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REAL MEN DON T BARK AT FI RE HYDRANTS

Tom East on

Box 2724, RFD 2
Bel fast, ME (4915
(20r7) 338-1074

1. UFO Slinme Devours Israel

M ckey Gorgonzol a sighed into the phone. "It's just a bit of fungus, Larry.
That's all it is."

Wil e the man on the other end of the line insisted he was wong, M ckey
rocked his head in his hand and thought, If only I were! He had wi shed that UFGCs
were real ever since he first heard the termat the age of eight.

"VWhat does Israel have to do with it, Larry?" M ckey asked enphatically
even though he knew better. "It's the Holy Land? Soneone faxes Tits'n'Tats to
say he saw a UFO | and, and he went out in the desert and found a dent in the
sand and a clot of nud with bits of twi ggy stuff, and you believe hin?" M ckey
wi shed he coul d believe.

Now it was Larry's turn to shout. Wen he obliged, Mckey w nced and held
the phone away from his ear

"What do you nean, | don't have to be insulting? So he sent that photo."
And Larry had faxed it to Mckey. "Have you forgotten what a scal e bar neans?
Right. That twiggy bit is a tenth of a miIlineter long, it can't be anything
except a piece of soil fungus, and they used a scanning el ectron microscope to
take that photo."

He didn't have to wince this tine, but it was still very clear that he
wasn't getting through. "Yeah, it's first cousin to a toadstool." The cl osest he
could hope Tittles and Tattles would come to the truth would be a headline
scream ng: "THE TOADSTOOL FROM BEYOND THE SKy!!!"

He used a pencil to draw a Kilroy on the edge of the photo while Larry
confirmed his cynicism Wen the other paused for breath, he said as gently as
he could, "It isn't real, Larry. If it was... Renenber when NASA was getting
ready to put | anders on the Moon? The Vikings on Mars? ... So I'll fill you in.
They put a lot of effort into sterilizing everything. They didn't want to take a
chance that sonething fromEarth woul d get | oose and nmultiply and becone the
slime that ate a world. So naybe..."

And there was another headline: "UFO SLI ME DEVOURS | SRAEL!!"
Larry would |l ove that, wouldn't he?
"Yeah," he said. "Gad | could help. I'"Il bill you."

He hung up. He sighed again, nore deeply and nore | oudly now that he
needn't worry about offending... No. He shook his head. Larry Castle was a
tabloid reporter. The only tine he ever took offense was when a source cl amred
up on him His calloused hide made a rhino's butt |ook |ike a naiden's cheek

Sonetimes M ckey wi shed he could penetrate that hide a little nore deeply.

Soneti mes he wi shed he had never heard of UFGCs.
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2. Real Men Don't Bark at Fire Hydrants

M ckey | eaned over his laser printer to crank the filthy casenent w ndow
open. The Septenber air was all he needed to clear the nustiness fromboth the
office and his head. Traffic noise engulfed him Twenty feet bel ow was the
steady flow of the city's populace on foot and bicycle, in cars and trucks and
city buses.

He was turning back toward the desk when sonething caught his eye.

A busi nessman, an executive by the | ook of his silvery sideburns, his
unwrinkl ed suit, and his gl ossy attache case, was striding purposefully toward
the fire hydrant across the street. He was wearing a ferocious scow .

The executive stopped before the hydrant, opened his attache case on the
sidewal k, took off his suitcoat, and laid it in the case. Then he laid a yell ow
| egal pad on the sidewal k, knelt on it, |eaned forward, and caught his wei ght on
hi s hands. He extended his neck toward the hydrant. M ckey thought he could
hear. . .

The phone rang. He swore, but he managed to pick it up before it could ring
a second tine.

"Angel a!" Angel a Col by was his agent. He sat down once nore. "Do you m nd
if I call you back later? There's a nan on the street outside, growing at a
fire hydrant... No, not a bum Quite well dressed. M ght even be one of your
coll eagues..." H's chuckle lasted only |Iong enough for himto realize he was the
only one | aughi ng.

Wil e she tal ked, he tipped his chair and | eaned toward the wi ndow. The
executive was still on his knees, but now he was jerking back and forth, his
mout h was abruptly opening and closing. The sound... "My God," he said. "He's
barking! What? At the fire hydrant. That nan on the sidewal k. He's..."

He sighed nuch as he had for Larry Castle. "Yes, Angela... It's conming," he
said as soon as his agent paused for breath. "I knowit's just a proposal. |
know | 've been working on it for two weeks already."

He winced and tilted the phone away fromhis ear. "I want the advance as
much as you do. But you know you can't rush these things, Angela... No, that
barking idiot showed up for the first time just before your call."

The shirt-sl eeved executive was still on his knees, still barking at the
fire hydrant. What was wong with hin? He couldn't possibly be normal, could he?
Nor mal people didn't do such things.

Al t hough they did sonetines act quite strange

He gl anced at his conputer. \What he had acconplished in two weeks didn't
quite fill the screen. "You'll have it by next week. Cross ny heart. That's a
prom se. "

As soon as he hung up the phone, he put his head in both hands. Next week,
he thought. He had | ess than a page. He needed at |east ten

Once that had been a day's work. But then he had realized that what he was
witing were nothing nore than travel books for arncthair explorers who preferred
a vicarious quest for bug-eyed aliens to one for the |last of the Tasaday.

This one would be just like all the rest, and the very thought of witing
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it bored himto madness.
Though the quest itself had been as fascinating as ever.

It had begun | ast spring, when Larry Castle called to tell himthat a
Russi an stringer had reported that a hunter had shot down a 50-pound butter~fly
with a six-foot wi ngspread. M ckey had been skeptical --Mther Nature had | aws
agai nst bugs that big, after all. But when Larry asked himto investigate the
story for Tits'n' Tats, he had accepted the assignnent. He had then spent the
month of July in the Kom Republic northeast of Mdscow. Unfortunately, there had
been no sign of the stringer, the hunter, or trophy-sized butterflies, dead or
alive.

What he had found instead was the nmuseumin Syktyvkar, the Kom capital,
and its permanent exhibit of paintings by UFO contactees. Several of the
pai ntings supposedly showed the giant butterflies, though they | ooked nore Iike
a three-year-old' s fingerpaint renditions of flowers w thout stens.

And two weeks before, when he had told Angela Col by the story and shown her
hi s photos, she had decided it would be his next book

He stood up and | eaned over his |l aser printer once nore. The executive was
still there, still on his knees, still barking at the fire hydrant.

M ckey shook his head. How much | onger could he keep it up?

As M ckey wat ched, soneone finally slowed as if to join the few spectators.
He was a tall man, straight-backed and dignified despite the ragged overcoat
hangi ng from his shoulders and the battered top hat squashing his hair into a
fringe of gray curls. His wide nmouth was stretched into a grin that struck
M ckey as just as goofy as the executive's barks.

When he reached the executive, the newconer stopped, reached into a pocket
of his overcoat, and began to withdraw a rope hand over hand.

The rope coiled on the pavenent between the newconer and the still-barking
executive. It seened endl ess, and within nonents several nore passersby stopped
to watch, their nouths half open like those of children watching a stage
magi ci an.

When twenty feet of rope were on the ground, the newconer fashioned a | oop,
stood, and dropped the noose over the barking executive's head as if he were
| eashi ng a dog.

Two of the onl ookers | aughed out | oud.

The executive imediately |leaped to his feet. He barked once nore, a shril
yip, threw off the noose, and glared at the other man. Then he put on his
suitcoat, tossed his legal pad into his attache case, picked up the case, and
stal ked of f.

The ragged newcomrer shrugged el aborately, yapped once at the executive's
back, and wi nked at the onl ookers. Then he undid the noose, returned the rope to
hi s pocket, and foll owed the executive down the street and around the corner.

"You woul dn't believe it, Kilroy!" The shepherd-beagl e m x gaped his jaws
and rolled over on the rug so Mckey could scratch his belly.

"VWhat woul dn't he believe?" The blonde in the kitchen doorway held a gl ass
of anmber liquid in each hand.

"Rocky!" M ckey junped to his feet, grinning. He hadn't expected to see
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Rochell e Forte for another hour. In a nmonment, his hands were on her sides and
their lips were neeting.

"CarefulI'"
"What do you nean, 'Careful!'?"

"Take your damed drink so | can beat you off!" But she was smling as she
swore at him

"I'"ve got to take this guy outside," said M ckey.
"I already did."
"You got hone real early then."

"I had a couple of cancellations for a change." Rocky was a clinica
psychol ogi st with a private practice on the city's North Side. "So |'ve stil
got sone listening left. Tell Mnmma."

M ckey finally accepted the drink she was holding toward him He took a
hefty swal |l ow. Then he told her about the business executive who barked at fire
hydrants. He didn't say a word about the sl ow progress he was naking on the
proposal

Rocky sipped at her own drink. "Hmm"

"What do you think? In your considered, professional opinion, that is."
She | aughed. "The guy's a nut."

"I's that all you can say? | could tell that rmuch nyself."

"Wl |, he doesn't sound depressed."”

"But what is he? Schizophrenic?" Rocky didn't talk a | ot about her work,
but she had told hima little. He knew schi zophrenics were nost likely to act
bizarre in public. He looked at his glass. It was already enpty.

"I'"ve never heard of anyone barking at fire hydrants." She stepped to one
side of the doorway and gestured toward the kitchen with her own glass. "The
bottle's on the counter."

"M nd-reader." He patted her hip as he passed. Kilroy foll owed him

"Not quite. You're just predictable. And 1'd have to talk with himfor a
while before | could come up with a decent diagnosis. You know that."

He grunted in reply. "Wat're we doi ng for supper?"
Kilroy lifted his head and | ooked expectant. "Supper" was a word he knew.
The glowing red display of the clock on the table beside the bed said 2:43.

Only an occasional car interrupted the quiet of the street outside the building.
Further off, trucks runbled and sirens whined.

Nor mal .

Not hi ng al arm ng. Not hi ng even strange or bizarre.

Then why had he awakened?

A col d nose touched his ear as Kilroy, alerted by the change in his

breathing, silently asked, "Wat's up, boss?"
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He wi shed he knew.

He noved a hand, patting, stroking. Rocky's bare hip and thigh and back
were where they always were, where they bel onged, beside him warm beneath the
covers. Her breath fluttered. There was no hint that she knew he was awake.

Kilroy chuffed, meaning, "Getting up, boss? Going out?"

"Shhh, boy," he whispered. "It's too early to water any..."
And then he had it. Hydrants. Barking.

He had never seen or heard of such a thing before in his life.
Nei t her had Rocky.

So people didn't do such things.

D d they?

People didn't.

Not even when they were insane.

As Sherl ock Hol mes once said, when you've elimnated the possible, whatever
remai ns, no nmatter how i npossible it seenms, nust be the truth.

So if people didn't bark at fire hydrants.
Which they didn't.

And if that polished-I|ooking business executive had i ndeed been barking at
a fire hydrant.

Wi ch he had.

Then that polished-1ooking business executive could not be people.
Not human.

He had to be an alien

A space alien.

A real one! At |ast!

M ckey Gorgonzol a conscientiously rem nded hinmself that a very | arge
"MAYBE" really did have to be attached to his concl usion

But then he lay back on his pillowwth a beatific smle on his face.

3. Sdrawkcab Gnis Ro

"What el se could he be?" He lay in bed, arms crossed behind his head.
Kilroy stood beside the bed, his chin resting on the mattress, his tail wagging
i ke a dermented metronone.

