bring the top of the coveralls into view. “Congratulations, Warner,” she said to the president of 3M. “You finally got. me.”

				“Indeed I did, Sal,” Bull nee Warner Weevil said in response. “I’m glad you’re awake. I was starting to worry. The tracker what collared you accidently jacked up the force of its ion charge a smidgen or two above human tolerance levels. I was worried that you might not make it.”

				“So you’d have the VC on your neck for murder.” The Volunteer Crimefighters.

				“Well, that too,” said Bull with exaggerated nonchalance . “Actually, I was more worried about you, yourself. I wouldn’t wanna be the cause of nobody getting hurt.”

				“Liar. Let’s skip the amenities. Turn me over to the VC and be done with it.”

				Bull raised his eyebrows and rubbed his mouth with his hand. “Turn you over to the Volunteers,” he said as if it were the first time he’d realized he had any such alternative. “Where you’ll get a fine, do a stretch in one of them progressive playpens that pass for slammers nowadays, and be back bugging us six months from now. I don’t think so. Not this time. This time, I’m gonna try something different. I’m gonna use psychology on you. You oughta understand that. What is it you got your doctorate in? Interpersonal domination?”

			

			
				“That was my minor,” Sal answered flatly. “I majored in behavioral science.”

				A look of complete bafflement crinkled Weevil’s brow. “Yeah. I took more of the practical stuff. Money manip, wheeler-dealership and fizz ed. Anyways, so with a background like you got, you oughta understand the theory behind this what I’m gonna tell you just fine. I’m not gonna punish you. So long as you don’t disrupt my production schedules, or steal directly from 3M herself, I’m gonna let you keep running your dodge with my blessings.”

				Sal found that hard to believe.

				“However,” Bull continued, “as any of them high-priced shrinks would tell you, psychologically, you’re now in my debt. In other words, you owe me. You’re gonna pay off. Or you’re gonna get hurt a little bit.”

				Sal didn’t find that the least bit hard to believe. “What do you want? Sex?”

				Bull looked hurt. “Sal, what kind of an opportunistic creep do you take me for? To get one up on a lady and then take advantage of her. Perish the thought. Besides, if my stockholders ever found out I screwed some bimbo…no offense…I’d wind up with a king-size boot in the ass.

				“Actually, what I got in mind oughta be ruck-duck soup for somebody as good at handling people as you are. There’s this operator. A bumbling, inept, small-time crook. A simpleton, but he’s been fouling up our mechanicals pretty bad. It don’t do me no good to get the VC involved. He’d be right back at us in a coupla months. Besides, knowing those VC bustards, pardon my French, they’d probably find some excuse to investigate 3M while they hunt down this schlemiel.”

				The Earth-based Crimefighters Commission reimbursed its out-world volunteer operatives according to a point system based on the magnitude of the crimes they were able to uncover and/or prevent and/or bring someone to trial for. Most of the Volunteers only fought crime part-time to pick up extra spending money. Because of the point differential, they concentrated mainly on big lawbreakers rather than small ones. In that context, large companies became one of their favorite targets.

				Uncovering a shady deal in a corporation usually always made for a quick, easy, and massive accumulation of points. “So I gotta handle him myself. If I use my own boys and the word gets back to the Volunteers, well…” He spread his hands fatalistically. “I gotta stay clean. That’s why I’m forced to offer you this golden deal. I let you work your racket in 3M towns, you take this dude out of commission for me.”

			

			
				“You mean murder him.”

				Warner shrugged his shoulders noncommittally. “Any way you want it.” His attitude indicated that murder was precisely what he had in mind.

				Sal far preferred rational discussion or surreptitious persuasion to murder. Murder seemed such a purely mechanical solution to a problem. She liked to think of herself as having progressed beyond the mere mechanical to a stage of creative innovation. Apparently, Weevil was still fixated at the more primitive level. To give herself some time in which to formulate a novelly viable strategy, she decided, for the present at least, her best course of action was to humor him. “What’s his name?”

				Warner turned to his aide. “What’s that crummy schmuck’s name?”

				His aide consulted a duraflex file and read off the crummy schmuck’s name. “Frederick Footman.”
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				While Freddie waited for the waitress to bring his hot fudge sundae, he amused himself by manipulating free program access from his booth’s coin-operated television terminal. When he had it working properly (or not working properly depending on your point of view), he punched up three selection numbers at random. The screen flickered to life showing a withered and white-haired old man, stoop-shouldered yet dignified, carrying a black bag, trudging through immense snowdrifts to reach a ramshackle coop wherein lived a destitute charwoman and her sixteen illegitimate children, each and every one stricken ill with the plague. Saccharine music built up and over the title shot, “The Goodhearted Doctor O’Levitz.”

				Freddie flipped it off. Overcoming the technical challenge of sapping the terminal had interested him. The program itself didn’t. He knew he could punch up numbers indefinitely, and every program would be basically the same, a synthesized rendition of the kind of pappy tear-jerker typical of 1960, the Earth era this particular city represented.

				Never much of a history buff, Freddie generally avoided Hollywood with its temporally authentic 1900- and 2000-era cities, painstakingly constructed over the years by lavishly budgeted moviemakers intent on reproducing in minutest detail the characteristics of bygone eras. Unlike the nostalgic tourists who flocked here in droves, Freddie was only bored by the primitive technologies and simplistic pastimes Hollywood had to offer. He far preferred the entertainments of his own day and age, the automated red-light districts of Paris, or the machine shops of Detroit.

			

			
				However, according to Weevil, Salvation Noble had an insatiable craving for ice-cream sodas. Hence she hung out here on Hollywood, in 1960, where every third block held an ice-cream parlor. Freddie had been visiting them, one after another, going into and out of a seemingly never-ending succession, hoping to run into her. Thus far, he’d had no luck. He’d gained several pounds from the ice cream he’d consumed besides.

				The waitress brought him his sundae. He’d never had one before He had ordered it as a change of pace from what was becoming a tiresome succession of ice-cream conicals. “What’s that round red thing on top?”

				“That’s a crabapple, sir,” said the waitress. “Our researchers tell us hot fudge sundaes always came topped with a crab apple. Here at Howie HoJo’s we pride ourselves on being completely authentic.” She jiggled her breasts to demonstrate how far that authenticity permeated.

				Freddie fumbled for a response. He realized the waitress was making a covert overture. He didn’t have the romantic expertise to respond. He would have been better able to react had she been a mechanical effigy. He knew how to seduce an eff. Fidget around with its morality codes, and you’d wind up with a diddle to curl your hair (literally—on an eff, the only opening large enough to be used for immoral purposes was the 10-volt DC charging socket.)

				Stumbling over his words, he mumbled a curt “That’s nice,” and fell to eating his sundae.

				“Yeah, sure, don’t. mention it, bub,” huffed the waitress peevishly, swinging back to the counter.

				He knew he wasn’t unattractive to women. Short, yes, barely over five feet six, with the very average nowadays being well over a foot more. His sandy-brown hair, long and curly, his even white teeth and dark-brown eyes, his clear complexion and delicate features gave him a certain boyish charm that lots of women found irresistible. He got more than his share of lightly veiled propositions. Call it shyness, call it a lack of savoir faire, he never knew how to respond. He usually wound up relying on machines for his sexual pleasures. The preludes were far less traumatic than approaching real live females.

			

			
				He was just finishing his sundae and contemplating following it up with a soda when he realized that all conversation in the parlor had stopped. Glancing toward the door, he saw why.

				The most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen had just walked in.

				She was tall, taller even than most men. That gave her nearly eighteen inches up on Freddie. She was wearing a crossed sparkle-band halter and formfitting leggings, deep-red, the exact color of her hair. Her boots were fitted with special petite hydraulics to raise and lower her height depending on the impression she wanted to make. Right now, those hydraulics were all the way up.

				She looked around the parlor which was half filled with vacationing tourists. Even though there were several empty tables, she came over to the one Freddie occupied. “Mind if I join you?”

				Freddie swallowed hard. To all indications, this girl was Supercon Sal. For weeks, he’d dreaded the moment when he would be forced to find some way to make her acquaintance. Now, by sheerest coincidence, she was asking to join him!

				Weakly, Freddie nodded.

				With a graceful fluid motion, Sal slipped into the chair beside him, brushing her thigh against his as she pulled herself closer to the table.

				Freddie blushed. He raised his hand to cover his bright-crimson forehead.

				Sal grasped it gently and pulled it away. “Don’t be ashamed,” she whispered throatily. “Bashful boys intrigue me.”

				The waitress came over. “Something for you, lady?”

				“I’ll have an ice-cream soda,” Sal responded without taking her eyes off Freddie. “What flavors are there?”

				“The usual,” said the waitress. “Bourbon, Scotch, rye. All authentic.”

				“Bring me a Scotch soda, then.”

				“One Scotch soda, coming up,” repeated the waitress with an envious glance at Sal’s firmly muscled stomach and well-formed breasts.

				“I hope you won’t think me overly forward,” sighed Sal, covering Freddie’s hands with her own, “but from the moment I came in, I couldn’t take my eyes off you. I find you extremely attractive and virile.”

				Freddie felt his neck starting to sweat. He opened the snap closure at the collar of his blue denim jumpsuit. It didn’t help. He kept getting warmer. A malfunction in the parlor’s heating system, he assumed, earnestly wishing he were down underground setting it right, tracing corroded wires, replacing brittle tubing, instead of up here, straining for something to say. “Gee,” was the best he could come up with.

			

			
				Sal pulled out a punk stick and waited for Freddie to light it. Freddie couldn’t find his igniter. Sal passed him hers. He lit her stick, pulled out a small screwdriver, made several adjustments to her igniter, flicked it until it worked to his satisfaction, and passed it back.

				“I work for the movies,” said Sal. She tossed down her soda and signaled for another. “In a dialogue department. I’m a buzzworder. I research and authenticate the snappy catchwords that were prevalent in various eras. Remember when ‘criminys’ caught on a year or two ago? I was the one who discovered it. I uncovered ‘ruckduck soup’, too, and ‘ain’t that a kick in the knee,’ and that French term, ‘bustard,’ and a whole lot of others.”

				”Gee,” twaddled Freddie.

				“I love the strong, silent type,” cooed Sal snuggling up to him. “What do you say we get out of here, go back to my place, and…relax. Have a few sodas.” She picked up both their checks and led him toward the door. “By the way,” she said as they stepped over a plaster bum propped for temporal authenticity outside the door. “My name’s Annie Suckle, but my friends call me Honey. I hope you’ll be one of my friends.”

				“Pleased to meet you, Honey,” said Freddie in his best retort of the day. “I’m Reggie Sincere.”

				For temporal charm, the agglutinator in Sal’s kitchen was patterned to resemble an old-style refrigerator. The meal request buttons were located in a top compartment, cast in clear resin in the shape of ice cubes. The food itself materialized in a larger compartment down below, inside a tray labeled Leafy Things.

				Grimacing, Sal opened the top compartment and studied the code key inside. As usual, she couldn’t make sense out of it.

				If only Footman hadn’t turned out to be such a dawdler, compulsively stopping the way he did to adjust the timing of every traffic light between the ice-cream parlor and here. Sal’s coyest blandishments weren’t able to hasten his corner-by-corner progression a whit. He’d taken so long getting here that by the time they finally arrived it was well into the dinner hour. Sal, to allay any suspicions, was forced to offer to prepare something for them, for Sal an anxiety-laden experience because it required her to confront a machine.

				Giving up on the code key, she punched the ice cube labeled “Verbal assist.”

				“Yes,” said the agglutinator, speaking through an outside spigot it normally used to dispense reconstituted soup.

			

			
				“I need help preparing tonight’s meal,” said Sal.

				“Of course,” the agglutinator answered, rather pompously thought Sal. Did it have to be so uppity just because it cooked better than she did? If it thinks it’s so smart, let it try and program a Pavlovian response into a newt sometime. Now there’s a job that takes talent. Sal still glowed at the memory of her first success. “Had you anything special in mind?” the agglutinator said, interrupting her fond recollection.

				Sal wondered when it would go haywire on her. “You select for me.”

				“Certainly.” The ag’s voice dropped an octave to a fatherly baritone level. They loved being asked for advice. “Something temporally authentic, perhaps?”

				Everything was working too smoothly. When the screw-up came, it would be a doozy, bet your life. “Fine.”

				The agglutinator rattled and hissed. Something solid and heavy clucked into its delivery tray.

				“I forgot,” Sal mumbled apologetically. “Dinner for two.”

				“Please think of that a trifle earlier in the future,” chastised the agglutinator in a shrill tenor. “I get a discount on raw materials if I order in quantity.”

				After another hiss and rattle, the delivery tray clucked again.

				Sal jerked the tray open and removed two cold, hard metallic objects. “What are these?” She turned them over in her hands.

				“A 1960 staple, the TV dinner,” responded the agglutinator with a distinctly know-it-all tone (especially hard to synthesize. when speaking through a soup spigot.)

				“How the Hell am I supposed to eat them?”

				“How should I know,” barked the agglutinator. “I only synthesize the stuff, I don’t feed it to you. And don’t use profanity in my kitchen.”

				Sal hefted the TV dinner experimentally estimating how much damage she could do to the agglutinator with it. A vision of Footman, rapturously juggling traffic light parts, flashed to mind. The guy was a nut on machines. Why not take advantage of it? Play the helpless weaker sex. Let him be glorious provider, sallying forth into the mechanical jungle to forage for food. It would soften him up for the kill.

				“Reggie,” wailed Sal.

				“Yes,” said Freddie poking his head into the kitchen.

				“Reggie, this machine is screwing up our whole dinner. Can you do something with it?”

			

			
				Freddie’s eyes went slightly glazy. He didn’t even bother to answer. He went straight to the agglutinator, pulling out his pocket-size tool kit on the way.

				Wringing her hands and widening her eyes in a marvelous show of total dependency, Sal spent a few minutes watching him twist screws and worry dials into new positions.

				Leaving him to his work, Sal went into the dining room and mixed herself a soda. Instead of using the drinks-o-mixer, she poured the ingredients and shook them up herself.

				Freddie came out of the kitchen carrying two steaming plates of food.

				“We’ve got Salisbury steak and mashed potatoes. For a change of pace, I programmed in some ethnicism. Tada!” He waved her plate under her nose so she could catch a whiff. “A side of collards and greens.”

				He brought the food into the living room. He set it down on the coffee table, a cantilevered construction fabricated from the roof of a 1960 Chevrolet hardtop.

				They ate in silence.

				Every time Sal tried to strike up a conversation, Freddie would gag on his food and drool. A casebook study. A man using the precision of mechanics to compensate for having a puny animus. At first opportunity, she would have to work it up for one of the journals. Out of understanding sympathy, Sal let him enjoy his dinner in peace.

				After they’d finished eating, Freddie said, “Soda?”

				Sal nodded.

				Freddie bounded out of his sling-back chair. He fairly attacked the drinks-o-mixer, a whirlwind of screwdrivers and wrenches, twisting and turning. With a gleeful smile, he produced two frosty soda glasses brim full of a frothy greenish cream. “Two Scotch sodas,” he announced triumphantly.

				Sal tasted hers. It was by far the best she’d ever had.

				She gave him a radiant smile intended to both acknowledge his mechanical prowess and set him at ease.

				While he concentrated his total attention on draining his glass, Sal studied him.

				Her tastes ran to rugged, gutsy musclemen. Yet she could see how he might be classed as good-looking in a boyish defenseless way. She knew the type well. Inner-directed, shy. As a child, probably a nipple biter, what the textbooks referred to as suffering from an edible complex. A pushover for a strong-willed woman. She almost regretted her victory would come so easily, would give her none of the mental jousting and thrill of conquest by force that she loved.

			

			
				She slipped her hand into her pocketbook. She grabbed the pistol Bull Weevil had supplied her, a Mark IV Bloody Awful. She started to pull it out, intending to use its phallic significance to cow Footman into abrupt submission to her gritty resolve.

				Before she had the chance, a burst of music and a clash of cymbals from the street below caused Freddie to jump up and run to the balcony.

				With him out there, in full view of anyone walking along the sidewalk, use of the Bloody Awful was out of the question. Reluctantly, she slipped it back into her purse.

				“Honey, come quick. It’s a parade,” Freddie bubbled enthusiastically, motioning her over.

				She joined him on the balcony.

				The parade was one that ran nightly through the streets of 1960. It featured typical characters of the era.

				The unit passing below was a drill team composed of middle-aged ladies dressed in expensive but dowdy clothing. Each lady carried a mechanical poodle under her arm. At a signal from the drill master, the ladies dropped the poodles to the ground. The women gazed nonchalantly off into space while the dogs ran in circles, sniffing the ground, finally depositing small brown lumps smack in the middle of the sidewalk. There was a big rush among the spectators to pick up the lumps. Each lump, when broken open, contained a Tootsie Roll.

				The unit drew a big hand as it marched off.

				“Muggers!” exclaimed Freddie excitedly, pointing at the next unit. A motley group of men paraded by, accosting the spectators with plastic knives and wooden pistols. On cue, a phalanx of white knights, resplendent in formfitting armor, all astride gleaming white mechanical horses, galloped up and ZAPPED the muggers with glowing lances.

				The crowd guffawed lustily.

				Dealing with Footman could wait. Sal was enjoying the parade.

				The next unit was a band comprised of finely coiffured, heavily rouged and powdered men, mincing down the street under the leadership of a man swishing along backwards, directing them with a cigarette in a long ivory holder. “How quaint, Reggie. A pansy band.” She turned to him. He was gone.

				“Reggie?” she called ducking inside.

			

			
				“Right here,” Freddie stepped out from behind the window curtains. In his hand he held a Bloody Awful. For a moment, Sal assumed he’d gone through her purse. Then she noticed his pistol was blue. Hers was red.

				“Sal,” he said, “I don’t want to have to kill you.”

				She dove for her purse, grabbed the pistol, and somersaulted up to face him. She half expected him to shoot her before she made it to her feet.

				He didn’t shoot.

				She didn’t, either.

				They’d reached an impasse. Neither had the heartless determination necessary to shoot the other. Neither could think of anything to say. They both stood there, pointing their guns at each other. Sal had the presence of mind to sneer every once in a while to assert her claim,

				Freddie simply looked sheepish.

				Then Sal realized that Footman had called her by name, by her real name, Sal. He wasn’t supposed to know that. “Warner Weevil,” she muttered through clenched teeth. “That dirty bustard.”

				“What a coincidence,” Freddie gasped in astonishment. “I know a guy named Weevil.” Then he also saw the light. “He set us up.”

				“You’re darn right he did.”

				“How did he expect to get rid of us both? What if only one of us got shot?”

				Crash! A VC thumping machine smashed in the door. It skittered back into the hall. Three persons, all obviously just having finished taking part in the parade, bounded into the room, vaulting over the door’s remains.

				“VC” barked the first, in mugger garb, pointing a decidedly unwooden pistol at them.

				“Up with your armth,” lisped second, a member of the pansy band. He kept them covered with a gun concealed inside his flute.

				“Where’s the stiff?” asked the third, a matron, gesturing menacingly with the rear end of her poodle.

				Exchanging a resigned flicker of understanding, Freddie and Sal dropped their pistols. They held out their hands for the cuffs.
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				A man in a period movie usher’s garb, a garish red and blue fourragered blazer with ROXY on the back, wearing a VC patch on one shoulder and VC sergeant’s stripes on the other, led Sal and Freddie out of their cells, down a long corridor, and into an interrogation room. He flashed them a quick, insincere smile. “Plenty of seating, right down front, there under the two spotlights,” he crooned pointing with a 38-caliber flashlight. “Before we start the grilling, let’s pause for a few words from those nice folks down at the Roxy Theater. On those long afternoons when you find yourself between capers, why not take in a Roxy matinee, featuring only the finest period projections. Matinee show times at twelve noon, two and four. Come early and avoid the lines.”

			

			
				The usher handed each a slip of paper. “These coupons are good for half-off an authentic bag of popwheat. I won’t give you this week’s program because, frankly, I doubt you’ll be out of here much before next year. Hang onto your coupons. They never expire.”

				He left them alone.

				Sal started to say something. Freddie shushed her. Running his hands across the wall, he uncovered three hidden microphones and an optical transmission device, all the size of a large fly. He crunched them, one by one, under his heel.

				The door popped open. “That wasn’t nice. The good Lord doesn’t grow those things on trees, you know,” said a priest displaying a VC patch and Lieutenant’s bars on his cassock. From his neck hung a cross on which bas-relief letters spelled out Crimefighter (on the upright) and Volunteer (on the horizontal). “Allow me to introduce myself. Lieutenant Father Goulash.”

				He assumed a saintly expression of deep anguish. “Before we go any further, let me clarify one point. I’m a man of the cloth first, a Crimefighter second. I suffer through the rubber hosings, the grillings, the fiendish tortures, forcing confessions out of nubile young women by searing their pink, quivering flesh with punk sticks…” His voice scaled higher a slight trace of spittle appeared at the corner of his mouth. “…inflicting unimaginable indignities on reluctant witnesses, flailing the skin, smelling the blood… “He stared at them blankly. “What was the point I was trying to make? I remember.”

				His composure returned. “I suffer through all these perversions only for the sake of my calling. I regard my crime-fighting work as a logical adjunct to my ministerial duties. A way, so to speak, to flush out souls in need of saving, lead them back to the paths of righteousness. Plus, the point money helps out. Keeps me well-supplied with fishes and loaves. Of course, I donate fully one one-hundredth of it to the Church. Don’t let my gentle generosity lull you into a state of false security. I’m a mean son of a gun where the Devil’s concerned.

			

			
				“Which brings me to you two. You two are causing me no end of moral grief. I just know you’re up to something Devilish, something I could be saving you from. I got a tip. ‘Padre,’ said this stoolie—he called me Padre because I’m like a father to all these miserable scum—‘Padre,’ he said, ‘you get some VC over to this apartment, and you’ll find yourself a stiff.’ Then he gave me your address, Miss Noble. I sent my men over, fully expecting them to uncover a murder. I get 200 points for uncovering a murder, Heaven forbid. When they get there, do they uncover a murder? They do not. They find you two perfectly alive. Poof, my 200 points vanishes.

				“I say to myself, ‘Big Fisherman’—I always like to think of myself as a netter in the tainted sea of life—‘Big Fisherman, let’s take whatever crumbs should fall our way and be thankful.’ I told my men to haul you in on a pistol possession charge. I get, let me see…” He pulled out a tiny red book. “Yes. 16 points for a conviction on that one. 16 points and a bonus. My choice of a weekend on Las Vegas or a pen set.

				“Unfortunately, I can’t make pistol possession stick.”

				“You can’t?” asked Sal, reluctant to press her luck, but curious nonetheless.

				“I can’t, you smug little law bender, you. To get you on pistol possession, I had to catch you with a pistol. Bombs don’t count. In a way, it’s too bad you didn’t trigger one of those phony Bloody Awfuls. Ka-blooey! No more anything for twenty feet in any direction. I get 2 points for uncovering suicides. Not much, but it all adds up.

				“Would you believe I’ve looked, and I’ve looked. There’s no law against building bombs, as long as you do it in the privacy of your own abode in the company of consenting adults. It’s what we crime-fighters regard as a jurispruditional hindrance to the halting of crime. I’m going to have to let you go.

				“Before I do that, because we’re all part of the same big happy family of man, and siblings would never snitch, how about, just between the three of us, you tell me which one of Hollywood’s commandments you were planning to rend asunder with those two phony pistols.”

				Freddie and Sal stared at each other.

				“Not going to talk? Too bad. My tough luck. I can’t force you to talk if you don’t want to.” His tone softened.

				“That’s it as far as I, Lieutenant Father Goulash the Crimefighter, am concerned. You don’t want to talk, you don’t have to talk.”

			

			
				He turned his back on them, then spun around to face them again. “As Lieutenant Father Goulash, your father confessor, I can’t, in all good conscience, let you walk away from here burdened with the terrible secret I know, even now, eats away at your souls.” He put a paternal hand on each of their shoulders.

				“Let me tell you about repressed guilt, corking it up inside, internal seething. I see a lot of that in my work. It’s not good, no siree. You’ve got to release all that guilt, unburden yourself of it, or you’ll wind up in terrible shape. I could point out twelve duodenal ulcers in the fourteen prisoners in Cell Block One alone. Every one of those ulcers was caused by bottled-up guilt.”

				He dropped his hands and gazed off into space as if deep in contemplation. “Tell you what. If you’d like to spare yourself all that misery, let it out, bare your souls to God, I have a confessional set up in an empty cell in Block Three. You have my word nothing I hear there will be used against you.”

				They noticed he had his fingers crossed behind his back.

				They shook their heads.

				“Then, I’m forced to let you go. Don’t get careless.” Apparently, somewhere in the last two sentences, he’d slithered back into his crimefighter’s guise. “I’m keeping my eyes on you. Step out of line, and you’ll both be breaking big rocks into little rocks on Leavenworth.”

				They turned to go.

				“One final word,” said Lieutenant Father Goulash. “The Lord be with you.”
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				Sal and Freddie headed straight for the nearest bar.

				A place called Harry’s, it catered to a low-class clientele. That and its location, far off the beaten tourist paths, resulted in its being run with a complete disregard for temporal authenticity, a good thing, since Lieutenant Father Goulash had neglected to return their money (muttering something about fishes and loaves and it’s being more blessed to give than to receive when they’d pointed out his oversight).

				Using odds and ends from the mounds of switches and thermos he carried with him, Freddie fabricated a pencil-sized flashlight. It beamed a peculiar pale-yellow light. Wielding it like a scalpel, he approached the bartender.

			

			
				“What’ll it be, Mac?” asked the contemporary bartender in a tinny tenor, one snaky sponge-tipped tentacle swabbing the bar while another tentacle, this one capped with a grimy rag, wiped it dry.

				Freddie poked the light into one of the bartender’s sensing pickups. He flashed it on and off in intricate patterns.

				“Let’s not have any trouble, Mac,” warned the bartender, pulling a cosh-ended tentacle from under the bar.

				Confidently ignoring the threat, Freddie kept flashing.

				The bartender swung the cosh.

				Ducking, Freddie adjusted his flash pattern. This time, it brought results.

				“Let me set up a free one for you and your friend,” said the bartender, docilely stowing his cosh. “What’ll it be?”

				Carrying a double zingy in each hand, Sal and Freddie slipped into a corner cube. Freddie jimmied the coin box. A hush cone’s hazy blue glow flared up around them.

				The two sat in silence. Sal sipped her drink, staring off someplace over Freddie’s head. Freddie grinned inanely, trying to play at being suave.

				He was having a friendly intimate drink with a beautiful girl. Yet he couldn’t think of anything to say. Briefly, long ago, he had given in to his pumping libido enough to temporarily abandon his pervasive fascination with mechanical journals for reading material of a more carnal nature. He plowed through a succession of graphically illustrated pseudoscientific publications bearing titles like The Lover’s Guidebook, Success with the Single Girl, or, more prosaically, Making It with Broads.

				The advice contained in those publications, admittedly subordinated to the pictures, had never worked for him. Lacking better guidance, he always fell back on it whenever he found himself situationally obligated to address a member of the opposite sex. All the while he cursed the quirk of nature that had neglected to make human females operate according to the same predictable physical laws that regulated light, heat and sound.

				The books’ general consensus advised breaking the ice with a casual flattering observation on some aspect of a girl’s person. Without dropping his grin, he verbalized the first observation that came to mind. “You’ve really got a swell pair of boobies.”

				Sal tossed down both her zingys. She picked up one of Freddie’s before responding “Why? Why would Warner Weevil go through all that trouble just to get rid of us?”

			

			
				Far sooner than he would have preferred, Freddie decided the conversation had become more than he could hold up one end of.

				He settled back against a cushion. He wrinkled his brow in a fair impression of groaning introspection and sipped at his drink, leaving the motivational analysis of Warner Weevil’s activities to Sal. From time to time, he made himself useful by hitting up the bartender for more free drinks.

				After eight zingys (Freddie, with three under his belt, could barely sit up straight), Sal put it all together. “Close!” She spat. “Getting too damned close.”

				Assuming she was referring to their newly established relationship, Freddie eased his way around to the other side of the cube.

				“What’s the matter, I scare you, little man?” Sal got up to leave.

				“I thought that by ‘close’ you meant we were, uh, getting too close.”

				“You’re a funny little guy, you know that?” Sal chucked Freddie under the chin. “Someday, when we’ve got a few spare minutes, I’ll sit you down for a psychological tune-up. Your self-assurance definitely needs work. Your small-group dynamic? You are mightily deficient there. I may even design a whole new therapeutic methodology around your case. By ‘close’ I meant the VC was getting too close to something. Something Weevil didn’t want them stumbling into. There’s been a rumor going around that he’s heavily involved in the drug traffic on Washington. When we turned up working his planets, he got panicky. If the VC arrested us for bunko, they might sneak a peek into his dealings on the way past. He didn’t want them doing that. He had to get rid of us before the VC caught us.

				Freddie blushed. “I’m ashamed to admit to this. I didn’t even know there was such an organization as the VC before they came busting in and arrested us.”

				Sal patted his arm. “We all have to start someplace.” Using a breadstick, she sketched an elaborate diagram through the zingy suds on the table top. “Here’s Weevil.” She put down a bubbly circle. “He couldn’t finish us off himself because the VC might have gotten him that way, too. He set us onto each other.” She leaned over the diagram, marked a big X on it, pointed to Freddie. “I know what you’re going to ask.”

				“What?” Freddie asked.

				“You’re going to ask why Weevil tipped the VC to our final scene.”

				“That’s exactly what I was about to ask.”

			

			
				“To put himself completely out of the picture. Visualize it from the VC’s viewpoint. Two con operators have a falling out and blow each other up. The VC gets some nominal point money and closes the case. Weevil’s in the clear because there’s nothing to tie him to us. Nobody’s left to give the VC an entree into an investigation of the big drug deal Weevil’s really covering up. It all fits together. It’s the way he’d operate. It’s the only logical solution for a man like Weevil.”

				Freddie shook his head, honestly impressed. “You have really got a way with untangling minds. I’d have said Weevil wanted us out of the way just because he didn’t like us messing around with his company. I mean, he seemed really attached to it and all. That’s the way I would have figured it.”

				Sal jabbed her finger at him, ready to cut him down with a few well-chosen words. Slowly, her confident grin changed to a doubtful scowl, and again, to a twitch of grudging admiration.

				“That’s another possibility.” She sank down onto her cushion.

				She bounded up. “No matter. Whatever he’s up to, you can bet there’s money in it. If there’s money in it, I’m going to be in it, too. So are you,” she added with the distinct implication that she wasn’t leaving Freddie much choice in the matter.

				Freddie hung back. “All this stuff is way out of my line. I’ll pass on it. You go ahead without me.”

				“Not on your life,” sneered Sal.” If Weevil picks you up again, I don’t want you blabbing that I suspect anything. From now on, wherever I go, you go.”

				There was a premise brimming with possibilities! “On second thought, I’ll tag along.”

				[image: sb-01.png]


				“Autopilot,” read the fiberfoam sign in the cockpit window of the nifty two-tone green-over-grey sports job in the used ship shop. “Low light-yearage, new rad., only 1,000 clumps on overhauled blippers, exyn., A/H. No money down with your good credit.”

				On a test flight, Freddie judged the ship terribly underpowered. He wanted to scout up something else for the flight to Washington.

				Sal thought the colors had very soothing effect (besides, they highlighted her eyes).

			

			
				Freddie told her that was the dumbest reason he’d ever heard for picking out a ship.

				Sal touched his cheek ever so lightly.

				He stole the sports job that night.
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				Sal tossed four chips into the pot. “See your two. Raise two.”

				Freddie’s pile of chips was half the size of hers. He regretted having entered a poker game with someone who seemed able to glance into his eyes and immediately divine his every bluff. At least this time, holding four kings and a ten, he had her honestly. “Your two, and two more.”

				”Two, and up five.”

				“Your five…” He counted out his remaining chips. “…and twenty-four more.”

				Idly, Sal counted that many out. “Call.”

				Smugly, Freddie laid down his hand. He reached for the pot.

				Sal stopped him. “Not good enough.” She showed her hand. “Four queens, ace.”

				“Wait a minute,” argued Freddie, “since when do four queens beat four kings?”

				“My, my, my, aren’t we chauvinistically Victorian,” Sal chastised, raking in the chips. “You’re a bit out of touch. I recommend you creep out of your technological shell every now and then for a peek at what’s going on in the mainstream of civilization. Poker rules, as recently revised by the Interplanetary Poker Federation, after consultations with scores of leading social scientists, now rank kings and queens as equal. It not only fosters a much better psychological balance in the male-female relationship but also makes my ace winner over your ten.”

				She extended her hand, grasped his and gave it a brisk shake. “Thanks for the game.”

				Freddie rose up, index finger extended, just as the ship’s klaxon horn roared to life, signaling an impending collision.

				Freddie reacted instantly. He activated the view plate to see a drifting life raft reflected there. He slammed in the port gyros to carry the ship around it. Plugging in the wide-band beeper, he beamed it in the raft’s direction. “Do you need help?”

			

			
				“No, blockhead. I’m riding around aimlessly on the solar currents to prove my theory that Earthlings reached the stars by drifting there in gigantic tin cans,” came the response “Cut the crapola and haul me in,”

				Guiding the skyhook with a loving, almost empathic skill, Freddie shagged the life raft.

				Once inside the ship’s pressurized cargo hold, the raft’s hatch coupling automatically unsnapped. The raft popped open.

				Freddie and Sal crowded in close to help the raft’s occupant out. No one came forward to meet them. Freddie poked his head inside. He pulled it out. “It’s empty!”

				“What am I then, a soy salad sandwich,” said a voice from inside.

				Freddie stuck his head back in. “Who said that?”

				“I did, dummy.” The voice seemed to be emanating from inside a tiny kitchenette.

				“My God, he’s trapped in the kitchenette,” Freddie gasped.

				“What, trapped inside. I am the kitchenette,” said the voice. “Late of the flagship Spirit of Sicily, out of New Jersey. Hop to now, maties. Unbolt me. Slip those wheels underneath me.” It shot a spray of tap water into a nearby corner.

