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Virtual Light
1 The lum nous flesh of giants

The courier presses his forehead against |ayers of glass, argon, high-inpact plastic. He watches a
gunship traverse the city's mddle distance |like a hunting wasp, death slung beneath its thorax in
a smoot h bl ack pod.

Hours earlier, nmissiles have fallen in a northern suburb; seventy-three dead, the kill as yet
uncl ai med. But here the mirrored ziggurats down Lazaro Cardenas flow with the |um nous flesh of

gi ants, shunting out the night's barrage of dreans to the waiting aveni das-busi ness as usual

worl d wi thout end.

The air beyond the w ndow touches each source of light with a faint hepatic corona, a tint of
jaundi ce edging inperceptibly into brownish translucence. Fine dry flakes of fecal snow, billow ng
in fromthe sewage flats, have lodged in the | ens of night.

Closing his eyes, he centers hinmself in the background hiss of clinate-control. He inagines
hinself in Tokyo, this roomin sonme new wing of the old Inperial. He sees hinself in the streets
of Chiyoda-ku, beneath the sighing trains. Red paper lanterns line a narrow | ane.

He opens his eyes.

Mexico City is still there.

The eight enpty bottles, plastic mniatures, are carefully aligned with the edge of the coffee
tabl e: a Japanese vodka, Cone Back Salnmon, its nane nore irritating than its lingering aftertaste.
On the screen above the console, the ptichka await him all in a creamy frieze. Wen he takes up
the renote, their high sharp cheekbones twi st in the space behind his eyes. Their young nen,
invariably entering from behi nd, wear black |eather gloves. Slavic faces, calling up unwanted
fragments of a chil dhood: the reek of a black canal, steel racketing steel beneath a swaying
train, the high old ceilings of an apartnent overl ooking a frozen park

Twenty-ei ght peripheral inmages frame the Russians in their earnest coupling; he glinpses figures
carried fromthe snoke-bl ackened car-deck of an Asian ferry.

He opens another of the little bottles.

Now t he ptichka, their heads bobbing like well-oiled machi nes, swallow their arrogant, self-
absorbed boyfriends. The canmera angles recall the ardor of Soviet industrial cinena.

H s gaze strays to NHK Weather. A |l ow pressure front is crossing Kansas. Next to it, an eerily
calmlslanic downlink ceaselessly reiterates the name of God in a fractal -based calligraphy.

He drinks the vodka.

He wat ches tel evision

After mdnight, at the intersection of Liverpool and Florencia, he stares out at the Zona Rosa
fromthe back of a white Lada, a nanopore Swiss respirator chafing his freshly shaven chin.

And every passing face is masked, nouths and nostrils conceal ed behind filters. Some, honoring the
Day of the Dead, resenble the silver-beaded jaws of grinning sugar-skulls. Whatever formthey
take, their manufacturers all make the same dubi ous, obliquely conforting clains about viroids.
He's thought to escape the saneness, perhaps di scover sonething of beauty or passing interest, but
here there are only masked faces, his fear, the |ights.

An anci ent Anerican car cones creeping through the turn, out of Aveni da Chapul tepec, gouts of
carbon puising from

beneat h a dangling bunper. A dusty rind of cola-colored resin and shattered mrror seals its every
surface; only the windshield is exposed, and this is black and gl ossy, opaque as a blob of ink
rem nding himof the gunship's lethal pod. He feels the fear begin to accrete, seanl essly,

sensel essly, w th absolute conviction, around this carnival ghost, the Cadillac, this oil-burning
relic inits spectral robe of snudged nosaic silver. Wiy is it allowed to add its filth to the

al ready inpossible air? Wio sits inside, behind the black w ndshiel d?

Trenbling, he watches the thing pass.

"That car ...' He finds hinself |eaning forward, conpulsively addressing the broad brown neck of
the driver, whose nmassive ear |obes sonehow recall reproduction pottery offered on the hotel's
shoppi ng channel

"El coche,' says the driver, who wears no nask, and turning, now seens to notice the courier for
the first time. The courier sees the mirrored Cadillac flare, once, and briefly, with the
reflected ruby of a nightclub's |aser, then gone.

The driver is staring at him

He tells the driver to return to the hotel
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He cones awake from a dream of netal voices, down the vaulted concourses of sone European airport,
distant figures glinpsed in mute rituals of departure

Dar kness. The hiss of climate-control.

The touch of cotton sheets. H s tel ephone beneath the pillow Sounds of traffic, nmuted by the gas-
filled windows. Al tension, his panic, are gone. He renenbers the atriumbar. Misic. Faces.

He becones aware of an inner balance, a rare equilibrium It is all he knows of peace.

And, yes, the glasses are here, tucked beside his tel ephone. He draws them out, opening the ear
pieces with a guilty pleasure that has sonehow endured since Prague.

Very nearly a decade he has | oved her, though he doesn't

think of it in those terns. But he has never bought another piece of software and the bl ack
plastic frames have started to | ose their sheen. The | abel on the cassette is unreadabl e now,
sueded white with his touch in the night. So many roonms |ike this one.

He has long since come to prefer her in silence. He no |onger inserts the yell owi ng audi o beads.
He has learned to provide his own, whispering to her as he fast-forwards through the clunsy titles
and up the noonlit ragged hiliscape of a place that is neither Hollywod nor Ri o, but sonme soft-
focus digital approximtion of both.

She is waiting for him always, in the white house up the canyon road. The candl es. The w ne. The
j et -beaded dress against the matte perfection of her skin, such whiteness, the bl ack beads drawn
smoot h and cool as a snake's belly up her tensed thigh

Far away, beneath cotton sheets, his hands nove.

Later, drifting toward sleep of a different texture, the phone beneath his pillow chines softly
and only once.

"Yes?'

"Confirmng your reservation to San Franci sco,' soneone says, either a wonman or a nachine. He
touches a key, recording the flight nunber, says goodni ght, and closes his eyes on the tenuous
light sifting fromthe dark borders of the drapes.

Her white arms enfold him Her bl ondness eternal

He sl eeps.

I ntenSecure had their wagons detail ed every three shifts. They used this big specialty car wash
of f Col by; twenty coats of hand-rubbed Wt Honey Sienna and you didn't let it get too shabby.

That one Novenber evening the Republic of Desire put an end to his career in armed response, Berry
Rydell had arrived there a little early.

He liked the way it snelled inside. They had this pink stuff they put through the power-washers to
get the road filmoff, and the snmell renmi nded himof a sunmer job he'd had in Knoxville, his [|ast
year in school. They'd been putting condos into the shell of this big old Safeway out on Jefferson
Davis. The architects wanted the cinder block walls stripped just this one certain way, nostly
gray show ng through but some old pink Safeway paint left inthe little dips and crannies. They
were from Menphis and they wore black suits and white cotton shirts. The shirts had obvi ously cost
nmore than the suits, or at |east as much, and they never wore ties or undid the top button. Rydel
had figured that that was a way for architects to dress; now he lived in L. A, he knew it was
true. He'd overheard one of themexplaining to the foreman that what they were doi ng was exposing
the integrity of the material's passage through tine. He thought that was probably bullshit, but

he sort of liked the sound of it anyway; |ike what happened to ol d people on television
But what it really anmounted to was getting nost of this
5

2 Cruising with gunhead

shitty old paint off thousands and thousands of square feet of equally shitty cinder block, and
you did it with an oscillating spray-head on the end of a long stainless handle. If you thought
the foreman wasn't |ooking, you could aimit at another kid, twist out a thirty-foot rooster tail
of stinging rainbow, and wash all his sunbiock off. Rydell and his friends all wore this
Australian stuff that came in serious colors, so you could see where you had and hadn't put it.
Had to get your right distance on it, though, 'cause up close those heads could take the chromne
of f a bunper. Rydell and Buddy Crigger both got fired for doing that, finally, and then they

wal ked across Jeff Davis to a beer joint and Rydell wound up spending the night with this gir
fromKey West, the first tine he'd ever slept beside a wonan.