"A nut." Rocky grinmaced as she yanked the brush through a tangle. She was
weari ng nothing but panty-hose. "I told you that yesterday."

"People don't go nuts that way."
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"They go nuts in every way that you could possibly think of. And they keep
t hi nki ng up new ones."

He shook his head vigorously. "Cone on. You didn't see the guy. He | ooked
utterly rational."

"He did?"

"You know what | nean. He wasn't drooling. H's eyes weren't rolling." He
showed her what he neant and was rewarded by a flickering snile. "OF course, he
wasn't |ooking at..."

She threw the hairbrush at him

He threw it back, rolled out of the bed, thunped Kilroy on the shoul ders,
and pushed the dog out of the way. "Pretty soon, boy. Gve nme a ninute. Maybe
I"l'l even take you with nme today."

"There's scarcely enough roomin that office for you."

He was rummaging in a drawer for socks and underwear. "We'Ill nanage."

"And what're you going to do about this space alien of yours?"

He shrugged. "I dunno. Keep ny eyes open, | suppose."

"And i f you see hinP"

"Ask, maybe?"

She snorted and pulled a bl ouse over her head.

When they reached the office, Kilroy flopped on the throwrug with a heavy
sigh. Mckey hung up his jacket, turned on his conmputer, called up the proposa

he was supposed to be working on, and stared at the screen. He typed a few
l'ines. Then he sighed as gustily as his dog.

"It's shit,” he said. "All shit. Isn't it, Kilroy?"
The dog's tail thunped the floor.

"I"'mglad you agree." He got out of his chair and | eaned over the |aser
printer. The wi ndow was as dirty as ever, the street as crowded.

Coul d there possibly be real, genuine space aliens at |arge anong Earth's
natives? He had wi shed there could for as |Iong as he had known anyone had ever
t hought of the possibility. He had searched for themall his working life. He
had never found them Not even one.

Nei t her had anyone el se.

And as for space aliens out there in space... He thought they had to be
there, somewhere. But all the astrononers with their SETI radi o antennae and
cartoony space probe nessages had found no sign of themeither

Coul d the barking man really be what he yearned for? If so, where did he
come fron? Why was he here? Were there nore like himin the city or on Earth?

He ached to know the truth.
But there was no barking executive today. No doubl e-parked flying saucers.

Just a squad car by the hydrant across the street. Two cops getting out.
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Two minutes |ater, M ckey opened his office door to find two dark bl ue
uni forms bl ocking the opening. Large "I {Heart} My Job" buttons covered all but
the edges of the nane tags above their |eft breast pockets.

"M chael Gorgonzol a?" asked the fat one. He stepped forward just enough to
force Mckey a step backwards, and the tiny office felt janmed as full of flesh
as a knackwurst. "The witer?" He sounded skepti cal

"M ckey."
Kilroy grow ed.

M ckey said, "Down, Kilroy," and the dog retreated to hide under the desk
He did not stop growing.

The thin cop stepped up beside his partner, showed his teeth, and touched
the brimof his cap. "I read wunna yer books once."

"Shut up, Custer," said the other cop

"Right, Abe." Custer's lips conpressed into a thin line so wide his cheeks
bul ged.

After a portentous pause, the fat cop extended a finger, studied it, and
finally pointed it at Mckey. "You're not in trouble."

"Yet," said Custer.

"Shaddap, " said Abe.

"Ri ght, Abe."

Kilroy grow ed | ouder.

"What are you two tal ki ng about ?" asked M ckey.

"You're not in trouble yet," said Abe once nore. "But you're getting close.
W're here to tell you to lay off."

"OFf what?" M ckey gestured toward the computer screen. The book proposa
he had prom sed Angela was the only thing he was involved in at the nonent.
There was nothing else to lay off. "That? It's a friggin' travel book! And |'ve
al ready done nost of the research!"”

Abe shook his head. "Just lay off."

"I's it the Kom region? The museun®?" He stopped. Was sonething specia
goi ng on there? "Just who are you guys anyway?"

"Just lay off," said the fat cop

"Or what ?"

Custer giggled. "You won't like it."
" Shaddap. "

"Ri ght, Abe."

"But...!"

"You' ve been warned." The fat cop tapped his partner's shoulder with one
| arge hand and said, "Let's go." Simultaneously, the two nen turned around and
stepped toward the narrow of fi ce doorway.
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Custer was trying to give the other roomwhen Kilroy barked.

The thin cop | eaped forward, and for a noment the two nmen were jamed
together in the doorway, unable to go either forward or back

Someone in the hallway | aughed.
"Idiot!" cried the fat cop as he slapped the top of Custer's head.

"Right, Abe." The thin cop retreated a step, shrugged apol ogetically, and
|l et his partner precede himthrough the door

M ckey Gorgonzol a was shaking his head and scratching Kilroy's nuzzl e when
sonmeone sai d, "Qughta shut your door. Keep the riffraff out."

He grinned up at the newconer standing in the doorway. "Hi, Bert. That was
you | aughi ng?"

"They | ooked |ike something out of an old novie." Bert Canen was a head
taller than M ckey, though that head was nearly hairless except for a thick
nmust ache. He was also thinner, and a rolled beret jutted fromone pocket of his
t weedy sportscoat.

"You should know." Bert was a filmand stage critic for the city's |argest
paper. They had known each ot her since college.

"So what's going on?"
M ckey shrugged. "I wish | knew. "

"Didn't look like they had their hands out." Bert closed the office door,
stooped to pat Kilroy's shoul der, and squeezed past Mckey to sit on the edge of
t he desk.

"It wasn't that," he said. "They were warning me off something."
"What ?"

"They wouldn't say." M ckey pointed at the conputer screen and expl ai ned
the proposal. "That's all |'mworking on these days."

"How many days?" Bert sounded concerned; it was obvious fromthe screen
that M ckey had not been making rapid progress.

"I'"ve been watching the street too."

A singl e bark sounded from sonewhere beyond the w ndow.

H's friend |l eaned in that direction. "See anything interesting?"
"Sonme idiot was barking at the fire hydrant yesterday."

"Nobody there now. "

"Rocky thought he was a nut."
"You didn't?"

"Ahh." M ckey waved a hand. "He sure wasn't nornal. Normal people don't do
things like that."

Bert | aughed and pointed at the conputer screen. "Ch, | don't know "

"You know ne. |I'mwondering if he's a space alien.”

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Tom%...0Men%20Don't%20Bark%20at%20Fire%20Hydrants.txt (8 of 40) [1/5/2005 11:15:15 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Tom%20Easton%20-%20Rea %620M en%20D on't%20B ark%20at%20Fi re%20Hy drants.txt

"And the cops know? You're tiptoeing into classified territory. They don't
want amat eurs nuddyi ng the waters or getting into the line of fire. So they warn
you of f."

Now it was Mckey's turn to laugh. "So how d they find out? I1've only told
Rocky and Kilroy what | was guessing. And now you."

"The wal | s have ears."
"They're space aliens too?"
"Who?"

"The walls. In disguise."

"Maybe, " said Bert. "Anything can happen when you're dealing with space
aliens. Ask the tabloids. But what about Rocky? Walls don't talk."

"Then she's wearing a damed good di sguise. And aliens disguised as walls
could too talk."

"Kilroy?"
"Ditto."
"Then it nust be your nbdem They've bugged your conputer.”

M ckey opened the mddle left drawer of his desk and pointed. "There's the
modem It isn't even plugged in."

"So what are you going to do?"

"1' m supposed to be working on that proposal. But..." Abruptly, M ckey
turned around and opened the office's small closet. He pushed a sweater aside.
Then he renoved a tangle of |eather straps froma hook

"What is that?"
He ignored his friend. "Here, Kilroy."

The dog stood up eagerly, tongue lolling and tail oscillating. He
stretched, uttered a creaky groan, and stepped forward. M ckey shook out the
tangle, and it becane a harness attached to a boxy-I| ooki ng handl e.

When he had buckl ed the harness onto his dog, he said, "lIn the center
drawer. Pass ne the gl asses."

Bert Canmen obediently opened the drawer and held up a pair of dark
sungl asses. "But you're not blind."

"You're the one who nmentioned disguises," said M ckey.

"That was you. | just said "walls.' But what on Earth do you want a
di sgui se for?"

"Research. You'd be surprised what you can get away w th when no one
bel i eves you coul d possibly be watching. Ready, Kilroy?"

The dog faced the door eagerly.
"He does not |ook |like a guide dog," said Bert.
"He'll do." M ckey reached across his old friend to turn off the conputer

"He always has."
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Bert followed himinto the hallway before asking, "Wat are you
resear chi ng?"

"God knows. Answers, | guess. Wiy those cops cane around to | ean on ne.
What that hydrant-woofer thought he was up to. Watever. O maybe |'mjust not
wor ki ng on that proposal."

Eyes hi dden by dark gl asses, back straight, one hand on the harness handl e,
M ckey Gorgonzola was every inch a blind man. Yet he saw it all, and a sense
that sonmehow the rules that had al ways governed his world had changed told him
that if he did not run across another hydrant-woofer, he would surely find
somet hi ng just as strange.

For the nonent, he saw nothi ng unusual, though there were certainly plenty
of fire hydrants. He had never realized how many of them adorned the city's
streets, as if they grew |i ke nushroons after rain.

Near the corner, facing each other across a wire-nesh litter receptacle,
two hard-hatted constructi on workers screaned insults at each other. Ten feet
beyond them a hydrant | eaked a shallow puddle fromone of its firehose
connectors. A young wonan in a tight sweater, a short skirt, and rose-patterned
panty hose rolled a newspaper into a tight cylinder, |eaned over the hydrant,
lifted the rolled paper, and belted it across the | eaky connector. "Bad!" she
cried. "Bad dog!" She hit it again.

When her paper was a soggy ruin, she straightened up, crossed the few feet
that separated her fromthe city's wastebasket, and chucked it in. Then she
grinned at the gaping construction workers, dusted one hand agai nst the other,
and stepped into the crosswal k.

Did that strolling executive ook famliar? He had the silvery sideburns,
the attache case, the freshly pressed suit. But there was another, and another,
as alike as the proverbial peas. Mckey could not possibly be sure unless one of
the dozens and hundreds and thousands of corporate | ook-alikes went down on his
knees and began to how at a hydrant.

Not one of them obliged, even though there were plenty of hydrants
avai |l abl e. Space aliens welcone. Instant service. No waiting.

On the other hand, there didn't seemto be any | ack of strange people on
the | oose today. He had never before seen anyone scold a fire hydrant for
| eaki ng, just as he had never seen anyone bark at one. Now he had seen both in
two days.

He was near the city's park when he saw a thirtyish nan clad in a brown
sweat er over gray sl acks wal ki ng backwards and singi ng an unrecogni zabl e tune.
The words--"N-aye-sh-nus eimraa oo-ie..."--seened nonsense until M ckey pl ayed
t hem backwards in his m nd.

The singer did not seemto notice when M ckey began to follow. He kept
singing as he threaded his way anong the other pedestrians, and when he reached
the corner he stopped just as if he could see where he was goi ng.

That was when a busi ness executive, carrying a gleanm ng attache case,
fl agged a passing cab and, as the cab's door swung open, faced the singer, bowed
I ow, and barked once.

Before M ckey could react, the executive was in the cab and di sappearing
into the city's depths
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4. Bul |l wi nkl e Lives!