				Freddie hoisted the kitchenette onto its wheels as it waxed sentimental. “I’m going to miss the good old Sicily, bless her soul. She started out as a government junket ship. Crew of sixteen, thirteen of them stewardesses, hand-picked, if you’ll excuse the pun, for the size of their titties. Well, came this VC investigation, and, bingo! First thing you know, the Sicily is converted to an automated garbage scow. That should have meant good-bye me. Machines don’t need three square num-nums a day, you know. Leave it to the Jerseyites. The contractors get paid to pull out all us extraneous stuff and put in a shiny new centralized guidance module. What do they do? They buy off the inspectors, pilfer the guidance module, and automate the ship by slapping war-surplus stuff into every nook and cranny. A lousy crooked deal, although honestly, I can’t complain. With me having more nooks and crannies than anyplace else, I wound up as captain, pro tem.”

				The kitchenette jounced out of the life raft, swaying side to side in its impression of a spacefarer’s swagger. “I saw that ship through many a tight spot, I did. It’s my ingrained sense of mission. The garbage must go through, and all that. When the Sicily finally gave up the ghost and started breaking apart—you can’t imagine how second-hand rivets crap out when the going gets rough—I ordered a brace of servos to jerk the memory banks out of the life raft and bolt me inside. Wow, what static I got from the dormitory section. The bunks insisted it was the captain’s duty to go down with the ship. Fortunately, I’m not all that traditional. It’s a good thing I didn’t stick around to debate it. I barely got off in time to avoid a physical confrontation with the latrine. I can see it still. Perched up on two servos, charging the life raft, yelling out, ‘Women and water closets first.’ Anyway, here I am. By right of salvage, I’m yours. To put to work as you will. If you’d like my suggestion, I make a splendid captain. Jut jawed. Steely eyed. Rolling the bridge. Although I’m flexible. If the captain’s slot is already filled, I’m willing to sign on as first mate. I do horn pipes on my teakettle. If first mate’s taken, I suppose there’s always galley master. It doesn’t have the status I’ve grown accustomed to. At least it would keep me in space. As to qualifications, I whip up a terrific Spanish omelet. I even throw in chicken imitations when I synthesize the eggs.”

			

			
				It tilted a spice rack pleadingly to one side. “Got any work to keep an old space farer busy?”

				Enthralled at the prospect of having something metallic around to talk to, Freddie nodded. “I can scout up a few odds and ends.”
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				The sergeant aboard the VC ship turned from the tracker. “They took it aboard, sir.”

				“The Lord be praised,” said Lieutenant Father Goulash.

				“Sir, may I make a comment.”

				“Of course, my son.”

				“Sir, if I were them, I’d be a trifle suspicious if I ran across a talking kitchenette in the middle of open space.”

				Lieutenant Father Goulash raised his hands in gentle absolution. “I don’t think we need worry about that. Let me explain. Those two are up to something sinful. Where sin is concerned, we often get help from unexpected sources. For instance, when I requested a mechanical infiltration device from headquarters, I was told to modify gear they already had in stock or do without. I looked to see what they had. It boiled down to a choice between the kitchenette and a one-tenth scale model of Niagara Falls.” The priest’s face took on an angelic expression. “When confronted with momentous decisions like that, I always ask myself, `WWLD?’ That stands for What Would the Lord Do? This time, I could actually hear Him whispering to me. ‘I would use the kitchenette.’”

			

			
				With that divine revelation, Lieutenant Father Goulash hitched up his robe around him and clumped gracefully down the ship’s ladder to the pistol range. After squeezing off a few rounds, he would chant his vespers.
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				Arrows directed them from their ship across the field to a massive grey building. The kitchenette rolled along behind them doing, singing a muted space chantey on exhaust fan and spoons. They approached a gloomy olive-drab door stenciled with the designation ALIEN INSPECTION AREA. Written in smaller letters underneath was Passage through this area required of all incoming tired, poor, or otherwise physically or morally suspect aliens. This means you. Enter here and form huddled mass inside door.

				Leaving the kitchenette in the care of a square yellow contraption which would carry it through a separate but equally effective inspection area of its own, Freddie and Sal entered and huddled.

				A stenciled sign instructed them and the ten other aliens huddling with them to remove their clothing. Sal nonchalantly shucked every wisp of hers. Freddie, embarrassed at appearing nude in front of strangers, took his time.

				A clothed official came in. He removed his top hat, clicked his heels, and bowed. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he projected. “My name is C.P.K. Druid, government servant. Grade Twelve. That’s Grade Twelve on a fifteen-grade scale, to help you place me in correct perspective. Let me take this opportunity to welcome you to Washington, Land of the Free, Home of the Brave, where democracy is king and opportunity is what you make of it. We have several teams of government medical examiners standing by to make sure you don’t have anything…” He curled his lip as if he’d just smelled something putrid. “…potentially harmful to our basic pioneer stock. If you’ll follow me.”

				The huddle moved off. Sal, buck naked and proud of it led the way. Freddie, scrunched down elbows to groin, brought up the rear.
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				Freddie’s hunched-over posture, while preserving a measure of his dignity, got him a C-minus rating. That meant he could mingle with the populace but not reproduce the species.

				Sal got a A-double-plus and several on-the-spot propositions.

			

			
				Only two Venetian sour worms and a black man failed the exam completely.

				They hid the kitchenette in a boarded-up snack bar.

				They signed up for a tour of the local 3M metal refinery. According to Sal this would be the logical hiding place for the huge consignment of drugs Weevil was said to be selling.

				Their findings were far from encouraging. The tour was almost over. They’d drawn a complete blank. There appeared to be no place in the refinery capable of concealing a vast quantity of contraband.

				“On this side…” The guide, a crusty old man who’d been taking this tour around for nearly twenty-five years, pointed left. Freddie and Sal stared right. “I said, on this side…”

				They had seen it at the same time. The heavy metal door, the time locks, the big yellow sign reading HAZARDOUS. KEEP OUT.

				Sal waved her upraised hand in a wide arc. “Yoo hoo. Guide.” She gave it a wealthy debutante vibrato. “What’s in there?”

				The guide snapped back a testy reply. “Young lady. I am pointing out the important workings of a 3M refinery. If that particular section were important, believe me, I would point it out. It is not. Hence, I will not. As I was saying, on this side…”

				Sal took his answer as a guilty evasion. “Yoo hoo, again. If it’s not important, why does it have all those lockie things?”

				Mortifying a sassy tourist once gave the old guide a sense of accomplishment. Having to do it twice gave him a nervous stomach and a bout of diarrhea. Out of consideration for his aging bowels, he capitulated. “That is a storage depot for infroactive by-products of the refining process. It’s kept locked because anyone breathing those by-products will turn periwinkle blue and remain so until the by-products are flushed from the system. The subject is quite incidental to our operation as a whole. As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, on this side…”

				His answer came across as patently fishy. Sal went into whispered consultation with Freddie. “What do you think? Does the stuff they’re refining give off infroactive by-products?”

				Freddie knew absolutely nothing about metal refining. He hated to admit it. Beautiful girls rarely turned to him for advice. Puffing out his chest and sucking in his cheeks to give himself the emaciated features he always associated with craggy good looks, he solemnly shook his head.
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				From a prominent, elderly, and, fortunately, lecherous architect, Sal coerced a complete set of blueprints to the refinery and the vault. After studying them, Freddie pursed his lips and groaned.

				“Something wrong? Sal put her hands on his shoulders. She peered over at the blueprints on the off-chance that whatever was concerning him was so obvious that even she could recognize it.

				`Everything’s wrong. This place was built during the miner’s rebellion of ought-six. It’s put together like a fortress.”

				He traced a line around the mill’s perimeter. “A ring of pincushion sensors triggered by any moving sequential force. That means they ignore rain drops and falling leaves, but go off immediately if anything runs, hops, walks or crawls over them.”

				“Can’t you disconnect them?”

				“Only from the inside.” He traced another ring, several hundred yards inside the first. “This is a field of scalpel beams, set to discharge at random intervals so you never know when they’re coming. You get hit by one of those, and you’re mincemeat.”

				“Can’t you disconnect…”

				“Yes, I can.” He said glumly.

				She got it. “You have to get inside.”

				“Yep.”

				“I suppose the time locks are impenetrable, too.”

				Freddie shook his head. “Surprisingly not. They look easy. The week links of the system.”

				Sal held up her hand, ticked off one of her fingers. “Taking things in order. Our first concern is to knock out the defenses from inside.” She threw her hands out at shoulder level. “Simple. You go in with a tour group, duck loose, find a hiding place, and stay there until everybody’s gone. Then you come out, knock over the defenses. I drive in with the compactor.” The compactor was a large unwieldy piece of gear used to harvest grain. One end contained a high-suction nozzle, the other a hydraulic press and storage compartment. They estimated they’d need two trips to collect all the drugs in a vault that size.

				Freddie shook his head. “Won’t work. The refinery is a completely mechanical operation. Whenever tour groups leave, pumpers fill the whole plant with a misty mixture of graphite and oil. It’s great for machines. I couldn’t breath it for thirty seconds. I’d need an oxygen tank. There’s no way to smuggle in something that bulky when I’m part of a tour group.”

			

			
				“Hide in an incoming crate of equipment. You and your oxygen gear together.”

				“They’ve got that covered, too. They scan every incoming box with a zephyr ray. There’s no way to shield from it.”

				Sal paced the room, running her hand through the air. “The oxygen tank comes inside in a crate.” She swung her right hand across to meet her left. “You go in with a tour group.” Smack. She clapped her hands. “You get together before the air goes bad.”

				Freddie hung his head in defeat. “It’s covered. There’s a hundred meters of open aisle between the main plant and receiving. If I dash across before the tour group leaves, the guide’s sure to spot me. If I wait until after, I run out of time. The air fouls in seconds. I couldn’t possibly find the right box and get my gear on soon enough.”

				“How about flying in with a thopter? Landing on the roof?”

				“No good. Zone impulse tracking ack-ack.”

				“Tunnel in?”

				“That’s the hardest of all. Remember, the builders most feared an assault by miners. The place has got underground defenses to a depth of a hundred feet.”

				“I see what you mean.”

				Sal mixed and poured herself a good, stiff soda. “This is quite a problem. As far as I can tell, it looks like there’s no way at all for a human to get inside.”

				It triggered a solution so obvious, Freddie couldn’t believe he’d overlooked it. “Right! There’s no way for a human to get inside.”

				As understanding swept over Sal, she nodded happily.
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				“Are you sure you’ve got it?” Freddie asked the kitchenette. “Repeat it to me again.”

				The kitchenette rolled around the room, ducking furtively behind chairs, sofas, and tables, playing at making itself inconspicuous. “Once I’m inside, I go to the green control box in section ED-10. I disconnect all the blue leads and shunt them into the red ones. That takes care of the sensors. Then, I go to the red control box in section HAT-14 and do the same thing. Disconnect the blue, shunt them into the red. That wipes out the scalpel beams. Nothing to it.”

			

			
				The kitchenette rolled up to a mirror. “I feel so surreptitious. Do you have any burnt cork? To blacken my porcelain?”

				Freddie ignored the question. “After you’ve taken out the sensors and the scalpel beams, you…what?”

				“I go to the vault. I wait for you two to come in.”

				“OK. Can you think of anything else?” Freddie asked Sal.

				“You’re the expert.”

				Freddie nearly glowed. “Then let’s get going.”
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				The duroplas crate labeled “Better Built Bushings” clanked up the conveyor belt, past the zephyr ray station, into receiving. It shuttled down a long track, finally halted alongside a number of similar crates. After all motion had completely stopped, a tubular plug popped silently out from the top of the box and fell away to the floor. A spatula on a long flexible cable snaked out of the hole. It began prying away the front of the box.

				The box dropped open.

				The kitchenette rolled out into the hazy refinery air.

				Nothing stopped it or even seemed to notice its presence as it made straight for section ED-10.

				It found the green control box. Using its plate scraper and vegetable tongs, it disconnected the blue leads and shunted them to the red.

				From there, it went directly to section HAT-14, found the red box and opened it.

				It located the blue leads.

				Grinding its garbage disposal in a mechanical version of a chuckle, it left the blue leads firmly in place.
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				Standing at the helm, Freddie guided the compactor to the outer edge of the pincushion ring. He counted off the seconds to his preselected starting time. He nodded to Sal in the passenger’s seat.

				She stood and threw a large rubber ball into the field. If the pincushion sensors were live, the ball would activate them. It rolled to a peaceful halt.

				Time for the supreme test. Freddie torqued up the turbine and drove cautiously forward.

			

			
				The pincushions crunched into powder under the compactor’s weight. They poofed into metallic mush, but didn’t set up the high-pitched disabling whine or discharge the poison-tipped needles that they would have had they been active. The kitchenette had succeeded.

				A high wire-mesh fence signaled the end of the ring, the beginning of the razor beam field.

				Bristling with pride and success, Freddie drove the compactor straight up against the fence. He pushed at it until it toppled.

				In high gear, he raced toward the refinery.

				One quarter of the way across the field, Sal felt something tickle her inner thigh. When she examined the spot, she found her leggings torn open at the crotch.

				She tossed Freddie an admiring smile. A caper always deliciously heightened her overall sensibilities, making her vibrantly aware of herself as Woman. “You clever rascal. How did you do that?” Perhaps she’d grossly underestimated this half pint’s masculine talents.

				Assuming that she was referring to the way he handled machinery, Freddie lifted his upper lip, wrinkling his nose in a worldly-wise sneer, and tossed off a casual reply. “I’ve had lots of experience.”

				Something tickled the underside of Sal’s left breast. Once more, fabric flapped. There was no doubt she’d underestimated his talents. “I’ll say. Do you think we have time?”

				A tickle ran up Freddie’s back. His suspenders snapped in two, and his pants fell off.

				Sal’s mouth puckered in awe at Freddie’s dexterity. She started to undo the zippers on her coveralls.

				Unaware of opportunity knocking in the passenger’s seat, vexed, making a mental note to shoplift a belt next time, Freddie reached down, fumbled his pants up around his waist. He stood. He found himself staring straight at a clean thin slash in the windscreen, precisely at his eye level.

				A frantic check of the compactor—slashes in a fender, a door bisected—told him the frightening truth. “The razor beams are live!”

				They still had half of the way to go. They would never make it alive!

				From four different directions, a quartet of beams cut through the compactor’s side walls. They severed a major wire. The compactor ground to a halt.

				Horribly aware of what had really caused that tricky clothing-removal business, Sal bolted to her feet.

			

			
				No sooner was she upright than a lateral beam amputated the heels from her boots. She tipped over backwards. Luckily, as it turned out. Had she stayed erect, the next beam, a vertical one, would have sliced her in two.

				“What do we do?” she wailed from the floor.

				Freddie didn’t answer. Hunched over the compactor’s autoguidance system, he feverishly reconnected wires. He was prodded by his terror to such creative brilliance that at least two of his reconnections revolutionized branches of physics. “I think I’ve got it.”

				He felt a tickle. He reached up and touched his scalp. He wouldn’t have to worry about keeping his cowlick slicked down anymore. It was gone. “I’m picking up the energy rise that precedes a beam. With luck, I can focus and track…”

				He flipped two toggles and threw a dial. A pattern of lines formed on the compactor’s view screen. “That’s it! The next beam should hit…” He hopped sideways, put his finger on the bulkhead. Magically, an invisible force put a gash right where he pointed. “…here.”

				He studied the view screen. “Quick. Three on the way.” Keeping one eye on the view screen, he grabbed Sal. He pushed her into a contorted posture, waist bent, arms thrown out to the left, legs spread apart. That should put her completely out of the way of the oncoming, crisscrossing beams. Assuming a similarly awkward pose, altered slightly to compensate for his shifted position, he fell in beside her.

				Three beams passed them harmlessly by.

				After a quick glance at the view screen, Freddie readied them for the next barrage.

				He sat Sal on the floor, ankles around shoulders, arms around thighs, feet at a forty-five-degree angle. Grunting, he did the same.

				Twelve beams surged forth, missing them completely, although outlining them in perfect detail on the floor.

				Freddie dashed, once again, to the view screen. “Oh, no,” he cried.

				“What is it?”

				He gave her a fatalistic shrug. In a shower of sparks, a single beam sliced through the view screen.

				Sal shrieked. “Freddie, do something.”

				Freddie did. Forsaking any hope of reprieve, he decided to go out happy. “Kiss me,” he gasped falling over on top of Sal.

			

			
				The kitchenette figured that the razor beams had been on more than long enough to do their job. After shunting the blue leads to red, it strolled off toward the beam field to sweep up the remains of its former comrades.

				“Freddie,”Sal mumbled around Freddie’s mouth, which was sloppily pressed over hers in a hungry gobble. “I think the beams might have stopped.”

				“Huh?” Freddie jerked his head up, mildly piqued at being interrupted in the middle of fulfilling his dying wish.

				“Get up off me. I think the beams-have stopped.” In one easy motion, she pushed him from the floor to his feet. Without using her hands, she hopped upright to join him.

				“Was it good for you?” he asked hopefully, dreamily touching his lips. “It was good for me.”

				“Cut the crap,” Sal gave him a malevolent stare, “and get us out of here.”

				His self-esteem bumping a lifetime low, Freddie lost himself in his work. He checked around for recent signs of beam damage, found none. He concluded they were temporarily out of danger.

				After some major rewiring, he managed to start the compactor. Jerking forward, it carried them to safety.
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				“Well, golly,” said the kitchenette finding it hard to keep its voice from registering tickles of disappointment at seeing them still in one piece. “It took me longer than I thought. I mean, really, I’m certainly not your prototype master criminal. It was my first villainous escapade.” Using a complete place setting for twelve of its finest sterling silver, the kitchenette spelled out “I’m sorry” on its counter.

				“I’ll grant you that, “Freddie said, his voice an echoing squeak inside his oxygenator. “Take care you don’t let it happen again.”

				After punching a six-place binary code into each of the vault’s time locks, Freddie moved a round handle. The door popped open.

				Grinning, he made a gallant, after-you gesture to Sal. “Let’s collect our booty.”

				They stepped inside one of the vaults.

				They immediately turned periwinkle blue.
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				After returning the kitchenette to its hiding place, they took a room at the Stars and Stripes Forever, Washington’s largest hotel. They represented themselves as off-colored tourists from Fire Island, a place frequently advertised as the melting pot planet where blacks, reds, yellows, tans (and blues!) could live together in tranquil equality. The planet was now more famous for the frequent and usually violent changes in its government’s hue.

				Sal went out on an information-gathering foray. In due time, she returned with two very important tidbits of knowledge. First, their blueness would fade completely away twenty four hours after they consumed a small quantity of a common bleaching agent called White Out.

				Secondly, rumor had it that a major drug sale involving a large-scale, shadowy dealer (who else but Weevil) was to be consummated day after tomorrow at nine o’clock in the Transportation Section of the Palace of Antiquities.
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				“How do we take this stuff?” asked Freddie, studying a vial of White Out.

				Sal had just gotten out of the shower. Her voice resonated from out of the bathroom. “The pusher who sold it to me said to swallow about half an ounce mixed with Whooppee.” A commonly available laxative.

				The door buzzed.

				Toweling off, Sal slipped into a fluorescent stretch suit, pink to best contrast her skin. “That’s room service with our Whooppee.”

				Freddie walked to the door, called out “Who’s there?” through it.

				“Room service,” came the reply.

				Freddie opened the door.

				“Blessed is the persistent Crimefighter,” said Lieutenant Father Goulash, “for he shall inherit two blue crooks.” Goulash swooped into the room, accompanied by three VC sergeants. They were a pick-up platoon recruited locally. They all wore the white collar of government service and patches showing their rank. They all carried needlers.

				“I’ll take that.” Goulash relieved Freddie of his vial.

				Sal made a grab for it. “I have to have that. It’s medicine. I have a bad heart.” She coughed sickly and thumped her chest.

				“You have a bad drama coach, my daughter,” Goulash replied.

				Sal frowned. “You know what that’s for?”

				Goulash nodded.

			

			
				“You’re not going to let us use it?”

				He shook his head.

				“You’re going to leave us blue?”

				“Evidence, my child, evidence. At your trial your own skin will cry out against you. You will stand before the Almighty—and a hanging judge—mutely testifying to your own transgressions.” Goulash seemed to mentally slip away. “You’ll be hanged by the neck.” He rubbed his hands together. “Hanged by the neck until dead.”

				A sergeant tapped his arm. “Should I clip them, sir?”

				The Lieutenant Father’s tongue rolled back and forth across his lips. “Swinging to and fro, left, right, left, right, your lifeless hulks balancing the scales of justice.”

				“Sir?”

				“Left…Yes, my son, what is it?”

				“Should I clip them, sir?” Goulash became all business. “Of course. What are you waiting for?”

				The sergeant pulled out two sets of elbow clips. He advanced in Sal’s direction.

				He never reached her. The blast from a Hand Howie cut him in half.

				Four immense men, all dressed in 3M coveralls, all playing for keeps, judging by the heavy-duty character of their weapons, spilled into the room through the still-open door.

				“Murderers!” accused Goulash, pointing to the four intruders. “Praise be to the Lord.” Dropping the White Out, he and his remaining sergeants counterattacked with gusto.

				Freddie jumped behind a lounge chair to put himself out of harm’s way. Sal joined him.

				“Oh, boy, have we got troubles,” Freddie moaned. “First Goulash.” He peeked out from behind the chair to check on the battle’s progress. “Now a pack of Weevil’s goons.”

				Sal hunkered down and crowded in closer to Freddie, doing her best to make sure a stray shot didn’t ruin years of exercise by inadvertently lopping off one of her well-developed bodily parts. “Weevil must have found out it was us who broke into his refinery. He deduced what we were after. Now he has to eliminate us, even at the risk of involving himself with the VC.”

				A white collar sailed over the top of the chair followed by a smashed Bitsy Bazoo.

			

			
				Freddie examined the weapon on the off-chance it could be repaired. It was too far gone. “Too bad,” he said. “The Bitsy’s an effective weapon when it’s working right.”

				“What does it do?”

				“Puts you even with people who already have one.”

				Their chair shuddered as a body crashed into it. Freddie peeked out to check on the combatants.

				The battle had boiled down to a one-on-one situation, Goulash against a sole remaining attacker.

				“In right, there is strength,” proclaimed Goulash, the chain from his cross twisted, garrote-fashion, between his hands. He charged.

				His attacker side-stepped.

				Goulash reeled past. Carried by his momentum, he sailed through the window. He landed, ker-thud, on the street two floors below.

				The attacker, an especially ugly, brutish man, kicked the chair out of his way. He pointed a Bitsy Bazoo at Freddie and Sal. “Mister Weevil says to tell you hello. And good-by.”

				He flicked the trigger to ready, put his thumb to the rocket release.

				A gigantic matzo ball came sailing through the open door. It hit Sal and Freddie’s self-designated executioner neatly on his crown. He crumpled to the floor.

				Through the doorway stepped the kitchenette, proudly flexing its pneumatic rinsing tube. “I’m back in your good graces?” it asked.

				“One hundred percent,” answered Sal.

				Pausing long enough to pick up the vial of White Out, Freddie, Sal and the kitchenette beat a hasty retreat.
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				Sal outlined her plan.

				They would be present at the drug sale, They would hijack either the drugs or the payment, whichever course of action proved more opportune.
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				As a first step, they had to set up a cover. Something giving them maximum freedom to roam at will through the Palace of Antiquities.

			

			
				They visited the Library. They read through “Fooling All of the People All of the Time,” a Washington Army camouflage manual. That gave them their disguise.
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				“You’re the mystique of tradition,” implored the kitchenette. “Think steamy, think product, think sell.”

				Sal was decked out in mod fishnet bloomers, a vinylene shoulder-length habit, cheek sinkers and an off-purple wig. She struck an exotic and physically contorting pose, draping her frame over a stuffed horse. She held up a spray can of Wiff-en-poof, the nasal deodorant. She said, “Cheese.”

				In his guise as ad-art director, Freddie wore puttees, a Vandyke beard, fright wig, and plaid nose cozie. He called for a slightly different angle. “I want to see NOSTRILS. I want to see NOSE HAIRS. Let me STARE right into your HEAD. Make me feel NASALLY PURE.”

				The kitchenette was fitted out with false light meters and fake lens turrets. Really into the dynamics of its role, it ducked around pleading “Hold it,” and “Look nasal,” punctuating every third statement with “Click.”

				At 8:40, they had to curtail their activities temporarily when a group of white-collared government servants entered the hall. While they were obviously doing their best to disguise the fact, the pale unfaded patches on all of their sleeves, the mark of a torn-off armband, indentified them as VC agents.

				Close on their tail came their leaders. It was none other than Mucilage T. Chuckmucker, President of Washington and, by special fiat of the Crimefighter’s Commission, honorary VC Brigadier.

				“My golly, the President,” Freddie muttered incredulously. Freddie really got hung up celebrities. “What’s the President doing here?”

				Sal shrugged fatalistically. “I have a sneaking hunch he’s here for the same reason we are. Weevil’s drug sale. I was afraid the VC might get wind of something this big. Sure enough, they did.”

				“My gosh. What do we do now?”

				“We wait,” said Sal calmly, “and we see.”

				In a precisely modulated baritone, Chuckmucker ordered his men to disperse. Once they had, he picked up a bullhorn. Using it, he delivered a short motivational address instilling in his underlings the overriding importance of inconspicuous behavior in undercover work. Turning to confront the substantial crowd that had gathered to watch his antics, he bellowed through his horn, “Attention. Citizens. This is your President speaking. Many of you are probably wondering what I’m doing here among you. To that, I say this. Security will not permit me to tell you. So don’t ask. However, my being here today is definitely in the best interests of every one of you fine citizens of this great planet. Of that, you have my word. Because it is for you that I am doing what I am doing here today, I know you will fully understand and give me your wholehearted support when I tell you what I’m about to tell you. As many of you know, I’m a member of a minority group.” He was left-handed. “While I’ve never actually experienced actual governmental hardships from your end, I can fully imagine the privations imposed by excessive governmental controls. However, at times, our little personal foibles, things like our freedoms of speech, actions and self-determination, have to be temporarily subjugated to the greater good of society. That is precisely what is about to happen here. By the authority vested in me by my position as your President, I do hereby mobilize you all and place you under my direct command.”

			

			
				He prodded a stoop shouldered old man with his bull horn. “Snap to, there, soldier. There’ll be no sluggards in my Army. Your duties will be relatively simple. You’re all to go about your business, look at the exhibits, and enjoy yourselves. Carry on as if you were in no danger whatsoever. That’s an order. Anyone not complying will be shot.”

				Smirking sadistically, he shinnied to the crow’s nest of a plastic clipper ship. He pulled a telescope from his ceremonial carpetbag. He monitored the actions of everyone in the hall beneath.

				At 8:50, Bull Weevil entered the hall. He was disguised in traditional tourist dress, a floppy broad-brimmed hat, red net cloak, porous weave underwear and air pump sandals. He strolled casually from display to display. Apparently, he was too preoccupied with the coming sale to recognize or even notice the presence of Sal, Freddie, or the horde of VC agents.

				He trudged across the hall. He plopped himself down on a bench fashioned from two antique saw-horses and a hunk of petrified dinosaur flop.

				The ersatz ad team exchanged wondering glances. What was Weevil waiting for? Why didn’t he make contact? Was he simply being cautious. Had his connection not yet arrived?

			

			
				At precisely 9:00, Weevil ambled over to a mock-up of an early moon-lander. He leaned in close as if examining every detail of the space-suited manikin perched, one foot in the lander, one foot out. Suddenly the manikin moved. It reached forward its silver-gloved fist, shoved a large silver sample collection sack into Weevil’s outstretched hand, and accepted a slip of paper in return.

				“That’s it!” came the cry from the, crow’s-nest. President Chuckmucker pulled forth a bugle. He blew taps (his sleep-teach course in battle technique wouldn’t program him to pucker out charge for at least a fortnight). Visions of immense point tallies dancing before them, the VC swarmed around Bull Weevil and the ersatz spaceman. The VC piled on, pinning Weevil and the spaceman to the floor.

				The spaceman, a quick-thinking rascal, ignited his jet pack. In a shower of sparks, he soared straight up through a nearby doorway, the slip of paper and the sack both clasped firmly in hand.

				“There.” Freddie pointed toward a nearby brown and white land cruiser shaped like a howdah-topped hot dog. A stencil on its side identified it as a full-scale reconstruction of the good ship Oscar Mayer. “Inside.”

				The two humans and the kitchenette climbed into the howdah.

				Freddie did some fast-action tinkering. The Oscar Mayer rolled off after the spaceman.

				Taking advantage of the turmoil, Bull Weevil hopped into an Elec Exec, an ancient hulk widely believed to be the first fully mobile desk for the on-the-go businessman. He too thundered off after the spaceman, trailing a strand of ticker tape behind him.

				President Chuckmucker hastily commandeered a nearby Ship of State. He packed his men inside. He stepped aboard, one foot on the running board, one on the fender, the captain of his destiny, pitting skill and cunning against the forces of evil. “Follow that spaceman,” he ordered calmly. The Ship of State lunged accidently into reverse, toppling President Chuckmucker head-first into the rear seat. “I can’t see where I’m going,” he cried, his legs pumping the air, as the Ship of State headed dogmatically forward.

				The spaceman soared out of the Hall of Transportation and into the Penthouse of People-Past. He attempted to make his escape through an archway.

			

			
				Unfortunately, the opening turned out to be part of a snowy holoscopic backdrop depicting Caesar’s triumphant entry into Rome. Kashooomp. He plummeted to the floor. He laid there moaning.

				Freddie braked the land cruiser to a halt. He scurried to the ground, grabbed the sack and the slip of paper. He returned to the wiener and drove off.

				Not a moment too soon.

				President Chuckmucker, clutching for dear life to the windshield of his Ship of State, squealed around a corner.

				Recovered from his collision, the spaceman took several running hop-skip steps. He leaped into the air and flew off after his booty.

				“Stop,” cried President Chuckmucker. His driver, startled by the bullhorn blasting into his ear, lost control of the wheel. He smashed into a waxen representation of Jackie Kennedy water-skiing across the Delaware.

				His eyes blazing fury, Bull Weevil booted his desk into overdrive. He passed the VC by upsetting a larger-than-life-size representation of the Three Mouseketeers, Porthos, Aramis and Funicello. They were depicted in their big black ears being harassed by their constant nemesis, feisty old D’Artagnan in his duck suit.

				Aboard the Oscar Mayer all was jubilance.

				“We got it,” cried Freddie.

				“mmmmmm MMMMMM,” said Sal, kissing his cheek.

				“Look. Up there in the sky,” observed the kitchenette.

				The spaceman swooped in, grabbed the sack and the slip of paper from out of the howdah, and zipped off.

				“Halt, you good-for-nothing scoundrel. Halt in the name of democracy.” President Chuckmucker sped into view, his Ship of State steaming alarmingly under its load, a wax Jackie Kennedy skiing along behind him, her hand upraised to her forehead in a perpetual stare at the British soldiers awaiting her across the river.

				Halfway through Hospital Happenings, the spaceman’s jet pack sputtered out. For the second time that day, he fell heavily to earth.

				Again, Freddie grabbed the sack and the paper.

				Tottering about in a raggedy circle, the spaceman came to rest on a Blue Crosser, a motorized wheelbarrow used to cart patients from billing back inside to the relapse room. He kicked out a glassy-eyed wax dummy, punched the starter, slipped the clutch, and took off.

			

			
				In the meantime, Bull Weevil, in an expert job of strategic desking, managed to cut the Oscar Mayer off at the Parlour of Salacious Smut. He rammed his desk into the wiener, blowing out its left front tire.

				“Come down off of there.” Weevil armed himself with the most likely weapons around, a gigantic salami. He brandished it menacingly.

				The kitchenette came down first, followed by Sal. Freddie, lugging the sack, the paper between his teeth, came last.

				“Over there, facing the wall. Line up. Hands over your heads.” Weevil took the sack and the paper from Freddie.

				“What are you going to do to us?” Sal glanced warily back over her shoulder at him, letting her gaze rest on his sausage.

				“I’m gonna give you both a little working over to remember me by,” Weevil answered menacingly, raising his kosher pummel.

				“Wrong,” said the spaceman driving his Blue Crosser out from behind a jumbo black paper-maché mask. “What you are going to do is to drop the salami and pass me the sack and the paper.” In his silver gloved hand, he carried an electric vibrator cadged from one of the Parlour’s operational audience-participation displays. “Don’t try anything. I’ve juiced this up enough to vibrate you all to kingdom come.”

				The spaceman took the sack and the paper revealing the hiding place of Weevil’s drug cache. He forced them all to lie down on the floor with their hands covering their eyes. To facilitate his getaway, he stripped off his cumbersome disguise. While doing so, he delivered a curious, rambling soliloquy. “I’m sure you’re probably wondering why a man of my obvious intelligence and gentility would turn to crime.”

				Gloves fell to the floor. “Well, to that question, I have no clear-cut answer. At least nothing which you, as ordinary mortals, could understand.”

				Bang. One boot. Bang. Another. “I could best explain it to you in terms of my celestial sensitivity.”

				Clank. The suit. “I’m like a radio tuned in to an empyreal station. The Announcer says to me, ‘Buy drugs.’ So I buy them. ‘Sell your drugs for profit,’ He proclaims. So I do. ‘Take that profit, go out, and have yourself a good time because you deserve it more than anybody else I know,’ the Announcer tells me in all sincerity.”

				His helmet flew free. “I ask you. What choice do I have? After all, who am I to quibble with the Lord.”

				“Lieutenant Father Goulash,” proclaimed Sal, rolling over to face him.

			

			
				Goulash dipped stiffly from the waist. He was encased from head to toe in a plastic body cast. A system of hydraulic lines running to hinges built into his neck, arms, legs and waist controlled his movements.

				“How did you survive a two-story fall,” wondered Freddie.

				“Ah, my child, the Lord works in mysterious ways. Directly below that window, on that ill-fated day, a group of local rabble were parading around for their heathen cause. A scurrilous movement to ban certain types of…” he blushed, “…clothing on the planet. Clothing which I, personally, feel to be an absolute moral necessity. Those protesters had, only moments before, thrown a large collection of this…clothing into a huge heap suitable for burning. At that precise moment, I took my rather unfortunate vertical pilgrimage. Who would have believed that the Lord, with typically apropos rationale, would see fit to cushion his humble servant’s fall with anything so intrinsically virtuous as a pile of brassieres?”

				Jerkily, he made his body cast bounce his head side to side apologetically. “I’m terribly sorry if, in my joyous exuberance, my purely accidental frankness concerning the, exact nature of this…clothing, offended any of you here present, particularly the lady.” His cast stiffened. “Enough spellbinding anecdotes about my personal salvation at the hands of the Almighty. Right now, in my role as a small but significant pinkie finger on the Lord’s right hand of justice, I have a much more prosaic function to fulfill.”