Now here he was in Los Angeles, driving a six-wheeled Hotspur Hussar with twenty coats of hand-
rubbed | acquer. The Hussar was an arnored Land Rover that could do a hundred and forty on a
strai ght away, assum ng you could find one open and had the tine to accel erate. Hernandez, his
shift super, said you couldn't trust an Englishman to build anything rmuch bigger than a hat, not
if you wanted it to work when you needed it; he said | ntenSecure shoul d' ve bought Israeli or at
| east Brazilian, and who needed Ral ph Lauren to design a tank anyway?
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Rydel I didn't know about that, but that paint job was definitely trying too hard. He thought they
probably wanted people to think of those big brown United Parcel trucks, and at the same tine they
maybe hoped it would | ook sort of like sonething you'd see in an Epi scopal church. Not too nuch
gilt on the logo. Sort of restrained.

The peopl e who worked in the car wash were nostly Mngolian i mrgrants, recent ones who had
trouble getting better jobs. They did this crazy throat-singing thing while they worked, and he
liked to hear that. He couldn't figure out howthey did it; sounded like tree-frogs, but like it
was two sounds at once.

6

Now t hey were buffing the rows of chroned nubs down the sides. Those had been neant to support
electric crowd-control grids and were just chroned for | ooks. The riot-wagons in Knoxville had
been electrified, but with this drip-systemthat kept themwet, which was a | ot nastier

"Sign here,' said the crew boss, this quiet black kid naned Anderson. He was a medical student,
days, and he always | ooked |ike he was about two nights short of sleep

Rydell took the pad and the light-pen and signed the signature-plate. Anderson handed Rydell the
keys.

"You ought to get you sone rest,' Rydell said. Anderson grinned, wanly. Rydell wal ked over to
@Qunhead, deactivating the door alarm

Sonebody had witten that inside, 'GUNHEAD,' in green nmarker on the panel above the wi ndshi el d.
The nane stuck, but npstly because Sublett liked it. Sublett was Texan, a refugee from sone weird
trail er-canmp video-sect. He said his nother had been getting ready to deed his ass to the church
what ever that neant.

Subl ett wasn't too anxious to talk about it, but Rydell had gotten the idea that these people
figured video was the Lord's preferred neans of comuni cating, the screen itself a kind of
perpetual ly burning bush. "He's in the de-tails,' Sublett had said once. 'You gotta watch for H m
close.’ Whatever formthis worship had taken, it was evident that Sublett had absorbed nore

tel evision than anyone Rydell had ever net, nostly old novies on channels that never ran anything
but. Sublett said Gunhead was the name of a robot tank in a Japanese nonster novie. Hernandez

t hought Sublett had witten the name on there hinself. Sublett denied it. Hernandez said take it
of f. Sublett ignored him It was still there, but Rydell knew Sublett was too | aw abiding to
conmmit any vandalism and anyway the ink in the marker mght've killed him

Subl ett had had allergies. He went into shock from vari ous

7

ki nds of cl eaners and solvents, so you couldn't get himto cone into the car wash at all, ever.
The allergies made himlight sensitive, too, so he had to wear these mrrored contacts. Wiat with
the black I ntenSecure uniformand his dry blond hair, the contacts nade himl ook |ike sonme kind of
Ki an- assed Nazi robot. Wiich could get kind of conplicated in the wong store on Sunset, say three
in the norning and all you really wanted was sone mineral water and a Coke. But Rydell was al ways
glad to have himon shift, because he was as determi nedly nonviolent a rentacop as you were likely
to find. And he probably wasn't even crazy. Both of which were definite pluses for Rydell. As

Her nandez was fond of pointing out, SoCal had stricter regulations for who could or couldn't be a
hai r dr esser.

Li ke Rydell, a lot of IntenSecure's response people were former police officers of sonme kind, sone
were even ex-LAPD, and if the conpany's rul es about not carrying personal weapons on duty were any
i ndi cation, his co-workers were expected to turn up packing all manner of hardware. There were
nmetal detectors on the staff-room doors and Hernandez usually had a drawer full of push-daggers,
nunchuks, stunguns, knucks, boot-knives, and whatever else the detectors had picked up. Like
Friday norning at a South Mam high school. Hernandez gave it all back after the shift, but when
they went calling, they were supposed to make do with their G ocks and the chunkers.

The d ocks were standard police issue, at |least twenty years old, that |IntenSecure bought by the
truckl oad from PDs that could afford to upgrade to casel ess anmunition. If you did it by the book
you kept the A ocks in their plastic holsters, and kept the holsters Velcroed to the wagon's
central console. Wien you answered a call, you pulled a holstered pistol off the console and stuck
it on the patch provided on your uniform That was the only tine you were supposed to be out of
the wagon with a gun on, when you were actually respondi ng.

The chunkers weren't even guns, not l|legally anyway, but a ten-second burst at cl ose range woul d
chew sonebody's face off. They were Israeli riot-control devices, air-powered, that fired one-inch
cubes of recycled rubber. They | ooked like the result of a forced union between a bulipup assault
rifle and an industrial staple gun, except they were nade out of this bright yellow plastic. \Wen
you pulled the trigger, those chunks cane out in a solid stream If you got really good with one,
you coul d shoot around corners; just kind of bounce them off a convenient surface. Up close,
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they'd eventually cut a sheet of plywod in half, if you kept on shooting, and they |eft najor
brui ses out to about thirty yards. The theory was, you didn't always encounter that many arned
intruders, and a chunker was a lot less likely to injure the client or the client's property. If
you did encounter an arned intruder, you had the d ock. Although the intruder was probably running
casel ess through a floating breech-not part of the theory. Nor was it part of the theory that
seriously tooled-up intruders tended to be tightened on dancer, and were thereby both inhumanly
fast and clinically psychotic.

There had been a | ot of dancer in Knoxville, and some of it had gotten Rydell suspended. He'd
crawl ed into an apartnent where a machini st named Kenneth Turvey was holding his girlfriend, two
little kids, and demanding to speak to the president. Turvey was white, skinny, hadn't bathed in a
mont h, and had the Last Supper tattooed on his chest. It was a very fresh tattoo; it hadn't even
scabbed over. Through a filmof drying blood, Rydell could see that Jesus didn't have any face.
Nei t her did any of the Apostles.

"Damm it,' Turvey said, when he saw Rydell. 'l just wanna speak to the president.' He was sitting
cross-1egged, naked, on his girlfriend' s couch. He had sonething Iike a piece of pipe across his
| ap, all wapped with tape.

"We're trying to get her for you,' Rydell said. 'W're sorry it's taking so |long, hut we have to
go through channels.'

9

"CGod damm it,' Turvey said wearily, 'doesn't nobody understand |I'mon a mssion from God?' He
didn't sound particularly angry, just tired and put out. Rydell could see the girlfriend through
the open door of the apartnent's single bedroom She was on her back, on the floor, and one of her
| egs | ooked broken. He couldn't see her face. She wasn't noving at all. Wiere were the kids?
"What is that thing you got there?' Rydell asked, indicating the object across Turvey's |lap

"It's a gun,' Turvey said, 'and it's why | gotta talk to the president."'