M ckey CGorgonzola was the only person on that street who seened startled by
what had just happened. Everyone el se ignored both the singer and the barking
executi ve.

Was this business executive the very one that had barked at the hydrant
outside his office? He had the same silvery sideburns and a very simlar suit
and attache case. Yet M ckey could not be sure. Executives were |ike bureaucrats
and airline ticket clerks and custons agents. He couldn't tell them apart unless
they were wearing nanet ags.

And if they were the sanme? What connection could there possibly be between
a backwards singer and a business executive who barked at fire hydrants?

He swore that he would not stay ignorant if he could help it. Something
strange was going on, and after all, he had |long since made the pursuit of the
strange his business.

He had never caught it, but maybe this tine...

When t he backwards singer turned toward the city's business district,
M ckey and Kilroy were not far behind. In the next several blocks, M ckey saw
not hi ng strange except a departnent store mannequin with its thunb to its nose
and, on the wall of a small art gallery, a picture of a bakery box with its lid
open to display a dozen shapely buttocks.

When he | ooked ahead once nore, the backwards singer was not in sight.
M ckey swore out loud as he told hinself that it didn't matter how the arti st
had produced "Sarah Lee's Best Buns." Painting or photo or conputer graphic, he
shoul dn't have |l et hinself be distracted.

Had the singer sinply turned the corner just ahead? Wen he reached it,
M ckey took off his dark sungl asses and peered down the side streets.

"You're not blind at all!" gasped an elderly woman with a half-full canvas
shoppi ng bag hanging fromthe crook of one el bow. "The nerve of sone people!"

"Shh!" he said. "Undercover work, you know. "

"Ch!" She nodded and stepped back against a storefront to watch hi mscan
the flow of pedestrians to the left. "Are you shadow ng soneone?"

"I can't say," he said. "It's secret. But watch the papers." Then he turned

to scan the street to the right.

"Ch, | will!" she said. "Are you fromthe FBI? | used to watch Eliot Ness,
oh, a long tinme ago."

"Shh," said M ckey.

She whi spered huskily: "Your dog doesn't really look rmuch |ike a seeing-eye
dog, you know. "

M ckey shrugged at her.
"Or are you a reporter? | read Tits'n' Tats every week!"
There was no sign of his quarry in either direction

"Kilroy? Can you smell hin®"
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The dog tugged at his harness. M ckey put his glasses back on his face.

"Good luck!" cried the woman as they turned right, |eaving her behind to
marvel at how cl ose she had cone to secret police work and to continue thinking
that he was an agent of the FBI or CIA O that he was one of Larry Castle's
col | eagues

Two bl ocks later, he and Kilroy turned a corner and found the singer just
ahead. A boxy speaker slung above the door to a pet shop emtted birdsong and
ani mal noi ses. The shop's wi ndow held a | arge cage crowded with parakeets.

As the singer passed the wi ndow, the parakeets flapped their wings in
uni son, flew against the wires of their cage, and erupted in a cacophony of
avi an curses, even though the singer was not at the noment performing his
schti ck.

They repeated their eruption when M ckey and Kilroy passed the shop

A few nminutes later, the singer ducked into a real estate agency. Before
M ckey reached the building and had to deci de whether to foll ow the other
i nside, he was out again and | eading the way once nore across a street and
around a corner to a nusic shop. Mckey had just tinme enough to wonder whet her
it were possible to buy backwards lyrics, and then the singer was on the street
once nore. His hands were empty.

The marquee of the local Marriott was in sight in the next block when the
singer stopped to | ean against a | anppost and stare intently toward the hotel's
entrance.

M ckey crossed the street to parallel the other's path. Three chartered
buses pulled into the horseshoe drive beneath the marquee. Fromthem energed a
smal | horde of overweight nmen in tight, spangled junpsuits. About half of the
new arrivals carried gleam ng electric guitars and wore slicked-back hair whose
colors varied frombrown and black and blond through all the shades of gray. The
rest wore yell ow hardhats fromwhich jutted bright red plastic nbose antlers.

Cabs and airport |inos disgorged nore spangl ed nmusici ans and nooses in twos
and threes. They joined the crowd fromthe buses in a confusion of greetings,
handshakes, and backsl aps while the lino drivers produced a few suitcases for
the hotel's bellman to pile on a polished brass cart.

M ckey had an excellent view when the buses pulled away fromthe hotel and
four of the new arrivals spotted the fire hydrant by the curb. They broke away
fromthe pack and trotted across the drive, where three of themcircled the
hydrant three times countercl ockwi se, waving their instrunents above their heads
and yelling, "Hound dog! Hound dog!" The fourth, a nbose, seened to be keeping
watch, rather like a dog that knew it would be scolded if its master showed up.

There was another hydrant precisely across the street fromthe one in front
of the hotel. A Ford Tenpo with a ticket under its wi ndshield w per was parked
beside it. M ckey Gorgonzol a stopped and let Kilroy sniff around its base while
he stared.

"W ddershins," he said. "The way w tches are supposed to dance around their
caul drons and altars. Did you know that, Kilroy?"

They were just as nuts as hydrant-woof ers.

M ckey | ooked back the way he had cone. The backwards singer had now
abandoned hi s | anmppost. Back strai ght and head up, he was al nost marchi ng toward
the cromd in front of the Marriott. Wien he was about a car-length fromthem he
waved, raised both hands, put his thunbs to his tenples, wiggled his fingers,
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and cried out quite |oudly enough for Mckey to hear above the sounds of the
city's traffic: "Svil |uk-niwlub!"

Several of the crowd's nenbers punched the shoul ders of nei ghbors who had
not yet spotted the newconer. Soon the whole group was wavi ng back and shouting
with a single voice: "Oot siv-lel"

The hotel's doorman held the door for the bellman and his cart. A npose
gestured himaside and took his post. The singer bowed to the crowd, spun on his
heel s, and stepped into the hotel. The rest foll owed.

Kilroy eyed the hydrant he had been investigating skeptically, barked once,
and lifted a | eg.

M ckey Gorgonzol a said, "Looks |ike a washout fromhere. Just a
convention." He sounded and felt disappointed. Conventions and conventi oneers
were routinely strange. Every year the city endured mgrations of Lions and
El ks, office supplies salesmen and fem nists, Odd Fell ows and Rednen. Suddenly a
horde of spangled guitarists and nooses did not seem strange at all. Nor did
bar ki ng executives, nonsense tal kers, and backwards singers.

"Let's go home,"” he added. But when he tugged on Kilroy's harness, the dog
refused to budge.

"Really," said Mckey. "Well what the hell, why not." He let his dog | ead
hi m around the bow of the Ford Tenpo and across the street, apparently quite
oblivious to the squealing of brakes and the bark from somewhere behi nd hi m

The first thing he saw inside the Marriott was a sign mounted on a silvery
pedestal . It said:

THE BULLW NKLE- ELVI S
BROTHERHOCD
11-2
SPRI NGFI ELD HALL
ROOM 318

Lunch, he thought, and his stomach grow ed. A |luncheon neeting. He wondered
i f the backwards singer was their |uncheon speaker

The second thing he saw was the dimlit bar to one side of the |obby. The
bar was not crowded. Kilroy led himto a booth with a view of the |obby. "Ah,"
he said. He scratched the dog's ears. "So we won't quit." The backwards singer
m ght very well stay with the Bullvis Brotherhood until 2. O he might not. If
he didn't, Kilroy was saying as clearly as any dog could ever say anything at
all, Mckey should be in a position to see himleave. If he came through the
| obby.

"May | hel p you?"

The waitress | eaning over his table had a British accent and wore a nanetag
that said "C. Stilton." She was al so hi gh-busted and short-skirted, and he had
to struggle to maintain his pretense that he coul d see not hing.

"Just coffee, please.”
"Not hi ng for the dog?"

He dug into the pocket of his w ndbreaker and found a dog biscuit. "This
should do him Unless you could bring a bow of water?"
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"Of course, sir!"

The way she bounced when she strai ghtened up rem nded himof the way Rocky
had | ooked that nmorning. He smled, glanced toward the enpty | obby, and studied
the bar across the room Behind it was a traditional mrror and a tier of
shel ves | oaded with bottles. One of the shelves held an antique mantle cl ock
that said the time was 11:05.

The waitress returned with his order just as Rocky and Bert appeared
together in the entrance to the bar

"There you are!" Rocky cri ed.
"Are you drunk yet?" asked Bert Canen.
"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"I had to cancel a client," said Rocky Forte. "A man called and said you
were sticking your nose where you really shouldn't. Then he said you were here
at the Marriott, in the bar, and | should come get you."

"And you believed hin"

"He sounded very official." She sounded apol ogetic. "And | know you can..."
She shrugged at him "So | called Bert. And..."

Suddenly M ckey held up a hand. "Wait a minute," he said. "You were in your
of fice?"

She nodded.

"That's over a mle fromhere."

She nodded agai n.

"And this guy called you. Then you called Bert?"
She and Bert both nodded this tine.

"When was this?"

"About half an hour ago," said Rocky. "W wal ked."
"I'"ve only been here five mnutes."

Bert chuckled. "You said they were space aliens. You shouldn't be surprised
if they can see the future."

Rocky seenmed to take the discrepancy nore seriously. "I don't see how that
coul d be."

"W woul dn't, would we?"

"There has to be a sinpler explanation."

M ckey sighed. "I was following him" he said. "The backwards singer.

"Huh?"

He expl ai ned what he meant. Then he said, "I didn't think he spotted ne.
But if he did..."

"And he knew where he was going," said Bert.

"So if he figured you were going to keep on following him" said Rocky.
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"And if he didn't want to bother shaking you off his tail..."

"Then he knew where | was going to be. Al he needed was a chance to nake a
call.” And he had ducked into that real estate office and the nusic store
Perhaps the first hadn't let himuse its phone.

5. What Do You Do with the Leftovers?

"I'"'m hungry," said Bert Canen.
"There's a place | like just up the street," said Rocky Forte.
"I'"'m staying here."

"M ckey!" Her tone was both fond and exasperated. "The guy's just another
fl ake!™

"I'"ve got to be sure." He peered toward the hotel |obby. There was no sign
of a Bullwinkle or an Elvis, nmuch | ess the backwards singer who had | ed him
here. "Wien he comes out..."

"You'l | follow him" said Bert. "But he won't be out of there till two.
You' ve got tine."

M ckey CGorgonzola | et hinself be persuaded. Ten mnutes later, they were
entering the WIllow VWall ow a bl ock away. Its chairs and the backs of its booths
were wicker. One wall bore a nural that depicted a broad river, drooping

willows, a rowing shell, and a hi ppopot anus.
"I wish | could see the hotel," said M ckey.
"It's just around the corner," said Rocky. "And he'll still be there when

you get back."

A wai tress approached themwith a fistful of nenus, glanced at Kilroy, and
said, "You'll want a booth."

"By the window, " said M ckey.

She | ooked at him skeptically. Wiy would a blind nan want a w ndow seat ?
But she obliged, and it wasn't |ong before she had their orders.

"You shoul d be back in your office," said Bert. "That proposal..."

Rocky sighed. "I know he's been working on it for awhile, but | haven't
seen it. How far along is he?"

Bert snorted, but before he could speak, M ckey pointed at the wi ndow. "You
both think I'moff ny rocker. But |ook at that hydrant."