				He cleared his throat. “Let me see if He’s reached a verdict yet.” He put his fingers to his temple and concentrated. He twisted his head slightly from time to time as if to improve reception. “It’s coming. Yes, it’s coming. Here it is.” His face dropped. “Oh, my. I am sorry. I don’t suppose I could persuade You to change Your mind?” He shook his head. “I didn’t think so.” He clasped his hands around the vibrator. “I’m afraid He’s found you all guilty.”

				“Would it be too much of an imposition for you to ask Him what we’re guilty of?” said Sal.

				“Not at all.” He tuned in again. “He says you’re all guilty of disrespecting one of His earthly disciples.” Goulash curtsied stiffly. “He’s very strict about that.”

				“No respect?” chimed in Sal. “You’re totally mistaken. All the respect anyone else ever had for you before is only a grain of sand in the desert of respect I have for you now. Only a snowflake in the…”

				Weevil cut her off. “I am a very important egg-sec-u-tiff. More than able to scratch your back if you should scratch mine.”

			

			
				At this mildly perverted suggestion, Goulash swung an arm up, bringing all discussion to a halt. “I really am sorry. He found you all guilty as charged. After all, if He can’t tell, who can?”

				“Did He, by any chance, tell you what our punishment would be?” From Sal.

				“That He did.” With a fluid hiss, Goulash twisted one arm up and out, pointing the vibrator in their direction. “Don’t worry. I’m sure He’ll have mercy on your souls.” He pronounced it with a great deal of finality. “He’s like that, you know.”

				Sensing what might well be his last opportunity to do anything, ever, heroic or otherwise, Freddie lunged for the salami, scooped it up, and threw it.

				More by luck than design, it crashed into the Lieutenant Father’s chest. It ruptured his hydraulic fluid reservoir. Deprived of fluid, the hinges in his extremities failed. His knees curled up, toppling him to the floor.

				The fall further aggravated his problems, causing his control system to bend him, arbitrarily, into a series of severely contorted and, worse to a man of his pious nature, humorously off-colored poses.

				As his captives scrambled to their feet, Goulash croaked out an entreating plea. “Stop them,” he beseeched.

				“I don’t think Anybody’s listening,” Freddie. tossed off, getting in one cheap parting shot.

				“That’s not quite true,” responded the kitchenette. It had been standing passively against a far wall. “I’m listening.”

				Popping open a concealed louver, it exposed an outsized and highly lethal-looking laserized meat slicer. “I’m telling you to stay right where you are and do whatever the Lieutenant Father says to do. Or else.”

				“You’ve been in cahoots with Goulash all along,,” Freddie uttered.

				“That’s right, punk.” Through with pretenses, the kitchenette lapsed into a gutsy nasal twang. This was its normal tone and inflection of voice. “Me, Killer Kitchenette, and the Lieutenant Father here. We is both on the same side of the law. For those of youse what ain’t yet figured out which side that is, that side is the outside. See. So say your prayers, ‘cause this is curtains.”

				Spiral gears pivoted the kitchenette in Freddie’s direction. Presumably, because of the threat Freddie’s mechanical expertise presented, he was to be the first to go. As the kitchenette whisked its meat slicer into firing position, it partially blocked off its own field of vision. Its left side. the one facing Sal, became completely exposed.

			

			
				Without taking the time to figure out what the move would accomplish, she leaped forward. She pounced on the kitchenette, clinging to the back of its storage cupboards, out of reach of its utensils.

				The kitchenette granted Freddie a temporary reprieve while it concentrated on dislodging Sal. The kitchenette kicked its blender into purée, hoping to shake her loose.

				She clung on tenaciously.

				“Wwwwwhat ddddddo I ddddddo nnnnnnow?” Her mouth chattered violently. A geyser of banana daiquiris nearly washed her away.

				Freddie used the diversion to duck for cover behind a “Physicist’s Daydream,” a heavy-water bed. He answered back. “Snap open the fuse cube in front of you. Trip the purple lever.”

				Soggy lettuce pelted Sal in the face. Her hands shaking, her position made ever more precarious by the fact that she had to hang on one-handed while she worked, Sal eased the fuse cube open.

				Changing tactics, the kitchenette baked up some homemade cookies. It blew the aroma back at Sal, “You be a good girl,” it mother mouthed, “and climb down off there, or you’ll get no chocolate chippers for dessert.” This was the kitchenettes last ditch appeal to some buried childhood precept.

				Too bad for it. In the interest of streamlined mental functioning, Sal had voided her memory long ago of soggy and unproductive trivia. Childhood had been the first to go.

				She tripped the purple lever.

				The kitchenette froze to a standstill. Its mechanisms locked in place.

				Still shaking, only this time on her own initiative, Sal climbed off the kitchenette. She ran to Freddie. He scooped up the silver sack. She grabbed the slip of paper. They dashed for the nearest exit.

				They almost made it.

				“Halt,” came the bullhorn roar. President Chuckmucker had arrived. Alone. Halfway between Plowboy’s Promenade and The Urban Jungle, his men had mutinied. They had set him off by himself in the Ship of State. They stayed behind to dally with a covey of female streetwalkers, which, to their chagrin, they later found out were made of solid plastic.

				“Halt, or I melt you all into puddles of lard.” He’d detoured through The War Room. He commandeered a nasty-looking black gadget identified by a sign hanging from it as a Flame Flinger.

				Freddie and Sal stopped dead.

			

			
				The Ship of State coughed to a halt. It sank three inches in upon itself when Chuckmucker shut it off.

				Conquering hero style, President Chuckmucker leaped to the ground. He hefted his Flame Flinger in one hand. He gestured threateningly toward the group with the other. “You people are all under arrest.”

				Immediately after speaking, he broke into a mischievous grin. He leaned forward and cupped his hand conspiratorially to his mouth. “Did that sound all right? Confidentially, this is my first big arrest. I’d like to get an outside opinion on the image I presented. Do you think I came across as forceful?”

				All his prisoners moaned.

				President Chuckmucker took it for a sigh of approval. He straightened up. “Good. By the way, who’s that inside the plastic cocoon?” He indicated Lieutenant Father Goulash still lying prone on the floor.

				Goulash responded with a sickly croak.

				“My goodness,” said President Chuckmucker, always sensitive, if not exactly responsive, to the plights of his constituents. “I believe that man’s injured.”

				He stepped over to slap Goulash on the back, wish him a speedy recovery, and urge him to remember his kindly old President when election day rolled around.

				As soon as Chuckmucker came into range, Goulash, his hinges back in operation on emergency fluid, swung his forearm around and clubbed the startled President in the jaw.

				“Dirty politics,” protested Chuckmucker falling to the floor.

				Crawling forward with surprising speed, Goulash reached the kitchenette. He pulled himself upright. Before anyone could interfere, he re-engaged the purple lever.

				“Shoot them all,” he shrieked.

				“Tut, tut. Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,” Sal interjected in a frantic plea to his superego.

				President Chuckmucker took a more hawkish stance. He raised his Flame Flinger. He fired it at the kitchenette. Unfortunately, he had it pointed in the wrong direction. Fortunately, it had been completely deactivated long ago. It did nothing but burp out a few minor sparks singeing his custom-tailored epaulets.

				“I said, shoot them,” repeated Goulash.

			

			
				The kitchenette adjusted its meat slicer so it pointed at the whole group, Goulash excepted. Then, unaccountably, it swung its weapon in a shallow arc until it covered Goulash as well. “Get over there with the others,” it commanded him.

				“I’m your shepherd. You’re my lamb!” reminded Goulash, unable to comprehend what was happening.

				“Don’t crack wise with me, sweetheart. When I say move, you move. Now move.” The kitchenette’s voice had adopted the hard-boiled, loose-upper-plated slur popular with Bogey Men, an elitist VC commando outfit based on Casablanca.

				“I don’t understand,” sobbed Goulash.

				“It’s simple,” said the kitchenette. “I’ve signaled for reinforcements. I’m holding you all,” and in that it clearly included every one of them, “until those reinforcements arrive.”

				With that, it tore off a warming plate revealing to one and all the shiny VC badge and the words Top Kop I embossed on the metal beneath.

				A platoon of VC stomped in. They surrounded the kitchenette’s hapless prisoners.

				“That about wraps it up, Captain.” The kitchenette addressed the VC officer in charge. “Book ’em for me.”

				The captain nodded.

				The kitchenette smacked a ladle self-debasingly across its counter top. “I can’t tell you how good it’s going to feel to shed this goofy getup and slip into something with a dash more machismo. A mass spectrometer or a molecular chromatograph.” It started off, pulled up short, and turned. “By the way, make sure those clowns at headquarters understand I’m not to be bothered tonight. I’ve got a date with this dynamite vibrachair. Regular fox. Two hundred twenty volts. 60 amp.” It winked the iris on its microwave oven’s tuning light. “AC/DC, if you know what I mean.”

				To heighten the impact of its departure, it spread dry ice around to generate a boiling mist into which it cockily swaggered off.

				Freddie, watching it leave, felt an involuntary twinge of admiration. “What a machine!”

				“Yeah,” Sal said. “Reminds me of a saying I saw written on a station house wall on Tijuana. `Show me a robot detective,’ it said, `and I’ll show you a mechanical dick.’”

				“That’s enough loose talk,” the captain instructed. “Everybody outside.

			

			
				President Chuckmucker was the first to leave, secure in his knowledge that he would be released, probably with a commendation, most assuredly with reams of good press, as soon as everything got straightened out.

				Putting his trust in a battery of lawyers, Bull Weevil pulled his head deep inside his cloak, threw his arm across his face to protect himself from newsmen, and followed.

				Freddie and Sal brought up the rear, surrounded by a tightly knit circle of VC.
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				“Read all about it. Massive drug ring broken,” screamed the tape in the corner news hawker. “President acclaimed hero. 3M industrialist and prominent clergyman implicated. Drug shipment nabbed. Two dangerous felons escape from mechanical pen.”

				Freddie took a zapper out of his new shoulder sack. He pressed it into the newshawker’s slot. The newshawker coughed, shimmied, and disgorged a shredded wad of microfilm. Freddie snarled at the machine and walked on, hurrying to catch up to Sal, loaded down with packages from a fancy women’s’ clothing store.`

				“Newshawker back there’s on the blink.”

				“I’m surprised you didn’t stay behind to fix it,” she teased.

				He looked at her in amazement, as if she’d successfully read his mind. “Well, I wanted to, but…er…but I decided I’d rather, you know, go back to the hotel with you.”

				Over a dinner of stuffed sukiyaki, Gorgonzola, and a bottle of Thunderbird ‘73 in an intimate French restaurant, Sal, tiddly from the wine and very chummy, had casually suggested they wile away the remainder of the evening with pourparler at the hotel. A hasty whispered consultation with the maitre d’ got that translated as colloquy, interlocution, intercourse(!) all of which sounded terrifically exciting. Although Freddie, who felt most at home with the basics, suspected the first two might prove a trifle exotic for him. Still, one out of three wasn’t bad.

				“Wait until you see what I boosted in that store,” Sal said, weaving ever so slightly. “This adorable underwear. Late Bloomers, they’re’ called, For Those Evening Tête-à-Têtes. I got a Saran Wraparound. I can hardly wait to try it on.”

				Smirking at the thought, Freddie reached out to put his arm around her.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				A Riverworld Runs Through Toontown

				Puffing one of Louis B. Mayer’s foul smelling green cigars, famed movie director George Méliès stood imperiously on the deck of the paddle wheeler Peoria Prince. He slapped his riding crop against his yellow jodhpurs. “Quiet on the set,” he yelled through his megaphone. “And…action!”

				“Resurrection, like politics, makes strange bedfellows,” soliloquized John Barrymore. He was portraying Samuel Clemens who didn’t have what the studio considered a high enough Q rating to play himself. “I can’t say that the sleeping is very restful.”

				A blaring klaxon horn ruined the take. “There’s a hydra-headed serpent dead ahead!” shouted the lookout, Ari Grimolfsson. Being a tenth-century Viking freebooter, Grimolfsson spoke Old Norse. This was no problem for Ahab, the boat’s linguistically gifted captain. He had thoroughly mastered the language over the past few centuries.

				Ahab peered through his telescope. What that dunderheaded barbarian took for a serpent was actually a swimmer wearing an inflated life preserver. No, belay that. Those Mae Wests were real! They rose majestically off a stark naked red headed woman floating on her back. A cartoon rabbit straddled her stomach. The rabbit used his long, floppy ears to paddle them toward the boat.

				The awestruck deck hands, Tom Mix, Sherlock Holmes, Jack London, Zane Grey, Doc Savage, and Kilgore Trout scrambled to the railing to help the distressed damsel aboard.

				“Thanks, boys,” cooed the woman. Despite grumbled protests from the other crewmen, who had gone an eternity without shore leave, Sir Richard Francis Burton gallantly removed his khaki hunting jacket and slipped it over the nude woman’s perfect hour glass form. She wrapped the belt four turns around her astoundingly narrow waist.

				“Hey, what about me?” shouted the rabbit, still floundering in the murky water. His words came out encased in a large white balloon. He used it to stay afloat.

				“Is good. Hasenpfeffer for dinner,” grunted Tarzan, unsheathing his knife.

				“You can’t eat my Roger,” said the woman. “He’s the love of my life.”

				Noah, who had boat-loaded his share of animals, hauled the rabbit up.

				“Oh, Jessica,” said the rabbit, hugging his wife. “We’re saved.”

			

			
				“My honey bunny,” purred his va-va-voom mate. “Let’s go down to the galley. I’ll bake you a carrot cake.”

				Jealously, the frustrated sailors watched them go.

				“How did a goofy rabbit land such a babe?” wondered Cyrano de Bergerac. “That’s as disgusting as me mating with a space alien.”

				“He’s one lucky bunny,” observed L. Frank Baum. “If we hadn’t sailed past, his hairy sub-genre would have sunk without a trace.”

				“Can we resume,” barked Méliès testily. “We don’t have all day.”

				“Au contraire,” said Virgil in Greek. “On The Great Farmer’s mighty river of imagination, remarkable characters and compelling tales shall roll on forever.”

				“Amen to that,” shouted The Wolfman from the rear of The Beverly Hilton ballroom.

				The film clip ended. The house lights came on.

				Jules Verne stood on stage, ruggedly handsome in the formal powder blue frock coat traditionally worn by humble scribes of his era when in the presence of a demigod of letters. “Tonight,” he proclaimed, “we honor a great man. A story teller extraordinaire, a philosopher, a humorist par excellence, an intrepid explorer of astonishing places. Before his travels, our fictional horizon was flat as a crêpe. He circumnavigated not only the world of science but the universe of fine literature in a wondrous vessel powered by the boundless energy of his own courage, fortitude, and creativity.”

				To the thunderous applause of his colleagues and fans, the journey’s eminent steersman, Philip José Farmer, came forward and received his richly-deserved award.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Hare’s Lookin’ at You, Babs!

				Barbara Walters Interviews Roger Rabbit

				The last time I spoke with Roger Rabbit he was living in an old woman’s shoe box. That was many, many reels ago. No more cardboard warrens for our dear Roger. Suspicion of murder worked wonders for his career. Why not? In today’s media circus, top billing goes to the performers who tame the wildest raps.

				Roger’s yellow, banana peel sidewalk brought a whole new twist to the concept of sliding home. My Chiquita-slicked spectators carried me to the front porch with a shivery glissade that would have toppled a figure skater off the gold medal platform at the last Winter Olympics.

				Roger’s brass-lion doorknocker growled at me and nipped my finger when I banged his clapper against his nose.

				A curtain shivered in a second floor window. I caught a flash of ears. I’ve interviewed Toons before. I’m quite familiar with their typical how-do-you-do, to whit a water balloon on the noggin. I felt a wee bit conspicuous walking through Toontown on a sunny, cloudless, fall day wearing a yellow rain slicker and carrying an oversized umbrella. That’s the first lesson you learn in journalism school. When interviewing a Toon, always come prepared.

				The rabbit surprised me. The balloon that came tumbling out of his window was of the word, not the water, variety. Some Toon word balloons seesaw to Earth with the fluttery grace of an autumn leaf. Some drop so fast and bounce so high you expect to hear a Wimbledon tennis referee proclaim “Love forty.” This one turned sideways, sliced the air, and shattered on the stoop. I jig sawed the pieces together with my toe. “Barbara Walters,” it said, followed by enough exclamation points to supply an entire little league with balls and bats.

				The front door banged open, and there he stood, in the flesh, Toontown’s hairiest movie star. His carroty cowlick flopped forward far enough to give his dinner-plate pupils someplace to hide when they weren’t paddling around his lagoon-blue eyes. Cotton candy ears, marshmallow fur, and lemon drop paws put him next in line to replace Shirley Temple as first mate on the Good Ship Lollipop. His red corduroy overalls fit him the way bog fog drapes a stunted tree. His blue and yellow polka-dotted bow tie didn’t unloosen and didn’t clip which meant he pulled it on over his head. Think about that. Kink, bend, and stretch any melon through a six-inch cloth circle twice a day, and chances are quite good its innards will eventually go soft.

			

			
				“How very nice to see you.” Roger spoke in word balloons, as do most Toons when they’re off camera. This balloon formed a circle the size and shape of a marble stepping stone in a magnolia garden. The writing inside had the broad, swooping mushiness of a pen dipped in grits. When it popped, I caught a fragrant whiff of honeysuckle. A remnant of the preparation the Rabbit underwent for his last film, Cornpone Coney. Roger had taken drawling lessons from the same Kentucky Colonel who had transformed Foghorn Leghorn from second-rate drumstick material into Toontown’s current cock o’ the walk. “Come into my humble abode.” His ears swooped low and gallantly pointed the way. I hung back, on my toes, ready to dodge the whipped cream pie I expected to sail out and smack me in the face.

				He disappointed my dry cleaner by playing it straight. “I’m ever so happy to see you,” he said out loud in his thin, reedy, Toonish voice, spraying me with enough saliva to top off the Toontown Reservoir.

				Most Toons decorate their homes in Toontown Terrible. Furniture straight out of Geppetto’s puppet playhouse. A goose neck lamp featuring a real goose. A telephone that carried on its own conversation.

				Well, none of that for Roger Rabbit. His living room ensemble came from that forest in Bavaria where trolls chisel tall, stately Black Maples into short, squatty, avant-garde settees. Cataloguing Roger’s collection of first folio comic books required a librarian with a minor in economics. I recognized his Oriental rug from his recent short, Roger Baba and the Forty Thieves. Drive past the Disney lot any night during the Baba filming, and you’d see Roger piloting this very same eight-by-twelve across the moonlit sky. A large chair, wing-style appropriately enough, stood over the spot where, according to apocrypha, Roger’s human co-star, Errol Flynn, wet his pantaloons during one of the daredevil rabbit’s near vertical turns.

				Not that Roger’s wealth came as a surprise. In addition to his film income, he also had his franchised Roger Rabbit’s Fast Fud restaurants, Jessica’s patented Sweetie Sugar Honey Lamb breakfast cereal, his daily cartoon strip, and his Nike line of Rabbit’s Foot hopping-sneakers.

				Walking in, I nearly tripped over a hunk of black rubber the size of a garbage can lid. “Drain plug,” said Roger’s sheepish-shaped word balloon. “My shingles think it’s funny to roll up like window shades during rainstorms.”

			

			
				He opened the breastplate in the suit of armor he’d worn in Sleepless Knight In Seattle. With its straight-up-and-pointy iron ears, it would have made a perfect cocktail fork for the Jolly Green Giant. Roger had converted it into a bar. “Drink?”

				“Thank you, no. Not when I’m working. You go right ahead.”

				He set out a snifter big enough for Buck Rogers to use as a space helmet. He uncorked a bottle of Southern Comfort with more years on it than a perpetual calendar. When he finished pouring, his drink had the same heft as a bowling ball, but not for long.

				I tried my best to ignore Roger whooping, turning colors, smoking at the ears, pin wheeling his eyes, and careening around the room with the wobbly abandon of a lopsided skyrocket. I counted seven points in his imperfect landing. He skidded to a stop with his head stuck in a large vase. “My, that was bracing.” His words popped out of the vase encased in cartoony goof balls, each identical to the one which came before except slightly smaller and fainter.

				He could only screw the vase up as high as his forehead. “What do you think? A new trend in chapeaux. Crockery chic. Ming dynasty for the hoi polloi, plain clay for working stiffs, Ball jars for mutts.” He brought new meaning to the term crackpot when he doffed his adobe by whacking himself on the noggin with a wooden mallet. Personally, I was glad I had chosen not to wear my jaunty new bisque beret!

				“I want to congratulate you on your Toonie® nomination.” Roger had been simply brilliant in last year’s comedic remake of the Gary Cooper classic, this time out called Hi, Toon! “How would you rate your chances?”

				“Gawsh, Barbara, I really don’t like to think about that. It’s just great to be nominated.”

				You can usually read something extra into a Toon balloon. They’re like puzzle pictures in children’s books. Find the lunacy hidden here. This one left me stumped. I tried the obvious, crossing out every other letter. That produced only alphabet goulash. I swapped the vowels, then the consonants. Zilch. I ran elementary code breakers. The Gandersmoot Convention. The Overhauser Shift. The NSA/CIA/FBI Double-Double-Toil-And-Trouble. I nearly chalked it off as a simple declarative gas bag when it drifted sideways, giving me a look at it from a different angle. My search for ciphers and codes gave the bunny too much credit. His balloon had the outline of a man’s leather wing tip. How perfectly obvious. The rabbit considered himself a shoe-in.

			

			
				“I think it’s time for my first question.”

				“You bet, Barbara. Fire away.”

				I had a tape recorder if he wanted to vocalize and a video camera if he chose to stick with balloons. “Which would you prefer?”

				“How’s about this?” His words appeared in neat twelve point Helvetica inside a rectangular 8 1/2 by 11 inch balloon. It bore a page number at the top and had three holes punched up the side. It fit perfectly into my leather bound briefing binder.

				I loved this rabbit.

				BARBARA WALTERS: My guest this evening. A gull, a horse’s ass, a booby, a goose, a cootie, a cat’s paw, a gibbering gibbon? Or a deeply thoughtful lagomorph with profound, hare-brainy insights into his coney nature. You decide.

				ROGER RABBIT: Jumpin’ jibbers. That’s a toughie! Only the first question, and already I’m stumped.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Roger, you’re being called an overnight sensation. Where were you before the sun came up?

				ROGER RABBIT: Well that’s two for two. Don’t you have anything easier? Like “Who’s buried in Grant’s tomb?”

				BARBARA WALTERS: Let me rephrase. How did you start in show business?

				ROGER RABBIT: Okay. I gotcha! I broke in as a corraller for a newspaper comic strip.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Now I’m the one who’s stumped. I’m not familiar with that term.

				ROGER RABBIT: A corraller snabs the star’s word balloons with a butterfly net. He gives them to the stiffer who sprays them with starch. The stiffer passes them along to the eBoy who sells them on the Internet. A nickel apiece, ten cents autographed. I had a perfect snabbing technique. (He demonstrates using a Tiffany torchère. In the process, he breaks a Dresden casserole dish, a Limoges soup tureen, a Meissen gravy boat, a Sevres charger, a Staffordshire butter saucer, a Wedgewood bread plate, plus a Waterford bowl full of Carrot Crisps.) I enrolled for night courses at Wile E. Coyote’s Stooge U where I studied the classics. The eye poke, the foot squash, the fur singe, the ear twist, the body crumple. I met Baby Herman in a laundromat when one of his girlfriends brought him in for a lube job and diaper change.

			

			
				BARBARA WALTERS: How old are you?

				ROGER RABBIT: That’s one of the two questions you never ask a Toon.

				BARBARA WALTERS: What’s the other one?

				ROGER RABBIT: What’s the other one.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Right. What’s the other one?

				ROGER RABBIT: What’s the other one. That’s the other one.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Oh. You know Abbot and Costello? ROGER RABBIT: Two of my favorite Toons.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Toons?

				ROGER RABBIT: Crossovers. Toons who passed for human. Judge Doom, the Three Stooges, Laurel and Hardy, Buster Keaton, plenty of others. You think humans could do what they did and survive?

				BARBARA WALTERS: Enumerate the principal types of Toons.

				ROGER RABBIT: Barnyards, super heroes, jungle creatures, sea serpents, buildings and houses, small appliances, and stuff with reciprocating engines. Also there are the connect-the-dots, Toons with numbers instead of funny bones. And politicos. They used to be smoky, one dimensional shadow people, but nowadays they’re stalwart eagles and feisty bulldogs. What else? Oh, sure. How could I forget? The boogedies. They perform mostly in nightmares and horror films although I have known humans to wake up next to one after a mad night on the town. Lastly there’s the abstracts. They model for artists. Like those three dames from Avignon that Picasso painted. Remember them? Built like brick crazy quilts.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Name the hardest thing about being a Toon.

				ROGER RABBIT: Avoiding erasers. No, fading in sunlight. No, being stuffed into trombones. No, getting tongue tied by your own word balloons. No, keeping a straight face at operas. No, falling in love and having your heart thump so hard you look like your chest is sprouting a valentine. (Contemplates, scratches head with ear.) Shucks, none of that’s so bad.

			

			
				BARBARA WALTERS: What’s hardest about being a rabbit?

				ROGER RABBIT: Wearing a fur coat on hot days. Also dodging overeager recruiters from the key chain industry.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Most Toons have only four fingers. why?

				ROGER RABBIT: (He holds up his own quadruplicated digits.) Exploding cigars.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Any hobbies?

				ROGER RABBIT: I garden. Mostly carrots. A hybrid variety exactly the width of my front tooth. Give me a dozen to get my rhythm, and I can mince those babies faster than a Veg-O-Matic. I also grow tomatoes because they’re homebodies and stay put. Not like peas and corn which are always sneaking off to vegetable beds to make succotash.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Describe your worst experience in Hollywood.

				ROGER RABBIT: The Friars invited me to a celebrity roast. Their menu included rabbit stew, hasenpfeffer, rabbit dip, Welsh rabbit, rabbit McMuffin, and country fried rabbit, all you can eat. They seated me on the head table.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Cite the greatest thing science has given Toons.

				ROGER RABBIT: Leak-proof pens. Golly wollies! Without them I could have been a talking ink blot on the front of Walt Disney’s shirt.

				BARBARA WALTERS: How has stardom changed your life?

				ROGER RABBIT: I get to play baseball with the Simply Splendiferous Stellar Somebunnies. Crusader Rabbit, Hoppy the Marvel Bunny, The March Hare, the White Rabbit, Peter Cottontail, Oswald the Lucky Rabbit, Thumper, Peter Rabbit, Bugs Bunny, Br’er Rabbit, the Playboy Rabbit, the Easter Bunny, and me. I’m third base. Thumper’s the ball. That skinny scamp Bugs, he’s the bat. Big old Peter Cottontail’s the right field wall. Next week we play the Monster Dust Bunnies. Their Dome resembles the dark, nasty space underneath Mister Dirt’s refrigerator. Yechhhh.

			

			
				BARBARA WALTERS: Preview your next movie.

				ROGER RABBIT: It’s a remake of Harvey, except this time the human’s the invisible one.

				BARBARA WALTERS: You’ve been called a wild hare. Any truth to the persistent rumor that as a rabbit you’re really a wolf in sheep’s clothing?

				ROGER RABBIT: Baaa. How do those stories get started? Just because I like to go out in my backyard and howl at the moon wearing nothing but fuzzy wool ear muffs, and Jessica’s with me dressed as Little Bo Peep. I mean, who doesn’t from time to time?

				BARBARA WALTERS: You’ve co-starred with the biggest name in Hollywood.

				ROGER RABBIT: (Counting on his fingers.) A-R-N-O-L-D-A-L-O-Y-I-S-I-O-U-S-S-C-H-WA-R-Z-E-N-E-G-G-E-R. Thirty letters. Yep. Biggest name in Hollywood by eight. Nope. Never did a movie with him. We played flag football once. He accidentally yanked off my tail. Ouch. (Wiggles rump.) It still gets sore on humid days.

				BARBARA WALTERS: I meant Mickey Mouse.

				ROGER RABBIT: (Counting backwards on his fingers to eleven. Puzzled look. Realization dawning.) Ooh. I gotcha! The biggest name as in whoop-itty-do. Yup, that would be the Mighty Mick.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Describe him.

				ROGER RABBIT: He’s five feet seven and three quarters inches tall, he weighs a hundred and thirty two pounds, he has big ears, an adorably cute furry face, and a slightly twitchy nose. He’s got a very infectious laugh. He wears yellow orthopedic shoes.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Give me the same description of your favorite director, Steven Spielberg.

				ROGER RABBIT: (Extremely puzzled expression.) Sure, if that’s what you want. He’s five feet seven and three quarters inches tall, he weighs a hundred and thirty two pounds, he has big ears, an adorably cute furry face, and a slightly twitchy nose. He’s got a very infectious laugh. He wears yellow orthopedic shoes.

			

			
				BARBARA WALTERS: Bugs Bunny performs nude. Why do you wear pants?

				ROGER RABBIT: They hold my suspenders down. Speaking of rabbit fashion, you want to see a bunny with a weird wardrobe, check out that Playboy Rabbit. Running around town in silk pajamas and fuzzy slippers. Who’s his tailor? Doctor Denton?

				BARBARA WALTERS: How do you feel about sex in the cinema?

				ROGER RABBIT: Personally, I prefer popcorn.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Demonstrate the technique that won you the sexiest wife in Hollywood.

				ROGER RABBIT: (Drops to one knee, clasps paws, crosses eyes, curls ears.) P-p-p-please!

				BARBARA WALTERS: You begged her?

				ROGER RABBIT: No, silly. I made her laugh!

				BARBARA WALTERS: In the evening, alone with Jessica in the boudoir, what do you have that a human doesn’t?

				ROGER RABBIT: (A 5 watt bulb appears over his head.) A built-in night light!

				BARBARA WALTERS: While we’re on the subject of Jessica, what holds that dress up?

				ROGER RABBIT: Two very happy push pins.

				BARBARA WALTERS: Share your deepest, darkest secret.

				ROGER RABBIT: (blushes) When I play jump rope on the sofa, my ears poke holes in the ceiling.

				BARBARA WALTERS: The Hollywood nay sayers universally predicted your marriage to Jessica would never last. Yet it has. Explain your philosophy of marriage?

				ROGER RABBIT: It’s a swell institution.

				BARBARA WALTERS (LAUGHING) AND ROGER RABBIT TOGETHER: If you like living in an institution.

				ROGER RABBIT: (Long pause, head tilted, grinning broadly.) Are you sure you’re not a Toon?

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Stay Tooned, Folks!

				Tadbitty Stifles cursed aloud, in French naturally, the only proper and censor-approved language for on-air profanity.

				His employer, Big Bull Topman, required Tadbitty’s services. The urgent phone call came in just as Tadbitty was clearing off his burled walnut desk at the end of another long, exhausting day of adroit and dexterous gentleman’s gentlemanning. “Big Bull Junior got trouble,” grimly intoned Max Uppercut, the Topman family’s chauffeur. “He had a major dust up with this hoppity Roger Rabbit fellah. B.B. Junior’s in bad shape. Big Bull wants you should take care of it pronto.”

				Tadbitty was baffled. Things like this never happened on Tadbitty’s series. Tinseltown Tells Tales, the much watched, round-the-clock, Hollywood-based television reality program, adhered to an inviolable Network rule. Humans only. No Toons Allowed! “Impossible. Roger Rabbit is a…” Could he even utter the word Toon on air? As with everything in his tightly structured life, Tadbitty erred on the side of caution. “…a joviality.”

				Tadbitty collapsed into his rubbed leather club chair. Bid au revoir to his off-camera, quiet evening at home alone. De-ice that century old bottle of Châteaux Lafayette V’R’here. Forget about penning another chapter of Vaunting Valets, his ingeniously crafted history book detailing the vital role of domestic stewardship in the rise of Western civilization.

				Holding the phone awkwardly between his shoulder and his ear, Tadbitty fumbled a bottle out of his desk drawer. Since he was officially still on duty and consequently on-air, he was being shadowed by his personal, omnipresent, and single-digitally-IQ’d camera and sound crew, the two fooligans he referred to disparagingly as Ike and Mike. Tinseltown Tells Tales wasn’t scripted, but the program’s general tone was outlined in a multi-chaptered document reverentially referred to as The Show Bible. Tadbitty’s character was too morally conceptualized to imbibe anything stronger than the mildest liqueurs. He emptied three fingers of Crème de menthe into a cut crystal Waterford glass. Tadbitty’s elegance and style differentiated his single, genteel, but slightly hurried sip from what, in a common man’s throat, would have clearly been a despondent gulp.

				In return for a substantial weekly salary, Tadbitty had contractually agreed to live a perpetually on-camera life of social isolation and monkish celibacy. The Network paid Tadbitty to be boorish, vain, egotistical, snobby, as inhuman as a petrified tree stump. No problem. Tadbitty was not play acting. He was trading on his true persona. It was possibly the easiest money any man ever made.

			

			
				Tadbitty’s loosely structured character functioned as the anatomic adhesive which bound together the series’ often raggedy edged real-world story lines.

				Mega-mogul Big Bull Topman employed Tadbitty to serve (baby sit might be a better term) Big Bull Topman Junior, playboy scion, only heir to Big Bull’s immense fortune. In his official capacity as most private and personal secretary and general companion to the young mister, Tadbitty had helped restore B.B. Junior to a reasonable facsimile of his former self after countless altar jiltings, identity crises, paternity suits, and adulterous love affairs.

				In the series’ current flight of factual fancy, B.B. Junior was rebounding from a stunningly unsuccessful hostile takeover bid for Prestige Pictures, his smarmy father’s Hollywood film studio.

				In last week’s tasseled string of live episodes, Tadbitty convinced B.B. Junior that gainfully menial employment would release him from the throes of his funk. Hence, B.B. Junior took a job as a go-fer in one of Hollywood’s major prop supply facilities.

				“Max, tell me what happened.”

				Max’s voice trembled. A bad sign.

				Max had spent his early decades as a professional boxer. He fought under the nom de pug Mad Man Max. He was not a man easily flustered. When Max spoke, his voice growled, it rasped, it spit fire and coughed bullets. It never trembled.