‘"Never seen a gun like that,' Rydell allowed. 'Wat's it shoot?

"Gapefruit cans,' Turvey said. 'Fulla concrete.

"No shit?'

"Watch,' Turvey said, and brought the thing to his shoulder. It had a sort of breech, very
intricately machined, a trigger-thing |like part of a pair of vise-grip pliers, and a couple of
flexible tubes. These latter ran down, Rydell saw, to a great big canister of gas, the kind you'd
need a hand truck to nove, which lay on the floor beside the couch

There on his knees, on the girlfriend s dusty polyester carpet, he'd watched that nuzzl e sw ng
past. It was big enough to put your fist down. He watched as Turvey took aim back through the
open bedroom door, at the cl oset.

"Turvey,' he heard hinself say, 'where's the goddamm ki ds?

Turvey nmoved the vise-grip handl e and punched a hole the size of a fruit-juice can through the

cl oset door. The kids were in there. They nust've screaned, though Rydell couldn't renenber
hearing it. Rydell's |lawer |later argued that he was not only deaf at this point, hut in a state
of sonically induced catal epsy. Turvey's invention was only a few deci hels short of what you got
with a SWAT stun-grenade. But Rydell couldn't renmenber. He couldn't renenher shooting Kenneth
Turvey in

the head, either, or anything else at all until he woke up in the hospital. There was a woman
there from Cops in Trouble, which had been Rydell's father's favorite show, but she said she
couldn't actually talk to himuntil she'd spoken with his agent. Rydell said he didn't have one.
She said she knew that, but one was going to call him

Rydel|l lay there thinking about all the tinmes he and his father had watched Cops in Trouble. 'Wat
kind of trouble we talking here?" he finally asked.

The wonan just smiled. 'Watever, Berry, it'll probably be adequate.'

He squinted up at her. She was sort of good-looking. 'Wat's your nanme?

' Karen Mendel sohn.' She didn't |ook Iike she was from Knoxville, or even Menphis.

"You from Cops in Troubl e?

"Yes.'

"What you do for 'en®?

"I'ma |lawer,' she said. Rydell couldn't recall ever actually having met one before, but after
that he wound up neeting lots nore.

Gunhead' s di splays were featureless slabs of liquid crystal; they woke when Rydell inserted the
key, typed the security code, and ran a basic systens check. The caneras under the rear bunper

were his favorites; they made parking really easy; you could see exactly where you were backing
up. The downlink fromthe Death Star wouldn't work while he was still in the car wash, too much
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steel in the building, but it was Sublett's job to keep track of all that with an ear-bead.

There was a notice posted in the staff roomat IntenSecure, telling you it was conpany policy not
tocall it that, the Death Star, but everybody did anyway. The LAPD called it that thenselves.
Oficially it was the Southern California (icosynclinical Law Enforcenent Satellite.

Il

Wat chi ng t he dashboard screens, Rydell backed carefully out of the building. Gunhead's twn

ceram c engines were new enough to still be relatively quiet; Rydell could hear the tires squish
over the wet concrete floor.
Subl ett was waiting outside, his silver eyes reflecting the red of passing taillights. Behind him

the sun was setting, the sky's col ors bespeaking nore than the usual cocktail of additives. He
stepped back as Rydell reversed past him anxious to avoid the | east droplet of spray fromthe
tires. Rydell was anxious too; he didn't want to have to haul the Texan to Cedars again if his

al | ergi es kicked up.

Rydell waited as Sublett pulled on a pair of disposable surgical gloves.

"Howdy,' Sublett said, clinbing into his seat. He closed his door and began to renove the gl oves,
gingerly peeling theminto a Z pl oc Baggie.

"Don't get any on you,' Rydell said, watching the care with which Sublett treated the gl oves.

"G ahead, | augh,' Sublett said mldly. He took out a pack of hypo-allergenic gum and popped a
piece fromits bubble. '"How s ol' Gunhead?'

Rydel | scanned the displays, satisfied. 'Not too shabby.’

'Hope we don't have to respond to any dam' stealth houses tonight,' Sublett said, chew ng.
Steal th houses, so-called, were on Sublett's personal list of bad calls. He said the air in them
was toxic. Rydell didn't think it nade any sense, but he was tired of arguing about it. Stealth
houses were bigger than nost regul ar houses, cost nore, and Rydell figured the owners would pay
plenty to keep the air clean. Sublett naintained that anybody who built a stealth house was
paranoid to begin with, would always keep the place | ocked up too tight, no air circulation, and
you'd get that had toxic buildup

If there'd been any stealth houses in Knoxville, Rydell hadn't known about them He thought it was
an L. A thing.

l'i

Subl ett, who'd worked for IntenSecure for alnmpst two years, nostly on day patrol in Venice, had
been the first person to even nention themto Rydell. \Wen Rydell finally got to answer a call to
one, he couldn't believe the place; it just went down and down, dug in beneath sonething that

| ooked al nobst, but not quite, |ike a bonbed-out drycleaning plant. And it was all peeled | ogs
inside, white plaster, Turkish carpets, big paintings, slate floors, furniture |like he'd never
seen before. But it was some kind of tricky call; domestic violence, Rydell figured. Like the
husband hit the wife, the wife hit the button, now they were making out it was all just a glitch.
But it couldn't really be a glitch, because someone had had to hit the button, and there hadn't
been any response to the password call that cane back to themthree-point-eight seconds | ater. She
must' ve nmessed with the phones, Rydell thought, then hit the button. He'd been been riding with
'Big George' Kechaknadze that night, and the Georgian (Thilisi, not Atlanta) hadn't liked it
either. 'You see these people, they're subscribers, man; nobody bl eedi ng, you get your ass out,
okay?' Big CGeorge had said, after. But Rydell kept renenbering a tension around the wonan's eyes,
how she held the collar of the big white robe fol ded against her throat. Her husband in a matching
robe but with thick hairy |l egs and expensive gl asses. There'd been sonething wong there but he'd
never know what. Not any nore than he'd ever understand how their lives really worked, lives that
| ooked |i ke what you saw on tv but weren't.

L.A was full of nysteries, when you | ooked at it that way. No bottomto it.

He'd conme to like driving through it, though. Not when he had to get anywhere in particular, but
just cruising with Gunhead was okay. Now he was turning onto La G enega and the little green
cursor on the clash was doing the sane.

' For bi dden Zone,' Suhlett said. 'Herve Villechaize, Susan | yrell, Marie-Pascal Elfnan, Viva.'

'3

"Viva?' Rydell asked. 'Viva what?' 'Viva. Actress.

"Wien' d they nake that?

' 1980."

"I wasn't born yet.'

"Time on tv's all the sane tinme, Rydell.'

"Man, | thought you were trying to get over your upbringing and all.' Rydell de-nmirrored the door-
wi ndow to better watch a redheaded girl pass himin a pink Dai hatsu Sneaker with the top off.
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" Anyway, | never saw that one.' It was just that hour of evening when wormen in cars | ooked about
as good, in Los Angeles, as anything ever did. The surgeon general was trying to outl aw
convertibles; said they contributed to the skin-cancer rate.

"End gane. Al Civer, Mira Chen, George Eastnman, Gordon Mtchell. 1985.'