The hydrant was perhaps fifty feet away fromthem
"So?" asked Bert. "It's a hydrant."
"Watch. "

An executive had just stopped facing the hydrant. He had no silver in his
hair, and he wore a thin nmustache, but otherw se he | ooked nuch Iike the one
that had caught M ckey's attention the day before. He was even doing the sane
things, laying his attache case flat, opening it to hold his suitcoat, arranging
a legal pad for his knees, and kneeling.
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"Jesus," said Bert when he began to bark. "I can hear himfrom here."
"Who gets the hash? The bangers and mash?"

The plates the waitress set before them were heaped hi gher than M ckey had
ever seen. "My god," he said.

"They don't believe in starving people,"” said Rocky.

Despite the hunger he had clainmed earlier, Bert barely touched his food.
I nstead he kept watching the scene outside the restaurant.

"Wul d you | ook at that?" he said.

"That" was a bum wrapped in a ragged overcoat, his hair bulging from
beneath a derby with a fist-sized hole in its greasy crown. He was narching
across the street toward the hydrant-woofer and waving a cane over his head.
When he reached his goal, he smacked the man across the buttocks with the cane.

"He used a rope yesterday," said M ckey.

The executive did not ook at his attacker. But he did stand up, put his
suitcoat on, and restore his legal pad to his attache case. Then he wal ked of f
with as nmuch dignity as if nothing at all had happened.

"Who? The bun®?" asked Rocky.

"Didn'"t | tell you that?" Wiile they ate he nmade up for his deficiency.
"That's a little nuch for coincidence," said Bert when he was done.
"Then I"mgetting to you? You agree sonething strange is going on?"

Rocky set down her fork and waved a hand at her plate. It still held nore
food than nost restaurants delivered to the table. "But no space aliens," she
said. "Nuts."

M ckey fished a piece of meat fromthe remains of her lunch and dropped it
under the table. It never touched the floor. "You're junping to that
concl usi on. "

"And you're junping to the opposite one."
"At least I'mtrying to find out if I"'mright."
"Everythi ng okay?" The waitress was back. "You want dessert?"

Rocky and M ckey were both shaking their heads. Bert said, "That was an
awful |ot of food. What do you do with the |eftovers?”

The waitress shrugged, picked up their plates, and wal ked toward the nural
wal | , where she set themdown on a | ow table. Then she picked up a |arge
spatul a, scooped the food fromone plate, and slung it at the wall. Mshed
pot at oes, chunks of sausage, and green beans covered the hi ppopotanus's head.
The contents of the second plate obscured the rower in the shell. The third
covered a boul der near the river bank

Not one of the restaurant's other custoners seened to notice.

"That's new," said Rocky. "The last time | was in here they didn't do
that."

The waitress returned with the bill and accepted Bert's credit card. As she
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was crossing the roomtoward the cash register, a small nman energed fromthe
kitchen. He was bald and paunchy, and he bent forward as he wal ked. For a
monent, M ckey thought he was severely hunchbacked, but then he recogni zed what
the man wore strapped to his shoulders. It was a backpack sprayer of the sort
used by firefighters.

He pointed. The little man was standing precisely where the waitress had
stood to sling their |leftovers against the nural. The sprayer's nozzle was in
hi s hand, and a stream of greenish, sudsy fluid was washing the food into a
gutter at the base of the wall.

"l don't get it," said Bert.

"l bet you should," said Rocky. "After all, you're a theater critic. And if
this isn't dinner theater..."

The last of the hash slid down the wall. The little man ained a | ast squirt
into the gutter, barked once, and returned to the kitchen

Bef ore Bert could answer Rocky, the waitress returned. As he signed the
credit card slip, Mckey shrugged. "Let's get out of here. | don't want to | ose
that guy."

6. Fast as Fast Can Be

The Marriott | obby was enpty except for a bored-|ooking desk clerk, a young
man with a broom and a couple enmerging hand in hand fromthe bar. A wall clock
said the tinme was half past twelve. There was no sign of Bullwi nkles or Elvises.

Al the bar's booths were now occupi ed. They found a table with a view of
the | obby and ordered coffee.

"W have food too, you know, " said the waitress.
"What does the C stand for?" Bert was staring at her nanetag.

"Chessie." The waitress winkled her nose. "The kids used to call me
Cheesie. Stilton Cheesie. You want any |unch?"

"W went to the Wallow, " said Rocky.

She wrinkled her nose again. "They're strange."

"What about your Bul |l wi nkl es?" asked M ckey.

"They're just flakes. Little kids playing dress-up. Nothing el se?"

They shook their heads, and she left. But before she could return, M ckey
stiffened |like a dog on point.

The backwards singer was standing in the | obby, neatly franed by the bar's
doorway. He seenmed to be speaking to sonmeone just out of sight. He was wearing a
hard hat that sported a set of realistic deer antlers.

Rocky turned to | ook. "I thought you said they were nooses.”
M ckey shook his head. "That's him"

"Maybe he's the chief," said Bert. "And chiefs have to be different. O
he's only an honorary Bul Il wi nkle."
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The singer was nmoving now, wal king rapidly toward the hotel entrance.

"I've gotta go," said Mckey. He fished a handful of coins fromhis pocket
and spread themon the table. "Enjoy the coffee.”

Wher e had he gone?

M ckey and Kilroy had not been far behind the backwards singer when they
energed fromthe hotel. They had had no trouble keeping himin sight for block
after bl ock, even though their quarry set a fast pace.

When they had reached the city's Roswell Park, the singer had turned
through the gate and i mredi ately begun to run along a curving path. M ckey had
begun to run as well, but then he had thought of how it must |ook: A blind man
and a gui de dog pursuing an antlered jogger through what passed in the city for
forest. The imge might carry a freight of mythic synbolism but nost urbanites
woul d surely see sonething far nore alarm ng. He doubted he would get very far
before a bicycle cop pulled up beside him

So he wal ked.

So he watched the singer draw further and further ahead and finally
di sappear around a clunp of evergreens.

The path cut across a corner of the park. When he reached its end and
peered down the street to right and left, there were only normal pedestrians in
view. No antlers jutted above the crowd. There was no sign of the singer

But there was a fire hydrant. An elderly worman, dirt deeply engrained in
the creases of her face, her hair in tangled strings, |eaned against it, wapped
ina filthy blanket. One hand clutched a brown paper bag.

He sighed. He might as well join her.

Woul d she know the difference if he bought a pint of decent booze and
offered to share?

She might, he thought. After all, the papers insisted that the honel ess
were fallen. They had once been hi gher. They had had hones and families and
per haps even enough noney for Medoc instead of Thunderbird.

Kilroy was sniffing the bl anket.

She opened bl oodshot eyes and nuttered, "Nice doggy." Then she | ooked at
M ckey. "Hey, bubby. D a know wha' | shaw | as' nigh' ?" Her open nouth showed
filthy, eroded teeth, and her breath was noticeable even at M ckey's distance.
"A fahr hydran'! Walkin' dow a shtree'!"

He coul dn't help the noise he nmade: "Huh?"

But her eyes closed and she said nothing nore.

"Lost hi nP"

The voice startled Mckey into | ooking up. He was once again at the corner
of the hotel's block, and Bert and Rocky were facing him "Yeah," he said. "W
got to Roswell and--" He gestured. "He just ran away fromnme."

Rocky took his armand turned himin the direction she and Bert were going.
"It's probably just as well."

"Back to the office, eh? Back to work?" When she nodded, he added, "I'd
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rather get to the bottomof this. It's as strange as anything |'ve ever
investigated. And it seens a lot nore real."

"So it's strange," said Bert. "There's a lot of strange things in this
worl d. You' ve got to lighten up a bit. Stop taking it all so seriously."

"You don't understand." M ckey described once nore the weirdness of the
bar ki ng executive, the backwards singer and his encounter w th another--or
per haps the sane--barker, the Bullvis Brotherhood. "I've never seen such things
before in ny life, and |I've been looking for a long tine. |'mbeginning to think
I"ve found nmy space aliens at last, right in my own backyard!"

"Ch, no!" said Rocky. "Not that again! They're just flakes, normal weird
humans. The city is full of them and al ways has been."

"There's nore of themlately, and they're weirder," insisted Mckey. They
hadn't been far fromhis office. The building was already in sight two bl ocks
ahead. "And |'ve never, ever heard of walking fire hydrants."

"Huh?" Bert's voice was only mldly puzzled, but M ckey described the woman
he had found | eani ng agai nst a hydrant and repeated her words anyway.

If he had hoped to convince his friends that he was chasing nore than
will-o-the-wi sps, he was di sappoi nt ed.

Bert's only response was a "What do you expect?" gesture of the hands.
Rocky just rolled her eyes.

7. Just Another O oud of Swanp Gas

M ckey heard the phone ringing as he approached his office door. It quit
when his key touched the | ock, and he swore.

"Dammit." A glance at the equipnent on his desk was enough to tell himhe
had neither turned on the answering machi ne nor turned off his conputer. "You
know who that was, Kilroy?" For some reason, he had not stripped off the
gui de-dog harness and stowed it in the closet with his jacket. "That's what |
think too. Just a mnute..."

The dog flopped on the rug. The dark gl asses went back in the desk. A
finger touched the button that would call his agent.

"WAs that you, Angela?... | was in the hall, just mssed... Yeah, I'm
maki ng progress."” He stared at the text that still failed to fill his conputer's
screen. He winced. "Yeah, you'll have it soon, real soon."

He hung up. He sighed. He had never before in his Iife had so nmuch trouble
with a sinple proposal, never been so easily distracted, never felt so close to
genuine aliens, even if they hardly acted as he had al ways supposed al i ens woul d
act. He wished he did not have to lie to his agent.

He sighed again. He managed to type a few lines. A paragraph. Two. He
filled the screen and began anot her. Progress, though not on the thing he cared
nmost about at the nonent. Why woul d anyone, executive or no executive, bark at
fire hydrants? Wiy waitresses at slopped-up walls and backwards singers at fake
nmooses? Wy...?

He stood up to peer out the wi ndow Nothing. Had he imagined it all? He
shook his head and sat down again. No. He hadn't. But for now, at |east, he had
no hope of answers.
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M ckey had just closed the apartnment door behind himwhen a full-throated
scream erupted fromthe kitchen

Sonet hi ng crashed.
Kilroy's fur instantly bristled, and he grow ed.

M ckey wasted | ess than a second on the thought of masked invaders
burst~ing through the back door that flashed through his nmnd. He ran toward
Rocky's terror-stricken voice, plunged into the kitchen, and stopped.

A pot |lid rocked and sang upon the floor. Rocky's back was agai nst the
refrigerator door. Her hands were raised as if to ward off sonme awful horror
Her face was white and her mouth was open w de in shock. Her eyes were fixed
upon the stove.

The only thing upon the stove was a large, lidless pot.
"What ... ?"

She did not answer. He crossed the room |ooked into the pot, and nearly
screaned hinmsel f.

Init, a human hand lay on its back in a pool of blood. The thunb and
forefinger gripped a business card on which the words "Aliens Anonynous" were
pl ainly visible.

"You bastard!"
"What do you nean?"

"Where did you get it?" Her skin was no |onger white but red and bl ot chy.

Tears were filling her eyes. Her voice was desperate.
So was his as he cried, "I didn't!"
"How el se could it get here! And | |oved you!"
"I love you too, but..." He reached for her shoul der, but she tw sted away,

her face saying clearly that she was terrified--of him
"Who did you kill? Wy?"
"I didn"t!"
"No! Don't touch ne! I'mcalling the cops!"”