				“Master B.B. Junior was propping the shoot of this new cartoon. One of those slammer bammer and yammer things the animation bozos turn out by the bushel basket. You know the kind. Where this little Baby Herman tyker who’s really a grown up only acting like he’s still in nappies, where he gets into a whole load of Toon trouble and this oddball Roger Rabbit bails him out. One of those.”

				Tadbitty had little experience with cartoons of that kind or any other. Rinky tinky animations failed to amuse or entertain him. He found them pointless, stupid, witless, and mundane. His preferred filmic subject matters involved noirish foreign films depicting death, doom, and abject despair.

				“Well,” Max continued, spacing out his words as though the dead spaces between them would soften their overall impact, “Master B.B. Junior and the Rabbit, they didn’t see exactly eye to eye. One thing kind of led to another and pretty soon… I guess you could say there was a sort of a fight.”

			

			
				“How bad is he?’ Despite years of Big Bull sponsored boxing, kung fu, and dirty street fighting lessons, B.B. Junior had persisted in remaining, to his father’s eternal regret and chagrin, steadfastly delicate.

				Max took so long answering that Tadbitty wondered if the man remembered the question. “Hard to tell,” said Max eventually, his voice so low Tadbitty strained to hear it. “He didn’t get hit or nothing. He kind of got…I can’t explain how he got. Especially over the phone.”

				“Try.”

				Max spit it out in one long gush. “He’s all squished together and twisted around double with his head sticking out the big end where the music comes from and his feet poking out the little end where you blow.”

				“You’re not making sense. Slow down, compose yourself.”

				Max took a breath. “Master B.B. Junior and Roger Rabbit, they exchanged a few hot not-so-pleasant words after Master B.B. Junior commented in kind of curvaceous terms about the most prominent attributes of the rabbit’s hootchy-kootchy, hotsy totsy red-headed wife Jessica. Whose poster, I might add, I have myself hanging in the garage. Right over the Bugatti ‘cause the car and her they both got the same style of headlights if you catch my drift. Next thing I know, it’s over. Quick as a wink. Never seen nothing like it.”

				“For God sake, man, forget the dramatic exposition. Tell me. What happened?”

				“Roger Rabbit he grabbed Master B.B. Junior, wadded him up, and stuffed him inside a trombone.”

				[image: sb-01.png]


				Props, heavy on the oversized, colorful, asinine, and plain ridiculous, cluttered The Buffoon Cartoon Studio sound stage. Smack in the center Tadbitty saw poor Master B.B. Junior sticking out of either end of a brass horn. This wasn’t right. Not in the slightest bit. This was antithetical to the central guiding premise of Tinseltown Tells Tales.

				Once, when the series was in its infancy, only a few episodes removed from its pilot, still feeling its way through its particular view of reality, Tadbitty had attended a dinner party at Big Bull’s country place. Big Bull had invited in a few celebrity Toons to hype the ratings during sweeps week. Tadbitty found himself seated between a gruff spider wearing an outfit borrowed from The Little Miss on the front of a carton of Muffet’s Whey, and a squirrelly duck in Zoot suit and spats.

			

			
				Midway through dinner, the duck lobbed a fork load of lyonnaised potatoes at the spider. The spider retaliated by pointing left, up, and sideways with three of its arms. When the duck bit and looked in those directions, the spider jammed its eight string-connected snow mittens sideways up the duck’s nostrils. The duck sneezed. Suffice it to say, things went rapidly downhill from there.

				Big Bull roared with laughter. He loved it.

				With potatoes and duck snot smearing the front of his best gray herringbone suit, Tadbitty did not. Not in the least.

				Big Bull invited the Toons back for another guest appearance. Mercifully they never came. The Network Executives wisely stepped in and vetoed the idea. A grittier philosophy prevailed. The series took on its enduring and serious demeanor. No anvils down gullets. No long drops off high cliffs. That was left to other, goofier characters in other, more raucous time slots. At least it had been until now.

				Tadbitty peered inside the trombone’s bell. One of B.B. Junior’s bloodshot and extremely wide eyes peered back at him. “Don’t worry, Master B.B. Junior,” said Tadbitty with more confidence than he felt. “I’ll have you out of this in no time.”

				B.B. Junior’s eye rolled plaintively. He tried to talk. The lower part of his jaw was immobilized inside the trombone’s bowels. Nothing except grunting came out. Albeit very resonant grunting, amplified and directed as it was by the trombone’s bell. He looked so abject, Tadbitty felt moved to offer him a small consolation. He reached inside the trombone and rested his hand on B.B. Junior’s forehead. “Think of yourself,” he said soothingly, “as a metaphor. Modern man trapped in the product of his own technology.”

				Tadbitty was quite the deep thinker, an unusual trait in a series TV actor. Pronounced profundities were more characteristic of the fey British thespians who starred in PBS adaptations of Jane Austin novels. Another example of how Tadbitty’s true intellectual superiority sensibly embellished his on-air character portrayal.

				Now. The problem. How to get B.B. Junior out of his brass prison. A plumber? The fire department? A consultation with the conductor of the L.A. Philharmonic? Visualizing the attendant headlines, and the violently adverse reaction of Big Bull, a man who hated to let it be known that he’d fathered a nebbish, Tadbitty rejected them all. The only way to get B.B. out of his horny dilemma was an appeal to the one who had put him in it.

			

			
				Roger Rabbit lounged nonchalantly against a wall. In addition to being a major movie star, Roger was also a fully self-contained cocktail lounge. One of his ears held a pinto-painted pony keg of the potent moonshine called Toon Up. The other ear held a glass only slightly smaller than plucky Bucky Rogers’ space helmet. The Rabbit’s bright yellow right hand was curled up into a bowel shape. It contained a pile of bright orange Carrot Crisps. His left hand was stacked with odd-colored napkins printed with off-colored jokes. In the short intervals between pouring, drinking, munching, wiping, reading, and giggling, he plucked his tongue against his teeth. The action produced a reasonable facsimile of a tinny piano playing Stardust.

				The buffoonish bunny evinced only one modest touch of class. His eyes were the same stunning blue as Tadbitty’s Wedgewood dinnerware.

				Talking to Toons always disconcerted Tadbitty. He invariably got the impression they were subtly putting him on. Take that time after Big Bull released his big budget, award winning World War II epic Hunky Heroes, Blazing Bazookas. In keeping with the military theme, Big Bull had invited every old soldier in Toontown to the celebration party. Comic strip hero Sir Lanced Alot, the valiant medieval knight of the Round Table with his chain mail tuxedo and inverted cereal bowl haircut. That swaggering, mucho machoed World War II Army Air Corps fighter ace Stoney Canyon. Sergeant Sad Sam, the beetle-browed, dingily dog face. Tadbitty remembered the three of them, arms draped around each other’s shoulders, cozying up to Big Bull’s grand piano for a chorus of Onward Christian Soldiers. With the final stanza rendered in pig Latin.

				“Eh, what’s up, Doc?” asked the Rabbit, shamelessly swiping his prime competitor’s repartee. The Rabbit gnawed a Carrot Crisp. Flaky bits of it landed on his severely sloping shoulders. These mite-sized particles of organic dandruff rolled downwards towards his elbows, gathering volume as they went, eventually congealing into orange balls the size of…of oranges. Roger grabbed the succulent spheroids as they reached his mitt, popped them back into his mouth, and began the process anew.

				“Allow me to introduce myself.” Tadbitty graciously put forth his hand. “Tadbitty Stifles.”

				“P-p-p-pleased to meet ‘cha, Bitty.” The Rabbit slapped a lighted firecracker into Tadbitty’s outstretched fingers.

			

			
				The firecracker exploded with a dull thud, shredding Tadbitty’s sleeve. Tadbitty stared dumbfounded at the smoking arm of his Italian silk jacket.

				The Rabbit’s wristwatch, a device the size of a wind-up alarm clock, produced a rattley ring which vibrated the animated fur ball’s entire body. “Four sixteen o’clock on the dot, sport. Quitting time. My work day’s over.”

				Using his ears, seven of his eight fingers, one toenail and his bow tie, the Rabbit made a sexually suggestive gesture. “I got a date with my angel baby cuppy cakes. We’re taking yodeling lessons at Perfesser Tin Tonsil’s Academy of Musical Mania. We always go out after class for a round of glottal tomfoolery.” The Rabbit hopped merrily out the door.

				“Wait.” Tadbitty held up a blackened index finger. “You can’t be callous enough to leave him stuck here like this.”

				Obviously he could because he did.

				Avoiding B.B. Junior’s pleading eye, Tadbitty activated his cel phone. Downstairs on the street, Max answered. “Bring the car around,” Tadbitty told him. “We’re taking B.B. Junior to see his father.”
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				Topman Tower, the highest rised office building in L.A., headquartered Big Bull Topman and his various gregarious and nefarious enterprises. Big Bull designed this building in his own image. Half again too big for the size of its footprint, the mottled color of a wastrel’s nose, with a façade the texture of unpopped blister wrap. Two opposing, horizontal, cantilevered, upper story out-justings made the edifice as plug-ugly against the night sky as the Dog Star’s fire hydrant.

				Tadbitty always felt uncomfortable in Big Bull’s office decorated as it was with stuffed hunting trophies, assorted lethal weapons, and books selected for the color of their dust jackets rather than their content.

				Big Bull found his son’s predicament hilarious. His laughter echoed through the open terrace window leading out to the manicured formal roof garden where the poisoned ivy bushes had all been trimmed into itchy images of Big Bull. “That Roger Rabbit,” he guffawed. “Ain’t he a corker?” Big Bull’s contrabanded Cuban cigar produced more smoke than Hades on a hot day.

				“I found him overbearing and malicious,” countered Tadbitty. He saw nothing the least bit humorous in this. But then he wouldn’t. Humor wasn’t part of Tadbitty’s character. As specified quite clearly in The Show Bible, Tadbitty was a man with a flinty shaft of sensibility where his funny bone ought to be.

			

			
				Big Bull hoisted the trombone to eye level and glared at it. Idly, he ran the slide back and forth a few times.

				B.B. Junior howled.

				With a good natured grin, Big Bull put B.B. Junior’s feet to his lips and pantomimed a high strutting player in a marching band. He swung the trombone up and down, side to side, in and out. Each new motion changed the pitch of B.B. Junior’s screeching. It didn’t take Big Bull long to recognize the comic possibilities. In short order he had going a spirited, B.B. Junior-screaming-vocal-rendition of Stars and Stripes Forever. Big Bull marched, parade fashion, around the room. Ike, dutifully recording the event on camera, fell in step behind him. Mike put his hand over his sound equipment to muffle his own giggles.

				Tadbitty could not contain himself. “Mister Topman, stop it this instant. I must protest. We are not buffoons. A stuffed trombone has no place in social pathos. This is Tinseltown Tells Tales we’re doing here, not some lampoony burlesque. We have our Network mandate to consider. Not to mention our Show Bible. For the propriety of the series, we have to extricate B.B. Junior. This instant.”

				A reluctant Big Bull lowered his trombone. “Too bad you feel that way. He’s got a real mellow tone.” He flipped on an intercom switch. “Miss Ritz. Send in the clowns.”

				Wonky the Wondrous Wizard appeared out of thin air, waved his ebony wand, and the trombone disappeared.

				After chugging a can of spinach and doing a spirited horn pipe, ape-armed Poopdeck the Pirate grabbed B.B. Junior by the neck and bent him back into shape.

				Doctor Ignatz Cats, self-appointed Head Shrinker to the Mucky Mucks, prescribed sedation which he gleefully administered with an iron mallet.

				What, thought Tadbitty, were all these Toons doing here? Their presence was so terribly, horribly inappropriate.

				Tadbitty possessed an IQ fashioned out of solid Grade A+ Mensanite. He was bright enough to know there was a reason for this upward blip of lunacy. The Network never did anything without a reason. He was more bothered by the fact that nobody from the Network had informed him, one of the show’s pivotal characters, that this was going to happen. “What, pray tell, is going on here, Mister Topman?” he asked. “Why are we infested with Toons?”

			

			
				Big Bull chuckled heartily as his son staggered around the room like a B.B. Bobble Head on a hard trip down ninety miles of rocky road. “Seemed like a funny thing to do.”

				Big Bull reached inside his breast pocket and removed a pair of gloves. They were bright yellow with only four fingers. He slipped them on, making them fit by putting his index and middle fingers into the same hole. “Call them oddballs, idiots, maniacs, nuts, loonies. Whatever. You gotta admit, Toons are entertaining.” Big Bull threw Dr. Cats a high four.

				“How can the Network permit such a travesty?” countered Tadbitty. “They don’t countenance Toons on a Humans-Only show.”

				“Right,” said Big Bull, refusing to look Tadbitty in the eyes. “They don’t.”

				Oh oh. Tadbitty surmised that his tribulations in this particular episode were far from over.

				“Sit down, Taddie,” ordered Big Bull. This was bad. This was very bad. Big Bull had never before called Tadbitty by anything but his complete God given name. “Want a drink?”

				Tadbitty shook his head. Big Bull had one himself but, mercy, not the expensive cognac dispensed from a Spanish-leather-wrapped decanter as his Show Bible specified characterization required. Rather, he took a shot of Toon Up from a crock secreted behind his wooden file cabinet, guzzling it straight from the container, cradling the jug in the crook of his arm. Something was definitely wrong. “Tadbitty, you’ve been with Topman Enterprises how long? Six, seven years?”

				“Nine, sir.”

				“Nine? Really? Ever since we been on the air. I don’t need to tell you that during all that time you’ve been a big help to me. Seeing my boy through his…troubles.”

				“Thank you.”

				“Sorry I gotta be the one to deliver the bad news. The Network says you gotta go.”

				“Sir?” Tadbitty noticed Big Bull wasn’t as meticulously dressed as usual. Ink splatters dotted his shirt. One shoe was noticeably bigger than the other. Most ominously, his Armani glasses sported bloodshot plastic eyeballs dangling from twin springs.

				“In the past few months, the show’s ratings have fallen way off. The Network honchos hired a hot shot research firm to do correlative analyses. Their findings say the show’s format’s outmoded. Audiences don’t empathize with grand opera-esque, slice of life narratives anymore. They’re tired of reality. Viewers want chuckles, laughs, giggles, grins. Light on the thinking. Adios to social conscience. Heavy on the ZAP, BLOOEY, POW. The Network’s decided to give it to them. Smack in the old keester. Kerplop in the face with a custard cream pie.

			

			
				“The Network’s upping the show’s boffola quotient. They’re switching over to a different structure, a combination of humans and Toons. As the Network programmers envision our new roles, they see B.B. Junior as head dumbbell. That should be no great reformulating problem. Max’s taking over the role of the Network’s Major Mogul. They’re trucking in a load of Toon stars for comic relief. I’ll act as interlocutor and keep the fun moving. Sorry, Tadbitty, there’s no place for you. The Network thinks you’re too…staid for the new format. You’ve been cancelled!”

				Tadbitty gulped. He knew what that meant. His means of exiting the series was covered quite clearly in his contract. His exodus has been pre-scripted to generate the highest possible ratings. He never expected his departure clause would ever be invoked. He was, after all, the series’ binding glue! He never envisioned that Tinseltown Tells Tales would one day switch to Silly Putty.

				Yet here it was. Time for his big, and fatal, finale.

				Big Bull drew a pistol from his desk, one of the bigger bored models he used to administer the coup de grace to wounded elephants. “I’m going to leave the room to take a whizzer. I’ll expect you to do the decent contractual thing before I return.”

				Big Bull headed for the door. “Over the wastebasket if you wouldn’t mind.”

				Swallowing every vestige of pride, Tadbitty dropped to his knees and clasped his hands. “Give me a chance. Try me out for a month or two. I’ll change. I’ll be zany. I’ll be asinine. I’ll be Toonish. I know I can do it.”

				Big Bull shook his head sadly. “If only I could believe that.”

				The door burst open.

				“Beep beep.” A fairly good sized Toon bird, two thirds legs and one third neck, roared into the room. It stopped in front of the open, street view window. The bird peered out. It motioned Tadbitty and Big Bull over and instructed them to look too.

				On the sidewalk, many floors below, a cluster of people pressed autograph books at a famous Toon coyote. The bird put a boney shoulder to Big Bull’s oversized mahogany desk and shoved it toward the window.

			

			
				“Would you look at that little tyker,” roared Big Bull approvingly. “That’s what the Network Hoodaddies call a winning contemporaneous contextual formulation.”

				The bird got as far as the window sill and stopped. With only its scrawny wings for leverage, it was unable to heft the desk up and over. It turned imploringly toward the two men and tilted its head.

				Big Bull curled his lip, cocked an eyebrow, and stared directly at Tadbitty.

				Tadbitty took Big Bull’s meaning. Decisively he grabbed the desk by the legs. He hoisted it up, rested one end on the window sill, walked to the other end, and pushed.

				The desk hit the ground with a resounding CRACK! Tadbitty looked down at it, imbedded in the sidewalk. A shaggy coyote tail and several human hands, some still clutching autograph books, poked out from beneath.

				The rat-a-tat sound of an index finger tapping a microphone emerged out of Big Bull’s stereo loudspeakers. “Attaboy, Tadster, sweetie baby,” said Max. His gruff, whiskey-warbled voice still sounded pug ugly albeit now imbued with a forceful, dynamic, take-no-prisoners, top executive quality. “You are keeper material. We up here at Network are mightily impressed by what you just showed us. We’re looking down and seeing a survivor, an actor who’s adaptable, a main man who knows how to go along to get along. Congrats, Tadstool. If you’re willing to play whiffle ball instead of cricket, have your people call our people about restructuring your contract. Otherwise…” Max flipped off his microphone. The action produced a large caliber BANG.
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				The crowd inside Silly Symphony Hall hushed.

				The ridiculously renamed and radically reconceptualized Tee-Hee Tadbitty, Tee-Hee Tad for short, took his seat with the other musicians comprising The Toontown Trio Plus Thirty-Three Orchestra.

				It was Tadbitty’s first day back on his newly improved television show, now called Toontown’s Tall Tales.

				As part of Tadbitty’s restructured deal, The Network had required him to take a hiatus from the program to attend an intensive four and five-eighths-week-long course at Toon You.

			

			
				There he received daily injections of Toon Tonic, a controversial concoction extracted from the humorous glands of laughing hyenas. Circumstantial evidence suggested a regular regimen of Toon Tonic could liquefy the inhibitions in a man of steel.

				He also studied the classic stoogisms. The eye poke, the foot squash, the toupee snatch, the nose singe, the ear twist, the body crumple.

				He got a crash lesson in Toon Tunes and how to play them using Goofy Gizmos. It turned out Tadbitty had a genuine knack for the musical saw, a fortuitous and unforeseen result of the countless miserable childhood hours he spent in his parlor vigorously practicing the viola da braccio under the stern Teutonic drilling of his finger slapping musical tutor the nomenclaturally androgynous Fräulein Herr.

				Tadbitty’s unexpected instrumental prowess landed him a much coveted position as the TTTPTTO’s second rip saw. He was dressed in the band’s traditional performance attire, multi-colored fright wig, clown suit, and bulbous red nose. Tadbitty’s nose did double duty, also functioning as one of the orchestra’s primary instruments. During their Spike Jones-ish rendition of The Blue Danube Waltz, after the opening ta-da-da-da-daaa, Tadbitty squeezed his nose interjecting a dual honk-honk, honk-honk. His resonant nasal trumpeting was quite the crowd pleaser and earned him a standing-O.

				Tadbitty took his bow. He felt a quaint tingling of pleasure. Finally, after years of playing a supporting role to Big Bull’s shrewd stunts and Master B.B. Junior the stunted shrew, Tadbitty was finally the center of attention, receiving direct audience appreciation for his own work, preposterous though that work might be.

				For the orchestra’s big finale, the conductor, a tuxedoed bovine named Leonard Holstein, motioned Tadbitty and B.B. Junior to stage front. In a stunning bit of irony, B.B. Junior played first trombone although occasionally the trombone turned the tables and played him.

				On the final drawn out note of their rollicking duetto rendition of I Sawed You Last Night, Tadbitty used his musical rip saw to accidentally-on-purpose cut B.B. Junior in half.

				Perversely, Tadbitty relished the deed. He viewed it as repaying Master B.B. Junior for all the aggravation the young dimwit had caused him over the years. Still, the tackiness and stupidity of his methodology bothered him.

				“I’m mortified,” thought Tadbitty. His words oozed slushily out of his head in an amateurish word balloon, a torturously tongue tying Toon talking technique taught to him by S. E. Fex, the show’s new Silly Effects man. “This is no role for a classically trained actor.”

			

			
				“Mortified, shmortified,” said Roger Rabbit snabbing Tadbitty’s balloon in a butterfly net. The orchestra company’s Stiffer would spray it with starch. Their eBoy would sell it autographed on the Internet. “Look on the bright side. You’re not just an ordinary run-of-the-mill pretty faced human television star anymore.” Roger shook Tadbitty’s raggedy word balloon out of his net, held it up by its edges, and framed it inside a rectangle constructed of his cotton-candy-colored ears. “You’re hanging with Toons. You’re a genuine, one-hundred-and-elebenty-percent piece of contemporary art!”

				“Lucky me” thought Tadbitty in a traditional thought balloon composed of a large circle connected to his cranium by a series of smaller circles. He hadn’t yet learned the slight forward head snap necessary to detach his utterances, so his balloon trailed after him like a prehensile pony tail, whacking him in the back as he returned to his seat.

				Tadbitty accidentally plunked himself down on Chippie Charlene, the randy chipmunk playing first kazoo. Chippie protested this buttockal bludgeoning by blowing a sibilant blast into the nether regions of Tadbitty’s floppy polka dot pants.

				Tadbitty found the sensation oddly pleasurable. Chippie’s fricative colonic raspberried its way upwards through Tadbitty’s tightly over-wound body, activating his residual Toon Tonic to produce a bubbly elixir of lively life.

				Cruising past his privates, the elevating effervescence jerked loose Tadbitty’s first ever dose of wild whoopee.

				The fountaining froth left his gut feeling gleefully depraved—he had just creamed B.B. Junior big time and been rewarded for it!

				The ascending palpitation pumped through Tadbitty’s heart, warming his cockles with the wonderful knowledge that he was through cleaning up B.B. Junior’s mighty messes. Never again would Tadbitty have to cement Humpty Dumpty’s busted body or his shattered soul back together!

				Finally, the elevating quiver stood his rainbow-hued hairs on end, turning them into a multi-colored sunrise of dawning realization. In his rejiggered role, Tadbitty had become the show’s big enchilada, its numero uno, its major mojo.

				Limbering a livelier libido, bopping B.B. Junior, and becoming a shining star in the entertainment galaxy’s sparkliest constellation. One potato, two potato, three. Childish though it might be, Tadbitty liked this new game! He liked it a whole lot!

			

			
				“Ohhhhh,” he thought in what Toons call a woo-hoo balloon, one the shape of utter mirth and reeking of gaiety. “Playing with Toons, it’s…it’s…it’s…drat. I’ve got the television industry’s certifiably largest vocabulary, and I can’t summon up the right word.”

				“Tad, my sad, mad, lad,” observed Roger Rabbit, “the watchword you’ve been missing is now and always has been FUN!” Roger’s final word on the subject came out of his head in bright yellow neon that blinked on and off in salsa rhythm. Roger grabbed his blinker and handed it to Tadbitty.

				Tadbitty looked at it, the single glowing word FUN, and looked at Roger. Tadbitty smiled—the first time he had ever done so on camera—grabbed Roger by the wrist, and stuck his index finger into the bottom of Roger’s phosphorescent F.

				“Oh, I wouldn’t do that…” cautioned Roger, but it was too late.

				Powered by FUN, Roger and Tadbitty both lit up like Roman candles. Their skeletal structure became visible through their clothing. Tadbitty’s revealed a rapidly loosening spine. Roger’s showed evidence of a recent meal consisting of fishbones, a bathroom plunger, and a flock of pickled canaries.

				Tadbitty extricated his finger from Roger’s brilliant utterance and released his grip. Rabbit and man immediately returned to normal.

				The audience went wild.

				On their sixth curtain call, Tadbitty whispered to Roger. “You’re a very funny bunny.”

				Roger winked his large blue eye. “You’re one boffo butler.”

				Tadbitty took the Rabbit’s paw and together they skipped off stage.

				“I think we might have the foundations for a lasting partnership,” said Tadbitty. “You as Sancho Panza to my Don Quixote.”

				“Naw, that’s not the way we do things here in fairy tale land,” said Roger in a lavender edged balloon the flaming hot color of a Pink Lady. He planted a big, wet smoocharoo flush on Tadbitty’s lips. “I’m thinking more you’re Cindy Rella-fellah and I’m your Prince Spaghetti.”

				Roger’s va-va-va-roommate Jessica, in a red evening gown that stuck to her the way a double dollop of ketchup clings to a hot dog’s buns, sashayed into the scene. She took one look at the action, grabbed a fire ax off the wall and pried her hubby off Tadbitty. “Loosen that lapin lip lock, my randy little Honey Bunny,” said Jessica in a voice that could coax any man’s cobra out of its wicker package. “That kind of cross species, trans-sexual, reverse gendered, preternatural shenanigan is not the buffoonish direction The Network wants to take this show’s story line.”

			

			
				Roger backed away from Tadbitty, lowered his head, and clasped his hands sheepishly behind his back. “Just kidding, Jessica darling, dearest, sweetie-ums. You’re still the only one for me.”

				“I want you to come home right this instant,” said the Rabbit’s ever loving. “I’m going to bake you a big, yummy, super scrumptious, wet and juicy carrot cake.” She lowered her voice, her eyes, and her neckline. “You do want a big slice of carrot cake, don’t you?”

				As a sop to the censors, Roger’s salivation bubbles soaked the double meaning off his word balloon and replaced it with his usual vegtabular euphemism. “Boy oh boy oh boy. I do loooove your carrot cake!”

				B.B. Junior emerged from his dressing room, a huge purple Band-Aid wound around his bisected middle. He spotted Jessica. You would have thought he might have learned a lesson from his last pronouncement of lexical lewdities, but no. “Betty boops the do-da day away,” he exclaimed. His tongue dangled far enough out of his mouth to get him arrested for indecent cudding in a cartoon cow county. “Call out my Sherpas and have them haul me up that mated match of mountainous melons. Gimme a gaping gander at those grandiose gourdos. Dole me out a popping pound of Ponderosa pineapples.” Thin streams of steam emerged from his ears. “Wowie! What whale whomping whortleberries!”

				Quicker than you could say “Been there, done that,” B.B. Junior was folded, bended, mutilated, and stuffed back inside his old reliable trombone.

				“Getting to be almost a second home to the boy,” said Tadbitty with a broad grin at Ike’s camera.

				Relieved of his pseudo-parental responsibilities, now accountable only to the higher calling of slapstick humor, Tadbitty left B.B. Junior comically encased in his brass brig.

				Tadbitty hooked an arm through one of Roger’s and another through Jessica’s. “You know,” he confessed to Jessica, “in all my many years I’ve never tasted carrot cake. Maybe you could whack off a piece for me.”

				Jessica looked him up and down. “Underneath that wig and clown suit, you’re a very handsome and distinguished older man.”

				Tadbitty’s cheeks turned the same color red as his bulbous rubber nose.

				The ménage à Toon strolled off the set and out the door.

			

			
				Tadbitty launched a final trial balloon. It bounced back inside Silly Symphony Hall and rolled to a stop. Ike zoomed in for a close-up. “This is just a wildly harey idea I’m floating here,” it said in 12 point Salacious Bold. “You wouldn’t by any chance have a twin sister?”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				The Unhardy Boys in Outer Space

				by
Gary K. Wolf
and
Jehane Baptisté

				Father Jack Edwards attached himself to Lucifer, his nickname for the loo. Early on in his tour of duty, the priest learned the hard way that nothing incurred the wrath of authority on International Space Station Alpha VI more than befouling the closed system’s atmos. Father Jack never handled lubes, liquid crystals, ails, haz-mats, schmutzes or any other of the space station’s unencapsulated runnys and gooeys. Back on Earth, Father Fumblefingers (as his crusty and easily irritated senior priest called him) frequently spilled the sacramental wine. No chance of that happening here. The ritualized blood of our Lord Jesus Christ came up in jellified ampoules which only dissolved when exposed to saliva. His sole possible befouling boo-boo was improper use of the null grav toilet.

				The space station’s rocky jockeys had a catchphrase formula for error avoidance as it related to diminishing the possibility of official sanction: “Max equals min.” Translated into civilian parlance, “maximize attention to detail and you’ll minimize screw-ups.” Father Jack treated that principle as lay gospel. He spent hours learning the toilet’s precisely choreographed “ins and outs” (his best friend Michael’s pun). To further prevent mishaps, he limited his voidance episodes to once a day. He rationalized the ensuing physical discomfort as his personal mortification and penance, the outer space version of a hair shirt.

				Father Jack inserted his Part A into Lucifer’s Aperture B, set the “negative sucker intensity” (VERY important; a shade too much NSI and Part A was gone with the wind), and tick-tightened the seal. Adhering to his personal rule of “P-cubed,” he double- and then triple-checked Part, Process, and Procedure. In the fighting words of his and Michael’s favorite science fiction, lasergun-slinging hero Space Hawk, he was “docked, locked, cocked, and ready to rocket.” He pressed the activation switch.

				Instead of its usual puckery hiss, Lucifer produced a weird gurgling. Father Jack couldn’t figure out why. The connections, knobs, gizmos, and settings were precisely as they should be. He tentatively flicked his index finger against the sealant ring. The polyhock tubing popped off its bezel. Or its “Beelzebub,” as Father Jack called that particular part forever afterward. A micropressurized stream of noxiously-odored blue steam sprayed out. It wasn’t human waste, thank the Lord. He learned later that it was indelible paint. For the next month, his Part A remained a nightmarishly bright shade of blue.

			

			
				Speck Four Tyrone Wheeler, an arrogantly despicable young hell-raiser, effortlessly popped open the locked toilet door. “Yo be gotched, Holy Moly Moon.” Father Jack understood about a tenth of the younger crew members’ gibberishy slang, but caught the gist: “I got you, Holy Man.” Speck Four Wheeler extended an index finger and made an imaginary chalk mark in the air.

				Speck Four Wheeler headed a social gang of hooligans called the Fun Posse. The Fun Posse restricted its membership to outer opsers, the personnel who worked outside the space station. It was the space station’s most dangerous job. Out there, the statistical probability of suffering a fatal injury fell roughly between walking naked through an active war zone and crossing a third-level transit junction against the glow. That’s why outer opsers drew ten times the norm hazard duty pay.

				To take their minds off their dangerous work, amuse themselves and/or pass the time (who knew with those nitwits?), the Fun Posse ran a disgusting semi-illicit monthly “sporting” event. Each member threw a portion of his paycheck into a pot. The Fun Posse then competed to see who could play the meanest practical joke on one of the inners, the crew members who never left the space station’s relatively safe confines. The winner, the one who pulled off the vilest, most outrageous prank without being sanctioned, took the pot. Their victims rarely complained. No use. The outer opsers did such risky work and endured such awful job stress that space station Commander Admiral Margaret Bullock turned a blind eye to their off-duty tension-relieving escapades. So long as nobody got hurt and no mission critical functions suffered, the Fun Posse boys and girls were unofficially allowed to play their infantile game. Ironically, after what came to be known around the space station as “The Blue Balls of St. Mary’s” incident, it was Father Jack who got an official written letter of reprimand from Admiral Bullock for befouling the atmos with blue paint.

				The Fun Posse awarded themselves extra credit for punking military crew members or senior scientists. No bonus points for Father Jack or Michael. Nobody at any level on the chain of command much cared what happened to the space station’s religious counselor or its resident artist. That eliminated the Fun Posse’s bonus opiate of risk.
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				“…techie talk, sight reduced confirmbulation, gobbledygook, attitude correcting gyro-modular husting sights, flap doodle, lines of positive intersectioning asperterons, bibble babble, prime nobbular Hobbes positions, jargon, jargon, jargon, celestial body ascension calculated from right to left center, dumbo mumbo jumbo…” Nobel Prize winning astrophysicist Blake Lewis Reed droned on in a voice only mildly less irritating than the perpetually hissy whine of International Space Station Alpha VI’s air recirculation system.

				“You wrote that?” whispered the camera man, Father Jack.

				“You betcha,” responded his best friend, science fiction author Michael Henry. “The esteemed perfessor paid me seventy five cents a word! The man babbles on and on and on and wants it that way. A couple more assignments out of him, and I can get back into the poker game.”

				“To paraphrase our esteemed first law of robotics,” said Father Jack, “‘a ghost writer may not stupefy a human being, or, through excessive use of incomprehensible verbiage, allow an audience to die of boredom.’ You owe him a refund. I don’t understand one thing he’s saying.”

				“I asked the good Prof what presentation level he wanted.” Michael waved his electropad. It displayed his copy of Reed’s lecture. The action caused Michael to spin on his axis. In his life as in his writing, Michael’s science was mostly fiction. Almost eighteen months in space and he hadn’t grasped the relationship between reaction and equal reaction. “He told me to make him sound, quote, ‘intellectualistic.’”

				“I’m going to beam this talk down to eighth grade elementary science students,” said Father Jack. “They won’t have a clue what he’s babbling about.”

				“Don’t sell young ‘uns short. Twelve-year-olds are my biggest fans.”

				Father Jack made the soft clicking noise which Michael recognized as the priest’s strongest form of unvoiced disapproval.

				Michael’s first novel, Bolsheviks and Bloodworms, ranked as one of science fiction’s all-time ten best. B and B, as the book was called by its many fans, had won Michael universal acclaim. Critics had hailed him as “the rising crest of the spec-lit wave.”

				Michael had been trying, unsuccessfully, to repeat that success. Nothing he wrote since lived up to his early promise. His books devolved, became grandly, magnificently ordinary, lame space operas recycling the same story to an ever younger readership. Literary agents, editors and publishers referred to him in sad whispers as a failed talent.

			

			
				Since he couldn’t sell his books to grown-ups, Michael tried writing for pre-teens. His latest opus, entitled The Gruesome Galactic Gobbler, starred an alien turkey monster that pecked its victims to death, cracked-open their craniums, ate their brains, and reconstituted the digested gray matter in the form of two legged flesh eating Easter eggs. The kindest review labeled it “a fowl fiasco.” Pre-teen science fiction fans proved to be as discriminating as their elders. The book failed miserably.

				Father Jack jerked his thumb disparagingly at Reed. “It pains me to see you ghosting speeches for windbags. You should be writing the kind of stuff you used to write.”