"Well, | was two,' Rydell said, "but | didn't see that one either.'

Sublett fell silent. Rydell felt sorry for him the Texan really didn't know any other way to
start a conversation, and his fol ks back home in the trailer-canp woul d' ve seen all those filns
and nore.

"Well," Rydell said, trying to pick up his end, 'l was watching this one old novie |ast night-'
Subl ett perked up. 'Wich one?

"Dunno,' Rydell said. 'This guy's in L.A and he's just net this girl. Then he picks up a pay
phone, 'cause it's ringing. Late at night. It's some guy in a mssile silo somewhere who knows
they've just launched theirs at the Russians. He's trying to phone his dad, or his brother, or
sonet hi ng. Says the world's gonna end in short order. Then the guy who answered the phone hears

these soldiers cone in and shoot the guy. The guy on the phone, | nean.'

Suhl ett closed his eyes, scanning his inner trivia-banks. 'Yeah? How s it end?'
"Dunno,' Rydell said. 'l went to sleep.'

Subl ett opened his eyes. '"Wo was in it?

'Cot ne.’

Sublett's blank silver eyes w dened in disbelief. 'Jesus, Berry, you shouldn't oughta watch tv,
not unless you're gonna pay it attention.'

He wasn't in the hospital very long, after he shot Kenneth Turvey; barely two days. His | awer
Aaron Pursley hinmself, nade the case that they should ve kept himin there |onger, the better to
assess the extent of his post-traumatic shock. But Rydell hated hospitals and anyway he didn't
feel too bad; he just couldn't recall exactly what had happened. And he had Karen Mendel sohn to
hel p himout with things, and his new agent, Wellington Ma, to deal with the other people from
Cops in Trouble, not one of themas nice as Karen, who had long brown hair. Wllington Ma was
Chinese, lived in Los Angeles, and Karen said his father had been in the Big G rcle gang-though
she advised Rydell not to bring it up

Wellington Ma's business card was a rectangul ar slice of pink synthetic quartz, |aser-engraved
with his name, 'The Ma- Mariano Agency,' an address on Beverly Boul evard, and all kinds of nunbers
and e-mai|l addresses. It arrived by AobEx inits own little gray suede envel ope while Rydell was
still in the hospital

"Looks like you could cut yourself on it," Rydell said.

"You could, nmany no doubt have,' said Karen Mendel sohn, "and if you put it in your wallet and sit
down, it shatters.'

"Then what's the point of it?

"You're supposed to take very good care of it. You won't get another.'

Rydel | never actually did neet Wellington Ma, at least not 'til quite a while later, but Karen
would bring in alittle briefcase with a pair of eyephones on a wire and Rydell could talk with
himiii his office in LA It was the sharpest tele

I's

presence rig Rydell had ever used, and it really did look just |ike he was right there. He could
see out the window to where there was this |opsided pyramd the color of a Noxzema jar. He asked
Wellington Ma what that was and Ma said it was the old Design Center, but currently it was a

di scount mall, and Rydell could go there when he cane to L.A., which was going to be soon
Turvey's girlfriend, Jenni-Rae Cine, was bringing an intricately interlocking set of separate
actions against Rydell, the Departnent, the City of Knoxville, and the conpany in Singapore that
owned her apartnent building. About twenty mllion in total

Rydel | , having becone a cop in trouble, was glad to find that Cops in Trouble was right there for
him They'd hired Aaron Pursley, for starters, and of course Rydell knew who he was fromthe show.
He had that gray hair, those blue eyes, that nose you could split kindling with, and wore jeans,
Tony Lama boots, and plain white oxford-cloth pima cotton cowboy business shirts w th Navaj o-
silver bob-ties. He was fanpbus and he defended cops |ike Rydell from people Iike Turvey's
girlfriend and her | awer

Jenni -Rae dine's | awer maintai ned that Rydell shouldn't have been in her apartnent at all, that
he'd endangered her life and her children's by so doing, and that he'd killed Kenneth Turvey in
the process, M. Turvey being described as a skilled craftsnan, a steady worker, a |loving father-
figure for little Rambo and Kelly, a born-again Christian, a recovering addict to 4-Thi obuscali ne,
and the fanmly's sole nmeans of support.

file:/lIF|/rah/William%20Gibson/Virtual%20Light.txt (6 of 113) [2/4/03 9:25:26 PM]



file:///F|/rah/William%20Gibson/Virtual %20L ight.txt

" Recovering? Rydell asked Karen Mendel sohn in his roomin the airport Executive Suites. She'd
just shown himthe fax from Jenni-Rae's | awer

"Apparently he'd been to a neeting that very day,' Karen said.

"What did he do there? Rydell asked, renenbering the Last Supper in drying bl ood.

16

"According to our witnesses, he openly horned a tabl espoon of his substance of choice, took the
podi um by force, and delivered a thirty-mnute rant on President MIibank's pantyhose and the
assuned current state of her genitalia. He then exposed hinsel f, nasturbated but did not

ejacul ate, and left the basenment of the First Baptist Church.

"Jesus,' Rydell said. '"And this was at one of those drug neetings, like A A ?
"I't was,' Karen Mendel sohn said, 'though apparently Turvey's performance has triggered an
unfortunate sequence of relapses. W'll send in a team of counsel ors, of course, to work with

t hose who were at the neeting.'
"That's nice,' Rydell said.

"Look good in court,' she said, '"in the unlikely event we ever get there.
"He wasn't "recovering",' Rydell said. 'Hadn't even recovered fromthe |ast bunch he jamed up his
nose.'

"Apparently true,' she said. 'But he was al so a nmenber of Adult Survivors of Satanism and they
are starting to take an interest in this case. Therefore, both M. Pursley and M. Ma feel it best
we coast it but soon, Berry. You and ne.'

"But what about the court stuff?

"You're on suspension fromthe Departnent, you haven't been charged with anything yet, and your

|l awyer's name is Aaron-with-two-a's Pursley. You're out of here, Berry.

"To L.A?

' None ot her.

Rydel | | ooked at her. He thought about Los Angeles on television. '"WII | like it?
"At first,' she said. "At first, it'll probably like you. I know Ido.'

Whi ch was how he wound up going to bed with a | awer- one who snelled like a mllion dollars,
talked dirty, slid all around, and wore underwear from Ml an, which was in Italy.

"7

"The Kill-Fix. Cyrinda Burdette, Gudrun Waver, Dean Mtchell, Shinobu Sakamaki. 1997.

"Never saw it,' Rydebb said, sucking the last of his grande decaf cold capp-wth-an-extra-shot
fromthe mlky ice at the bottomof his plastic thernos cup.

"Mama saw Cyrinda Burdette. In this mall over by Waco. Got her autograph, too. Kept it up on the
set with the prayer-hankies and her hol ogram of the Reverend Wayne Fal bon. She had a prayer-hanky
for every damm thing. One for the rent, one to keep the AIDS off, the TB...