She sidled past him A nonent later, the slam of the apartnent door said
she was gone, perhaps forever

The sound of an engi ne behind the building drew himto the wi ndow. Rocky
was taking his car, an anci ent Chevette.

He took a deep, bew |l dered breath and turned once nore toward the stove.
A hand. Severed from sonme unl ucky wi st.

It | ooked so real that it |ooked unreal. A toy. Plastic and rubber and
ket chup.

But he did not touch it. He did not believe it was not real

No clue to why. No clue to who had done it. Except that he knew he had not.
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He coul dn't bl ame Rocky for running.
What woul d the cops say?
He had heard so nany stories.

They woul d take himin, wouldn't they? He was there, right on hand. It was
his apartnment. No one el se could possibly have done it.

He squi nted and shuddered at the thought of bright lights and endl ess
questi ons.

But that wouldn't be the point, would it? They had al ready warned him when
all he had done was | ook out his office window He hadn't paid enough attention
He had fol |l owed the backwards singer

Now they would throw himin jail and toss away the key. And the aliens
woul d be safe from di scovery.

It was a plot then, wasn't it? That was why they were doing it.
And it would work if he was here when they arrived.

On his bedroom dresser there was a royalty check he had not yet deposited.
Taped to the underside of a dresser drawer there was an envel ope full of what he
called his getaway noney. Just in case. For energencies. Between check and cash
he had about $1500, though the check was worthl ess unless he could get to the
bank in the norning, before they put someone there to watch for him

He dared not waste a nonent. He threw a few clothes into an overni ght bag
and left. An hour later, he was |ocking the door of a small hotel room undoing
the gui de-dog harness at last, and saying to Kilroy, "Under the nane of Sanders.
Kodi ak Sanders. | wonder how long they' ||l take to find us?"

The dog, of course, did not answer. On the other hand, he did nanage to
| ook quite synpathetic, alnpst as if he understood his master's plight.

The news channel had no nention of body parts in pots. He wondered if they
could so soon, or would. The police mght want to find nore than just a hand
before they nmade the crine public. Maybe they would want to find him O perhaps
they al ready knew where he was. Every footstep in the hall nmade himl ook up, and
when the steps stopped, as if sone burly cop were about to knock, he cringed.

Soneone barked. He junped, and then he realized that the sound had cone

fromthe TV set still on before his eyes. A businessman was kneeling before a
hydrant, and soneone was saying, "...Cleveland." A nonent |ater he was staring
at a stage adorned with the "Strange Anerica" |ogo and watching the host nake
antlers with his hands and say, "W'll be right back," in a passable inmtation

of Bul | wi nkl e's voi ce.

The screen winked out. He stared at Kilroy where he lay curled upon the
rooms thin rug. "They're everywhere, aren't they? Space aliens. O flakes."

The dog cocked his head, rose, and trotted to the wi ndow. He put his
forepaws on the sill and whi ned.

"Do you need to go for a wal k?"

He reached for the harness that was the only reason the hotel had permitted
Kilroy on the prem ses, but the dog only pressed his nose agai nst the gl ass.
M ckey | ooked, and in the distance he saw a glowing ball fall out of the sky,
hover over Roswell Park, and settle out of sight.
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"Is that it?" On any other day, he would have screaned with joy. For al
his searching, for all the investigations he had pursued for his books and
Tits'n' Tats, he hinself had never seen a flying saucer. Not one.

The dog returned to his position, turned around three tines, and | ay down
once nore.

"I't's probably just another cloud of swanp gas."

But he stayed at the window, staring into the enpty sky.

8. Banana Splits and Lenon Drops

"I"'msorry," said the teller. She | ooked barely old enough to have anything
to be sorry for. "A check this size will have to clear before you can have the
money. Cone back in three days."

M ckey sighed. "I should have expected this, right?"
The smile she gave himwas far too tired for nine in the norning.

"Just take it out of ny savings," he said. "Then, when the check clears,
deposit it."

"Your passhook, please."

He stopped his hand halfway to his shirt pocket. "I didn't bring it with
me. But you've got nme in your conputer." He pointed at the screen be~~side her
"Just..."

She shook her head. "I'msorry, M. Gorgonzola. You must have your passbook
to make a wi thdrawal ."

"l need that noney!"

She shrugged and gl anced toward the Iine growing behind him A ripping
sound drew her gaze and his toward the bank's entrance, where a niddl e-aged man
had apparently just bent over to retrieve a parcel. The seat of his
charcoal -gray pants was split by a white crescent the shape of a banana.

The man froze in his position for just a second. Then he straightened, made
an exasperated face at the hard-faced bl onde who was the bank's security guard,
and marched toward the | oan departnent.

"Is there a difficulty here?" The bank's manager was | eani ng over the
teller's shoul der.

"I just wanted to cash that check, but..."

"Of course." The nmanager peered at the check and patted the teller's back
"Go ahead, dear." Then he gave M ckey a wink and an abrupt, conspiratorial nod.
"l enjoyed your |ast book."

M ckey was tucking the bills into his wallet and wal king toward the bank's
revol ving doors when a police officer entered, scanned the room and marched
toward the nanager's office in the rear

M ckey had left Kilroy in the hotel room because he had feared just such a
monent. |f anyone was | ooking for him they would al so be | ooking for a dog.
Wthout the dog, he woul d have that nuch nore chance of escaping notice and
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staying free.

Unfortunately, he was in the wong place. Before he could reach the door,
the manager's voice cried, "Stop him"

He was only a yard fromthe security guard. But instead of grabbing for
him she reached for the automatic in the holster on her belt. Her skirt fell
revealing frilly lenon-yell ow panties and a curve of haunch far nore femnnine
than her face.

Not surprisingly, she grabbed for her skirt. Mckey, forgotten for the
nmonent, charged into the revolving door. As it swung himto the street outside,
he thought he heard soneone bark

He did not renenber seeing the hydrant at the curb the last tine he had
visited the bank. But he had no tine to dwell on that thought, for a squad car
was coning toward himdown the street.

The tinted windshield et himsee only that there were two cops in the car.
As it drew abreast, he recognized the cops who had visited his office. Custer,
the thin one, was behind the wheel. Abe, his fat buddy, held the mke to the
car's radio in one hand.

Custer held up one hand and waggl ed t he fingers.
Abe smacked himon the shoul der and gestured furiously.

The car stopped with a lurch. Its siren growmed. Its |ightbar began to
strobe blue and bl ue and bl ue.

M ckey was al ready running. Hi s goal was a narrow passageway down which he
was sure the police car could not possibly follow him He glanced behind. The
car was crosswise in the road, kept fromconpleting its turn by a bakery van

The hi gh backsi des of apartment buildings, all red brick and tiny w ndows,
bl ocked his view as he dove into the passageway. A nonment later it dunped him
into an alley flanked by cl osed netal doors and open | oadi ng bays full of
gar bage cans

No one was in sight when he seized a shadowed corner in one of those bays
to catch his breath. It could be only nmonments before the squad car reached one
end of the alley, which was quite wi de enough to let it through. Abe would use
his radio to call other cars, and the passage he had used woul d be bl ocked. He
felt trapped already.

Unless... He tried the door that led into the depths of the building. It
opened, and he was in a hallway adorned by the pipes that festooned the walls
and ceilings. The only other person present was a single janitor bent over sone
unidentifiable bit of pipe. The seat of his pants gaped as wi dely as had that of
the parcel -dropper in the bank

"You ripped your pants," he said as he passed.

The ot her man gave hi m an unshaven gl are that said he knew.

It didn't take Mckey long to find the building s | obby and recogni ze the
street he had fled. A squad car, its lightbar strobing, was passing by.

He turned the other way, back the way he had cone, back toward the bank. He
hoped there would be no one to recogni ze him The manager woul d be back at his
desk, or explaining to his enployees and custoners that there had been no
robbery, or... The cops would be el sewhere, hunting, lying in wait.
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The hydrant in front of the bank was no | onger alone. An elegantly dressed
bl onde was kneeling beside it and yapping enthusiastically. Beside her stood a
top-hatted bumwith a | oop of rope in his hand.

As M ckey passed, the bum wi nked at him Then he went back to eying the
bl onde' s | egs.

No one shouted. Nor did anyone seemto notice when M ckey crossed at the
corner and glanced toward the alley's nouth. No police car was in sight, but
still he did not breathe easily until he had turned two corners and could see an
entrance to Roswel | Park ahead.

A squad car drove slowy through the intersection just ahead. Its |ightbar
was not flashing. His throat tightened, and he tasted acid. A woman left the
park | eading a small dog on a | eash. As she reached the curb, sonmething frilly
and yellow fell frombeneath her skirt. Wth barely a glance at what she was
| eavi ng behind, she freed her ankles and noved on. The dog ignored the puddl e of
cl ot h.

He surrendered to the first park bench he saw. Since it was hal f surrounded
by shrubbery, it felt protective, a shield against discovery if the cops turned
their attention in this direction. He knew the feeling was an illusion, but he
enbraced it anyway. He needed a respite, a nonent to think about what was going,
to try to make sense of it all

People didn't split pants that often. He had seen it twice in one norning.

People didn't drop skirts and panties or slips either. And he had seen that
twi ce too.

Were the aliens trying to keep himfrom being arrested? Distracting peopl e?
"But | can't even say they're real yet," he nuttered to hinself. "On the other
hand, soneone certainly seems to be trying to stop ny investigation."

Two groups of aliens?

Not just barking dog-nimcs, but cats as well.

"I''l'l know if anyone ever nmeows at ne. Or at a hydrant."

He choked off a hysterical giggle before it got out of control

O was it just that the aliens didn't fit human cl othes properly, so that
they kept falling off?

He snorted. "Then there nust be a |ot of 'emout there."

9. O em Padi ddl epopper Ri des Again

"What are you talking to yourself about?"
"Rocky!" He jerked and | ooked for cops converging on him

The bench lurched as she sat down. "You're off the hook," she said. "You
bastard. That was a nasty trick."

"VWhat do you nean?" If he was off the hook, why did she sound so mad?

She punched his knee. "I should have had nore faith in you, | suppose. But
I really didn't think you could be that mean." She punched hi m agai n.
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"What ... ?"
"They finally took a close |ook at that hand. It was candy! Marzipan!"
"You nean it wasn't real ?"

"Don't sound so goddam surprised!" This time she punched his biceps. "You
put it there."

"l did not!"
"Then who di d?"
Hi s bew | dered gesture was quite enough to say he hadn't the foggiest.

"Aliens, huh?" She nmade a face as if the words tasted bad, but she said
not hing nore. Instead, she slunped against his side. "You want to go hone now?"

He | eaned back agai nst the bench and put an arm around her shoul ders.
"How d you find nme?"

"A man in a business suit. He even had an attache case."
"Just like the one | saw. "

She nodded agai nst his side. "Yeah. | was at the office. Running out for
sonme tissues. Soggy client, you know? He stopped nme outside the drugstore and
told ne."

"Did he bark? O keep |ooking at fire hydrants?"
"Not that | noticed," she said. Then she sat up straight and touched her

hair. "Actually, he kept |ooking at ne."

Rocky had left his car just outside Roswell Park. Wen they reached it, she
gestured himtoward the driver's side. "Sorry | took it," she said. "I guess
was in a rush."”

"The hotel's not far away. I'Il get nmy stuff. And Kilroy. And then...?
Hone?"

She shook her head. "Back to work. 1've missed one appointnent already."
He stepped on the brakes as the |Iight ahead turned red.