				Father Jack loved science fiction. Let literary snobs roast it as flimsy escapist pap. Father Jack far preferred it to modern, derivative, by-the-numbers, mass-market blockbusters. For him, science fiction was, and always had been, a forum for social philosophers. Philosophers like Michael had been in his early days. It saddened Father Jack to read Michael’s later works. Father Jack found them as rambling, incomprehensible and uninteresting as the assembly manual for his young nephew’s free-wheeler quad cycle.

				“You think it’s easy producing a literary masterpiece? Go ahead. You do it,” said Michael.

				“Don’t tempt me. I might.”

				“There’s no longer a market for science fiction written in Latin.”

				“Tempora et praesens et praeteritum in futuro sunt, et tempus futurum in praeterito est!”

				Michael’s sharp guffaw distracted Reed from his halographic cue cards. His bumbling “umms and haws” as he picked up his place greatly detracted from his “intellectualistic” image. Michael whispered. “In simple English, that was…?”

				“’Time present and time past are both perhaps present in time future, and time future contained in time past.’ T.S. Eliot. Also, the kernel of an interesting time-travel saga.” Father Jack regularly suggested possible plots. Michael just as regularly ignored them.

				“I prefer poetry,” said Michael, “beginning with the line ‘there once was a girl named Nantucket.’”

				“I know.  Don’t tell me. You’re not bad, you’re just drawn that way.”

				Father Jack and Michael could not have been more dissimilar: Michael the abrasive, hedonistic, profane agnostic; Father Jack the reserved, insecure, soft-spoken, introspective, serious man of God. Aside from their shared distaste for physical exercise, their offbeat senses of humor, their mutual love for science fiction, and their ability to quote every single one of the genre’s most famous catch phrases, they had nothing in common—except being dual occupants of the lowest rung on I.S.S. Alpha VI’s status ladder. As Michael called them, “The UnHardy Boys in Outer Space.”

			

			
				International Space Station Alpha VI carried one chaplain, officially called a Religious Counselor. The United Space Authority only agreed to put an RC on I.S.S. Alpha VI to placate the vocal and powerful religious right-wingers currently controlling the New World Congress. In ancient naval parlance, the Spacers regarded the RC as a “barnacle”; nonessential and unproductive.

				Father Jack was the lone crew member not up here voluntarily. His Archbishop thought, correctly, that Father Jack was too introverted and scholarly. A two-year tour of close-quarters duty on I.S.S. Alpha VI seemed like the perfect way to make him more adaptable and teach him to better minister one-on-one to parishioners. The Archbishop had ordered Father Jack to be launched into space confestim, which translated accurately to “without delay”, and colloquially to “I want this bookwormish dullard out of my dioceses yesterday!”

				Father Jack had been thrilled when his Archie assigned him here. Space travel in reality, and space adventure in the form of science fiction, fascinated him and always had. He couldn’t wait to savor both first-hand. Unfortunately, when he experienced the reality, he encountered a problem rarely explored by Heinlein or Bradbury.

				Father Jack’s initial bout of space sickness should have subsided after a few weeks. It hadn’t. Instead, it worsened. His wooziness and nausea were aggravated by the space station’s awful smell. I.S.S. Alpha VI was a bouillabaisse of noxious aromas. Lubricating swizzlers mixed with flop sweat combined with food odors blended with the chilly pungency of frozen metal, liberally spiced with flatulence. Lots and lots and lots of flatulence. Father Jack’s queasy stomach earned him a nickname. He became known throughout the space station as “The Vomiting Vicar.”

				A Med Tech told him his discomfort might last until he returned to Earth. Father Jack could have applied for and been granted a medical hardship waiver allowing him to terminate his tour early. He refused. Father Jack always finished what he started. He refused to quit. It was either his strongest character attribute or his worst flaw; he could make an equally strong argument either way. “Buzz Lightyear, traveling to infinity and beyond,” as Michael characterized Father Jack’s gritty constitution.

			

			
				“And the Bizarro George Lucas Award for most inept cinematography in the known galaxy goes to…” Michael indicated Father Jack’s camera. The directional interaspecting viewfinder displayed an unadorned bulkhead with Reed nowhere in the picture. The space station’s motion sensing cameras tracked and focused automatically. Getting one to stray from its designated subject took ineptitude of the highest magnitude. Father Jack’s alter-ego, the maladroit Father Fumblefingers, had rematerialized. Father Jack hastily reoriented the locking co-ranger.

				Reed droned on. Michael grimaced. “Where’s the Vulcan Mind Meld when I need it? He’s not delivering it anywhere near the way I wrote it. He’s horrible.”

				“Amen to that. At least in space, no one can hear us scream.”

				Father Jack and his fellow seminarians had joked that they were preparing for a career of preaching, teaching, and beseeching. Because I.S.S. Alpha VI’s crew members put more faith in technology than in God, preaching and beseeching occupied a shockingly small portion of Father Jack’s time. So he taught.

				Father Jack conducted simple scientific experiments suggested by school children. Most involved sprouting seeds, breeding insects, and dissecting frogs. He also arranged for crew members to deliver lectures to school kids on Earth. Those crew members whom kids would love to hear talk—the rocky jockeys who piloted the shuttles to the outpost colonies on Venus and Mars, the weapons techs, the security forces, the military cadre, the life support specialists, the outside ops crew—refused to participate. Father Jack always wound up with one or another dreary scientist who treated the lecture as a practice session for a future appearance before a scholarly forum of his peers.

				“Wait, wait, wait,” Michael interrupted Reed’s monologue. “That’s not the way that line wants to go. Put your prime emphasis on the word gravitational, not on rescusitering.” No matter how dull and arcane his subject matter, Michael took pride in his word flow.

				“Huh? What?” said Reed. “I don’t see where it makes a difference.”

				Michael rolled his eyes at Father Jack. “Where did this guy graduate,” said Michael under his breath, “Ennui U?” Michael floated over to Reed. “Listen. Say it like this.”

			

			
				Michael was up here willingly, part of the United Space Authority’s highly publicized program to put creative people into space. The vocation rotated. Over the years musicians, painters, actors, poets had all taken a turn. This two-year tour belonged to a writer.

				Michael had put his name into the I.S.S. Alpha VI lottery as an act of desperation. His book sales had declined, his royalties withered. He had gambled away his savings. Loan sharks were leaving threats on his messager. He wrote too little, drank too much. The space station lottery winner got two years free room and board and a healthy stipend. In exchange, all he or she had to do was create an artistic work about space while in space. Michael saw it as a way to save money—no place to spend it up here—pay off his debts, and write a smash bestseller that would reinvigorate his sagging career.

				Michael’s number came up; the first game of chance he had won in a long time. Michael had assumed his luck was turning. 

				Not hardly.

				I.S.S. Alpha VI had twelve rec areas, four for electro-kinetic magnetic weight training (the most popular form of recreation), four set up to show movies, and three devoted to halophastic adventures. It was the infamous twelfth area that destroyed Michael’s carefully crafted plan. That area (I.S.S. Alpha VI’s crew members called it The Lizard Lounge) featured an unending no-limits Terra Hold ‘Em poker game. Michael gambled away his salary as quickly and as totally in space as he had on Earth. The other players banned him; no unsecured credit was granted in the outer space casino.

				That wasn’t his only setback. Michael’s potential blockbuster novel hit a major snag too. He developed writer’s block. He’d had it before, but never for this long. It always dissolved like a bitter blue pill when he dunked it into an effervescent glass of inspiration. This time it sat there, lumpy and rancid, preserved by the dryness of his imagination. He hadn’t written one publishable word of fiction, good or bad, during his entire year in space.

				“I’ll be back,” Michael repeatedly told Father Jack in a grumbly Teutonic accent. “All I need is one great idea.” Michael had been playing variations of that pathetic theme for the entire time Father Jack had known him.

				In the meantime, he wrote whatever he could to earn a buck.

				While Michael and Reed conferred about Reed’s delivery style, Father Jack unwrapped and swallowed his daily dose of a new anti-nausea drug. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but it did seem to be working. Father Jack had not thrown up for nearly eight days, a personal record.

			

			
				Professor Reed resumed his lecture. He repeated the phrase Michael had corrected. He spoke it exactly the way he had before, with prime emphasis on rescusitering.

				“The consummate intellectualist,” said Michael. “How about this for a time-travel story? Those who repeat the past are prone to forget it.” Michael mimicked a few dance steps from The Rocky Horror Picture Show. The movements became especially bizarre when performed weightless. “Let’s do the Time Warp again!”

				Michael spotted the empty foil drug wrapper in the transparent waste pocket of Father Jack’s coveralls. “Can I have that?” he asked. “Those bring five to six buckerootees each.”

				Father Jack handed Michael the empty packet. He jerked it back just as Michael touched it. “Ten percent goes to charity.”

				“More. One hundred percent.” Father Jack handed him the packet. Michael winked. “The Michael Henry Monetary Relief Fund.”

				Michael and one of his seedy entrepreneurial friends back on Earth did a quasi-legal e-business in which they auctioned off what they euphemistically called “I.S.S. Alpha VI Memorabilia.” The crew labeled it garbage. Michael collected squeezed-out dipilotators, crushed drinking tubes, exhausted rasters, empty food packs…whatever he could scrounge before it went into the recycler. He packed it into his personal mail pouches and shipped it to Earth aboard the monthly resupply vessel. His sales partner pasted a halographic label on each piece certifying it one hundred percent authentic Outer Space Used. Business boomed. Michael’s supply rarely met his demand.

				Good, steady income, but only a sideline. Michael’s major source of revenue came from his advertising sponsors. He had turned himself into a floating billboard, emblazoning his powder blue I.S.S. Alpha VI coveralls with patches for grade school-level, kid-friendly products, everything from candy hypos to breakfast tablets to toy space blasters. Every time Michael’s arm or back or chest or shoulders or legs appeared in one of Father Jack’s educational down-feeds, the sponsors positioned on that part of his anatomy got great exposure to their target age-seven-to-twelve-year-old market segment, and Michael earned a bonus. Since Father Jack aimed the camera, this venture could not operate without the priest’s tacit complicity. Father Jack and Michael struck a deal. Father Jack came up with sermon themes. Michael turned them into elegantly written homilies. In return, Father Jack made sure that once every lecture he “accidentally” repositioned the camera to show at least three of Michael’s patches.

			

			
				Father Jack did so now. Once this lecture aired on Earth, a rotor-scooter company, a breakfast slurpo, and a cartoon network would happily haul out their checkbooks.

				Michael and Father Jack’s deal was a grossly one-sided bargain. When he first arrived on I.S.S. Alpha VI, Father Jack held a number of ecumenical services on Seventh Day. Nobody came. He tried diversity. He conducted Jewish services on Fifth Day, Buddhist and Muslim services on Sixth Day, Catholic and protestant services on Seventh Day, and a general, non-sectarian service—Rastafarian, Scientologist, Wiccan, etc—on First Day. Nobody attended any of them. Not one of Father Jack’s Michael-written homilies got delivered. Father Jack kept generating them anyway. Why? “To infinity and beyond.” Father Jack finished what he started; he never gave up.
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				Father Jack packed up the camera equipment. He would spend a portion of his next few Primos trying to edit Reed’s bookish dissertation into a simpler talk hopefully comprehensible to an eighth-grade science class. He would schedule a feed and beam it down using the space station’s extraneous bandwidth.

				Father Jack checked the time. Middle had just begun. 

				The space station operated on three eight-hour shifts synched to Greenwich Mean Time, but only to facilitate space station-to-Earth communications. Traditional nights and days did not exist.

				Michael and Father Jack chose to keep the same schedule. They worked Primo Watch, free-timed Middle Watch, and slept Trip Watch. The Normal Turn, as the crew called it.

				“Ready to enter…the Twilight Zone?” Father Jack asked Michael.

				A broad and happy smile replaced Michael’s normally morose expression. “Beam me up, Scotty.”

				Michael and Father Jack had jointly reserved Halophastic Three. Together, they drifted through the spoked passageways to the mid-center core which housed the rec areas.

				“I got a suggestion for your speaker program,” said Michael. “Next time pick a speaker with a tad more oomph.” Michael’s euphemism for female, attractive, big-bosomed, thin-waisted, and low-moraled. Michael loved the ladies. In certain circles back on Earth, he qualified as a minor celebrity. When he served as Guest of Honor at small, regional science fiction confabs, he bedded women aplenty. Not so up here. The publicity-minded United Space Authority picked its crew people as much for their photogenetics as for their talents. The women resembled drop-dead gorgeous supermodels, the men square-jawed action heroes. Michael was late middle-aged, balding, broomstick-skinny, with a beaky nose, yellow teeth, protruding ears, perpetually bad breath, a squeaky voice and one slightly crossed eye. He moved with the clumsiness of a palsied duck. Being up here was like a throwback to high school—the nerdy head of the comic book club competing for girls with football lettermen. Michael couldn’t get laid, not there in high school, not here in space.

			

			
				“My precious bodily fluids are backed up to my eyeballs,” groused Michael. “I’m not the celibate character in our true-life adventure. I’m the randy one.”

				“As I recall,” countered Father Jack, “both Hardy Boys lived chastely.”

				Michael grinned wickedly. “Not so. Only one of them. You were probably too naïve to recognize what was going on between Frank and that hot girlfriend of his, Callie Shaw.”

				On the chance Michael was right and Father Jack’s virtuousness had blinded him to the baser subtext in one of his favorite childhood classics, Father Jack re-read the series, but found no such activities described or implied. He should have known better than to believe Michael. Michael was, after all, a man who lied for a living.

				In a pathetic effort to fire what he called his bliss pistol, Michael once posted a notice on I.S.S. Alpha VI’s infranet that he needed to experience weightless lovemaking as background research for his new novel. He asked for a literary-minded volunteer. He promised a full Trip Watch of mind-boggling sexual wonders plus a suitable inscription on the frontispiece of the finished work. He got no takers. The lone respondee, a fictitiously named Miss Feasance, sent him a link to a pornographic web site. He couldn’t even view it. Only ops and scientific crew members had access to the Earth web link.

				Up here, casual sex between consenting adults was not condoned, but neither was it explicitly forbidden or even discouraged, so long as the participants kept their activities discrete. The only officially prohibited deed, given its huge potential for befouling the atmos, was what the regs designated as auto-ero-stimulation and the crew called flying solo. Michael had no choice. To relieve his unfulfilled physical desires, Michael regularly engaged in the under cover activity he euphemized as winging the old joy stick.

			

			
				“I’m a stranger in a strange land,” was how Michael characterized his predicament. Underneath his coveralls Michael wore a vintage t-shirt that had the Nike logo lying upside down with its feet in the air above the words Just Dog It. He had a variation in reserve in his cubicle for that special day, if and when it ever came, which had a blue Nike logo nested against a pink Nike logo above the words Just Done It.

				“All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal,” countered Father Jack. “Suck it up and fly on.” The Spacer’s practical and standard mantra for dealing with mission adversity.
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				Father Jack and Michael gave the Halo Room Rec Speck their reservation chits. He buckled them into viewing pods and dialed up their personal favorite Halo adventure, one they had experienced scores of times already, the classic Terrors from Titania Two.

				Immediately, Michael and Father Jack were transported to the year 2194, flying through space, side by side with intrepid interplanetary hero Hawk Carse, the three of them working together to keep their galaxy safe and free for democracy.

				They picked up the story where they’d left it. The horrid, evil, reptilian space monster villains, a tentacled trio of octophibiotic Titanians, were casually chucking Hawk Carse’s unsuited crewmen out of their ship and into open space. The Titanians emitted an ear-shattering, primal, ratchetey, “Screak!” every time a crewman exploded.

				Three-dimensional gobbets of blood, bone, and innards enveloped Michael and Father Jack. This exploding crewmen sequence was a classic. Amazingly gory, but also, from a filmic angle, incredibly well composed and inventively executed. Digiframes from it sold for big money at science fiction confabs. Michael owned one himself. He had traded a gross of autographed Bolsheviks and Bloodworms for it. He kept it on high frequency rotation on his cubicle’s vision wall. Michael saw this scene as a metaphor for man’s inability to remain psychically whole in an intellectual vacuum. Father Jack viewed it as a ploy to circumvent the morally rigid Family Decency Board’s strict rules of Halo censorship by treating senseless, indiscriminate, and graphic mutilation as graphic art. Not that Father Jack didn’t enjoy it. He did, immeasurably. As exciting, gut wrenching, pure science fiction spectacle. Contrary to Michael, Father Jack didn’t justify his guilty pleasures by investing them with psycho-babbled philosophical import.

			

			
				Hawk Carse tried to free himself from one of the fishy-eyed Titanians before it could toss him into open space. By long-standing custom, Michael and Father Jack recited the next line, one of their favorite all-times, in unison with their impossibly handsome, perfectly muscled, square jawed surrogate. “Release me, you round mound of blob slobber.”

				One of the Titanian’s unoccupied tentacles shot forward and encircled Michael and Father Jack. “You’re going with him,” the Titanian told the two. It spoke through the icky, grafted on, biologically generated translator gland that made its voice sound like a phlegmy cross between a cough, a snort, and a gargle.

				At this point, Space Hawk always freed himself and saved everybody’s day.

				Not this day. This was a new day.

				“Did you feel that?” asked Michael.

				“What?” said Father Jack, mildly annoyed that Michael had broken the fantasy’s spell.

				“The Tite’s tentacle. It smacked my head.”

				“Impossible. It’s not real.” Then the tentacle slapped Father Jack’s head too.

				The monster extended a second tentacle. It dug the poison-tipped fangy cilia that functioned as its fingers into the fronts of their coveralls and pulled both men forward. Only their immobilization buckles kept them from being yanked out of their viewing pods.

				This couldn’t be happening. This was a Halophastic creation. No more real than a desert mirage.

				The “mirage” ripped six advertising patches off the front of Michael’s coveralls and sliced through his t-shirt exposing his naked chest.

				Michael’s self-control shredded along with his garments. He screamed incoherently. He tried to free himself from his pod, but his hands were trembling so badly he couldn’t work his release ratchets. The monster grabbed Michael by the hair and slammed his head into his seat back. But for the pod’s thick padding, Michael’s head would almost certainly have smashed open.

			

			
				Father Jack’s potent new anti-nausea medicine couldn’t counter this affront to his central nervous system. Bile rose to his throat. He tried to activate one of his negvac autosucking heaver bags, but it caught on his pocket flap and he couldn’t get it loose in time. He vomited directly into the atmos. The space station’s cardinal sin.

				Michael kicked his legs and wind milled his arms, trying to knock away the monster’s tentacle. He whimpered. He blubbered. Tears floated off his eyelids. The space station’s second deadly sin—not for of its befoulant qualities—because of its unmanliness.

				Michael shouted out a barely coherent plea for the Rec Speck to come help them.

				Father Jack appealed to a higher authority. He recited The Lord’s Prayer at the top of his lungs.

				The monster vanished.

				The Halo Room’s lights flickered on.

				Father Jack’s head resembled a fleshy model of Saturn encircled by a ring of floating puke.

				A wet urine stain darkened one leg of Michael’s ripped coveralls.

				Speck Four Wheeler and several Fun Posse members floated into the Halo Room. In unison, they duplicated the Titanians ratchetey screak. It metamorphed into howling laughter. “Gust ye no be no but the new mod. It be toochee feelee meelee.” If Father Jack translated correctly, the Holophastic Room had been upgraded from a visual into a state-of-art full sensory facility. Obviously, Father Jack and Michael hadn’t gotten the word. Not surprising. Nobody ever told them anything. Why would this be different?

				Speck Four Wheeler pointed at Michael’s discolored coveralls and pinched his nose with his fingers. “Wee, wee, wee, wee, drippy sharts,” he jeered. “Babee needee dipe.”

				Mortified, Michael unbuckled himself, pushed through his tormentors, and propelled himself out the door.

				“He’s not the baby, Wheeler,” yelled Father Jack, with surprising venom, considering his lifelong inclination to turn the other cheek. “You’re the baby. All of you. Silly immature jackasses. Grow up and leave us alone.”

				“Like that be no haps, Holy Moly Moon. Punkin yo be do mooch foon.”

				The Fun Posse left Father Jack to clean up the mess. Their laughter and raucous faux retching echoed through the passageway.
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				The Halo Room incident drew Father Jack his second harshly worded written reprimand from Admiral Bullock. She put him on official notice. A third instance of fouling the atmos and he would be banished from the space station.

				Michael skated. No reprimand for him, written or verbal. Father Jack believed that Michael could overzap and explode a foodie pooch in the mess room, and Admiral Bullock would ignore it. Michael agreed. They had no idea why Admiral Bullock routinely ignored Michael’s conduct, from atmos befouling to illicit profiteering. Michael and Admiral Bullock were hardly friendly. Michael had only met her once, during a five minute tour of the bridge on the day he arrived. She didn’t say ten words to him then and hadn’t spoken to him once more since. Admiral Bullock’s preferential treatment of Michael remained a great and abiding mystery to the two men.

				Michael didn’t escape the incident entirely unsullied. From that day onward, a slickly animated digiphoto of a shrieking and terrified Michael in his Titanian-shredded coveralls graced each of the space station’s shower timers. Bathers measured the duration of their hygienic sonosluices by the degree to which the lower half of Michael’s coveralls darkened.

				Speck Four Wheeler? He came away not only unsanctioned but rewarded. Father Jack and Michael heard through the grapevine that their Halo Room mortification won Speck Four Wheeler the Fun Posse’s monthly pot.

				“He’ll get his just reward in the afterlife,” commented Father Jack.

				The space station’s top brass hadn’t dope-slapped Speck Four Wheeler; Michael didn’t trust God to do it either. “I got a better idea. You and me, we grab the little weasel while he’s asleep, gag him, bag him, knock him, sock him, and throw him under the back end of a red-hot shuttle rocket. Braise him to well done. Turn that perverted sadist into a crispy critter. That’s what he deserves.”

				Father Jack knew Michael was only imaginatively venting, but he had to admit that the punishment would fit the crime.
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				As junior priest in a tiny, rural parish, Father Jack had been Father Jack-of-all-Trades. He’d operated the haloprojector at sodality meetings, ordered and stacked away cleaning and office supplies, emptied the diaper pail in The Mother’s Chapel, web-casted confirmation ceremonies and baptisms, drove the parochial school bus, touchup-painted and erected the Christmas nativity scene, designed and sewed the costumes for the Easter pageant, wrote and distributed the weekly prayer blog, whatever menial tasks his senior priest at home had assigned him.

			

			
				Father Jack assumed he’d be relieved of extracurricular duties in outer space. He was wrong. I.S.S. Alpha VI’s RC also functioned as Morale Enhancement Manager. Better a barnacle handle the fluff stuff, went the thinking, than a crew member with a real and important job.

				The space station’s regs tasked the MEM with “conceiving, creating, and implementing appropriate recreational activities to stimulate, promote, and sustain the highest level of on-board morale.” Assigning this job to Father Jack was a classic case of bureaucracy trying to jam a straight arrow into a twisted quiver. A man of God was exactly the wrong person to generate recreational activities for hard-living, space-flying personnel whose idea of a good time was, as Michael sarcastically put it, “shore leave in Sodom and Gomorra.”

				Father Jack had asked Michael to help him come up with ideas.

				“How’s about a book group?” Michael suggested. “Everybody loves a gripping read. Here’s a thought. Do The Gruesome Galactic Gobbler. I’ll come in, say a few words, discuss my research and writing process, explain plot points and character arcs, answer questions. I do that with science fiction book groups all the time back on Earth.” Not quite accurate—he used to do that. Before he and his writing both became science fiction clichés. “I usually get paid a hefty appearance fee. Here, as a special favor to you and my Station compadres, I’ll do it for, I dunno, let’s say half my normal price.”

				“I like the book group idea, said Father Jack tactfully, “but I think the members ought to select their own reading matter.” This conversation took place in the early days of their relationship, before their friendship had deepened enough to allow Father Jack to tell Michael straight out that he didn’t want to kick off his new book group with a discussion of the worst science fiction novel ever published.

				Father Jack circulated a book group sign up sheet and a suggestion request for the first book. He got back no names but plenty of anonymous reading proposals. If he had selected the most popular, I.S.S. Alpha VI’s book group would have read and discussed the latest Space Illustrated Swimsuit Edition.

				Father Jack tried an Arts and Crafts class. Nobody showed up. He organized a Toastmaster’s Club. Nobody showed up. Camera Club, Chess Club, Music Discussion Group, same thing. Nobody ever showed up.

			

			
				“Fuggedaboutit,” said Michael. “You’re wasting your time. These space-addled, empty-headed hot shots will never appreciate what you’re trying to do for them.”

				“I can’t just quit. It’s my official duty.”

				“Right. Like the Admiral monitors the daily morale index. If it slips a fraction she’s gonna come looking for you, her trusty MEM man, and have you explain why.”

				“Could happen.”

				“Maybe in a parallel universe. Back off. Relax. Accept the utter joy and relief of rolling over and playing dead.”

				Father Jack exuberantly clapped his hands. “What an excellent idea! Play-acting. I used it in my Sunday School classes. The kids dressed up as Star Trek characters and acted out stories from the Bible.” Until an old-schoolish mother complained about her daughter playing the Virgin Mary costumed in an outfit that apparently only Father Jack thought appropriate, that of empathic Betazoid Counselor Deanna Troi. “Everybody had great fun. We could do scenes from classic science fiction films. I’d enjoy that. You’d enjoy that. Who wouldn’t enjoy that?”
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				Father Jack did a first draft of his call for attendees.

				Acting Class.

				It’s enjoyable and educational.
Tell all your friends.
The more who sign up, the more fun we’ll have.
Be there, and don’t be square.
1800 hours.
Fourth Day.
Main rec room.

				“Are you kidding me?” said Michael after he read it. “If you really expect any of these egomaniacal reprobates to enroll, you need to promise more elements of unadulterated self-interest.”

				Father Jack posted Michael’s severely rewritten version on I.S.S. Alpha VI’s Daily Login Reminder Board.

				Improvisational Acting.

				Your Dramatic Road To Professional and Social Success.

			

			
				• Improve your presentation skills.
• Learn to think on your feet.
• Become a better public speaker.
• Increase your chance for promotion.
• Advance your career.
• Become the life of the party.
• Create 100% spot-on guaranteed “pick up lines”.

				You’ll do all that and more when you employ the basic skills of improvisational acting.

				Gain increased self-confidence in a supportive, friendly, non-critical atmosphere.

				Learn proven improv techniques that can give you the upper hand in official presentations AND romantic, late night tête-à-têtes.

				The first class will be 1800 hours, Fourth Day, in the main rec room.

				Everybody’s welcome.

				No preparation or acting talent required.

				•IMPROVISATIONAL ACTING!•

				It’s the field-proven way to sharpen your competitive edge and score big on every front.
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				Father Jack was the person on I.S.S. Alpha VI most in need of the class he was about to teach. He lacked every single improvisational acting skill Michael’s flyer had guaranteed he would deliver.

				As he waited for his first students to arrive, nervous tension combined with his normal space induced nausea caused Father Jack’s stomach to boil. Even an extra anti-nausea pill didn’t help. Tethering himself stationary sometimes alleviated his queasiness. So Father Jack used a few of the ubiquitously positioned tie-down bungee spars to lash himself to the rec room bulkhead. It didn’t help. He felt like Captain Jean-Luc Picard, prisoner of a powerful and hostile force, shackled immobile, awaiting the arrival of a Borg torture team. Nor did his queasiness abate.

			

			
				“Let’s work on our crossword,” Michael suggested, “it’ll help you relax.” Michael and Father Jack enjoyed doing retro science fiction crossword puzzles together. They were half way through one from a 1980 issue of Locus Magazine. Michael pointed to the next clue. Religious Miller’s Tale. The twenty four letters were a-a—icle—rlie-owit-

				Father Jack shook his head. “Not now.” He clutched his electropad, his life preserver, the only thing keeping him afloat in his ocean of turmoil. The electropad contained the introductory speech Michael had written it for him.

				“Want to go over your intro again?” Michael asked.

				“Can’t,” gasped Father Jack. He relaxed the strap binding his chest. It didn’t help. He couldn’t catch his breath, couldn’t talk.

				“Did you annotate your text book?” asked Michael, trying to keep his friend loose.

				Father Jack scrolled his electropad. He showed it to Michael. It displayed the first page of Be a Tree, Be a Dog. Improvisational Acting For the Beginner. He’d laser highlighted the interactive icons Tree and Dog in yellow.

				Michael gave him a dual thumbs up. “Make it so!”

				Michael’s unintended reinforcement of Father Jack’s horrifying Captain Picard and the Borg visualization caused the poor priest to retch. Luckily, he’d been too nervous to eat for the past twenty four hours so his stomach was empty. “What time is it?”

				Michael checked the bulkhead clock. “A tick or two after 1800 hours.”

				“How much after?”

				Michael made a scowly face. “An hour.”

				“Nobody’s coming. I’ve dumped again.”

				“It’s not your fault this bunch of macho bozos can’t see the importance of art.”

				Unfortunately, a few specific bozos knew exactly the importance of art. A worthless subject useful for its ability to be grossly perverted for their personal amusement.

				Speck Four Wheeler and a half dozen of his buddies drifted in.

				“Oh no. Not this again,” chirped Michael, fear giving his voice a high pitched, sing-song canary flutter. Several of the Fun Posse flapped their crooked arms bird fashion. That’s how the Fun Posse ridiculed Michael when this vocal malfunction of his occurred.

				“If you’re here for the acting class, you’re welcome to join us,” said Father Jack. The Halo Room incident had so embarrassed Michael that he had stayed in his cubicle for three complete cycles. He never openly acknowledged what had happened to him that day. That was extremely unusual since Michael, a natural raconteur, treated every aspect of his life as source material for an expanded life lesson story or a joke. Even more disturbing, the incident seemed to have left Michael permanently cowed. He docilely averted his eyes and backed away whenever he encountered a member of the Fun Posse. Father Jack didn’t want the Fun Posse doing any more damage to his friend’s shaky ego. He addressed the group with atypical boldness “If you’ve come to harass us, well, please don’t.”

			

			
				Speck Four Wheeler took in the empty room. He made a sharp, lunging motion toward Michael. Michael pushed off a handhold, rocketing himself backwards so quickly he slammed into the bulkhead. Speck Four Wheeler chuckled. He tilted his head toward the door. He and his gang members drifted away. “Es be due easy,” he said. “No foon atall.”

				Father Jack and Michael waited for the other space boot to fall. It never did. Nothing happened. For a change, Speck Four Wheeler and his Fun Posse left them alone.

				“That’s where we’ve been going wrong,” rationalized Father Jack. “We should have been asking them politely to toddle off.”

				“You are such a glass half-full, see-the-good-in-everybody-guy,” said Michael. “If this room had been jammed with people, they’d all be laughing themselves silly right about now because we’d both be naked or painted blue or barfing or peeing or who knows what.”

				Father Jack had to admit Michael was probably right. The failure of his class was a blessing in disguise in that it spared them both yet another public mortification. “Looked at another way, my Acting Class was a huge success,” he said cheerfully. “I got the Fun Posse to act like human beings.”
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				“I’m dumping the bumbling, comic hero premise,” Michael announced.

				“You can’t,” argued Father Jack. “We talked about that ad infinitum. You agreed. You’re going to write a wryly satirical novel.”

				“Na uh. Never happened. Don’t remember any such discussion.” How frustratingly, typically Michael. He would ask Father Jack to help him brainstorm a plot for his new novel. They would settle on a direction. Then Michael would conveniently forget why they’d come to their conclusion, would even fail to remember having the discussion, abandon the premise they’d mutually selected and restart the whole process from scratch. Father Jack didn’t know whether Michael really had a faulty memory or just liked to argue. In a classic case of which came first, the T. rex or the egg, Father Jack couldn’t discuss this infuriating matter with Michael since Michael never recalled doing what Father Jack wanted to discuss.

			

			
				“There’s no humorous science fiction anymore,” said Father Jack, rehashing his previous case. “It’s an unfilled niche. The idea of writing a funny novel intrigued you. You said it would be as much fun to craft as to read. You said you’d do it.” Once upon a time, Father Jack tried to record their literary ponderings. So he wouldn’t have to duplicate them from memory again and again and again. Unfortunately, Father Fumblefingers couldn’t figure out how to work the space station’s standard issue, simple-looking but deceptively complex, tone multiplexing vocalrecs.

				They were in Michael’s cubicle. Michael, bless his sweet toothed soul, had buggered the rations register and swiped them each three plastipacks of chocolate pudding and a jumbo canister of carbocream. They alternated a long, sumptuous squeezy of gooey pudding with a short whiffet of frothy topping. The uncomplicated recipe set them both adrift in that mystic place they called Paradise. “That’s the trouble with Tribbles,” said Michael. “Science fiction fans don’t want yucks and fizz. They’re a serious bunch. They want hard edged, biting social commentary.” Déjà vu. Exactly the same argument he’d made before.

				“I’m your typical science fiction fan,” countered Father Jack, as he had last time. “I like to laugh. I like humor. I’d read a humorous science fiction book as long as it was thought-provoking.”

				“You want me to write something funny so you can slip in futuristic Latin jokes.”

				“I came, I saw, I slew the bug eyed turkey monster,” said Father Jack in Latin. The same gag he’d made before. Lordy, these literary arguments with Michael got repetitious.

				Even though he couldn’t translate the words, Michael got the gist. It probably helped that this was Father Jack’s second iteration. “You know what you can do with your damned turkey.”

				Last time, Michael had given in at this point and agreed to write a humorous novel. Today he wasn’t as easily swayed.

				Michael used his electropad to hook into I.S.S. Alpha VI’s library research bank. He called up a statistical review of science fiction readers. The results, displayed instantaneously as a halographic bar chart, showed them to be predominately aged twelve to thirty-five with males outnumbering females six to one. Michael overlaid that with a personality survey. It showed science fiction readers were of above average intelligence, socially conscious, slightly introverted, and technologically savvy. They occupied the lowest end of the humor scale.

			

			
				“That’s awful, what you did there,” bemoaned Father Jack. “If authors start writing books to satisfy numerical projections, literature becomes indistinguishable from statistics.”

				“Don’t vaporize the messenger. I’m showing you the data publishers look at. If I want my book to get printed, I have to write what publishers believe science fiction readers will buy. Thus, to phrase it in one of those high falutin’, arcane foreign languages you’re always tossing around, adios Monsieur Humoretzki.”