' Yeah? How d she use 'en®

"Kept 'emon top of the set,' Sublett explained, and finished the inch of quadruple-distilled
water left in the skinny translucent bottle. There was only one place along this part of Sunset
sold the stuff, but Rydell didn't mnd; it was next to a take-out coffee-bar, and they could park
inthe lot on the corner. Fellow who ran the |ot always seened kind of glad to see them
"Prayer - hanky won't keep any AIDS off,' Rydell said. 'Get yourself vaccinated, |ike anybody el se
Get your nmomma vacci nated, too.' Through the de-mirrored wi ndow, Rydell could see a street-shrine
to J. D. Shapely, up against the concrete wall that was all that was |left of the building that had
stood there once. You saw a lot of themin West Holl ywood. Sonebody had sprayed SHAPELY WAS A COCK-
SUCKI NG FAGGOT in bright pink paint, the letters three feet high, and then a big pink heart. Bel ow
that, stuck to the wall, were postcards of Shapely and photographs of people who nust've died. God
only knew how many nmillions had. On the paverment at the base of the wall were dead flowers, stubs
of candles, other stuff. Something about the postcards gave Rydell the creeps; they nade the guy

Il ook like a cross between Elvis and sone kind of Catholic saint, skinny and with his eyes too big.
He turned to Suhlett. 'Man, you still haven't got your ass

i 8

vacci nated yet, you got nothin' but stone white-trash ignorance to thank for it.'

Subl ett cringed. 'That's worse than a live vaccine, nman; that's a whol e 'nother disease right

t here!'

"Sure is,' Rydell said, 'but it doesn't do anything to you. And there's still plenty of the old

ki nd wal ki ng around here. They oughta nake it compul sory, you ask ne.'

Subl ett shuddered. 'Reverend Fall on al ways sai d-

"Screw Reverend Fallon,' Rydell said, hitting the ignition. 'Son of a bitch just makes noney
selling prayer-hankies to people |like your nomma. You knew that was all bulishit anyway, didn't
you, otherw se why'd you conme out here?' He put Gunhead into gear and eased over into the Sunset
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traffic. One thing about driving a Hotspur Hussar, people alnost always |let you cut in.
Subl ett's head seened to draw down between his high shoulders, giving himthe | ook of a worried,

steel -eyed buzzard. "Ain't all that sinple," he said. 'It's everything |I been brought up to be.
Can't all be bullshit, can it?
Rydel |, glancing over at him took pity. 'Naw,' he said, 'l guess it wouldn't have to be,

necessarily, all of it, but it's just-
"What they bring you all up to be, Berry?
Rydell had to think about it. 'Republican,' he said, finally.

Karen Mendel sohn had seened |ike the best of a whole string of things Rydell felt he could get
used to just fine. Like flying business-class or having a SoCal MexAneriBank card from Cops in

Tr oubl e.

That first time with her, in the Executive Suites in Knoxville, not having anything with him he'd
tried to show her his certificates of vaccination (required by the Departnent, else they couldn't
get you insured). She'd just |aughed and said Gernman nanotech would take care of all of that. Then
she showed Rydell this thing through the transparent top of a

‘9

gadget like a little battery-powered pressure-cooker. Rydell had heard about them but he hadn't
ever seen one; he'd also heard they cost about as much as a small car. He'd read somewhere how
they always had to be kept at body tenperature.

It looked like it mght be noving a little in there. Pale, sort of jellyfish thing. He asked her
if it was true they were alive. She told himit wasn't, exactly, but it was al nbst, and the rest
of it was Bucky balls and subcellul ar automata. And he wouldn't even know it was there, but no way
was she going to put it inin front of him

She' d gone into the bathroomto do that. Wen she cane back out in that underwear, he got to |learn
where Mlan was. And while it was true he wouldn't have known the thing was there, he did know it
was there, but pretty soon he forgot about it, al nost.

They chartered a tilt-rotor to Menphis the next norning and got on Air Magellan to LAX. Business-
class nostly nmeant better giznos in the seatback in front of you, and Rydell's imedi ate favorite
was a tel epresence set you could tune to servo-nounted nollies on the outside of the plane. Karen
hated to use the little VirtuFax she carried around in her purse, so she'd gotten on to her office
in L.A and had them downl oad her norning's mail into her seatback display. She got down to that
fast, talking on the phone, sending faxes, and |eaving Rydell to ooh and ah at the views fromthe
mol |i es.

The seats were bigger than when he used to fly down to Florida to see his father, the food was
better, and the drinks were free. Rydell had three or four of those, fell asleep, and didn't wake
up until somewhere over Arizona

The air was funny, at LAX, and the light was different. California was a | ot nore crowded than
he'd expected, and | ouder. There was a nman there from Cops in Trouble, holding up a piece of

wri nkl ed white cardboard that said

2.0

MENDELSCHN in red nmarker, only the S was backward. Rydell sniled, introduced hinself, and shook
hands with him He seemed to like that; said his nane was Sergei. Wien Karen asked hi m where the
fucking car was, he turned bright red and said it would just take hima mnute to get it. Karen
said no thanks, they'd walk to the ot with himas soon as their bags turned up, no way was she
wai ting around in a zoo like this. Sergei nodded. He kept trying to fold up the sign and put it
into his jacket pocket, but it was too big. Rydell wondered why she'd suddenly gotten bitchy |ike
that. Tired fromthe trip, rmaybe. He wi nked at Sergei, but that just seened to nmake the guy nore
nervous.

After their bags came, Karen's two bl ack | eather ones and the softside blue Sansonite Rydell had
bought with his new debit-card, he and Sergei carried themout and across a kind of trafficioop.
The air outside was about the sane, but hotter. This recording kept saying that the white spaces
were for |oading and unloading only. There were all kinds of cars jockeying around, babies crying,
peopl e | eaning on piles of luggage, but Sergei knew where they were going-over to this garage
across the way.

Sergei's car was |ong, black, German, and | ooked |ike somebody had just cleaned it all over with
warm spit and QTi ps. Wien Rydell offered to ride shotgun, Sergei got rattled again and hustled him
into the back seat with Karen. Wi ch made her | augh, so Rydell felt better

As they were pulling out of the garage, Rydell spotted two cops over by these big stainless-stee
letters that said METRO They wore air-conditioned helmets with clear plastic visors. They were
poking at an old man with their sticks, though it didn't look |like they had themturned on. The

file:/lIF|/rah/William%20Gibson/Virtual%20Light.txt (8 of 113) [2/4/03 9:25:26 PM]



file:///F|/rah/William%20Gibson/Virtual %20L ight.txt

old man's jeans were out at the knees and he had big patches of tape on both cheekbones, which

al nrost al ways nmeans cancer. He was SO burned, it was hard to tell if he was white or what. A crowd
of people was streamng up the stairs behind the old man and the cops, under the METRO sign, and
st eppi ng around them

21

"Wl come to Los Angeles,' she said. 'Be glad you aren't taking the subway.

They had dinner that night in what Karen said was Hol | ywood, with Aaron Pursley hinself, in a Tex-
Mex restaurant on North Flores Street. It was the best Tex-Mex food Rydell had ever had. About a
month later, he tried to take Sublett there for his birthday, nmaybe cheer himup with a down-hone
meal , but the man out front just wouldn't let themin.

"Full up,' he said.

Rydel|l could see plenty of enpty tables through the window. It was early and there was hardly
anybody in there. 'How 'bout those,' Rydell said, pointing at all the enpty tables.

' Reserved,' the nman said.

Subl ett said spicy foods weren't really such a good idea for himanyway.

What he'd come to |ike best, cruising with Gunhead, was getting back up in the hills and canyons,
particularly on a night with a good noon

Sonetimes you saw things up there and couldn't quite be sure you'd seen themor not. One full-noon
ni ght Rydell had slung Gunhead around a curve and frozen a naked woman in the headlights, the way
a deer'll stop, trenbling, on a country road. Just a second she was there, |ong enough for Rydelb
to think he'd seen that she either wore silver horns or sone kind of hat with an upturned
crescent, and that she might've been Japanese, which struck himright then as the weirdest thing
about any of it. Then she saw hi mhe saw her see himand smiled. Then she was gone.