Sonet hi ng banged against the left front fender

Rocky yel ped.

A jaunty wave drew M ckey's eye to a battered top hat and a ragged
overcoat, a tall figure with a goofy grin, and a hand raised to throw...

He roll ed down his wi ndow. "What the hell did you do that for?"

The bum grinned still nore wi dely, bounced his rock in his palm and
crossed the street to | ook down at Mckey. "lIt's how | get a bed at night," he
said. "Wen the shelters are full, thank you."

Bef ore M ckey coul d wonder out |oud why this man | ooked so familiar, Rocky
was | eaning across his chest. "Whatever do you nean?"

"I was aimng for the headlight, you know. Once | hit a couple, soneone
al ways calls the cops."
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"You rmust have a nane," said Rocky.

He dropped his rock, lifted his hat enough to let gray curls escape, and
| ooked thoughtful. "The cops just call me dem d em Padiddl epopper."”

The car behind them honked. M ckey | ooked up. The light was green. "Hop
in," he said. "W'Il take you to the station." Wen they were noving once nore,
he asked, "Wy Padi ddl epopper?"

"It isn'"t right, you know. I don't throw rocks at padiddles. | just make
them ™"

Clem was | eaning over the back of the seat. Oddly, he did not snell nearly
as unwashed as he | ooked.

"What is a padiddle?"

"A car with one headlight out," said Rocky. "Wen you see one, you're
supposed to kiss the driver. At least, that's what ny father used to say."

M ckey shook his head. "And which one of you starts barki ng now?"

"Ch, no," said Clem "I'mdead serious. Take the next right. Hal fway down
t he bl ock."

M ckey was hol ding the door for C emwhen a police officer appeared in the
entrance to the precinct station. Her expression was one of exasperated
pati ence. "Not again," she said with a sigh. "You want to press charges?”

Rocky touched the dent in the fender and shook her head. The car was not
new, and it wore worse nenentos of parking lots and traffic.

"Just as well," said the cop. "It wouldn't nake nuch difference." Then she

| ooked at the bum "You're in luck, Cem W've got an empty cell."

He crooked his armand offered her his el bow as if he were a gentl eman
escorting his lady to a ball. She sighed again and | ooked at M ckey. "Thanks for
saving us the pick-up trip."

10. | Love Lucy and Ronni e and Bonzo and Quayl e

Sonet hi ng sl amred agai nst the apartment door three tinmes in quick
successi on.

M ckey set down the slice of toast he was buttering and stood up
The sound repeat ed- - Whan Wham Whanl - -1 ouder than before.
Ki |l roy barked.

"Sonmeone' s knocki ng, dear," said Rocky. She was at the kitchen sink,
washi ng her plate. A nug of coffee sat within reach on the counter

"I had that inpression." As his shadow fell across the spyhole in the door,
a rough voice said, "Open up. Police."

That didn't sound right. He unfastened only the deadbolt, but as soon as
the door began to gape, a boltcutter lunged through the crack and severed the
chain. He tried to push the door shut, but the effort was futile.
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"Back up." The speaker was a burly cop whose arnms reached to his knees.
M ckey obeyed, retracing his path to the kitchen
"Who's the ape?" asked Rocky, her back to the sink. "Bonzo?"
"Shaddap, " said the ape.
Kilroy wagged his tail.
"Si ddown," said a woman cop with curly red hair and too much nmakeup

"I's that coffee?" asked a slender man with a long, winkled face and wavy
hair. He pushed Rocky toward the table and appropriated her nug.

The fourth cop was the youngest. He had sandy hair and a square face with
an i nnocuous expression. "l know them" said Rocky. "But who the hell are you?
Quayl eedunf? And what the hell are you doing in here? Do you have a warrant ?"

"Si ddown, " said the redhead, and she put a hand on Rocky's shoul der
"Where's that rope, Ronnie?"

"You too," said Bonzo as he pressed Mckey into his seat.

Ronni e put down Rocky's coffee nug and produced a hank of clothesline.
Toget her he and Quayl eedumtied M ckey and Rocky to their seats, their hands
behind the chair backs.

When t hey were done, Ronni e opened cupboards until he found the dog
bi scuits and gave Kilroy two. "Good dog."

The redhead nmade a fresh pot of coffee and found nugs for everyone except
her hosts.

Quayl eedum asked, "Why?"
"Wy what ?" asked M ckey.
"Don't get cute. You know what we want to know. "

M ckey was afraid he did. Wiy was he so interested in barking businessnen
and backwards singers? Wiy didn't he ignore themthe way everyone el se did? Wy
did he have to go | ooking for business to stick his nose into? And how rmuch had
that nose sniffed out already?

He tried to explain: He was a witer. He wote about UFGCs and aliens and
ot her strange things, and the barking nan had nade hi m wonder where he was from
and why he was here, and then things had rapidly gotten weirder.

"You thought he was a space alien," said Rocky.

He still did, but he thought--he hoped--that if he kept his nouth shut,
their interrogators would go away.

When the cops had stopped | aughi ng, the redhead said, "You were warned once
al ready. Stay out of it."

"Yeah," said the ape. "Or..." He set down his coffee nmug and nmade a
twi sting notion with both hands.

"Iostill.."
"Shut up," said Rocky. "Please!"

Quayl eedum gri nned. "You're ruining her peace of nmind."
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"I still want to know what's going on."

"Forget it," said the redhead. "They're not space aliens."

"Just flakes," said Ronnie. "The city's full of flakes."

"So cool it, guys." Quayleedumtipped up his nug and then stared into its
bottomas if surprised it should already be enpty. "And don't rush off
anywhere."

The other three followed himto the door.
M ckey jerked agai nst his bonds and swore.

Rocky tipped her seat back and worked the | oops of rope that held her
ankl es over the ends of the chair |egs. She stood up as best she could with her
torso still tied to the chair. She stunbled to the kitchen counter, where she
turned around and managed to open a drawer. In a second she held a carving
kni f e.

M ckey glared at the dog. "Man's best friend," he said. "Hah!"

"Wonen have al ways known better," said Rocky.

11. Maki ng Faces

"I"'mlate," Rocky grunted as she | eaned into her stride.

"You could have called." Mckey kept up with her easily, but Kilroy had to
trot.

"I hate to cancel. My clients need ne. And everyone else in the clinic is
booked solid too." She glared at a hydrant as she passed, sidestepped a sl ower
pedestrian, and plunged into an intersection just as the |ight changed. Cars
honked.

M ckey stayed with her until a rack of clothing rolled froma delivery van
toward the door of a boutique. She made it through. He and Kilroy had to wait.

When he caught up once nore, she sounded thoughtful: "I'mnot sure that was
really Quayl eedum M ght have been Quayl eedee.”

"At least they're gone." The relief Mckey had felt when the door had
cl osed behind the cops was still strong. So was his bew | derment. He wi shed he
knew what was really going on

"And | believe you. God help nme, now | believe you. Space aliens!"

"Huh! What do you nean?"

"They didn't have a warrant," she said. "They didn't take us to the
station. And then they just wal ked off, |leaving us tied up."

"So you think they nust be up to sonething funny."

"Funny business." She nodded enphatically and stopped wal king. This
intersection was already full of noving vehicles. "Maybe even sonething to do
wi t h barking executives, backwards singers, and Bullw nkle and El vis
i npersonators."
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The |ight changed, they started across the street, and M ckey added, "And
CGod al one knows what el se."

"So you're probably right. Space aliens.”

"That doesn't necessarily follow." He told hinself he was happy that she
had cone around, but he did have to be honest. Then he snorted in surprise as
doubt s suddenly flooded in upon him and again at his own lack of faith in his
guesses.

"Real people aren't that weird," she said. "Just like you said. And if
they're all space aliens, that would explain a lot."

He wondered if it could possibly explain the wonan across the street,
bending to retrieve the panties that had slid down her |egs, or the man hol di ng
his briefcase carefully over his crotch with one hand, while the other hand hal f
covered a split seamin back.

At last he said, "W need to kidnap one or two of them and ask a few
questions oursel ves. "

"What if they don't have any answers?" asked Rocky. "Or what if they don't
want to give us any?"

"Then we'll have to..."

A city bus rolled past them trailing stink. A siren sounded in the
di stance. The next corner gave thema glinpse of the city's center. Mckey's own
of fice was two bl ocks away.

"This is where | turn," said Rocky. "You wal king with nme?"
He spoke, but not in answer: "Look at that!"
He was pointing at the departnment store they were passing.

"That" was a display window full of children dressed in well worn and often
pat ched, but clean, jeans and shirts. Sonme had their faces pressed agai nst the
gl ass. Sone were stretching their nouths and eyelids with their fingers, or
contorting their lips, or twisting their tongues into unlikely shapes.

Rocky shook her head. "What are they advertising?”

Suddenly every face relaxed. The children pointed. They screaned and
cheered and barked so loudly that M ckey heard themeasily through the gl ass.

When he turned to see what they were pointing at, he saw Cem
Padi ddl epopper dodgi ng cars and trucks and cabs, jaywal king in their direction.
He was carrying a slender stick in one hand and his overcoat was swirling around
hi s ankl es.

"Wbul d you | ook at that?" he cried as he reached the curb. He swung his
switch at the hydrant and used it to point at a parked car with a shattered
headl i ght. "Some of mny handi work!" he said.

Then he tossed his switch toward the gutter, slipped his arns through
theirs, and spun them around.

"But..." cried Rocky.

"Your clients wll be fine,'

he said in a reasonable tone. "W need your
car.

"What for?" asked Mckey. He tried to resist the bunmis insistent tug back
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the way they had cone, but the effort was futile. C em Padiddl epopper was nuch
stronger than he | ooked.

"You are getting annoying, M. Mchael CGorgonzola," said the bum "So it's
time to let you in on sonething. Maybe then you won't want to kidnap and torture
us. Let's go for a drive."

When M ckey asked, "How did you know what | was thinking of doing? You
weren't anywhere near!" C emgave no answer. His grip on their arms sinply
becane nore irresistible, and their novenent toward the parking | ot where M ckey
had parked his Chevette nore inevitable.

12. Even the Birds Can Tel

"You said 'us, sai d Rocky Forte.

"So you're one of '"em" said Mckey. Even though the car was his, he and
Rocky were in the back seat. C em Padi ddl epopper had insisted, and Kilroy had
demanded the front seat to hinmself. "What do you do? Bark at |anp posts? Dress
up as Maid Marian after a hard night and call yourself Thor?"

"I throw rocks at headlights," said Cem

"And where the hell are we going? Back to your flying saucer?" Presunably,
he thought, the very one he had seen fromhis hotel rooms wi ndow "Were is it?
In the park?"

"Nope," said Cemas he steered the car around one nobre corner

Kilroy barked. M ckey recogni zed the bl ock ahead of them There was the pet
shop he had passed when he was follow ng the backwards singer. Its w ndow was
still full of parakeets. The boxy speaker was still over its door, and the
street was still full of birdsong and puppy yel ps.

Since one police car |ooked nuch |ike every other, he did not recognize the
one that plunged fromthe alley and slammed into the left rear quarter of his
Chevette.

The car lurched and spun and threw M ckey agai nst Rocky. Her arnms quite
automatically rose as if to defend him

The curb expl oded against the tires, and the car stopped abruptly anmid the
sounds of crunpling netal and breaking gl ass.

The wi ndshield crazed and fell in pieces fromits frane into Cem
Padi ddl epopper' s | ap.