				Father Jack declined to pound home his ultimate argument that Michael’s readers were already laughing at Michael’s work, even though that hadn’t been Michael’s intention when he wrote it. “I’m letting the humor thing go since I’ve come up with a better idea.”

				“Okay, Padre. I’m game. Give me a book hook. Spin me a tall tale.”

				“How about a tell tale.” Father Jack drifted around Michael’s cubicle, moving slowly, lazily, with the economical motion of an Angel fish in a temperate sea. His intestinal discomfort never bothered him when he and his friend worked on Michael’s book together. “Do a novel about Speck Four Wheeler and the Fun Posse. Make them the dastardliest villains ever to venture into outer space. They succeed for awhile with their wicked goings-on, but ultimately fail in the end. Done in by their own malice. Think about it. Who are the science fiction characters everybody remembers?”

				“Commander Buzz Corey, Han Solo, Laura Croft, Flash Gordon, Tom Corbett, Captain Video, Buck Rogers, Luke Skywalker, Marit Pyre, Captain James T. Kirk, Hawk Carse, Space Sergeant Art Golden…”

				“Sure. Those. But what about the bad guys? Ming the Merciless. Emperor Palpatine. Darth Maul. Lex Luthor. Cigarette Man. Rollie Sibigtroth. T-1000. Darth Vader. Khan. Gul Dukat. Let’s add Speck Four Tyrone Wheeler to that role call of infamy. We’ll repay him for our torments by having you expose him to generations yet unborn for the sniveling weasel he is.”

				Michael smiled. He hadn’t done that for quite awhile. “Works for me.”
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				…on a lushly beautiful planet at the farthest end of the known galaxy. War no longer exists here. The planet’s humanoid inhabitants live together harmoniously in a peace which has lasted for centuries.

			

			
				“Spare me.” Michael interrupted Father Jack’s narrative. “Who wants to read pappy drivel like that? Way boring. I’m telling you, they want turkey monsters. When do we get to the turkey monsters?”

				“Soon enough. Be patient.”

				An outlaw tribe of renegade psychopaths…

				“Hold it. We got a ramma-jamma. You’re telling me these people, who have been harmonious and peace loving for a couple of hundred years happen to harbor a deviant line of raging crazies that hasn’t caused any trouble until now? I’m sorry. I don’t buy it.”

				Father Jack had to admit that if he were reading this, he wouldn’t buy it either. “Okay. A different approach. We’ll change the Fun Posse into…”

				An invading force of war mongering twelve legged, two headed foul smelling aliens…

				“Now you’re blasting on all rockets!”

				…invades the planet and launches a full out pogrom. These aliens decimate the planet’s native population.

				“Mr. Simak, I salute you. It’s a Science Fiction Feast! A supersized Silverberger heavy on the spicy characters followed by a Roddenberry sundae topped with photon fudge and multicolored stardust. More, more, give me more!”

				One of the planet’s leaders, a brilliant scientist named Jack Edwards…”

				“You’re the star of my novel? I don’t think so.”

				 …a brilliant scientist named N’m Hbr-mon has developed a small prototype rocket ship. He intended to use it as a way for his people to explore outer space. Now he presses it into service for another, more desperate mission.

				The aliens have eliminated his friends, his family, his entire race. He is the only one of his people still alive, his little ship his only means of survival.

				N’m Hbr-mon climbs into his ship and launches himself into space.

				He rockets through space in suspended animation. His journey goes on for centuries.

				Until one day he crash lands on the planet known as Earth.

				“That borrows a bit, to put it mildly, from our boy Superman’s yarn,” snipped Michael critically. “Jor’el and his wife stuffing little whatever his name was into a rocket and launching him off just before Krypton exploded. You can’t do that. It’s plagiarism.”

				“It’s an homage. There’s a big difference between plagiarism and paying homage.”

				“Here’s a variation on your theme that will maintain the basic narrative but keep me from getting sued. I use your basic story, but instead of a human, I make our hero a talking Super Rabbit. Able to perform incredible acts of strength with his muscular ears.”

			

			
				“You can’t write a novel about a talking rabbit. That’s even worse than your turkey monster. For sure nobody will read that!”

				“I know. I’m kidding. If I’m going to lambaste the Fun Posse, I need a story closer to fact. Hard-edged. reality-based. What can you do with that?”

				Father Jack shut his eyes, interlaced his fingers and placed them to his forehead. He remained that way for a few moments, deep in contemplation. Then his index finger extended forward. He spread his hands apart and opened his eyes.

				Galactic Space Station Beta III is a huge place filled with a thousand astronauts of both sexes and all races. G.S.S. Beta III has multiple missions. It’s a scientific and research facility. A weather monitoring platform. A military observation post used to assure that the nations of Earth comply with international non-aggression pacts and nuclear weapons test ban treaties.

				“I love that. Enforceable non-aggression pacts and test ban treaties. True science fiction. That’ll never happen!”

				It’s a stopping off point for the regular shuttle flights conveying supplies and personnel to the many outposts on the Moon and the permanent colonies on Mars, Venus, and Pluto.

				“Pluto? Pluto’s solid rock. Nobody can ever live on Pluto.”

				“This is science fiction. People live on Pluto.”

				G.S.S. Beta III is like a self-contained city. Its inhabitants include government, military, and civilian scientists, maintenance workers, medical staff, military personnel, security people, life support experts, cooks, standby pilots and navigators, communications experts, refueling specialists, and various other operational and support staff.

				Father Jack paused in his narrative. “Here’s where we start slamming it to Speck Four Wheeler and his cruddy buddies.”

				“I am so with you!” said Michael enthusiastically.
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				Which he was. For two whole weeks. Until Michael and Father Jack had another of what was becoming their grimly regular, odious and hurtful run-ins with Speck Four Wheeler and his nasty cohorts. Rather than reinforcing Michael’s resolve, this episode was so demeaning it scared him completely off his premise. Pleading a fear of being sued, Michael trashed everything he’d written besmirching Speck Four Wheeler. Father Jack suspected his friend was really afraid that if he openly lampooned Wheeler in his novel, Wheeler would hunt him down back on Earth and do him grave bodily harm.

			

			
				Michael refused to reconsider his decision. Even when Father Jack made the only half facetious argument that Wheeler would never see what Michael wrote because Wheeler couldn’t read.
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				Every Third Day, Father Jack got to do work actually related to his vocation and his calling. He performed marriages.

				Because of Earth’s conservative right-wing political tilt, the United Space Authority enthusiastically embraced any publicity ploy tying its space mission to positive family values. To that end, one day a week the United Space Authority permitted Father Jack to marry eight Earth couples. The couples, selected by lottery, appeared before him via halopresent diti-conferencing. There was no charge for this service. The United Space Authority absorbed the enormous linkage and halo-transmission expenses.

				The Marriage-In-Space Program hadn’t worked out quite the way the United Space Authority hoped. The types of people eager to be married by the space station’s RC did not fit the United Space Authority’s idealized image of wholesome middle class couples. Most had met at science fiction confabs or while waiting in line at the latest Star Wars or Star Trek retrospective. The majority showed up for the ceremony dressed as astronauts, superheroes or space aliens. Often, in the case of the brides, scantily clad space aliens, which got Michael’s attention. Add in the fact that the United Space Authority paid Michael a nominal fee to witness the nuptials, and he never missed a ceremony. Sex and money, Michael’s twin motivators.

				“Find a way to put more sex and money into religion,” Michael once suggested to Father Jack, “and even I would attend chapel every day, as would half the crew.”

				“Great idea,” concurred Father Jack. “I’ll turn the chapel into a dating bar. Decorate it with Venutian chloro-ferns. Crack open a case of sacramental jelly. Install a bank of slot machines behind the alter. Serve communion wafers and cheese.”

				“You’re kidding, right?” asked Michael.

			

			
				“What do you think?” answered Father Jack.

				“I think you’re kidding, but just in case, I vote yay. Or we could take it one step further,” Michael proposed, pushing the collection envelope. “We update the whole concept of religion. We start our own! I’ve written tons about alien faiths. A bit of tweaking here and there, and I’ll concoct one that’s scientifically relevant, totally plausible and fit for modern human consumption. We designate ourselves prophets, conduct services, fake a miracle or two. Imagine the money we’d rake in if all of that tithing went directly to us.”

				“One of your literary predecessors already made basically the same suggestion,” said Father Jack.

				“I assume you’re not talking about Matthew, Mark, Luke or John.”

				“Actually, it was George Orwell.”

				“Really? I thought L. Ron Hubbard.” Michael rubbed his thumb against his first three fingers. “There’s a guy made barrels of moo la la running a creed racket.”

				“Don’t get me started.”

				Today’s first groom, Horationus Cocoron from Earlville, Illiana was dressed in a uniform identical to the one worn by Admiral Bullock. Horationus’s soon-to-be wife came to her wedding attired as Zena, Warrior Princess. In Michael’s opinion, the bride did spectacular credit to her metal breast plates. The couple wrote their own vows which they had just recited in perfectly accented Klingon.

				Six more slightly flickering, bizarrely costumed, betrothed couples stood visible on the wait channels. They chatted happily with one another in Huttese, Romulan, Jawaese, Cardassian, Vulcan, Ewokese, and Ferengi. Peeking out from behind them, their United Space Authority host, a conservatively dressed high level public relations wonk, appeared to be on the verge of apoplexy.

				Father Jack loved officiating at these marriages. He found the eccentrically attired couples refreshingly charming. He loved their enthusiasm and their obvious devotion to his favorite literary genre. After he returned to Earth, he looked forward to spending time with folks like these.

				“Do you, Horationus,” said Father Jack, “take Charmony to be your lawfully wedded wife? For better or for worse, for richer, for poorer, until one or the other of you departs to a galaxy far, far away?”

				The space station chapel, located on far circle slightly aft of dorsal spoke, was the size of two medium utility rooms. In a rare official nod to the spiritual nature of the chapel’s activities, the space station’s designers gave it the facility’s best view of Heaven. Half the chapel’s rounded outer wall, twelve feet square, looked out into space. It provided a stunning background for weddings. Father Jack positioned the bride and groom with their backs to it. That way the souvenir filmed record of their nuptials, taken by stationary Motocam from over the priest’s shoulder, one copy provided at no charge by the United Space Authority, framed the wedding party against the limitless vista of space.

			

			
				“I do,” said Horationus.

				Michael, jumping the gun, signed his name to the marriage certificate. He used his special liquid crystal indelibler which gave his signature a sparkly three dimensional effect. He should have waited. Horationus and his bride Charmony would not become husband and wife today.

				The Emergency Klaxon Horn sounded. Beep blap, beep blap, beep blap.


				Horationus looked around confused, like a mondovision game contestant being buzzed off the show for giving a wrong answer.

				Father Jack and Michael knew the dire meaning of this alert. The crew members called the Emergency Klaxon the Hearse Horn. Whenever it blew, somebody on I.S.S. Alpha VI was going to die.

				The waiting halo-couples erupted in a Babel of pseudo-alien speech. En masse they pointed at the chapel window.

				A free-drifting rigger tumbled past.

				Riggers perished with a frequency alarming even in this outlandishly perilous environment. The outside of the space station was divided into several hundred thousand delineated grids containing millions of antennae pods, electrical condumiters, sensor flixes, and solar habs. Automated defect monitors caught active faults. Identifying less obvious, subtler, not-yet-fully-realized problems still required human eyesight, hands-on testing, physical manipulation, practical smarts and a hearty dose of old fashioned intuition. Riggers worked the grids, going from one to the next in regular patterns, routinely checking out every device attached to the station’s outer skin. The riggers looked for, found, and repaired minor and potential glitches; certified system integrities; and replaced parts nearing the end of their calculated end-of-life spans.

				Between hardware and software malfunctions, simple accidents, mistakes of judgment, and the general lethalities of outer space, the job knew a million ways to snuff out a rigger’s life. Every year it did exactly that to one in ten of those who did it. In order for help to reach an endangered rigger in time, every rescue mechanism had to activate perfectly within microseconds. One miscue, one hesitation, the rigger died in a horribly gruesome way.

			

			
				The floating rigger pin-wheeled round. His tender, the thick umbilical which linked him to the space station and supplied his space suit with air, communications, and safety, tailed behind him. Its ruptured end was seared black. In days to come, a forensic line of duty investigation would determine the rigger had been hand testing a solar trice. When he nudged the device to gauge its adhesiveness, it gave way and ripped loose. He had carelessly neglected to properly coil and shield his tender. The resultant electrical arc severed it.

				Deprived of his tender, the rigger was helpless. He had no oxygen apart from what little remained inside his suit. Without piped-in fuel to power his boot jets, he lost maneuverability. His bodily function ratio packs stopped working. If he wasn’t dead already, he would be by the time the bridge determined exactly where he was and dispatched a rescue team.

				Father Jack spoke instinctively. “Ego te abvsolvo a peccatis tuis in nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti.” I absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Last rites. Father Jack made the sign of the cross. “Bendicat te omnipotens Deus, Pater et Filius et Spiritus Sanctus. Amen.” May Almighty God bless you, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.

				Michael uttered a pithier invocation. “Holy grackling Grok!”

				The rigger rotated half a turn and faced them head on. It was none other than Speck Four Tyrone Wheeler! Father Jack’s spirits brightened. This was nothing but another silly Fun Posse trick. This time Father Jack and Michael wouldn’t be fooled.

				Speck Four Wheeler’s pitifully horror-struck eyes flipped back and forth between Michael and Father Jack. He soundlessly mouthed the words “Help me.” His helmet clanged against the chapel’s window. His clear face-plate spider-fractured obscuring his features. No hoaxing here. This was the real deal. Speck Four Wheeler was in big and legitimate trouble.

				Michael placed his hands against the window. He squinched his face as though trying to will atomic structures to disregard the laws of physics and spread apart so he could pass arms through glass and grab the helpless young rigger. “We’ve got to go out there and get him.”

				Michael’s preposterous proposal fell so far beyond their mutual abilities, Father Jack assumed the writer was making one of his blackly humorous jokes. The two of them going out into space? Ludicrous. Father Jack passed his space station physical skills exam only with help from a kindly physiomedic who “fudge factored” his final score, raising it from a failing thirty two point six points out of a hundred to a passing thirty three. Michael’s score? Barely higher. Thirty eight point one. The outside ops workers normed at ninety nine point three and needed every point. And then there was that whole Father Fumblefingers thing.

			

			
				Michael was serious, dead serious. “It’s us or nobody,” said Michael resolutely. “We go outside and get him, or Wheeler dies. As much as I’d enjoy that, as much as I’d call it fitting justice, we can’t let it happen.”

				Michael was absolutely right, no question about it. The two of them were Wheeler’s only hope. Even though they were far more likely to lose their own lives in the process than to succeed in rescuing his, Father Jack knew in his heart that they had to try. Human souls were precious. Saving them was Father Jack’s chosen calling. He just never expected he would be asked to do it literally. Father Jack nodded. “Tell me what to do.”

				Michael hadn’t finalized word one of his new book, but he had done a ton of research. The space station’s safety regs required emergency egress locks in places of high occupancy—the bridge, the meal ward, the rec areas, the sleeping quarters, the utility bays, etc. The space station’s safety engineers had installed an egress lock in the chapel assuming, erroneously as it turned out, large groups of worshipers would regularly congregate here. The egress locks were intended as devices of last resort, a way to exit the space station in the event of gross internal environmental failure. Michael figured he and Father Jack could use the chapel’s egress lock to go outside and get Speck Four Wheeler.

				In his sketchy and hastily improvised plan, Michael chose to ignore one troubling fact. The egress locks had been mandated and installed, at great expense, at the behest of Earth-based politicians worried about the negative publicity impact of an outer space calamity. In their zeal to demonstrate their compassionate, cost-be-damned regard for the safety of the working stiff, the politicos disregarded the realities of outer space construction. The space station and its life support systems had been overbuilt to accommodate calculated load factors of more than one thousand eight hundred times normal. No internal environmental failure of any type had ever occurred. No egress lock had ever been used. The egress locks underwent periodic testing, but only by computer simulation, never in actuality. Their ability to perform their intended purpose remained wholly speculative, functionally unproven. No matter. Michael knew that when activated, the chapel’s egress lock would work. Why wouldn’t it? Everything else on I.S.S. Alpha VI did.

			

			
				Michael broke the seal on the egress lock’s equipment cabinet. He popped out a pair of foot square cubes, micro-pressed fabric survival suits. They both expanded to normal size once they cleared the locker’s electrotagged compression field. “Put it on,” he said. Preoccupied with shaking the storage wrinkles out of his own suit, Michael absent mindedly handed the second suit to Horationus. Horationus reached for it enthusiastically. He clutched at it with his spectral halographic hands. Sorry, son, thought Father Jack. This job requires flesh and blood. Father Jack took the suit.

				“There’s one thing I don’t know,” said Michael with uncharacteristic candor—he professed to know everything. “We go out, zippity dippity, grab Wheeler. That part I got covered. The problem is getting back. I’m not sure an egress lock works in both directions. It might be one-way, out only. We might wind up trapped in space, same as Wheeler.”

				Michael was Father Jack’s best friend. Truth be told, his only friend. Father Jack trusted Michael implicitly. With his life. “Let’s go see.”

				Form following function, soft-wrap survival suits differed greatly from regulation hard shell outside working suits. Outside suits had a body of semipliant, temperature and radiation impermeable heximetal topped by a rigid helmet faced with superfluidak transparent Plexiplast. Survival suits were made of light-weight tear-resistant and minor impact resilient micro-latticed Kevarcloth, sub-molecular dipped to provide bare minimum defense against heat, cold, and energy emissions. Their see-through headpieces were fabricated out of filmy Crystal Gaze. Outside suits, when separated from their tenders, had no self-sufficing modalities. Survival suits were self contained. They incorporated small oxygen tanks, basic short-range comm devices, and modest independent propulsion units. So long as an outside suit’s tender remained intact, the suit would shield indefinitely against the normal dangers of open space. A survival suit would sustain and protect for only twenty four hours. In theory. Just as egress locks had never been given a real-world working test, neither had their attendant survival suits.

				Outside suits mimicked old-style battle armor, each suit custom fit to its wearer. Survival suits came one-size-fits all. The all was presumed to be one of the perfectly proportioned crew members, a profile decidedly not Father Jack nor Michael. Father Jack’s survival suit fit him the way a sausage casing snugged up a bratwurst. Michael’s skeletal frame flapped around inside his suit like a stringy hunk of turkey jerky in a high-tech cooking pouch.

			

			
				They cross-checked one another’s safers, tightens, and overlaps. All secure, bug-snug, ready to venture outside. Assuming there wasn’t a tiny, seemingly unimportant but ridiculously critical closure neither man had fastened or life support switch neither had flipped. That underscored the problem with a first time out, all-or-nothing operation. You didn’t know what you didn’t know until it killed you.

				“Klatuu barada nicto,” said Michael.

				“May the force be with us,” said Father Jack.

				Horationus and Charmony, still halophastically present and mesmerized by the situation’s almost theatrically perilous plot, both popped to attention. “Live long and prosper,” they said in unison, their highest accolade. They flashed the split fingered Vulcan salute.

				“Wrong sentiment,” groused Michael. “Try, ‘One small misstep for a jackass, one giant leap for a pair of reluctant champs.’”

				Father Jack, more kindly by nature than his sarcastic friend, felt the wedding couple’s sincere good wishes required a response in kind. Unfortunately, he suffered from what Michael called digital deficiency. No matter how hard he practiced, he could not separate his third and fourth fingers into a V. Instead, he gave Horationus and Charmony the Hawaiian fist wiggling, little finger and thumb out sign for Hang Ten.

				The cylindrical egress lock held two people, laying headfirst, side by side. Father Jack climbed in. Michael squeezed in beside him. It was snug, but they fit, one stout, plus one emaciated, averaging out to the volume of two buffed.

				“Testing, one, two, jets in my shoe,” said Michael. Father Jack optimistically attributed the panicky quality of Michael’s voice to bad acoustics.

				“Three, four, open the door,” responded Father Jack in a voice he hoped projected calmness and confidence. It didn’t.

				“Scared?” asked Michael. His words resonated tinnily in Father Jack’s ear piece.

				“Witless,” answered Father Jack.

				“Ditto that,” said Michael.

				One of a rigger’s prime job requirements was an inordinately low sense of personal mortality. Riggers subconsciously believed themselves immortal. Not so these two. Between religious beliefs (Father Jack) and a grisly imagination (Michael), both understood only too well the fragility of human life.

			

			
				Michael pushed a red button numbered One. Both men felt a gentle tugging on their fabric suits. A large, bright red light flashed on. Reflecting off the narrow walls, the shiny coppery fabric of their suits, and their clear headpieces, it bathed them in what looked like transparent blood. An Alphatic display informed them that the egress lock was now a vacuum.

				“Last chance,” said Michael.

				“Open the pod bay doors, HAL,” said Father Jack.

				“Kick the tires and light the fires.” Michael pressed the red button numbered Two. The egress lock’s outer door hinged open.

				No turning back now. The two men were officially in outer space.

				Michael grasped the egress lock by its rim and pulled himself out. He hastily uncoiled the steel-strong monofilament safety cable attached to his survival suit. He clipped it to the closest U-bolt. Michael helped Father Jack out of the egress lock. Michael attached Father Jack’s safety cable to the same bolt.

				“What an incredible feeling,” remarked Father Jack, completely overwhelmed by the amazing sensation. The survival suit was so lightweight and materially insignificant, it was like floating naked in space. “I love this.”

				“I’ll call my travel agent and have her book you a two week stay,” said Michael caustically. “Focus, Jack. Don’t get distracted.”

				“Right, right,” said Father Jack, pulling himself back into the moment. “I’m with you. What do you want me to do?”

				Speck Four Wheeler had drifted around the space station’s curvature. From where they were, they couldn’t see him anymore. “Stay here and take my back,” said Michael. “I’ll go after Wheeler and grab him. You make sure it’s a two way trip.”

				“Roger that.” If Father Jack’s time on the space station had done nothing else, it had at least taught him the proper idiom.

				Michael drifted away in the direction Speck Four Wheeler had taken. He disappeared from view around the space station’s outer curve.

				Father Jack kept his back pressed against the bulkhead. He had looked out into space many times through his chapel window, but he was unprepared for being completely and utterly surrounded by it, seeing it in every direction. When he looked down at his feet and saw nothing but open space, he felt like a character in an old cartoon, standing in an elevator with no floor, waiting to drop, except this drop never came. What Father Jack noticed and appreciated most about outer space was its complete and utter silence. I.S.S. Alpha VI was a noisy, cacophonous place. It resonated with constant clanging, hissing, screeching, and grinding, all of it brash and brutish. On top of the mechanical sounds, the dry air gave rise to a common condition known as station cough, an incessant throaty hacking. Out here, he heard nothing, not a sound. It was quiet, peaceful, idyllic, blissful. Father Jack knew about this sensation. Old-time Spacers called it The Rapture. Father Jack called it Heavenly.

			

			
				Michael returned. Ominously, he came back alone.

				A dozen slender strings extended from Michael’s suit. He resembled a marionette cut loose from its control bar. Father Jack realized the strings were visible jets of oxygen leaking from pinholes in Michael’s suit. The holes were located along one or another of his suit’s micro-compressed fold lines. Father Jack looked down. His own suit was leaking in the same way from roughly the same places. It wasn’t a horrendous outpouring, but it would definitely cut into the amount of time they could remain out here.

				“We got a problem,” said Michael.

				“No kidding,” said Father Jack, waving his hand through the spouts of gas emerging from his suit.

				“A problem bigger than that problem. Wheeler’s drifted too far away. I went out to the end of my cable. I was still a few meters short. I couldn’t reach him. The good news is that he’s snagged on a solar bud, so at least he won’t move any further.”

				Michael unhooked his safety cable from the U-bolt. Father Jack started to do the same. Michael stopped him. “You stay connected.” He handed his own cable’s loose end to Father Jack. “You hang on to this. We’ll both go out together to the end of your cable. You play me out from there. With both our cables fully extended, I should be able to reach him.”

				“It’s too dangerous. What if I let go?”

				“Simple. Don’t.”

				Even in the depths of misery, Michael always knew how to make Father Jack smile. “Right. Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?”

				Father Jack and Michael pulled themselves around the edge of the space station to the end of Father Jack’s safety cable. Father Jack saw Speck Four Wheeler. As Michael said, one of Speck Four Wheeler’s rigid tool grips was caught on a protruding solar bud.

				“You got the con, Ensign,” said Michael. It was what he remembered their idol, Captain Kirk saying in similar situations.

			

			
				“Steady as she goes, Cap’n,” responded Father Jack in kind.

				Father Jack wrapped Michael’s safety cable several times around his fist. He played the cable out as Michael kept going. The two cables together gave Michael the distance he needed. Michael reached Speck Four Wheeler.

				Michael freed Speck Four Wheeler from the solar bud. He hugged Speck Four Wheeler tightly to his chest. Michael signaled for Father Jack to pull them back.

				Slowly, carefully, deliberately, Father Jack reeled them in.

				“He’s in bad shape,” said Michael as the three united. Behind his shattered face plate, Speck Four Wheeler gasped for air. His face was blue. “We’ve got to get him inside pronto.”

				Father Jack nodded. A dreadful thought occurred to him. Speck Four Wheeler’s outside working suit was much larger than their survival suits. Its permanently attached rigid testing devices made it bigger yet. “Is he gonna fit in the airlock?”

				“Sure.” Michael got a worried look. “He’s got to. There’s no other way.”

				Michael lined Speck Four Wheeler up with the egress lock and gave him a gentle push. He wouldn’t fit. Michael tried several more times, shoving harder with each attempt. Michael flashed Father Jack the Spacer’s knuckles in, thumb down hand sign for Negatory. Speck Four Wheeler was too voluminous to fit into the egress lock.

				“Let me give it a shot,” said Father Jack. Father Jack had a keen eye for such things—he saw this as roughly equivalent to one of the interlocking metal and plastic puzzles that were all the rage on Earth. Father Jack loved them; his usually fumbly fingers never bothered him when he tackled one. His favorite required fitting tiny passengers into a miniature gyro-wheel. He viewed this one as “Put the spaceman into the airlock.” The principles, it turned out, were exactly the same. By clever twisting, turning, and slipping, Father Jack managed to ease Speck Four Wheeler in.

				“You’re the man!” said Michael gleefully.

				“I am the man,” Father Jack agreed.

				They closed the airlock door. Wheeler had just enough energy left to latch it shut from inside. Father Jack and Michael heard a slight hiss, the egress airlock filling with air. They had saved Speck Four Wheeler!

				“We did it!” proclaimed Father Jack. “Jedi Knights forever!”

				“Nanoo, Nanoo,” said Michael happily.

				The two gave each other a high five handshake.

				That’s when their thus-far perfect plan fell to pieces.

			

			
				The force of their hands hitting propelled both of them backward in opposite directions. No problem for Father Jack. His safety cable was still secured to the space station. Michael’s was not. Father Jack had unwrapped it from his fist to better enable him to get Speck Four Wheeler into the lock. So eager had they been to take care of Speck Four Wheeler, neither had remembered to reattach Michael’s safety cable to the U-bolt. Michael went drifting off into space.

				Father Jack immediately launched himself in Michael’s direction. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you.”

				“You bet you will,” said his friend. “One way or another, we’re going to Warp Factor Ten together, Mr. Sulu,” referring to a pact the two friends made several months ago. After they both got back to Earth, they agreed to jointly visit an illustrious Launch Center tattoo parlor named Warp Factor Ten. There they would have matching images of the Starship Enterprise emblazoned on their arms.

				Father Jack’s safety cable reached its limit. Michael was still several meters beyond him. Father Jack watched helplessly as his friend drifted further and further away into the bleakness of open space.

				“What am I doing?” said Michael as realization dawned. “These suits have propulsion units. I can fly back.”

				Father Jack relaxed. Of course. Michael could fly back.

				Michael activated his propulsion unit. It sputtered, died, caught again, and sent him rocketing off even faster away from the space station.

				“You’re going in the wrong direction,” said Father Jack. “Turn around.”

				“I can’t. The directional controls don’t work.”

				Michael was now so far away Father Jack could hardly see him. “So long, old friend,” said Michael cavalierly. “Little Billy Pilgrim has really become unstuck in time.”

				Father Jack refused to watch his best friend die. One end of his safety cable was permanently affixed to his suit. He couldn’t detach it. He hastily pulled himself back to the space station and disconnected the other end from the U-bolt. “I’m coming after you.”

				“That’s not a smart idea.” Michael was so far away that his transmission was breaking up.

				“Of course it’s not. If it was, you’d be the one doing it, ‘cause like you’re always telling me, you’re the smart one.” Father Jack activated his own propulsion unit. To his great relief, his directional controls worked flawlessly. He steered himself toward Michael.

			

			
				As soon as he realized he couldn’t guide himself, Michael had turned off his propulsion unit. He watched Father Jack approaching him. “It’s Spiderman,” said Michael gleefully. “Here he comes to save the daaaay!” he sang out.

				Father Jack reached his friend, grabbed his arm, and hung on tight. “That’s Mighty Mouse, you dolt.”

				“Whichever. I’m glad you’re here.”

				“Hang on. We’re going home.” Father Jack wound his safety cable around Michael to lock the two of them together. Father Jack activated his propulsion unit. It refused to ignite. No matter what he did, he couldn’t make it work.

				“Great,” said Michael. “We got one that blasts but can’t be steered, and one that we can steer but can’t activate.” So much for the reliability of old, untested equipment.

				They were now both headed in the wrong direction, away from the space station rather than towards it. To make matters worse, the pinprick holes in their suits had increased to the size of a man’s little finger and they were hemorrhaging oxygen. Their suits’ control panels had banks of tiny LSTs to show the status of the suits’ many micro-miniature systems. So many of the red ones were flicked on, both men resembled monochromatic Christmas trees.

				“I can’t breathe,” croaked Michael. His lips were turning blue.

				“Looks like we pushed her too hard, Cap’n,” said Father Jack, who was himself also gasping for air. “She’s gonna blow higher ‘n a kite.” Father Jack clutched his friend’s arm.

				Michael’s hacking guffaw caused a trickle of blood to run down his chin. “I’m almost hoping you’re right,” wheezed Michael, “about what comes next. That eternal life thing you’re always preaching about. It’d be great if that was true, and we could hang out together forever.”

				“I’d like that a lot.”

				“So long as you promise me you won’t spend eternity making bad Star Trek jokes.”

				“I’ll take a vow of silence.” Tears clouded Father Jack’s vision.

				Michael squeezed Father Jack’s hand. “I’m afraid, Jack. I’m so afraid.”

				“Have faith, Michael. God can do wonders with the tiniest bit of faith. Find that little spark within you and let it light your way.”

				Michael nodded. “Maybe I’ll see you later.” His eyes closed. He gasped once, harshly. His breathing ceased.

			

			
				The space station had its own sub-aural music transmission system. It broadcast hundreds of millions of songs simultaneously over an extremely narrow frequency band. Every crew member could add an infinite number of songs which then remained in the system’s library forever, so the system contained the personal musical favorites of everybody who had ever served aboard. Tiny receptor buds painlessly injected into the fleshy parts of the earlobes monitored the wearer’s parietal somatosensory thought patterns. You only had to think of a song to hear it. In his youth, Father Jack had won State Honors singing Ave Maria at a high school music contest. He loved that song. The transcendent Marian Anderson rendition seemed like a fitting piece of music for this, Father Jack’s final performance. Unfortunately, his oxygen-starved brain refused to call it up, or possibly he was too far away from the space station for good transmission. Rather than the song he wanted he got instead the ancient, electronically synthesized theme from Mission: Impossible which, in truth, was probably more appropriate to his situation.

				Father Jack was far too young to have contemplated his own dying. Now, with it imminent, he felt his final words ought to be profound, auspicious, eternally memorable. Like the prayer he said every day at bed time. Yes, that would do perfectly. Nunc dimittis servum tuum, Domine, secundum verbum tuum in pace quia viderunt oculi mei salutare tuum. Now, Master, you may let your servant go in peace, according to your word, for my eyes have seen your salvation. He tried it, but his oxygen starved brain was too foggy. “In pace…servum tuum…” He couldn’t remember how it went. He settled for an oldie but goodie, an exit line he knew cold. “Hasta la vista, baby.”

				He closed his eyes. The chilling, deadly emptiness of space swallowed him up.
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				Father Jack awakened. A bright light shined in his face. St. Peter’s aura? No, a rejuvenating healing lamp in the space station’s infirmary. A Med Tech removed the oxygen visor from his face and disconnected him from the fluid filtration machine. “Welcome back,” said the Med Tech. “You were in rough shape.”

				Father Jack had so many questions. How long was he outside? How did he get here? Who saved him? The most important question of all, the only one he verbalized was, “What happened to Michael?”

			

			
				The Med Tech tilted her head sideways. Michael was strapped into the float station next to him. He was dictating into his Wordswift as fast as he could talk. He stopped when he saw Father Jack was awake. “Good Lord, it’s ALIVE!” he said, an homage to the hundreds of Grade B science fiction films they had watched in their youth. “And already ignoring his previously avowed eternal vow of silence!”

				Father Jack didn’t need to ask his next most important question. He saw the answer for himself. Speck Four Wheeler occupied the infirmary’s third float. He was hooked to a bank of machines and couldn’t talk. He gave Father Jack the Spacer’s three fingers up, two fingers circled hand sign for A-OK.

				The space station’s resident psychologist floated over to Father Jack. “You had quite the nasty experience out there,” he said soothingly. The crew called him Psy Guy. He provided grief counseling when one of the crew lost a friend or family member back on Earth or lost a colleague up here. He rarely dealt with psychological problems arising from near-death job mishaps. Spacers had no such problems. They were the most fatalistic, icy willed, cold blooded work group in history. They knew the risks of what they did, they took those risks, they did their duty. If they died, so be it. End of story. If they nearly died, that was good luck, not bad. It meant their adventure story continued for another day.

				“How you feeling?” Psy Guy asked Father Jack.

				“Confused,” said Father Jack. “How did we get back here? Who saved us?”

				Psy Guy pointed vaguely in the direction of the outer rim. “We’ve got a chain of fifty-eight automated rescue pods. They orbit the station. They swoop in at the slightest sign of trouble. They were launched two months ago. I’m surprised you didn’t know about them. When they first got activated, they were discussed pretty extensively at the weekly staff update meetings.”