Subl ett had seen her, too, but it only kicked himinto sone kind of notornmouthed ecstasy of
religious dread, every horrornovie he' d ever seen tunbling over into Reverend Fallon's rants about
wi t ches, devil-worshippers, and the |iving power of Satan. He'd gone through his week's supply of
gum talk ing nonstop, until Rydell had finally told himto shut the fuck up

Because now she was gone, he wanted to think about her. How she'd | ooked, what she night have been
doing there, and how it was she'd vanished. Wth Sublett sulking in the shotgun seat, Rydell had
tried to renmenber just exactly how it was she'd managed to so perfectly and suddenly not be there.
And the funny thing was, he sort of renenbered it two ways, which was nothing at all like the way
he still didn't really remenber shooting Kenneth Turvey, even though he'd heard production
assistants and network | awers go over it so nmany tines he felt like he'd seen it, or at |east the
Cops in Trouble version (which never aired). One way he renenbered it, she'd just sort of gone
down the sl ope beside the road, though whether she was running or floating, he couldn't say. The
ot her way he renenbered, she'd junped-though that was such a poor word for it-up the slope above
the other side of the road, sonehow clearing all that dust-silvered noonlit vegetation, and just
flat-out inpossible gone, forty feet if it was five.

And di d Japanese wonen ever have that kind of long curly hair? And hadn't it | ooked |ike the
shadowed darkness of her bush had been shaved into sonmething |like an exclamation point?

He' d wound up buying Sublett four packs of the special gumat an all-night Russian pharmacy on

Wl shire, amazed at what the stuff cost him

He'd seen other things, too, up the canyons, particularly when he'd drawn a shift on deep
graveyard. Mostly fires, small ones, where fires couldn't be. And lights in the sky, sonetines,

but Sublett was so full of trailer-canp contactee shit that if Rydell saw a |ight now, driving, he
knew better than to nention it.

But sometimes, when he was up there, he'd think about her. He knew he didn't know what she was,
and in sone funny way he didn't even care if she'd been human or not. But he hadn't ever felt like
she was bad, just different.

2.3

So now he just drove, shooting the shit with Sublett, on the night that would turn out to be his
very last night on patrol with IntenSecure. No noon, but a rare clear sky with a few stars

showi ng. Five minutes to their first house check, then they'd be sw nging back toward Beverly
Hlls.

They were tal ki ng about this chain of Japanese gyns called Body Hammer. Body Hamrer didn't offer
much in the way of traditional gymculture; in fact they went as far as possible in the opposite
direction, catering nostly to kids who liked the idea of being injected with Brazilian fetal

ti ssue and having their skeletons reinforced with what the ads called 'performance materials.'
Sublett said it was the Devil's work

Rydell said it was a Tokyo franchise operation.
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Gunhead said: 'Miltiple honicide, hostage-taking in progress, may involve subscriber's mnor
chil dren. Benedict Canyon. You have |ntenSecure authorization to enploy deadly, repeat, deadly
force.'

And the dash lit up like an old-tine video arcade

The way it had worked out, Rydell hadn't actually had tine to get used to Karen Mendel sohn

busi ness-cl ass seats, or any of that stuff.

Karen lived, unpteen floors up, in Century Cty Il, aka the Blob, which | ooked sort of like a
streanl i ned, sem -transparent green tit and was the third-tallest structure in the L. A Basin.
Wien the light was right, you could see alnost clear through it, and make out the three giant
struts that held it up, each one so big around you could stuff an ordinary skyscraper up it with
roomto spare. There were elevators up through these tripod-things, and they ran at an angl e;
Rydell hadn't had tine to get used to that either

The tit had a carefully corroded copper nipple, |like one of those Chinese hats, that coul d ve
covered a couple of footbhall fields. That was where Karen's apartnent was, under there,

along with an equally pricey hundred others, a tennis club, bars and restaurants, and a nall you
had to pay to join before you could shop there. She was right out on the edge, with big curved

wi ndows set into the green wall.

Everything in there was different shades of white, except for her clothes, which were always

bl ack, her suitcases, which were black, too, and the big terry robes she |liked to wear, which were
the color of dry oatneal.

Karen said it was Aggressive Retro Seventies and she was getting a little tired of it. Rydell saw
how she could be, but figured it nmight not be polite to say so.

The network had gotten hima roomin a West Holl ywood hotel that |ooked nore |ike a regular condo-
bui | di ng, but he never did spend much tinme there. Until the Pooky Bear thing broke in Chio, he'd
nostly been up at Karen's.

The discovery of the first thirty-five Pooky Bear victinms pretty much put paid to Rydell's career
as a cop in trouble. It hadn't helped that the officers who' d first reached the scene, Sgt. China
Val dez and Cpl. Norma Pierce, were easily the two best-1ooking wonren on the whole Cincinnati force
("balls-out telegenic,' one of the production assistants had said, though Rydell thought it
sounded weird under the circunstances). Then the count began to rise, ultimately going right off
any known or established serial-killing scale. Then it was revealed that all the victins were
children. Then Sgt. Valdez went post-traunmatic in stone bugfuck fashion, wal king into a downt own
tavern and clipping both kneecaps off a known pedophile- this anmazingly repul sive character

ni ckname of Jell ybeans, who had absolutely no connection with the Pooky Bear nurders.

Aaron Pursley was already Learing it back to Cincinnati in a plane that had no nmetal in it

what soever, Karen had | ocked the goggl es across her eyes and was tal king nonstop to at |east six
peopl e at once, and Rydell was sitting on the edge of her big white bed, starting to get the idea
that sonet hi ng had changed.

2.5

When she finally took the goggles off, she just sat there, staring at a white painting on a white
wal | .

' They got suspects?' Rydell asked.

Karen | ooked over at himlike she'd never seen him before.

' Suspects? They've got confessions already . . .' It struck Rydell how ol d she | ooked right then
and he wondered how ol d she actually was. She got up and wal ked out of the room
She cane back five minutes later in a fresh black outfit. 'Pack. | can't have you here now ' Then

she was gone, no kiss, no goodbye, and that was that.

He got up, put a television on, and saw the Pooky Bear killers for the first time. Al three of
them They | ooked, he thought, pretty nuch like everybody el se, which is how people who do that
kind of shit usually do | ook on television

He was sitting there in one of her oatneal robes when a pair of rentacops let thenselves in

wi t hout knocking. Their uniforms were black and they were wearing the sane kind of black high-top
SWAT-trainers that Rydell had worn on patrol in Knoxville, the ones with the Kevlar insoles in
case sonebody snuck up and tried to shoot you in the bottom of the foot.

One of themwas eating an apple. The other one had a stun-stick in his hand.

"Hey, pal,' the first one said, around a nouthful of apple, 'we gotta show you out.'

‘"Il had a pair of shoes like that,' Rydell said. 'Made in Portland, Oregon. Two hundred ninety-nine
dol I ars out at CostCo.'

The one with the stick grinned. 'You gonna get packing now?'

So Rydell did, picking up anything that wasn't black, white, or oatnmeal and tossing it into his
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bl ue Sansonite.

The rentacop with the stick watched him while the other one wandered around, finishing his apple.
"Who you guys with?' Rydell asked.