Kilroy whined fromthe floor where the crash had flung him but when he
clinmbed back onto the seat and shook the glass fromhis fur, he seemed none the
worse. C em seened dazed. Rocky was al ready reaching for the door handle.

M ckey was swearing. If the car--his car--hadn't been ki dnapped by goddam
space aliens... It was obviously totaled.

By the tinme he stepped onto the sidewal k, two cops, one fat, one thin, were
energing fromthe battered squadcar. Across the street, a crowd of gawking
pedestrians was growing. A siren growed in the distance. Two Bul | wi nkl es and an
El vis were pushing through the crowd to gain a better view.

Ten feet away, a kid was naking faces at them fromthe back seat of a
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par ked VW Bug wearing CGeorgia |icense plates and a university decal. Its sides
were turned to |lace by rust.

The parakeets were stream ng through the shattered shop w ndow, squawki ng
and screeching and oblivious to the chill in the autumm air.

A cloud of pigeons descended from cornices and | edges above the street,
m ngled with the parakeets, and then, as if sone one anobng the nobbing fl ock had
cried, "Attack!" flew at cops, Bullw nkles, and Elvis.

When Kilroy jumped through the opening where the Chevette's windshield had
been, two parakeets and a pigeon attacked him pecking at his ears and tail

VWhen O em Padi ddl epopper shook his head and crawl ed fromthe weckage, one
pi geon snatched his hat and a parakeet |anded on his head, pecked his ear, and
flew away with his hair in its claws.

For sonme reason, the birds ignored M ckey and Rocky and nost of the
onl ookers.

The cops waved their arnms, turned, and ran. So did the Bullw nkles and
El vi s.

Cemand Kilroy stood their ground.

In the VWBuUg, the kid's mouth was wi de with wonder.

"Your birds don't like us," said dem He waved one arm and knocked a
parakeet to the ground. It gave hima baleful |ook and |inped under the
Chevette's broken front end.

For just a monent, M ckey wondered why he had never noticed birds attacking
anyone. Certainly the city's pigeons hadn't seenmed to pay particular attention
to hydrant-woof ers, backwards singers, Bullw nkles, Elvises, or Cem
Padi ddl epopper before this nmonent.

But then the now bal dheaded Cemsaid, "Let's get out of here.
put himbeside the VW and a yank opened its door. "Qut, kid."

A few steps

A treble voice refused

Cl em Padi ddl epopper wasted no time in negotiation. He reached into the back
seat, laid his hands on the kid' s shoulders, and dragged himfromhis seat.

"Il tell nmy nother!"

"This should take care of it." He produced a business-sized envel ope from
somewher e beneath his overcoat and handed it to the boy. "Gve that to her."

The kid began to scream
The cops, Bullwi nkles, and Elvis were nowhere in sight.

Perenptory gestures ushered M ckey and Rocky into the Bug's cranped back
seat. Kilroy once nore took the shotgun position. Cemslid behind the wheel

"You don't have the key," said Rocky.

"No problem" One hand reached under the dashboard and bent upward. A
second | ater, the Bug bel ched snoke and began to vibrate.

As soon as they were on the road once nore, M ckey asked, "Wat was in that
envel ope?"
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"A gift certificate," said O em Padi ddl epopper. "At Jolly Roger's Used
Cars."

"You'd better have one for ne, too.

At the first light, Mckey spotted a pair of teenagers sitting
tail or-fashion beside a hydrant. The boy wore no shirt. The girl positioned a
soda can between his shoul der bl ades. He arched his back and crushed the can
into a hockey puck. Two passersby tossed coins into the gi mee cap that rested,
open side up, on the sidewalk in front of him

As the girl held another can against his back, a pigeon dive-bonbed them
beating their heads with its w ngs.

Hal f a block l|ater, a parakeet swooped down upon an executive kneeling
before a hydrant and attacked his right buttock. He | eaped to his feet,
obvi ously sweari ng.

As Clemslowed for the turn into Roswell Park, they passed a Bullwi nkle
rubbi ng sonething white off his bright red horns.

Just inside the park, they saw the backwards singer. He | ooked quite normal
except for the crow sitting on his shoul der and pecking at his ear.

"They're everywhere," said M ckey.
"Quite so," said C em Padi ddl epopper
"Where are we goi ng?" asked Rocky.

"The flying saucer?" asked M ckey, and when Cemreplied neither yea nor
nay he nodded as if he now knew nore than he had.

The Bug's rear-nmounted engine whined in his ear. The floor vibrated agai nst
his feet. Corners nade Rocky | ean agai nst him and he agai nst her, though Kilroy
kept his seat as firmy as a tongue-lolling statue.

A squad car, strobing blue and blue and bl ue, blocked the exit fromthe
park. The Bug's brakes squeal ed, even Kilroy tipped forward, and Cemtw sted
the wheel frantically. As they accel erated back the way they had conme, a siren
began to sound.

There was no roadbl ock on the other side of the park. They whi ned around
the corner, through a red light, and into an alley. Wen Cemsaid, "Shit!"
M ckey | ooked out the tiny rear window and saw the police car practically on
their bunper. The cops behind the wi ndshield | ooked |ike Ronnie and Bonzo.

At the end of the block, Cemswng hard right out of the alley, barely
m ssing a Federal Express van. He cut in front of a cab, jinked to nmss a
j aywal ker, and nade the next light just before a bus bl ocked the road behind.

Rocky pointed, and M ckey saw two teenaged boys squirting what | ooked |ike
whi pped cream down each other's shorts. Two belly dancers gyrated in the back of
a pick-up truck, while a staring man wal ked into a | anppost. Oriental mnusic
bl ared froma boom box fastened to the top of the truck's cab with bungee cords.

"Weird," said Mckey. "Not normal."
"The city's full of flakes," said Rocky.
Cl em Padi ddl epopper said nothing at all

An executive turned away fromthe fire hydrant she was eying specul atively
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and saluted the Bug as it passed.

Above it all, pigeons perched on cornices and held their heads at malicious
angl es.

Nowhere did M ckey see any sign of a flying saucer

Clem dove the Bug into another alley, back into traffic, and finally into
the park once nore. "Lost him" he said.

There was no sign of a police car behind them No flashing blue lights. No
siren, except for a plaintive growing in the distance.

And no roadbl ock at the exit.

"It is tine," said O em Padi ddl epopper, "to get out of this burg." As he
spoke, he spun the Bug on two wheels onto a nmajor boul evard and headed for the
nearest freeway ranp.

13. Encounters of the Strangest Kinds

Li ke many urban freeways, this one wal ked on elevated stilts over and past
the decaying factories and warehouses and tenenents that fringed its city. From
this new vantage M ckey Gorgonzol a once nore glinpsed flashing blue |ights, but
only in the distance. The cops seened to have no i dea of where they were now.
Certainly no squad cars roared into view behind them

The roadway descended. Qpen space appeared. |ndividual houses with yards
and tiny swi nmmng pools, already covered against the coming winter. Community
tenni s courts and bounci ng grandparents.

There was no sign of weirdness. No Bullw nkles and El vises. No
hydr ant -woof ers. No can-crushers or belly dancers. No backwards singers or
padi ddl epoppers. No flakes. No flakes at all

"Where are we goi ng?" asked Rocky.

The Bug whi ned on. The yards gave way to trees. Bicycle paths appeared. A
barn. Afield. A small herd of half a dozen cows. And in the air above that
herd, descending in a fluttering stoop..

Suddenly M ckey was scream ng, "They were real!"
"What is it?"

M ckey could not answer her. It was not a butterfly. It was nuch too |arge,
and it did indeed | ook more like a fingerpainted flower that flew by flapping
its petals. But there really wasn't anything one could call it except a
butterfly.

"OF course they were," said Clem "You don't think the tabloids nake their
stories up, do you?"

"I'"ve checked them out a thousand tines," said Mckey. "And not one of them
was true. Though that at |east had a few crude paintings to back it up." He said
where he had found the paintings. "And ny agent wants nme to do ny next book on
the trip."

Rocky had turned around to kneel on the Bug' s back seat and keep wat ching
the strange creature. Now she shook M ckey's shoul der. "Wat is it doing?"
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"Jesus." The cows were running, circling the perimeter of their pasture,
bellowing in panic, while the "butterfly" followed above. "If only |I had a
camera..."

Cl em Padi ddl epopper pulled the car to the edge of the road and stopped.
Then he too turned in his seat to watch.

He was just intinme to see the "butterfly" orient on one of the cows, swoop
down, lift it into the air, and..

"How can it do that?" cried Rocky. She was hol di ng one hand over her nouth.

"At least he isn't killing and nutilating her," said Cem

Then he started the Bug rolling once nore. "W're al nost there."

They rounded a curve on the country road the highway's next off-ranp had
|l ed themto. Ahead of themstretched an arc of inpressively decrepit shacks on
either side of a ranshackle house and a "Vacancy" sign. Just past this ancient
"nmotel” was a sign that said "Targay Shores.” An arrow pointed down a dirt road
that pierced a wall of trees. Sone of the trees were evergreens. Many stil
clung to autum | eaves.

"Ugh," said Rocky Forte. "I wouldn't want to stay here."

Cl em | aughed as he turned the Bug into the dirt road and woods engul f ed
them "It just |ooks bad. W don't want |ocal tourists.”

"Local ?" The "butterfly" had convinced him even though C em never had said
what it was. He had been right all along, and at the nonent his only question
was whether "local tourists" neant people fromthe city or people fromthe
pl anet Earth.

The answer was not |ong delayed. The dirt road debouched into a broad
clearing alnost entirely filled by a tent of nottled green and brown canoufl age
cloth. There was no sign of a | ake.

Beneath the tent was...

Ki | roy barked.

Rocky gasped

M ckey said nothing at all

The thing beneath the tent blurred its outlines as the |light shifted under
the breeze-rippled cloth. Still, it did not take Mckey long to see that it was
dome-t opped, dish-bottoned, and round. Its rimwas nmarked by a hundred obl ong
wi ndows, much |ike those on an airliner. It stood on a dozen |egs that |ooked
just the way they would | ook if a human engi neer had built themto be
hydraul i cal |y extended on | andi ng.

A broad, rectangul ar portal faced them Fromit stretched a ranp a little
too steep for wheelchairs. At the head of the ranp, on the lip of the entrance,
stood several ordinary |ooking humans dressed in skin-tight blue coveralls.

"That's not a hoax," said Mckey Gorgonzola. It was far too el aborate a
structure.

"Ch, no," said Cl em Padi ddl epopper

It was just what M ckey had craved for nost of his life.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Tom...Men%20Don't%20Bark%20at%20Fire%20Hydrants.txt (34 of 40) [1/5/2005 11:15:15 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Tom%20Easton%20-%20Rea %620M en%20D on't%20B ark%20at%20Fi re%20Hy drants.txt

It had to be, it was, a genuine flying saucer. Al it lacked was little
green nen.

On the other hand, the people standing by the entrance were acconpani ed by
several quadrupedal creatures that |ooked nore than anything else like..

M ckey turned to stare at Kilroy, who was lolling his tongue in a very
canine grin. "Ch, no," he said.

"Amazi ng what you can do with a little make-up, eh?" said the dog.

"So that's how he knew as soon as | said we should ki dnap sonmeone. You nust
have sone sort of transmtter under your hide."

"“In ny left collar bone, to be precise."

14. Make Jokes, Not War

At the top of the saucer's entrance ranp there appeared two short, squat
aliens. The others backed away perceptibly. Kilroy grow ed and said, "No one
i kes the Hydrans very nuch."