				Neither Father Jack nor Michael had ever attended such a meeting. Nobody had even informed them such meetings were held.

				Father Jack rolled over in his harness so he could face Psy Guy straight on. “You’re telling me Speck Four Wheeler would have been saved even if we hadn’t gone outside?”

				“No question about it. The rescue pods had him locked on. One of them was about to swoop in and pick him up when you two white knights came a-galloping. The pods backed off to recalculate new parameters. Factor saving you two into their equation.”

			

			
				“So we put Speck Four Wheeler at greater risk than he was in before we came after him?”

				“Not really. The rescue pods would have figured it out. He was never in real danger. Neither, for that matter, were either of you two. You’re probably in more trouble now. I doubt the brass is too happy about the way things happened out there.”

				Father Jack rolled in the opposite direction and looked at Michael. “How stupid do I feel?”

				“I hope plenty, seeing as it was your idea.”

				“I believe you’re entitled to at least half the blame.”

				“I’m officially donating my share to you. Isn’t that what you’re always telling me you’re about? Absorbing other people’s guilt? So here you go. Besides, look at what else you’re getting out of it. The Med Techs say you were clinically dead when the pod brought you in. They had to resurrect you.” Michael grinned. “Considering your line of work, that’s gonna look great on your curriculum vitae.”

				“I hate being the only one who profits from our little excursion,” said Father Jack mockingly. “I pray you’ve benefited too.”

				Michael waved his Wordsmith, “You betcha. An incredible story idea for my new novel! I’m already a quarter of the way through. I don’t want to be immodest, but it’s the best damn thing I’ve ever written.”

				Father Jack broke into a huge smile. “Hallelujah. We’ve both came back from the dead.”

				[image: sb-01.png]


				Speck Four Wheeler, like most young Spacers, read nothing but action adventure comic books, one of Michael’s favorite oeuvres. After Michael and Speck Four Wheeler made that connection, their relationship improved logarithmically. They spent hours in sick bay swapping thoughts about the origins, relative abilities, and costume efficiencies of Batman, Superman, Meteorite, Winter, Hobo, and The Slash.

				To Michael’s shock and surprise, Speck Four Wheeler had never seen any of the classic old science fiction films. Michael persuaded a Med Tech to access the Station’s libravoir and off load a few of his and Father Jack’s favorites. Father Jack, Michael and Speck Four Wheeler watched them together on the sick bay’s huge plasmatic screen. Speck Four Wheeler liked Aliens best. He thought he and Ripley shared the same mission ethic. He delighted in shouting out his favorite line, “Get away from her, you bitch,” every time one female Med Tech approached another. Speck Four Wheeler thought this was hilarious. Strangely, so did the female Med Techs.

			

			
				When they finished watching the movies, Speck Four Wheeler, Father Jack, and Michael passed time by playing Foo’s Folly, a halographic hackney sackey game. The gamesole’s chipper automatically compensated for differences in multiple players’ skill levels. Father Jack played at Level Two, Michael at Level Five, Speck Four Wheeler at Max Ten Plus. That meant Speck Four Wheeler had to snare the errant sackey roughly three hundred times more often than his opponents in order to win. Even with that great handicap, he triumphed nine times out of ten. The longer they played, and the better the three came to know one another, the more often Father Jack and Michael took a victory. Father Jack and Michael eventually realized Speck Four Wheeler was throwing the contests, letting them win.

				At Speck Four Wheeler’s suggestion, they switched to what he considered a far better game, his all-time favorite, Nuke Your Neighbor.


				“You can’t fight in here. This is the war room,” quipped Michael after Father Jack scored a coup by initiating a world-wide holocaust.

				Father Jack did a floating victory sack dance. “Mein Furher, I can walk!”

				Michael waggled a finger at him. “Be afraid. Be very afraid.”

				Father Jack did a passable imitation of a radioactive fly. “Help me. Help meeee!”

				Speck Four Wheeler shook his head as he listened to their interchange. “Meanie nit git whit you bogs be say. What lingo tick-talk you goobs sput? Farshi o’ mab Spanio?”

				“It’s the language of friendship,” said Father Jack.

				Speck Four Wheeler understood that quite well. “Yo. Me’s hip hap. Meesee me bubbies sprake liko.”

				Speck Four Wheeler, in better shape than Michael or Father Jack, recovered far more quickly then they did. He spent less than four days in sick bay before the Med Techs certified him fit for duty.

				On his way out, Speck Four Wheeler shook Michael’s hand warmly. “Stay tuched, bro-no. You da gob.”

				“Right back atcha,” said Michael assuming being da gob was a good thing.

				Speck Four Wheeler pulled Father Jack aside. “Mo bumo alpha, widdee whaddee, out spacie,” he declared somberly.

				“I can understand that,” said Father Jack hoping that in truth he did, that he interpreted the Spacer’s sentiment correctly. He took a stab at paraphrasing. “You’re upset about what happened in space. Of course you are. Not to be ashamed. You could have died.”

			

			
				Speck Four Wheeler shook his head. “Neg neg. No prob the nar bingo. Becaw me raggedy loose, ZD roll to nada. That mach see baddy me crewnies.” He was sorry that because of his screw up, the space station’s Zero Defects counter had to be reset to zero. That reflected badly on his entire crew. Speck Four Wheeler might be an insufferable little prick, but like every other Spacer he was first, last, and always a mission-oriented company man. Ripley and he did indeed have a lot in common.

				Speck Four Wheeler leaned closer to Father Jack, as though trying to cut down the distance his words had to travel through open air. To make sure he got his point across, he ditched his jivvy slang in favor of plain English. His whispered confession gave Father Jack a peek at the frightened child hiding inside the cocky, self-confident man. “Padre, I knew they had those new rescue pods up there. Didn’t matter. I was still scared silly. Scared about dying. About what might happen to me after. I’m thinking maybe I might come talk to you about it. I used to be one of your kind, back in the day. Catolick, I mean. My ma dragged me to church regular, every Sunday. I kinda fell out of the habit when I went off on my own. Maybe it’s time to come back in a little bit. Ma always told me you holy-molys can help a person sort through the kind of stuff I’m troubling.”

				Father Jack gave the boy’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “Be my pleasure. Any time.”

				Speck Four Wheeler crossed himself. He did it wrong, going from right shoulder to left to stomach to shin. “I do that okey dokey?”

				“Close enough. Keep practicing, it’ll come back.”

				A profane, boisterous contingent from the Fun Posse drifted in to take their boy home. Father Jack and Michael always marveled how Spacers could swagger even when drifting weightless. Speck Four Wheeler hooked up with his mates. He addressed one final comment to Michael and Father Jack. “Meesee me bubbies yesterdo,” again he switched to simple English to make sure his message came across, “we had us a meet. We elected you two hot shots honorary Fun Posse boys. You chip in a wad every month, you pop a prank, maybe you win the pot. Say this. Whether you do, whether you don’t, time on, you got the free pass. Fun Posse not raggedy-assing you guys no more.”

				“Wow,” said Father Jack after the Fun Posse left. “We’re part of the in-crowd.”

			

			
				“Life gets better and better,” said Michael.

				“That’s about to come to a screeching halt,” warned a Med Tech. “You two been ordered to report to Admiral Bullock.”

				Father Jack and Michael looked at one another. Both knew this wouldn’t be pleasant. The two of them had unnecessarily disrupted Admiral Bullock’s smooth operation. They had undoubtedly made her look bad to her superiors. They were in for a prime dressing down. Maybe even banishment from I.S.S. Alpha VI.

				The Med Tech phrased it more succinctly. “How’s about I issue you each a new rectal plug. You’re gonna need duals after Miz Mag Pie reams you a new one.”
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				Admiral Bullock received them not on the bridge, as they expected, but in her private quarters. Neither man had ever been there.

				The Admiral had decorated her living space with mementos of her illustrious career; a chess set laser-scribed out of the huge emerald she brought back from the first landing on Venus; the blast pistol surrendered to her by the commander of the rebellious Martian Legion; a neg grav model of her first command craft, a BP-35 Battle Cruiser, The President Mobuto; plastiformed halofigures of her with a number of civilian and military personnel, presumably dignitaries, none of whom Michael or Father Jack recognized; and a gold silk pennant with her rank embroidered on it, a holdover from the days when military officers road into battle on horseback instead of in photon powered rocket ships.

				“Michael,” she said with surprising cordiality. Michael, who held the honorary rank of Brevet Major while up here, tried to salute her but muffed it badly. He could never pull off the correct positional relationship between fingers, wrist, and elbow. She pulled his arm straight and shook his hand instead. “I’m a great fan of your work.” She proved it by pulling a first edition digivolume of Bolsheviks and Bloodworms out of her bookery. “This is the first science fiction novel I ever read. You were the one who started me dreaming about a career in space. Without you, I’d not be here today. I’d be honored if you could sign this for me.”

				Father Jack and Michael now understood why Michael had had it so easy up here. “My pleasure,” said Michael. He took out his indelibler and affixed his signature.

			

			
				Admiral Bullock turned to Father Jack. “Father Edwards.” She reached into her bookery again and pulled out a small, old fashioned printed Bible. “I’ve got your book, too.” Father Jack was confused. He didn’t know how to take that. Was she being sarcastic? It didn’t sound like it. Judging from her light, jovial tone, it was more like teasing. No, impossible. That flew contrary to logic. She brought him here to berate him, not to engage him in jovial social chit chat.

				“T-t-t-that’s w-w-w-wonderful,” stammered Father Jack. He blushed a deep red. Michael, a self proclaimed expert in such matters, once pointed out to Father Jack that the admiral’s breasts, while natural and perfectly proportioned, possessed radically differing degrees of perkiness. One faced nearly straight up and slightly inward, aimed more or less at her chin. The other went down and out. Ever since then, on the very few occasions he spoke to the admiral, the poor priest’s eyes always drifted involuntarily from her face to her chest. The reaction embarrassed him greatly and caused him to stammer whenever they spoke, but he couldn’t stop himself from doing it.

				Admiral Bullock returned her autographed copy of Michael’s novel and her Bible to her bookery. Behind her back, Michael smirked and put his hands to his chest, one set of fingers waggling up, one set down. Father Jack scowled at Michael and drew his index finger irately across his throat.

				Admiral Bullock’s orderly entered. He brought with him a carrying cage containing plastipacks of hot coffee and a snugger role of cookies.

				“Help yourself,” said Admiral Bullock graciously.

				What was this all about? Was she fattening them for the kill? Michael and Father Jack wondered when the dressing down would begin.

				“I’m impressed with you two,” said Admiral Bullock. “The way you saved Speck Four Wheeler’s life. In ancient survival suits no less. Those old things haven’t been function-supported for years. They’ll be yanked out and scrapped during next year’s Rev Seven mods.” Michael glanced apologetically at Father Jack. Between the new rescue pods and the outmoded survival suits, Michael’s research had missed quite a few key points.

				Admiral Bullock pressed the side of her plastipack, squirting in a shot of cream and another of sugar. “I’m recommending both of you for the Interstellar Medal of Bravery.” The military’s highest peacetime decoration, it had never been awarded to a civilian.

				“We can’t let you do that,” stated Father Jack.

				“Sure we can,” argued Michael. “She wants to.”

			

			
				“That would be ridiculous,” said Father Jack. “We’re not heroes. Speck Four Wheeler would have survived without us. We almost died ourselves trying to save a man who didn’t need saving.”

				“You didn’t know that,” said Admiral Bullock. “You did what you thought needed doing at what you assumed was great personal risk to your own lives. That’s the essence of bravery. Take what I’m giving you and know that you deserve it.”

				“Right-o,” said Michael gleefully.

				“If you say so,” agreed Father Jack humbly.

				“I say so,” said Admiral Bullock. “And I’m not the only one. You made the PR drum thumpers ecstatic. Your heroics got captured live on your wedding Motocam. The United Space Authority’s flackmeisters broadcast the entire episode around the world. Those two you were marrying? Horationus and Charmony? He’s a stringer for The World News Syndicate, and she writes for the Washington Sun. His story went everywhere. And they’re talking Pulitzer Prize for her.”

				She made a few notes on her scriber. “Medals are fine, but I know they don’t pay the rent. So Michael, I’m changing the delivery destination for our next shipping container of worn out coveralls. I’m sending them to that mailing address where you post so many ‘personal’ packages. The coveralls are yours. Do with them what you want.”

				Michael couldn’t believe it. Space station coveralls were the ultimate outer space collectible. Not just Outer Space Used; but actual Outer Space Worn! The rarest of the rare. An entire container of used coveralls auctioned off on-line would solve Michael’s monetary problems for years to come.

				She handed Father Jack an electropad. It listed several dozen Spacers. “I’ve persuaded these folks to participate in your grade school lectures. Let them know when you want them to appear, and they’ll be there. Also, I spoke with your Archbishop. I told him what a credit you were to the Church. He instructed me to inform you that he’s going to give you a parish of your own when you return. Ellison Island, I believe he said.”

				Father Jack knew about Ellison Island. It was one of the new, planned and themed affinity communities springing up in the irrigated deserts of Saudi America. Ellison Island promoted itself as “The Science Fiction Capital of The Known Universe!” If Father Jack hadn’t been weightless, he would have dropped to his knees and thanked the Lord.

				Admiral Bullock, grinning rather wickedly, whispered in Michael’s ear. Michael’s eyes widened. He turned bright crimson.

			

			
				“What did she say” asked Father Jack as he and Michael negotiated their way back through Central Core.

				“Personal. None of your business,” snapped Michael peevishly.

				“Are you kidding me? I’m your best friend. We have no secrets.”

				Michael sighed heavily. “She said that after reviewing my medical records, she was surprised that a man with my anatomical inequities would make fun of her anatomical inequities.”

				“What did she mean by that?”

				“I have no idea.” Michael unconsciously cupped his groin and hefted his testicles, Big Wally and Tiny Tim.
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				Michael made enough from his initial sale of coveralls to buy his way back into the I.S.S. Alpha VI poker game. His first hand was a royal flush.

				The UnHardy Boys in Outer Space, Michael’s lightly fictionalized novel about the rescue of Speck Four Wheeler, spent nearly a year on the science fiction best seller list. It won both the Nebula and Hugo awards.

				Michael’s previously fictitious literary-minded volunteer, Miss Feasance, revealed herself to be a gorgeous and buxom Speck Three Computationist and devoted comic book fan named Tish. Michael had lusted after her from the first moment he saw her. He found it quite erotic that she always wore her coveralls unzipped far enough to give a glimpse of her tattoo, the words Carpe Durus Cogo (which Father Jack translated as Seize the Hard Drive) positioned in the cleft between her massive breasts.

				After several enjoyable dates, all spent sharing plastipacks of soya latte in the mess room, Tish agreed to help Michael with his “research” project. They emerged from Michael’s cubicle after the next Trip Watch wearing matching I Done It t-shirts.

				Six months later, back on Earth, Michael and Tish bought a hexadesic dome house on Ellison Island. Father Jack officiated at their marriage. He also served as best man. Speck Four Wheeler threw the bachelor party.

				Michael came to the comic-book themed wedding ceremony dressed as The Spirit. Tish costumed herself as Michael’s personal favorite, Wonder Woman. Even Father Jack, normally above such base observations, had to agree with Speck Four Wheeler that Tish did Superhero justice to her red, white, and blue bustier.

				For a wedding present, Father Jack gave the couple a Siegel and Shuster autographed copy of Action Comics Number 1. Not an original of course. No way could he afford that. An excellent digipulp clone, no more than a generation removed.

			

			
				As a thank you for such a wonderful gift, Michael released Father Jack from his vow to have the Starship Enterprise tattooed on his arm.

				Father Jack did it anyway.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Who We Need Here is Mister Tom Edison

				Gristle, Brawler, Fandango Sam and Cow Flop were leaning on the bar at the Cattleman’s Saloon, slugging rotgut and swapping lies, when the stranger staggered in. He wore baggy silver long Johns that covered him neck to toes. The boys couldn’t help but wonder how he managed the outhouse since his Johnnies had no visible means of entry or exit. A skull cap of the kind favored by the Chinkermen down to the laundry covered his head. His cap was a light rose color and you could see his hair right through it. A peculiar metal carpetbag hung off his back. The boys figured there must be an oil lamp inside it. How else to explain its glowing red windows. A snaky hunk of unbarbed wire ran from his carpet bag to a gold dinner plate stuck perpendicular to the top of his cap. A tenderfoot, no doubt, wearing what gentlemen back East probably considered practical fashion. The stranger collapsed in a shambled heap amidst the sawdust and dried beer suds.

				“Comical,” guffawed Fandango Sam who appreciated a good pratfall.

				“Pathetic,” ruled Brawler who preferred his humor cruel, ironic, and gory.

				“’Nother round,” signaled Cow Flop to whom any event out of the ordinary gave cause for celebration.

				“Gent needs help” proclaimed Gristle, the B-bar-B’s foreman and trail boss. Word had it that Gristle had been a war hero, winner of a medal for bravery presented to him by President Jeff Davis personal. Lots of stories floating around about Gristle’s later exploits as a knuckle dusting lawman, him cleaning out the toughest towns on the frontier. Gristle was rumored to be the fastest draw west of the Barking Coyote River even though nobody had never seen him wear or fire a gun. None of these words, stories nor rumors came directly from Gristle. Gristle rarely spoke about anything, least of all his own self. All that was known about him for sure was that he had a soft spot for horses, young ‘uns, women, old folks, and greenhorn dudes, more or less in that order. Where other cowhands would come back to the ranch with a puppy, Gristle was more likely to show up with a flummoxed city fellow in tow. Like that Mister Tom Edison fellah awhile back. “Cow Flop, give me a hand.”

				Favoring his gimpy leg, Cow Flop, the spread’s grizzled, balding cook, grabbed the stranger by one shoulder. Gristle took the other. The stranger’s odd clothes felt cold and slippery to the touch. They hefted the newcomer into a bentwood chair.

			

			
				Doc Gander walked past on his way upstairs to pay a house call on Miss Lilly. Doc wasn’t an official, bona fide sawbones, but he didn’t faint at the sight of blood nor puke when poking his fingers into people’s innards which earned him the equivalent of a medical diploma in these parts. “Double shot of snake oil,” prescribed Doc.

				Cow Flop poured a hefty slug down the stranger’s gullet.

				“My Gawd!” The stranger’s eyeballs widened. His throat constricted. He gasped for air. It took a minute before his tonsils loosed up enough so’s he could speak. “Excuse the sloppy entrance. I engaged my time slip before aligning my transchronoblaster.”

				“Yup, city gent. Mistook loco weed for lettuce.” Fandango Sam pointed to his left temple and made a circular motion with his index finger.

				Gristle put the back of his hand to the stranger’s forehead. “Doc ain’t got much stamina left in him, stranger. Five, ten minutes most, he’ll be done with what he’s doing upstairs. Sit still. I’ll have him give you a lookin’ over. Then Doc can walk you back to his office and give you a good look there.”

				The stranger laughed. “Appreciate your concern. Certainly do.” He reached around to his carpet bag and pressed a button. All his red lights went out. The gold dinner plate on his head turned white. The boys couldn’t see through his skull cap no more. What would those Eastern fopperies think of next? “No need to help me. I’m here to help you.” He thrust forth his hand. “Harvey Thuringer. I’m with Time Share. I have come here to offer you, the good people of…” He consulted a weird little book that didn’t have no pages and glowed even though there wasn’t any sign of a candle inside it. “…of Bright Cloud, Wyoming, a piece of the future. That’s the Time Share motto. We give you a piece of the future.”

				Gristle hailed the Doc. He was tucking in his shirt and buttoning his fly as he staggered bowlegged down the stairs from Miss Lilly’s room. “Take a look at this fellah, Doc. He’s a mite perplexed.”

				“No need,” said Mister Thuringer. “Though I do I appreciate your Western hospitality.” Mister Thuringer stood. “‘Excuse me, friends. I have to run. I have scads to do before I can open for business. Drop by my store. I’ll see to it that the lot of you get a ten percent discount.”

				He pushed out through the swinging doors, hesitated, and turned back.

				“I’m expecting deliveries in the next few days. Crates of merchandise. You’ll know when they arrive.”
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				Indeed. Mister Thuringer’s crates started appearing out of thin air up and down Main Street. The phenomenon scared the bejeezus out of every horse for thirty feet around. Not to mention passing women and children.

				Hence one afternoon, several of Bright Cloud’s leading citizens held an ad hoc town meeting down to the barber shop. They decided somebody ought to complain.

				With horseflesh, women, and children at risk, Gristle volunteered.
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				Mister Thuringer dashed hither and yon around his new store, arranging displays, stocking shelves in preparation for tomorrow’s grand opening. He had swapped his silver suit, carpet bag, and funny hat for bronze pantaloons, a billowy red shirt, brocaded vest, and a squashed turban. He reminded Gristle of a character in a musical folly Mister Tom Edison took him to in New Jersey. Maybe Mister Thuringer had come to town to stage melodramas. Gristle had no use for playacting, but he supposed the town’s ladies would enjoy the entertainment.

				“No offense meant, Mister Thuringer, about your crates,” said Gristle. “Popping up out of no place the way they do, they rattle the animals and the gentle folk, the women and the young ‘uns.”

				Mister Thuringer had already noticed that. “Don’t give it another thought.” Pin-point deliveries shaved his margins. Like all good salesmen, he was willing to sacrifice profit to stay on the right side of his clientele. “I’ve arranged to take future deliveries inside.” He pointed to a cleared out area in the rear of his store. As if to underscore his sincerity, a crate appeared that very moment. It hit the floor with a heavy thud, sending up a cloud of dust as the floorboards thwacked against the bare ground below.

				“That’s right fine, and thank you kindly.” A bright metal contraption sitting on one of Mister Thuringer’s display shelves caught Gristle’s eye. He picked it up and twisted it around in his calloused, meaty hands. Even on his trip back East, he had never seen anything like this.

				“That is a Tin-Whizzie,” explained Mister Thuringer. “Magnificent piece of recycling gear.”

				It had a concave receptacle on one end, a dial in the center, a smaller bulb and spigot on the other end. Mister Thuringer tapped the receptacle. “Take a whizzer in this end.”

				“Beg pardon?”

			

			
				“Wee-wee in here.”

				Uncomprehending silence.

				“Pee in the cup.”

				Still no response.

				“Piss in it, man, piss in it.”

				Gristle handed it back. “Druther not.”

				“It’s the only way I can show you how it works.”

				Reluctantly, Gristle took the device and ducked into the alleyway between Mister Thuringer’s store and the undertaker’s parlor. He returned a few minutes later. His face’s sun-darkened, beef jerky coloration disguised his crimson flush. He handed the sloshing contraption to Mister Thuringer.

				Mister Thuringer twisted the dial. He tilted the contraption so the contents flowed from one end to the other. “Okay. Taste this.” He drew a glassful of liquid out of the small spigot.

				Gristle wrinkled his nose.

				Mister Thuringer pushed the glass at him. “At least smell it.”

				Warily, Gristle took a whiff. “Smells like whiskey!” He sipped it. “Tastes like whiskey!”

				“That’s because it is whiskey. That’s what Tin Whizzies do. I got a whole line of them. One for every member of the family. Whiskey for dad and the older boys. Coke, what you hereabouts call sarsaparilla, for the younger kids. Hot tea for momma and sis. Lemonade. The ideal addition to picnics in the woods, trail drives or evenings relaxing at the ranch.”

				Gristle dug into his jeans. “How much you want fer it?”

				“Not a penny. You take it. My way of saying thank you for all your help.”

				“That’s right neighborly of you.”

				“Don’t mention it. You show that Tin-Whizzie to all your cronies over at the saloon. Don’t forget to tell them where you got it. They want, they can have one too. For payment, they can give me anything on this list.”

				Mister Thuringer handed Gristle a sheet of paper. It listed common items. Spur rowels, chaps, riatas, wooden stirrups, bone buttons, longhorn steer skulls, silver holster conches. A heading at the top said Small Collectible Western Artifacts. The heading above that referred to a kind of horse Gristle had never encountered. An eBay.
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				Brawler, Gristle and Cow Flop sat around the bunkhouse table discussing.

			

			
				“D’ja catch the new set of bosoms on the school marm?” asked Cow Flop.

				“Yup,” answered Brawler. He tugged at the crotch of his off-beige double-knit jumpsuit.

				Cow Flop opened the spigot on his Tin Whizzie and poured another round.

				“‘Spose she bought those off Mister Thuringer?”

				“They didn’t sprout on their own,” commented Gristle. “Not after thirty years of lyin’ fallow.”

				“Makin’ quite the go of it, ain’t he,” said Cow Flop. He ran a hand over his new hair plugs. No more trail drives for Cow Flop. Every Injun in the world would be foaming at the mouth to hang this scalp from the lodge pole of his teepee. “Understand he’s thinkin’ ‘bout branchin’ out to Cheyenne and Laramie. I been debatin’. Maybe I ought to buy me one of them Tico’s Taco stands he’s promotin’. Put it up on that big trail runs between Abilene and Wichita.”

				Fandango Sam came in lugging his large black booming box. He had traded his store bought mouth organ and his hand made fiddle for it. It was kinda like a Victrola only way better ‘cause you never had to wind it. It ran off little battery thingees which Mister Thuringer swapped him for arrowheads. It played shiny records called CDs. Fandango Sam put on one of his favorites. A fellah named Gene Autry started singing

				I’m an old cowhand,

				From the Rio Grande.

				And I learned to walk,

				‘Fore I learned to stand.

				Gristle was mightily worried. None of his men possessed guns, ropes, or saddles anymore. They had traded them for insulated coolie cups, down jackets, fancy boy clothes, and other assorted geegaws and whatnots. Winter roundup was almost here. It was going to be near impossible to assemble a crew with enough equipment between them to bring the cattle down off the ridges.

				Gristle rocked his chair backwards onto its rear legs. He hooked his scuffed, dusty boots over each other on the table. “Remember that time I went to New Jersey?”

				Fandango Sam stopped the music. He and the others turned their full attention to Gristle. Gristle never talked about his personal life. His amigos only knew he had gone to New Jersey because Gristle’s buddy Mister Tom Edison told them that’s where him and Gristle met.

			

			
				“Went with a society lady I met once upon a time. On that trail drive of ours to Abilene. The lady took quite a cotton to me. We got ourselves tangled up in a bunch of silly dreams. Thought we could make it work out between us and live happily ever after. We couldn’t. I had to leave her. Couldn’t take quiet livin’ and regular baths. One night, I up and got on the first train headin’ West.

				“Only good thing to come of it was that she was first cousin to Mister Tom Edison. She introduced us. Him and me, we got along swell. I told him how peaceful and purdy it was out here. He said he’d always wanted to see this part of the country. I invited him to come out for a look see. Real sorry he took me up on that offer after what happened to him when he got here.”

				The boys nodded somberly.

				Gristle swigged down the last of his whiskey. “Reason I bring it up, Mister Tom Edison was what they call an inventor. He created things what never been seen before. Back there in his New Jersey lab-o-ratory, Mister Tom Edison, he showed me a few of his best. He had lights what didn’t need flame and oil. He made a machine could catch your voice in the air and throw it right back at you. He made a what not could show you moving pictures on a wall. Mister Tom Edison was one smart fellah.”

				Gristle pointed at Fandango Sam’s booming box. “Reason I’m bringing this up is Mister Tom Edison never had nothing anywhere’s near like what Mister Thuringer’s peddlin’ here in Bright Cloud. To my thinking, that’s real peculiar.”

				“Mister Thuringer explained about that,” said Fandango Sam. “He ain’t never made no secret about where he gets his stuff. He brings it back from a time what ain’t been yet. I ain’t saying I understand it. No need to. It is what it is. I ain’t griping. Not with what I’m getting out of it.” He put on another CD. The cowpokes hunkered around his booming box. Gristle didn’t care much for this particular ditty. It gave him a mighty fit of the melancholies. The other fellahs liked it fine. They all sang along.

				See them tumblin’ down,

				Pledgin’ their love to the ground,

				Lonely but free I’ll be found,

				Drifting along with the tumbling tumbleweeds.
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				Gristle needed to think. He saddled up and took a long, lonely ride on the open range. It didn’t help him solve the puzzlement of these newfangled whatnots. “Wish we still had Mister Tom Edison,” thought Gristle. “He’d figure this out. He’d understand it and tell us whether it’s right or whether it’s wrong.”
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				Brawler helled around Bright Cloud on a motor-sickle in leather outfits made of genuine Nauga hides. He took to wearing Mister Foster Grant’s son’s glasses outdoors and in, bikini waxed his privates, and scrapped his long reds in favor of black silk boxer’s shorts.

				Cow Flop developed a powerful taste for dehydrated salmon croquets, canned Spaghetti-Os, and Tang. He hung Venetian blinds on the rear of the chuck wagon, started his campfire with Presto logs, painted the bunk house Periwinkle Starshine, and sported an apron saying “kiss the cook.” He bartered his hand carved teeth for a second Tin Whizzie after he wore out his first.

				Fandango Sam traded his beaded buckskin jacket, his Henry rifle, and his last pair of boots to get his iPod loaded full up with tunes by a wad of singers named Patsy, Merle, Loretta, Travis, Kenny, Winona, and Hank.

				Only Gristle didn’t need or want anything Mister Thuringer had to sell. Gristle continued on as he always had. Awakening at dawn, mending fences, herding cattle, riding the picket line, rolling his own smokes, cursing the weather, working hard until way past sundown, enjoying his solitude, riding free, and accepting the life he led.
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				The bunkhouse door slammed open. A pretty young woman walked in. She was wearing the same outfit Mister Thuringer had on the day he arrived except less baggy. Plenty less baggy. Her silver one-piece fit like the foil wrapper on a package of Mister Thuringer’s freeze dried turkey jerky.

				Gristle was alone, sitting on his bunk, wearing only his Johnnies. He grabbed up the closest modesty preserver, a tick infested horse blanket he had been intending to soak in kerosene, and wrapped it around himself.

				The young woman wasn’t embarrassed by the awkward situation. “Mister Gristle,” she said, “I’m in deep, serious trouble, and you’re the only man alive who can help me.”

			

			
				Gristle could make out every muscle in her body. Gristle wasn’t a man of the world. He didn’t know much about womanly attributes. Transposing his knowledge of horseflesh, he concluded that this was a girl who could gallop flat out all day on a handful of alfalfa.

				“My name is Judy Budge. I’m with Time Lock. We’re an organization dedicated to realigning the natural, unsullied tick-tock of time.” She sat down next to Gristle on the bunk. Gristle stood up so quickly that he almost lost his hold on his blanket. “I’m here about Time Share. I must put a stop to what they’re doing to the future human race. Because of Time Share’s piggishness, there are children in the future who aren’t getting born.”

				Gristle stared at her. “Mister Thuringer is massacrin’ babies?”

				“Old folks too. And women. One minute they’re in a bingo hall, or in a VA home, or at a spa, or a singles bar, happy as you please, next minute… Poof. Children, women, old folks, Mister Gristle. Wiped out. By the millions. Time Share has to be stopped. I ran a search through History.com. I typed in courage, honor, fearlessness, and morality. The results came back with one name. You. You’re a minor legend in this era. A Western knight. An old world moralist. The kind of person who doesn’t exist anymore where I come from. A man who does whatever it takes to right wrongs. Mister Gristle, what’s going on here in Bright Cloud is as wrong as it gets. Help me make it right. Please.”

				Gristle didn’t understand exactly about the millions dying. For that part of it, he still needed Mister Tom Edison. He didn’t need Mister Tom Edison to recognize a lady in distress when he saw one. That was a problem he knew how to handle all by his lonesome.

				Gristle asked Miss Judy to kindly turn her back. With his modesty preserved, Gristle put on his good denim pants and his cavalry shirt. He skipped his leather vest. It had a dangerous inclination to flap open and tangle his arm when it came time to do his business. He unlocked a steamer trunk at the foot of his bunk. He took out an age-darkened gun belt. He strapped it on. He only had to loosen it one hole, not bad considering he hadn’t worn it for ten years. From out of an oil-soaked cloth, he unwrapped the Colt Dragoon he had carried in the Civil War.

				He inspected the pistol’s cylinders, checking that each was loaded.

				Gristle had taken to driving cattle on the lonesome prairie in order to forget the men he killed. It almost worked. He couldn’t remember any of their names, hardly any faces. He could still picture their eyes. Hard and wary as they faced him, wild, surprised, pained and lifeless after his bullet hit. He had hoped he had seen the last of those eyes. So much for day dreaming.

			

			
				He dropped his gun into its holster.
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				Gristle strode purposefully into Mister Thuringer’s store. His fingers curled menacingly around his holstered gun.

				The ominous body language wasn’t lost on Mister Thuringer. He eyed Gristle with wary caution and more than a bit of fear, the same reactions he would have if a provoked rattlesnake had slithered under his door. He closed out the ever-upward-spiraling marketing charts and sales graphs displayed on his laptop computer. “What can I do for you on this fine day?”

				“Tell me, Mister Thuringer. If’n you’re bringin’ this stuff of yours here from some time what ain’t even been, don’t that mess up the folks up yonder who’s already there? Won’t our havin’ it keep babies from gettin’ born, and make woman and old folks disappear?”

				“Who told you that?”

				“Never you mind. Is it so, or ain’t it?”

				“What difference does it make?” Mister Thuringer opened his walnut humidor and removed two of his fine Cuban cigars. He offered one to Gristle. Gristle avoided it like the business end of a red hot branding iron. “Who cares if you having a few extra comforts today messes up some peckerwood two hundred years from now? Don’t let it bother you. It doesn’t bother me.”

				“I don’t take kindly to that attitude.”

				“What are you? The guardian of public morality?”

				Gristle caressed his gun butt.

				Mister Thuringer switched to Plan B. “How would you like to go partners? You and me. You get 10 percent. After expenses naturally. Use it to buy yourself a big spread and settle down.”

				“You ain’t got enough money in your till to buy me off.”

				“I do.” Mister Thuringer pulled a fistful of bills out of his big brass cash register. Gristle shook his head. “What do you want?” Mister Thuringer swept his arm through the air indicating his entire inventory. “Name it. Anything.”

				“Come high noon I want you facing me out on Main Street.” Gristle wheeled and left the store.
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				Came time for the show down. Nobody showed up.

				Gristle waited on the end of Main Street for half an hour. Finally, he went looking.

				Like a tent show magician, Harvey Thuringer had vanished and taken all his stuff with him. Every last Tin-Whizzie, Brawlers underwear, Cow Flop’s new hair, Fandango Sam’s iPod. Even, and this one Gristle sorely regretted, the schoolmarm’s new bosoms.