"I ntenSecure,' said the one with the stick

"CGood outfit? Rydell was zipping up his bag.

The man shrugged.

"Quta Singapore,' the other one said, wapping the core of his apple in a crunpled Kl eenex he'd
taken from his pants pocket. 'W got all the big buildings, gated cormmunities, like that.' He
carefully tucked the apple-core into the breast-pocket of his crisp black uniformshirt, behind

t he bronze badge.

"You got noney for the Metro?' M. Stick asked Rydell

"Sure,' Rydell said, thinking of his debit-card

"Then you're better off than the najority of assholes we get to escort out of here,' the man said.
A day later, the network pulled the plug on his MexAneriBank card.

Her nandez ni ght be wrong about English SWAT-wagons, Rydell found hinmsel f thinking, punching the
Hot spur Hussar into six-wheel overdrive and feeling Gunhead suck down on pavenent |ike a twin-
engi ned, three-ton |leech. He'd never really stonped on that thing before.

Subl ett yel ped as the crash-harnesses tightened automatically, yanking himup out of his usua

sl ouch.

Rydel | slung Gunhead up onto a verge covered in dusty ice-plant, doing seventy past a nuseum grade
Bentl ey, and on the wong side at that. Eyeblink of a woman passenger's horrified face, then

Subl ett nust have managed to slap the red plastic plate that activated the strobes and the siren
Straight stretch now. No cars at all. Rydell straddled the centerline and floored it. Sublett was
maki ng a weird keeni ng sound that synched eerily with the rising ceramc whine of the twin
Kyoceras, and it came to Rydell that the Texan had snapped conpletely under the pressure of the
thing, and was Singing in Sone trailer-canp tongue known only to the benighted foll owers of the
Rev. Fall on.

But, no, when he glanced that way, he saw Suhlctt, lips

2.7

movi ng, frantically scanning the client-data as it seethed on the dash-screens, his eyes bugging
like the silver contacts mght pop right out. But while he read, Rydell saw, he was actually

| oadi ng his worn-out, secondhand Gohock, his long white fingers noving in the nost nmatter-of-fact
way i magi nabl e, as though he were naking a sandwi ch or folding a newspaper.

And that was scary.

"Death Star!' Rydell yelled. It was Sublett's job to keep the bead in his ear at all tines,
listening for the satellite-relayed, instantly overriding Wrd of the Real Cops.

Subl ett turned, snapping the nagazine into his Gbhock, his face so pale that it seemed to reflect
the colors of the dash-display as readily as did the blank steel rounds of his eyes.

"The help's all dead,' he said, 'an' they got the three kids in the nursery.' He sounded |like he
was tal ki ng about sonething mldly baffling he was seeing on television, say a badly altered
version of sonme old, favorite film drastically recast for sone obscure ethnic market-niche. 'Say
they're gonna kill 'em Berry.'

"What do the fucking cops say about it?" Rydell shouted, pounding on the padded fi gure-eight
steering wheel in the purest rage of frustration he'd ever felt.

Subl ett touched a finger to his right ear. He | ooked |ike he was about to scream 'Down,' he said.
Gunhead's right front fender clipped off sonebody's circa-1943 fully-galvani zed Sears rural -route
mai | box, no doubt acquired at great cost on Ml rose Avenue.

"They can't be fucking down,' Rydell said, 'they're the police.

Subl ett tugged the bead fromhis ear and offered it to Rydell. 'Static's all

Rydel | | ooked down at his dash-display. GQunhead's cursor was a green spear of destiny, whipping
al ong a pal er-green canyon road toward a chaste white circle the size of a

~eddingring. In the window imediately to the right, he could read the vital-signs data on the
subscriber's three kids. Their pulse rates were up. In the wi ndow bel ow, there was a ~i di cubousty
peaceful -1 ooking infrared frame of the subscriber's front gate. It |ooked solid. The read-out said
it was | ocked and ar ned.

Ri ght then, probably, was when he decided just to go for it.

A week or so later, when it had all been sorted out, Hernandez was basically synpathetic about the
whol e thing. Not happy, mind you, because it had happened over his shift, but he did say he
couldn't nmuch blane Rydell under the circunstances.
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I ntenSecure had brought in a whole planel oad of people fromthe head office in Singapore, Rydel
had heard, to keep it all out of the media and work out some kind of settlement with the

subscri bers, the Schonbrunns. He had no idea what that settlenment m ght have finally anounted to,
but he was just as happy not to know, there was no such program as KentaCops in Trouble, and the
Schonbrunns' front gate al one had probably been worth a couple of dozen of his paychecks.

I ntenSecure could replace that gate, sure, because they'd installed it in the first place. It had
been quite a gate, too, sonme kind of Japanese fiber-reinforced sheeting, thernpset to concrete,
and it sure as hell had managed to get nost of that Wet Honey Sienna off Gunhead' s front end.
Then there was the damage to the house itself, nostly to the living-roomw ndows (which he'd
driven through) and the furniture (which he'd driven over).

But there had to be sonething for the Schonbrunns on top of that, Hernandez explai ned. Sonething
for enmotional pain, he said, punping Rydell a cup of old nasty coffee fromthe big stainless

t hermos behind his desk. There was a fridge-magnet on the thernos that said I'M NOT OKAY, YOU RE
NOT

OKAY- BUT, hEY, THAT'S OKAY

It was two weeks since the night in question, tell in the

2.9

mor ni ng, and Rydell was wearing a five-day beard, a fine-weave panama Stetson, a pair of baggy,
faded orange trunks, a KNOXVILLE POLI CE DEPARTMENT t-shirt that was starting to disintegrate at

t he shoul der-seans, the black SWAT-trainers fromhis IntenSecure uniform and an inflated
transparent cast on his left arm 'Enotional pain,' Rydell said.

Her nandez, who was very nearly as wide as his desk, passed Rydell the coffee. 'You way |ucky, all
I can say.'

"I"'mout a job, armin a cast, |I'm"way |ucky"?

"Seriously, man,' Hernandez said, 'you coulda killed yourself. LAPD, they coul da greased your ass
down dead. M. and Ms. Schonbrunn, they been very nice about this, considering Ms. Schonbrunn's
enbarrassnent and everything. Your arm got hassled, hey, |I'msorry . ' Hernandez shrugged
enornously. 'Anyway, you not fired, man. W just can't let you drive now. You want us put you on
gated residential, no problem’

"No t hanks.'

"Retail properties? You wanna work eveni ngs, Encino Fashion Mall?
" No. "

Her nandez narrowed his eyes. 'You seen the pussy over there?

' Nope. '

Her nandez si ghed. ' Man, what happen with all that shit coming down on you in Nashville?
"Knoxville. Departnment came down for permanent suspension. Going in wthout authorization or
proper back-up.'’

"And that bitch, one's suing your ass?

' She and her son got caught sticking up a nuffler shop in Johnson City, last | heard . . .' Nowit
was Rydell's turn to shrug, except it made his shoul der hurt.

'See,' Hernandez said, beaning, 'you lucky.'

In the instant of putting Gunhead through the Schonbrunns

30

| ocked- and- arned Benedi ct Canyon gate, Rydell had experienced a fleeting awareness of sonething
very high, very puree and quite clinically enpty; the doing of the thing, the not-thinking; that
weird adrenal exultation and the |osing of every nore troubl esone aspect of self.