"Why not ?" asked Rocky.

"Snotty bastards," said the dog.

As if they knew what others thought of them the Hydrans were renmining by
the ship while the human-1i ke and dog-1i ke aliens approached the car

"They can't help it," said O em Padi ddl epopper. As he spoke, he opened the
Bug's doors and gestured themout of the vehicle. "lIt's their voices."

One of the approaching aliens, a man whose scalp bore only a thin white
fuzz of hair, said, "They always sound so horribly of fended when they have to
speak wi th non-Hydrans."

"No sense of hunor,"” said Cem

"W can hear you, you know," said one of the stubby aliens. Then it said
something to the Hydran beside it. Wen its voice and words sounded like a
bar ki ng dog, M ckey imedi ately realized that some of the barks he had heard
over the |l ast few days had been Hydrans tal king, or other aliens speaking to
Hydrans, or humans imtating what they saw as funny antics. "And you woul dn't
| augh either if you had to just stand there and take it every tine a dog..."

"Only when the Earthlings are |ooking," said Kilroy, |aughing doggishly.
"Have to naintain the cover, you know. "

"If you ever try that when we're not in disguise..."

"They have an electric organ,” said Clem "Like an electric eel, though not
as powerful."

Kil roy shuddered. "Thanks for rem nding ne."
"I'f they're Hydrans..." said Rocky.
"That's cl ose enough,"” said C em

"Then what are we?" asked Kilroy. He shrugged, |ooked at Cem and said,
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"You couldn't pronounce it. So call us doggies."

"And we're just folks," said dem "Tourists, you know?"
"Conme to gawk at the quaint natives, eh?" asked M ckey.
"You're not as quaint as you used to be," said Kilroy.

"And just how | ong have you been taking your vacations here?" asked Rocky.

By now the hunmanoid aliens fromthe flying saucer were cl ose enough to
shake Cenm's hand. One did. "Haven't seen you out here for a while."

"Busy, busy. Some of our custoners don't get along. You know "
"Hey!" barked a Hydran fromthe saucer's entrance. "It's not our fault!"
"I didn't say it was."

"WAit a minute," said Rocky. "Is that what you were doing with the rope?
And the switch? Breaking up argunents?"

"Not al ways. Sometines a custoner samples the wong food or beverage, and
then he starts cussing out a real fire hydrant."

"How long...?" Rocky's voice was now tinged with inpatience.

"About five hundred years," said the one with the fuzz.

"Barth didn't get real popular until just the |ast few years." O em sounded

faintly apol ogeti c.

"You finally have anenities a little nore |like what the custoners are used
sai d another humanoid alien. "They still have to rough it, but..."

to,

He shrugged, and Kilroy said, "Not too nmany Earthlings go in for wilderness
canpi ng, you know?"

"There have been a few, though," said Cem
"Ah, well. Chaucer couldn't make it back hone, right?"

"What about Jackie d eason, Abbott and Costello, Phil Silvers, Laurel and
Hardy, the Three Stooges, Red Skelton?"

"They got bigger l|aughs here in the bummvads, didn't they?"
"We call it the sticks,"” said M ckey.

Several of the aliens |aughed. One said, "You sound |ike you think your
speci es has produced any conedians at all!"

"You mean we haven't?" asked Rocky.

"Precious few You have enough sense of hunor to | augh at our jokes, but
you couldn't even invent vaudeville on your own. Your idea of a joke runs to
things |ike whoopee cushions and bi bles, and the next thing you know you're
shooting at each other."

"Come on, now," cried Mckey in protest. "What about TV sitcons?"

A doggy pointed at C em Padi ddl epopper with his nose. "Hi s predecessor. Had
to be replaced. He invented the 'Strange Anerica' show "

"You're trying to tell me that that nonsense can prevent war?"
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Bot h the humanoi ds and the doggi es | aughed at him "Look at your history!"
sai d a doggy who woul d have needed very little help to pass as a collie. "Wen
you were primtive and had no civilized anenities, and when there weren't very
many of us around to keep you | aughi ng, you had your worst wars."

"Now you're not so primtive," said a near greyhound. "You have nore
anenities, nore of us are visiting, and that global conflagration you've all
been dreading for the last half century or so seens |less |likely than ever."

"But...," said M ckey.

The humanoid with the fuzz nodded. "Right. You still have plenty of |oca
wars, but they tend to be where there aren't nmany amenities, which just proves
the point."

"You can't l|augh and shoot at the sane tine," said the near-collie.

"At least, you can't," said a humanoi d.

15. Cheesit! The Kops!

A qui et buzzer sounded within the saucer.

"Perimeter alert," barked one of the Hydrans as the other abruptly dove for
the spaceship's interior.

"She's the gunner,"” said C em Padi ddl epopper

They coul d now hear the sound of tires on the dirt road that |inked the
camp tent and what it concealed with the outer world.

The "butterfly" flapped over the trees, under the tent, and into the
saucer's entrance.

The distinctive shape of a police car energed fromthe woods. Its lights
were not flashing, and its siren was silent.

Behind it was another, and behind that a cab.

When it was clear that nothing el se was com ng, the gunner Hydran rejoi ned
her companion in the saucer's entrance. At the sane tinme a third Hydran appeared
from behind the spaceshi p, | ooked around, and began wal ki ng toward the crowd.

The three cars drew up abreast not far fromthe Bug. From one squad car
energed the fat and thin cops who had first told Mckey to lay off. What were
their nanmes? he asked hinself. Abe and Custer?

The second squad car proved to hold three of the cops who had i nvaded
M ckey's apartnment and tied himand Rocky to chairs. Ronnie and the redhead and
t he ape.

"Where's Quayl eedun?" asked Rocky.

He was in the back seat of the cab, sandw ched between two Bul | wi nkl es. The
backwar ds singer rode shotgun. The cabby was an El vis.

The cops were not wearing their guns. Indeed, their manner now seened far
nmore patient and | ong-suffering than aggressive.

As soon as the backwards singer was out of the cab, he pointed a rigid
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finger at Mckey. "You, sir," he said, "are a nayp ni eth tub. If Cem hadn't
fetched you out here, 1'd have had to cancel this group's tour."

M ckey | ooked at the Bullw nkles and the Elvis. "So they're aliens too."
"What did you think they were?"

"But why the..."

"Real horns," said dem "But the Elvises..." He shrugged.

"They're not all real," said the backwards singer. "A few are fake, and
when they take theirs off, everybody believes they're all fake. Neat, huh?" Then
he glared at Mckey. "As long as no one spills the garbanzos."

"He won't," said the ape cop Rocky had dubbed Bonzo on their first neeting.
"He knows what we'll do to himif he does."

"No, you won't," said Clem "Your job is our folks, and you haven't been
doing it. O | wouldn't have to keep breaking up argunents with the Hydrans.
You're letting our custoners get too conspicuous."”

Kilroy snorted. "So who notices? One bag |lady and a witer no one could
possi bly believe."

"They m ght notice," said dem "O believe. W can't afford even a bag
| ady and a UFO nut."

Kilroy snorted again. The Hydran who had joi ned them away fromthe saucer
bar ked.

"Right," said Uem He withdrew a bit fromthe squat alien, as if he had
just noticed its presence. So did several others.

"Don't act so high and mighty, assholes," said the Hydran. He turned toward
Rocky. "They think they're funny. Call me Stover."

Clem |l ooked at Mckey as if he wished he could ignore Stover. "The only
ones we can be sure no one will notice are the Rigellians,"” he said. "They're
gournets who | ook like giant slugs."

"How coul d anybody not notice?" Rocky was making a di sgusted face.
"They're behind that restaurant, the WIlow VWl |l ow. "
"The one where they throw the | eftovers against the wall?"

He nodded. "Or under it, rather. In the basenent, in tanks. The staff uses
a liquid containing digestive enzynes to wash the food dowmn to them and they
absorb it through their skins."

The thin cop, Custer, was scratching Kilroy behind the ears. The doggy,
even though he was an intelligent alien, seened to be enjoying the attention
"Want to thank you for your help," Custer said.

"He tipped you guys too, did he?" said M ckey.

"COF course," said fat Abe. "He's no tourist. He's one of us. Secret Agent
Qught Qught Seven and a Arf."

"I still don't think you needed to bother," said Kilroy. "Earthlings are
too good at missing things that don't fit their preconceptions. They just cal
it weird and pretend it doesn't exist. O they think sonmeone's nmaking a novie,
which neans it isn't real."
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"However," said the redheaded cop. "Sone Earthlings are nore perceptive.
You tour people have got to keep your clients | ess conspicuous, or we'll be
forced to declare Earth off limts no matter how popular a holiday spot it is
becom ng. "

The humanoi ds and doggi es fromthe saucer seened about to erupt in protest,
but Mckey butted in. "No," he said. "Kilroy's right. People just don't pay
attention, or they don't believe what doesn't fit, or they reinterpret it unti
it does fit."

When t he hunanoi ds | ooked skeptical, he added, "Clem had the right idea
when he set up 'Strange Anerica.' |f you nake the prizes bigger and spin off an
imtation or two, everyone will be out on the streets with cancorders, | ooking
for weird behavior, and no one will even think of aliens. Not even the
t abl oi ds. "

"Why not ?" someone growl ed. "They love..."

The redhead interrupted. "Okay," she said. "Gve it a try. Six nonths. But
no nore Hydrans. And you..." She was indicating Mckey. "No book. Not about the
alien paintings in Syktyvkar, and not about us."

M ckey felt like he was about to expl ode, but before he could make any
noi se other than a startled hiss, Stover barked, "No." The other Hydrans were
still keeping their distance. "W just sit there on the edge of the road,
wat ching the world go by. We don't do anything wong."

"But people bark at you," said Cem

"And you' ve been lucky," said Ronnie. "Just think how fast the beans wil|
spill if there's a fire and soneone tries to hook a hose to you. The |east you
have to do is find a different disguise."

"The Al pha Pictans are the only ones skinny enough to be parking neters.
And we're not fat enough for nuail boxes."

"Dress up like hobbits or dwarves," said Rocky. "And wear name tags. People
will think you're attending a science fiction convention."

M ckey finally managed to squeeze a word in. "But what about nme?" he cried.
"You're shutting ne up. And that's hardly fair. Al | did was keep ny eyes
open."

O all the faces that surrounded him only Rocky's seened the |east bit
synpathetic. He grunted sourly. "Not that | could wite the sanme old stuff
anyway. Too nuch of it is true for me to say it's not, and nmy editors would
think 1'd gone round the bend if | told the truth. God help ne if | wote up the
| ast few days!"

"Hm " Clem s expression was softening just a little. "Do you think you
could wite a gui debook?"

"For you guys, you nean?" Wen C em nodded, and then so did the cops and
several of the other aliens, he fell silent. A guidebook. For space aliens.

He coul d mention the Syktyvkar nmuseum He coul d warn agai nst near-sighted
duck-hunters. He could offer etiquette tips, such as a warning that
"butterflies" should not nake passes at donestic aninmals. He could..

If he did it right, it mght even sell to Earthlings too. Though they would
surely call it sci-fi or satire.
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Finally he said, "Uh, what sort of figures are we tal king about?"
"W bring over a nmillion tourists in here every year."

"And every one of them would need a copy?" Wien C em nodded, he said, "I
think you'd better talk to nmy agent. Wiile | start revising ny proposal."

THE END
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