				Gristle found Judy Budge sweeping out Harvey Thuringer’s empty store. She had on a clingy blouse and a skirt so short it barely covered what the local Protestant Bible thumper condemned as her Corral of Sin and the more down-to-earthy Church of The Lonesome Prairie worshipped as Cowpoke Paradise. “Thought you’d like to know, Miss Judy. Mister Thuringer turned yellow and lit out. He won’t be killin’ no more babies and woman and old folks.”

				Judy Budge paused in her clean-up. “You dear, sweet man. I knew you would help me. I knew you could rid the town of that horrid person. Thuringer wasn’t even giving you an honest shake. His merchandise was old fashioned trash. Twenty years out of date. He could just as easily have traded you gyrocylers or com-basters or muse mixers or a million other newer things. Especially since he wasn’t planning on leaving any of it behind. After he cleaned you out, he would have taken his stuff and gone elsewhen. He would have started over with a fresh bunch of marks. Pulled the same grift again with the same outdated crap.” She went out and stood on the wooden sidewalk. “Would you kindly bring that sign out here for me and hang it over the door.”

				Gristle read it. Time To Go. “What’s this?”

				“It’s my travel agency. I have the franchise for the whole era. I can send anyone anywhere anywhen.”

				“Ain’t that gonna kill more babies and women and old folks?”

				Judy Budge crinkled her nose kittenishly. “I have a teensy, weensy confession. I made that up. I hope you’ll forgive me. I could never make a go of it in this era with Time Share for competition. Now I have you all to myself.”

				Gristle drew his six shooter. “You’re as bad as Mister Thuringer.”

				She chuckled. “You’re not going to shoot me. Remember, I looked you up.” She puffed out her ample chest, underscoring the obvious. “I’m a poor, defenseless woman. You don’t shoot women. Never have, never will. It’s against your code. As far as I’m concerned, it’s your most admirable trait.”

			

			
				Gristle lowered his gun.

				“How about being my first customer? Pay a visit to any time of your choice. Forward, backward, you name it. What would a man of action like you enjoy seeing? A chariot race in the Roman coliseum? Hannibal’s march across the Alps? The Vikings discovering America? I know. Custer’s Last Stand.”

				Gristle wrapped his limited imagination around what she seemed to be telling him. “You can send me back to a time what’s already been?”

				“Absolutely. Name it.”

				“I can be there and do things just like I would do ‘em if’n I’d been there in the first place?”

				“You got it!”

				Gristle closed his eyes. No matter how he turned this matter around in his head, it came out the same. There was something right seamy going on, but Gristle didn’t have the smarts to figure out what. Mister Tom Edison would’ve unraveled these shenanigans in no time flat. Gristle should never have left Mister Tom Edison go hiking alone in the mountains. Gristle felt personally responsible for what happened up there that day. For Mister Tom Edison getting eaten by a grizzly.

				“Miss Judy, I do believe I’ll take you up on your offer.”

				“Wonderful. I’ll swap you a trip for that old pistol.”

				Gristle shook his head. “How’s about I give you my tooled Mexican saddle. I’m going back a little while to help a friend out of a pickle.” Gristle grinned. “I’m gonna need my Colt to shoot me a bear.”

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Inspector Timber and the Three Pigs

				Once upon a time, there were three pigs.

				Every afternoon at precisely half past two, Rockwell Hampshire set aside his plumb line, his level, his hammer, and his saw. He spread his checkered tablecloth on the bare ground, opened his wicker picnic basket, removed a barley biscuit liberally salved with cream cheese, and uncorked a piquant half bottle of vintage sour mash wine

				“Behold the lowly working class swine,” sniggered the passing social snoots. “A porky pig in baggy overalls and sweaty baseball cap, guzzling corn liquor, gorging on carbohydrates and fats, wiping his jowls with a red bandana.”

				Ah the fallacious nature of casual appearances. Rockwell Hampshire was no common hoggerel. A pig’s pig was he, born of a prominent industrial boar and a socially registered gelt.

				His snout tilted aristocratically, sublimely reinforcing his exquisitely long head and straight, noble face. Cosmetic surgeons made careers out of giving other pigs his blubbery jowls. His small, beady, deep-set eyes were prepossessingly piggy. Monochromatic Chester Whites and Cheshires underwent hours of bristle tints to duplicate his white belt and white forelegs, strikingly contrasted against a jet black body. His wondrous tail curled round and about in a perfect, triple twisted corkscrew spiral.

				Why, one might ask, was such a noblepig wallowing in physical labor? Simple. Rockwell Hampshire was a cultured hog, traditionally schooled in the East, schooled in tradition in the Further East. His exceptionally good taste coupled with a monumental inheritance and its corresponding wealth of free time allowed him to not only follow his dream but to build it out of stone.

				Rockwell Hampshire was constructing a museum. An harmonious edifice of Greek columns, arching lintels, airy portals and sunny insides: graceful, sturdy, unpretentiously elegant. A stately tribute to the splendors of Man, housing rooms full of priceless Man-made artifacts. Visitors would leave in awe, their pork shoulders shined from having rubbed up against the genius of the old Masters.

				Rockwell licked the last drops of sour mash from his glass and flicked the barley husks from his plate. Refreshed, he returned to his labor of love.

				In matters of self confidence, Rockwell Hampshire could be extremely pig-headed. He worried not a whit about the prospect of a forthcoming visit from the city’s building inspector, that picayune, notoriously vicious and inflexible, consummately heartless, rotten old meanie, Inspector Timber.

			

			
				How could Rockwell Hampshire’s museum fail to measure up? He had built it himself with his own four hooves.
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				Long pauses for appraisal and contemplation punctuated the rhythmic tappings and chippings as good and kindly Father Tamworth incised the words Ietypay Ndyay Orfaye Earancebay into the marble lintel above his vestibule doors.

				His task finished, Father Tamworth hitched up the hem of his cassock, shouldered his mallet and chisel, and retired to his private chapel to spend a quiet hour snuffling to the Man.

				He nestled down on his kneeler, struggling to tuck his corpulent hams under his rotund hocks and his tender loins. He lowered his red and black spotted head respectfully and recited The Prayer of the Blessed Livestock Man. “Old Man Donald had a farm, ee i ee i o. And on His farm He had some pigs. Ee i ee i o.”

				An example to all pigkind was Father Tamworth, an exemplary pig of the cloth. During his long and illustrious pontifical career, he had written learned theses defending the worship of Man. He had formulated the accepted spiritual rationale, explaining Man’s symbolic disdain for creatures bearing cloven hoofs. Last, but far from least, he had, unaided, raised up a cathedral, a soaring monument to Man’s greater glory.

				After Father Tamworth finished his evening snuffling, he waddled off to his Spartan living quarters. Until cook called him to sooky, he would polish his Sunday sermon. It reflected on his favorite topic, the prophesied Second Coming. Then he would announce to City Hall his readiness to receive a visit from Inspector Timber.

				For even cathedrals must meet code.
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				Herbert Poland-China, purveyor of the well-enfranchised Herbie Burger, was also busy a-building. His structure was a giant drive-in fast food restaurant shaped like a burlap feed sack. A neon sign in the parking lot identified this as another in the endless march to the sea of swill that was Herbie’s Feed Lot.

			

			
				Herbert Poland-China had never seen his newest creation. He didn’t have to. Herbert’s drive-ins were indistinguishable, one from the other. Get ‘em in, fill their pork bellies, and get’ em out. He built on the cheap, using substandard materials, under priced labor, and shoddy techniques. Simple piggish business economics, cut costs to the bone, bring home more bacon.

				At the construction site, unlicensed wart hogs hauled bricks, illegally immigrant razorbacks poured the foundation, untrained shoats erected walls, minimally-skilled peccaries piped in water, underage sucklings and piglets finished the details.

				How could Herbert Poland-China get away with these gross violations of city, state, and federal construction and work laws? Not a problem. The prolific drippings from the Herbie Burger greased many highly-placed pig’s feet.

				In the Poland-China building, a prominent downtown landmark constructed in the shape of a sesame seed bun, a zaftig young sow typed a letter. “I’ve finished another drive-in,” it said. “Stop by my office at your earliest convenience. Your paperwork is ready.” She typed in the signature block of a non-existent corporate exec, signed his name and put the letter into a plain white envelope.

				She opened the petty expenses safe, extracted a sizeable stack of cash, stuffed it into the envelope with the letter, wrote Inspector Timber’s name on the outside, sealed it shut, and locked it in her desk drawer.
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				Hiss, boo. Enter our villain, Inspector Timber. He sported a broad-brimmed black felt fedora with a splendiferous feather stuck in the band, eight-inch-wide paisley patterned tie, and electric blue pin-striped zoot suit jacket. Per a Wolf’s sartorial custom, he wore neither pants nor shoes. When he spoke, his gold-capped canines sparkled in the sunlight, as did the Official Building Inspector badge pinned to his lapel.

				“We got us a major problem,” Inspector Timber snarled. He yanked a wobbly door frame on Rockwell Hampshire’s museum. It pulled loose.

				“A minor adjustment.” Rockwell Hampshire took up his hammer and gave the frame a resounding whack. To his dismay, a true-to-life statue of Man toppled off the pediment above, hit the sidewalk and cracked in a zigzag pattern along the cut lines of Man’s six pack abs.

			

			
				Ominously, Inspector Timber pulled out a large red plastic sign. CONDEMNED. Drool appeared at the corner of his mouth. Wolves slobbered when happy. He wiped it away with the back of his hairy paw. “It ain’t only the shoddy workmanship what bothers me,” he growled. Inspector Timber loved his job. It had so many nuances. “It’s also a moral dilemma.”

				To underscore the import of his quandary, Inspector Timber assumed a self-righteous expression, crinkling up his nose and drawing his lips tightly across his teeth. It was an unnatural and difficult maneuver for a Wolf, but he accomplished it admirably.

				“I know what goes on in museums. I, for one, ain’t inclined to slap my stamp of approval on no institution what’s inclined to sack the ruins of New York City, Chicago, and the rest of the old Man holes to build its collection. Doing whatever it takes, legal or otherwise, to get your hoofs on a perfect piece of Tupperware or a Skil Saw or an ‘84 Ford. That ain’t right.”

				Ironically, Rockwell Hampshire had only that morning put a top-flight gang of ruin robbers on retainer. He could offer nothing in his own defense apart from a miserly “Oink.”

				“Your museum ain’t gonna open.” Inspector Timber put his CONDEMNED sign to the wall and took out hammer and nails.

				Was this to be it? Was Rockwell Hampshire’s museum to be scuttled by a high-minded Wolf? “Is there nothing I can do to persuade you to change your mind?”

				The Wolf poised, hammer in mid swing. “What say we retire ourselves inside your eddy-fuss,” said the Wolf with sly titillation, “and discuss your alternatives.”
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				The effort of trudging the rickety stairs up to Father Tamworth’s horribly out-of-plumb bell tower caused Inspector Timber to huff and puff. “Your construction stinks, Padre. It ain’t nowheres near up to snuff.” Wolves minced their meat but never their words.

				“Mercy me,” Father Tamworth exclaimed. For him, this was a potent epithet, understandable in light of Inspector Timber’s pronouncement.

				“Your foundation is crumbling. Your underpinnings are too thin. You ought to have used better materials and more of ’em.”

			

			
				“I couldn’t afford to,” Father Tamworth squealed forlornly. “This is a poor parish. I had to make do.”

				“Poor Men built grand cathedrals. Poor pigs can too.”

				“Pigs can never attain the wonders wrought by Man. Man is God.”

				“Poppy doodle.” Inspector Timber interjected a bit of Lupine pragmatis. “Man was as mortal as you and me. Gods wouldn’t have bickered themselves to extinction. You’re only fooling yourself with talk of a Second Coming. Who wants them back anyways? Except maybe an old Uncle Bowser.”

				Father Tamworth pulled himself erect. “Man will return.”

				“When they get hungry?” Leave it to a Wolf to drag out that old skeleton. “Let’s not argue theology. We got us a bigger problem. Your building ain’t getting my okey dokey.”

				“I’ll be frank, Inspector Timber. I’m getting along in years. Before I pass on to the Great Farm Up Yonder, I want to accomplish something grand, something permanent. A monument to Man on Earth. Is there any way at all that my cathedral can be saved?”

				The Wolf shook his head. “A thorny problem,” mused the Wolf. “Lucky for you,” he growled, “I got a solution.”
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				Time passes quicker than the wily wink of an eye in Fairytale Land.

				Two weeks later, Herbert Poland-China’s newest drive-in celebrated its opening day. Customers happily pigged out on soy-filler-enriched Herbie Burger corn patties.
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				Fresh from a shampoo, muzzle trim, and aromatic flea dip at an exclusive canine grooming salon, Inspector Timber whistled a happy tune, a difficult task for a Wolf given his elongated mouth cavity, rigid lips, glum disposition, and complete lack of rhythm.

				Inspector Timber no longer worked for the city. He had secured better employment with no set duties and no regular hours. Perfect Wolf work. Howlin’ and growlin’ in the fast lane.

				Inspector Timber had become Director Emeritus of Rockwell Hampshire’s newly opened Museum of Man. In lieu of a monetary salary, which had the unfortunate consequence of being taxable, Inspector Timber took his payment in the form of superlative although shadily pedigreed Man Work masterpieces.

			

			
				Inspector Timber had also humbly accepted a Deaconship at Father Tamworth’s Church of The Holy Man. On the Church’s behalf, Inspector Timber plunged headlong into charitable enterprises. Today, for example, he intended to raise scads of donation money by the straightforward expedient of biting the snout of any pig who neglected to drop coins into his collection sack when he sauntered through the parish. He retained a tithing for his efforts.
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				So the animals lived happily, while not ever after…at least until much later when one of Inspector Timber’s cousins, renowned gourmet Horst Jackal rediscovered Man’s long lost and outrageously succulent recipe for pork barbeque.

				And all the little piggies went to market.

			

		

	
		
			
            
				Which Witch is Which?

				Jessica Lizbeth Rabbit
Interviews
Shannen Maria Doherty, Holly Marie Combs, and Alyssa Jayne Milano
With minor editing help from Gary Kenneth Wolf

				The Most Downloaded Glamour Girl On The Internet. I held that title for ten years. Ever since my stunning debut in Who Framed Roger Rabbit. Then in 1998, I was upstaged, down staged, and off staged by the three young stars of a phenomenally popular and wildly successful television show called Charmed. Shannen Maria Doherty, Holly Marie Combs, and Alyssa Jayne Milano. These girls started getting the hits, on the Internet and at the box office. Naturally I resented them with every fiber of my being. Underneath my flesh tone paint, I’m only human.

				Which is why I was intrigued when the leading chronicle of popular culture, Rolling Stone Magazine asked me to interview the trio, focusing on the reality behind their illusion, the art of their fantasy. Being a real fantastic work of art myself, I had to admit I was the perfect choice for the assignment.

				On their show, the three Charmers play sisters who happen to be witches or witches who happen to be sisters. One or the other. Maybe both. I don’t know. I’ve never watched the program, and I didn’t plan to start for this. I’m a proponent of New School Journalism. Minimal research, maximal application of personal observations filtered through my own extensive and far more interesting life experiences.

				I limited my background info to a quick skim of their official bios.

				Shannen Maria Doherty entered the world April 12, 1971 in Memphis, Tennessee. She landed her career-launching role at eleven playing Jenny Wilder on Little House On the Prairie.

				Holly Marie Combs was born December 3, 1973 in San Diego, California. Holly got her big break at nineteen starring as Kimberly Brock on Picket Fences.

				Alyssa Jayne Milano joined us December 19, 1972 in Brooklyn, New York. Her star ascended at twelve when she landed the role of Samantha Micelli on Who’s The Boss?

				On and on. Yadada yadada. Blah, blah, blah. Boring, boring, boring. Three unassuming, extremely talented little girls from loving families worked hard, perfected their craft, and grew up to become acclaimed, award winning actresses and international sex symbols. Who wanted to read that? Where was the edginess, the drama, the human interest? The love affairs gone bad, the visits to Betty Ford, the brushes with the law? That’s what separates a celebrity from an ordinary face in the crowd. That’s what the common folk want to know. Not to worry, dear readers. I was on your case.

			

			
				The three young women were scheduled to spend Halloween together promoting the release of their final season on DVD. I invited myself to tag along.

				Sadly, we launched our relationship on a rocky note. We agreed to meet at the crack of dawn. For them that meant 5 a.m. For me, noonish. When we finally connected, in the employee cafeteria at Paramount Studios where they shoot their series, they had already been to the gym, taken a yoga class, and gone for a five mile run.

				Actually, I was happy I missed the perspiration portion of their day. I’m an old school movie star. I never exercise. Gravity and bouncing play havoc with my assets. We show business legends maintain our perpetually youthful good looks with periodic retouching. This younger generation of actresses seemed to be putting their faith in early evenings, good nutrition, vigorous work outs, and push up bras. They’ll be sorry.

				After they explained to me how a cafeteria worked (I’m strictly an executive dining roomer!) I started the interview by asking them what they thought made a good interview. They were unanimous. They wanted interviewers to treat them fairly and honestly. To concentrate on their professional careers. To stay out of their personal lives. Most of all, they hated answering the same old questions over and over and over.

				We were in total agreement. (Except for the part about their personal lives. There was gold buried in that dirt, and I meant to dig it!) To put them at ease, I guaranteed no tattle tailing. This would be a straight talking, girl to girl dialogue, I said, reporting facts, not rumors and innuendos.

				They gave me a round of applause so enthusiastic my face blushed as red as my dress.

				I opened my notebook and led it off. Which one of you, I asked is the witch who’s married to Darrin?

				They laughed and told me I had the wrong show. Whoops-a-daisy. Silly little me. So much for my follow up question. Also the one after that. Plus the next five. I skipped to page two. Here’s a question, I told them, I’m sure you’ve never gotten before. Who are you wearing?

			

			
				They exchanged surprised looks that told me I’d struck my first vein of gold!

				Holly was wearing a form fitting, black, stretch-jersey-knit V-neck Perry Ellis T-shirt with faded Levi 501s. Her black pointy toed spike heeled boots came from Costume National. Alyssa had on a black lace and cream Banana Republic satin camisole. A vintage, hand woven, fringed black silk scarf belted her snug Seven For All Mankind A-pocket jeans. Alyssa told me she doesn’t own much designer couture. She prefers to wear clothing off-the-rack. However, she had splurged only yesterday on a pair of Manolo Blahnik red sparkle sandals. She fell in love with them, and couldn’t resist. (Memo to myself. Check with my psychiatrist. See if that qualifies as compulsive shopping.) Shannen had on a white gauzy skirt and matching top by Narciso Rodriguez. The skirt was A-line, form fitting across the derrière. The top had short cap sleeves and was tailored to accentuate her bosom. Her Prada cloth wedgie sandals had straps that wound up her calves.

				Everyday working attire for the modern urban witch had come a long way. I remember when it was a baggy black cloak and a black hat shaped like a turkey platter topped by an upside down ice-cream-cone. I asked if the show’s costume designer had assembled their outfits. I assumed they had a clause in their contract, as I do in mine, allowing me to keep my wardrobe. I have five hundred form-fitting red dresses in my closet. They chuckled. One of them, Shannen I think but I can’t be sure. The smog bothers my eyes if I wear my contacts and glasses make me look frumpy. Most days I can’t see a foot in front of my face. Anyway, whichever of them said the only one who got to keep wardrobe was the show’s big deal…what? I can’t read my notes. Must be the writer judging from his name. Error Spelling, I think she called him. Anyway, Error kept it all and sold it retail in The Charmed Store on Melrose. It was good publicity, and it helped underwrite the show’s production costs. Whatever the three girls wore off the set, they bought and paid for themselves.

				Not smart, I said. I shared an income producing and bargain dressing hint I learned from Madonnaronna, Murph, Ahnold, the Seans, Sly, Brucie, and The Woodman. Do foreign commercials. They never appear in the U.S., so you don’t sully your domestic image. You get paid a gazillion simoleons for a few days of easy work plus you get scads of comp merchandise. I showed off my red leather Gucci handbag. In Japan, I’m The Gucci Gal. In Korea and the Southern half of Uzbekistan, I’m the La Perla Lady. I debated giving the three of them a look at my Red Label Peek-a-boo Triangle Bra and matching Red Label Tulle G-string but decided that sharing lingerie information might be a bit too intimate at this early stage of our budding friendship. I’d wait two or three days. Until we really got to know each other.

			

			
				They exchanged looks of complete stupefaction. (These gals had so much to learn, and I was the one who could teach them!) I graciously shared another trade secret. Whenever I’m forced to shop retail, I always deal direct with the boutique owner. I negotiate to get whatever I want for free in exchange for wearing it at my next public appearance. Can’t be shy in this business. Not if you want to maintain your image. As I do. As I’m sure they did, too. Their mouths hung open with amazement at my revelations. I had obviously introduced them to possibilities they had never considered.

				I wanted to see the set where they filmed their show. Because of our what-time-does-dawn-crack mix-up, we were running way late. I had to settle for a press kit and photos. I slipped the package into my Gucci bag for later perusal.

				Their publicist gave me a copy of the new Charmed DVD the girls were promoting today. I asked them to personally autograph it for me. I promised to keep it forever.

				We set off for the first of the girls’ public appearances.

				The studio limo dropped us at the Glendale Civic Auditorium and Convention Center. The Charmos were scheduled to be guests of honor at The Wicked Wiccas Collectibles Show. This year’s event was subtitled Charmed Fest Extravaganza.

				As we got out of the limo, the paparazzi descended in full force.

				I leaped to the girl’s defense, pummeling those camera draped roaches with my Gucci bag (which was conveniently weighted down with bottles of single malt Scotch from the limo’s bar. Too early for us, the ladies had said when I suggested doing shots on the way over. No sense letting it go to waste, said I, so I took it for later.)

				I had a pair of particularly noxious shutterbugs locked into dual choke holds when one of the girls, I couldn’t tell which, I really have to look into Lasik surgery, dragged me off. Lighten up, relax, she whispered. We don’t mind. It’s a publicity event. That’s why we’re here. To get our pictures taken.

				While the girls patiently struck poses (talk about doing the same thing over and over and over, how many different ways can you smile and say Cheese? They had to be hating this,) their publicist soaked my hand in the limo’s ice bucket to reduce the swelling I incurred when I slugged that rancid little scum skimming maggot from The National Enquirer who wrote that I’d had an affair with Brad Pitt which, even if I did, which I’m not admitting, was none of his business. On a positive note, none of my Scotch bottles broke in the mêlée, thank goodness.

			

			
				Inside the Convention Center, the girls sat next to one another behind a long table on a low stage. The line to see them and to get their autographs stretched through the hall, out the door, and half a mile around the block.

				I advised the girls to keep conversation with the public to a minimum. Otherwise we’d be here for hours.

				That was the whole purpose, said one of them. To meet their fans and be here for hours.

				Okay, if that’s how they felt about it. I’d try to keep from being Miss I Told You So when they came crying to me with their hands cramped and ugly from signing their name a thousand times and their nostrils dried and shriveled from sniffing the noxious fumes of their Sharpie pens.

				While the three of them pretended to enjoy hobnobbing with the unwashed masses, I checked out what the show’s many vendors had for sale. I was amazed by the breadth of the Charmed merchandise. I saw eight by ten glossies, logo patches, board games, ear rings, lunch boxes, magic wands. action figures, glamour dolls, official companion books, calendars, soundtrack CDs, stainless steel travel mugs, wrist watches, bumper stickers, trading cards, trivia games, video tapes, photo magnets, T-shirts, sweat shirts, tank tops, crew jackets, an oolong, sassafras and ginseng concoction called The Power of Three Tea, baby doll pajamas, love potions ranked by potency from One through Nine, cauldrons, posters, life-sized foam core standees, bottled witch microbrews, spell cards, magazines, coffee cups, show props, comic books, ankle bracelets, plaques, coaster sets, pin back buttons, purses, backpacks, commemorative plates, table lamps, crystal balls, Ouija boards, and scripts. My personal favorite—sterling silver, aptly named Charmed bracelets. I would have gotten one for myself except the vendor refused to give it to me gratis, even after I promised to wear it to the next Academy Awards show. The pitiful shlump. He just didn’t appreciate the value of advertising. As if I’d be caught dead wearing sterling silver to the Oscars anyway.

				I shared another show biz tip with the ladies. Like me, I figured they got free copies of every item bearing their likenesses. I have a storage locker full of that junk. Every month I have my maids sign my name to every piece and load it all into my SUV. They haul it to the Pasadena flea market where they sell it off for big bucks to collectors. The profits have made me Harry Winston’s favorite twenty four carrot customer.

			

			
				The three Charms informed me that they donate their free merchandise to charity. My poor dear darlings. I could tell the stresses of the day were wearing on them. I detected a most unbecoming and distinctly irritated edge in their voices.

				I lit one of my custom made gold cigarettes. I know, bad for my health. I only do it for the effect. I love the way the smoke curls around my face and makes me look mysterious. A Show Marshal who obviously didn’t understand the inherent rights of show business royalty told me to snuff it.

				A positively darling elderly lady grabbed my half smoked butt out of the cigarette urn. She was tickled to death with her personal memento. She handed me it plus a color photo and asked me to sign both. One thing I can honestly say about me. I’m always happy to oblige my admirers. The sweet woman gushed that she loved the cameo I did as myself in the film Ocean’s Eleven with that cute George Clooney. What? The old battle axe had me confused with Holly Marie Combs. Anybody with half a brain can see that I’m a lot…Well, I don’t want to get into the differences here. That’s another time, another article. I told the decrepit crone to check a.) Who’s Who In Hollywood and b.) the prescription on her bifocals. I “accidentally” crinkled her photo good when I handed it back. The cigarette butt, being my personal property to start with, I crushed to dust under my stiletto heel.

				My three cohorts were in the process of wrapping up. They were putting their Jane Henrys on a burly man’s spine. He had their likenesses tattooed on his back. If I had been Alyssa, I would have sued him for defamation. The man’s back hair made her look like she had a beard.

				Next stop, a special L.A. taping of The Oprah Winfrey Show. The girls were slated to participate in a panel discussion on the topic The problems of playing witches in contemporary society.

				For those of you who have never been inside a TV talk show’s green room (that’s the place where we celebs hang out and mingle beforehand,) here’s a slice of zesty insider information. Green rooms are never green. I’ve seen them rose, tangerine, fawn. That zany ex-jailbird Martha Stewart painted hers white with black stripes. Oprah’s was royal fuchsia.

				The green room was filed to overflowing with witches. Broom Hilda, Glinda the Good Witch, The Wicked Witch of the West, Witch Hazel, The Witches of Eastwick, Double, Toil and Trouble (one of the Charms told me they were the three witches from Macbeth. I put it on my list of Cliff Notes to read next time I ran out of Cosmopolitans. Maybe there was a part in it for me,) teenager Sabrina Spellman, The Blair Witch, Miss Eva Ernst, Samantha Stephens (a Charmer gave me a friendly if overly enthusiastic dig in the ribs, hooked a thumb at that saucy sorceress, and stage whispered Married to Darrin! Thanks, girlfriend!) Professor Minerva McGonagall, Madame Roux, Willow Rosenberg, and Maleficent.

			

			
				The conversation was suitably witchy…just bought one of those new, energy efficient electric broomsticks…waved my wand, and all Hell broke loose…speaking at the next meeting of the Sorceresses of Salem…have your skin lightened? It looks at least two shades paler green.

				Oprah’s producer came in. I’m terribly sorry, ladies, he said. There’s been a miscommunication. Today’s topic isn’t the problems of playing witches in contemporary society. It’s the problems of being witches in contemporary society.

				Every woman with a wartless nose and shaved armpits got up and left.

				The producer yelled after them, Oprah wants you all to have a free Pontiac Grand Am with her compliments. Help yourself to a key on the way out.

				My three sistahs feigned gracious understanding. I took it upon myself as D’Artagnan to their Musketeers to show Oprah she couldn’t fast shuffle us and get away with it.

				Your boss lady obviously doesn’t understand the busy, busy, busy celebrity lifestyle, I informed Oprah’s producer. Instead of wasting our time eating her free food (it wasn’t that hot anyway, geared as it was to the witch crowd, eye of newt, toe of frog, ear of bat, tail of dog, poisoned apples. Ewww. Gross,) we could have been doing something important like getting a bikini wax.

				My chicas walked out just as I built to a flaming conclusion.

				I caught up to them as they passed the table with the car keys. Aren’t you going to take a free car I asked?

				We’ve already got cars, they answered. Let somebody have it who really needs it.

				Interesting logic. It made me think. Can you have too many cars? No, impossible. Not in Hollywood. I grabbed four sets of keys in case the Charmos changed their minds.

			

			
				That night the three were to appear at a Halloween party at L.A.’s Magic Castle, a Victorian mansion housing a private club owned and operated by The Academy of Magical Arts, a group of professional magicians.

				For this event, the Charmings had been dressed by the show’s costuming fashionisté. They were done up as Flora, Fauna, and Meriwether from Sleeping Beauty.

				Their blue (Flora), green (Fauna) and orange (Meriwether) floor length silk shantung dresses featured round necklines and long tapered sleeves. The dresses opened in front up to the waistline to reveal paler chiffon underskirts. Multiple layers of starched petticoats gave the dresses a fairytale princess silhouette. This was a good style for these three. If they got piggy with the hors d’oeuvres and packed on a few extra pounds of plump, their dresses would still fit. The front opening would simply widen and show off more of the chiffon underskirt. The abundant fabric hid their hideously clunky black leather shoes. Their slightly darker cashmere capes had small stand up collars. A single button clasped the capes closed at the neck. Their pointy hats, colored-matched to their capes, were accented by chiffon scarves the same shade as their underskirts. The scarves tied beneath their chins. As an added benefit (one which every maturing woman wants whether she admits it or not,) the scarves lifted their necks and gave them a more youthful appearance.

				Flora, Fauna, and Meriwether were fairies, not witches, said the blue one. At least they’re in the supernatural realm, said green. Better than last year, echoed orange, when the studio sent us out dressed as those goofy old Triplettes of Belleville because they heard the movie was pure magic.

				The affair was packed solid with costumed revelers. The men were done up mainly as grim reapers (two dozen of those) or devils (fifty or sixty.) I saw more Harry Potters than I could count.

				My posse got a big chuckle out of the fact that every single young woman in attendance was dressed as one or another of the three sisters from Charmed.


				The original articles left right after Mandrake the Magician made Dumbo the Elephant disappear.

				Despite my repeated assurances that their voluminous fairy frocks made them look absolutely fabulous (right, like slip covers on my Aunt Clarabelle’s loveseats,) Shandy, Holl, and Aly-M, as I now called my compadres, ditched those outfits and changed into their own ensembles for an evening of studio-arranged clubbing.

			

			
				Holl wore a black satin Zac Posen camisole top and matching black satin shoulder scarf over tailored black wool Helmut Lang pants. Her black strappy spike heels came from Kate Spade. (She told me in strictest confidence that she bought them on sale! Pretty as a pomegranate, perky as a porcupine and thrifty too. This one’s going to make some lucky man a wonderful wifey-poo.) Shandy wore a vintage bias cut cream satin Valentino slip dress with ultra-thin spaghetti straps and a deep bust line. The hem was diagonal revealing her left thigh and her right leg to mid calf. Her shoes were high heeled Jimmy Choo cream colored sequined sandals. Aly-M had on a tight red strapless BCBG dress with a darker red accent over the bodice. It must have been influenced by me since the long skirt had high slits up both thighs. She kept her Manolos on. They were so gorgeous and so expensive, she couldn’t bring herself to take them off even though they hurt her feet. Chiquita, I said, don’t suffer. Have your stand-in-double break in your footwear for you. That’s what they get paid for. At least it ought to be.

				The limo dropped us at The Zodiac Club, the bongo palace used as a location for the witchily wonderful movie Bell, Book, and Candle. It’s Hollywood’s Halloween hot spot.

				When I swiveled in, the bongo beaters stopped mid-song and launched into a salsa rendition of Witchcraft. They seemed confused when I yelled out that they had my theme song wrong. I was Why Don’t You Do Right. Then I got it. Witchcraft. A salute to my back up band. I told the ladies to enjoy the notoriety while they could. In this business, you’re only one box office bomb away from Witchcraft to Buddy Can You Spare a Dime.

				Baby Herman was there dressed as Baby Huey. He was flirting outrageously with Gillian Holroyd, the star of Bell, Book, and Candle. Sylvester the Cat, attired as Pepe Le Pew, was lip locking Gillian’s feline familiar Pyewacket. The Babe abandoned Gill the second me and my three home girls arrived. He put his moves on the lot of us. That’s the Babe for you. He might be little, but he thinks big.

				My homies turned down every attempt by the Babe, and by the score of handsome young men circling our perimeter, to buy them drinks. Not me. If men are buying, I’m drinking. That night men were buying plenty!

				The Charmeroos excused themselves to go to the powder room. I’d hate to think what wild and witchy Halloween mischief they fell into on that short trip since they never came back to our roped-off VIP table.

				What a magical night I had. Chock full of tricks and treats. I cast a spell on every man in sight and hobbed goblins ‘til dawn.

			

			
				When I arrived home and undressed, I discovered I’d misplaced my La Perlas. No matter. Plenty more where those came from.
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				I checked out the Charmed merchandise on eBay. Astounding. 1,436 items! When I saw what kinds of prices the stuff was bringing, I immediately listed my autographed DVD and my press kit. I realized too late that I had forgotten to look at the pictures of the set, or finish reading the girls’ bios, or watching any of the programs. Didn’t matter. I had the titty-bittys I needed to write my piece.

				I dashed off my article and showed it to my loyal and faithful editor, Gary K. Wolf.

				Other writers, really famous ones, pay him for this. He never charges me. Like men everywhere, Garykins has a bit of a crush on me. Which I, of course, take every advantage of.

				Gary read it over. There’s one teensy, weensy, itsy bitsy problem, Jess, he said to me. You made everything up. Not a single bit of this is true.

				True? False? What makes the difference as long as it’s interesting, salacious, and I get my dollar a word.
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				Me and my three new besties vowed faithfully to stay in touch. It’s been four months, and I haven’t heard a thing from them. It’s quite obvious. I’ve been snubbed. Me. Tinseltown’s reigning sex goddess. Can you believe it?

				Those little witches!!!
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