And that-he later recalled renmenbering, as he'd fought the wheel, slashing through a Japanese
garden, across a patio, and through a nmenbrane of arnored gl ass that gave way |like sonmething in a
dream had been a lot |ike what he'd felt as he'd drawn his gun and pulled the trigger, enptying
Kennet h Turvey's brain-pan, and nost copiously, across a seenmingly infinite expanse of white-
primered wal | board t hat nobody had ever bothered to paint.

Rydell went over to Cedars to see Sublett.

I nt enSecure had sprung for a private cubicle, the better to keep Sublett away from any cruising
nmi ni ons of the media. The Texan was sitting up in bed, chewing gum and watching a little Iiquid-
crystal disk-player propped on his chest.

"Warl ords of the 21st Century,’' he said, when Rydell edged in, 'Janmes Wai nwight, Annie MEnroe,
M chael Beck.

Rydel I grinned. 'Wen'd they nmake it?
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'1982..' Sublett nuted the audio and | ooked up. 'But |'ve seen it a couple tines already.'

"l been over at the shop seemi Hernandez, man. He says you don't have to worry any about your
job.'

Subl ett | ooked at Rydell with his blank silver eyes. 'How 'bout yours, Berry?

Rydell's armstarted to itch, inside the inflated cast. He bent over and fished a plastic drinking-
straw fromthe little white wastebasket beside the bed. He poked the straw down inside the cast
and wiggled it around. It helped sonme. 'I'mhistory, over there. They won't let ne drive anynore.
Subl ett was | ooking at the straw. ' You shouldn't ought to touch used stuff, not in a hospital.'
31

"You don't have nothin' contagious, Sublett. You' re one of the cleanest notherfuckers ever |ived.
"But what you gonna do, Berry? You gotta make a living, man.'

Rydel | dropped the straw back into the basket. 'Well, | don't know But | know | don't wanna do
gated residential and | know | don't wanna do any nalls.'

"What about those hackers, Berry? You figure they'll get the ones set us up?

'Nope. Too many of 'em Republic of Desire's been around a while. The Feds have a |list of maybe
three hundred "affiliates,” but there's no way to haul "emall in and figure out who actually did

it. Not unless one of "emrats on sonebody, which they do tend to do on a pretty regular basis.'
"But how conme they'd want to do that to us anyway?

"Hel I, Sublett, how should | know?'

"Just rmean,' Sublett said.

"Well, that, for sure, and Hernandez says the LAPD told himthey figured sonebody wanted Ms.
Schonbrunn caught nmore or less with her pants down.' Neither Sublett nor Rydell had actually seen
M's. Schonbrunn, because she was, as it turned out, in the nursery. Al though her kids weren't,
havi ng gone up to Washington State with their daddy to fly over the three newest vol canoes.
Not hi ng that Gunhead had | ogged that night, since |eaving the car wash, had been real. Sonmeone had
gotten into the Hotspur Hussar's on-board conputer and plugged a bunch of intricately crafted and
utterly spurious data into the comruni cati ons bundle, cutting Rydell and Sublett off from

I ntenSecure and the Death Star (which hadn't, of course, been down). Rydell figured a few of those
good ol' Mongol boys over at the car wash mght know a little bit about that.

And maybe, in that instant of weird clarity, with Gunhead's crunpled front end still trying to
clinb the shredded remains
32.

of a pair of big |leather sofas, and with the nenory of Kenneth Turvey's death finally real before
him Rydell had conme to the conclusion that that high crazy thing, that rush of Going For It, was
maybe sonething that wasn't always quite entirely to be trusted.

"But, man,' Sublett had said, as if to hinself, 'they gonna kill those little babies.' And, with
that, he'd snapped his harness open and was out of there, dock in hand, before Rydell could do
anything at all. Rydell had had himshut the siren and the strobes off a block away, but surely
anybody in the house was now aware that |ntenSecure had arrived.

' Respondi ng,' Rydell heard hinself say, slapping a holstered @ ock onto his uniformand grabbing
hi s chunker, which aside fromits rate of fire was probably the best thing for a shoot-out in a
nursery full of kids. He kicked the door open and junped out, his trainers going straight through
the inch-thick glass top of a coffee-table. (Needed twelve stitches, but it wasn't deep.) He
couldn't see Sublett. He stunbled forward, cradling the yellow bul k of the chunker, vaguely aware
that there was sonething wong with his arm

' Freeze, cocksucker!' said the biggest voice in the world, 'LAPD Drop that shit or we bl ow your
ass away!' Rydell found hinself the focus of an abrupt and extraordinarily painful radiance, a
light so bright that it fell into his unconprehending eyes like hot netal. 'You hear ne,
cocksucker?' Wncing, fingers across his eyes, Rydell turned and saw t he bul bous arnored nacelles
of the descendi ng gunship. The downdraft was flattening everything in the Japanese garden that
@unhead hadn't al ready taken care of.

Rydel | dropped the chunker

' The pistol, too, asshole!

Rydeji grasped the C ock's handl e between thunmb and forefinger, It cane away, in its plastic

hol ster, with a tiny hut distinct skritch of Velcro, sonehow audi ble through the druming of the
helicopter's conbat-muffl ed engine.
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He dropped the @ ock and raised his arnms. O tried to. The left one was broken

They found Sublett fifteen feet from Gunhead. H s face and hands were swelling |ike bright pink
toy ball oons and he seenmed to be suffocating, Schonbrunn's Bosni an housekeeper havi ng enpl oyed a
product that contai ned xyl ene and chl ori nated hydrocarbons to clean sone crayon-narks off a

bl eached-oak end tabl e.

"What the fuck's wong with hin?' asked one of the cops.

"He's got allergies,' Rydell said through gritted teeth; they'd cuffed his hands behind his back

and it hurt like hell. '"You gotta get himto Energency.'
Subl ett opened his eyes, or tried to.
"Berry. '

Rydel | remenbered the nane of the novie he'd seen on television. "Mracle Mle,' he said.
Subl ett squinted up at him 'Never seen it,' Sublett said, and fainted.

M's. Schonbrunn had been entertaining her Polish | andscape gardener that evening. The cops found
her in the nursery. Angered beyond speech, she was cinched quite interestingly up in a couple of
thousand dollars worth of English [atex, North Beach |eather, and a pair of vintage Smith & Wesson
handcuffs that someone had paid to have lovingly buffed and redone in black chrone-the gardener
evidently having headed for the hills when he heard Rydell parking Gunhead in the lIiving room

3 Not a nice party

Chevette never stole things, or anyway not from ot her people, and definitely not when she was

pul ling tags. Except this one bad Monday when she took this total asshole's sungl asses, but that
was because she just didn't like him

How it was, she was standing up there by this ninth-floor wi ndow, just |ooking out at the bridge,
past the gray shells of the big stores, when he'd cone up behind her. She'd al nost nmanaged to nmake
out Skinner's room there, high up in the old cables, when the tip of a finger found her bare
back. Under Skinner's jacket, under her t-shirt, touching her

She wore that jacket everywhere, |ike sonme kind of arnor. She knew that nanopore was the only
thing to wear, riding this time of year, but she wore Skinner's old horsehide anyway, with her bar-
coded Allied badges on the lapels. The little ball-chains on the zippers swi nging as she spun to
knock that finger aside.

Bl oodshot eyes. A face that |ooked as though it were about to nelt. He had a short little greenish
cigar in his nmouth but it wasn't lit. He took it out, swirled its wet end in a small gl ass of
clear liquor, then took a long suck on it. Ginning at her around it. Like he knew she didn't

bel ong here, not at a party like this and not in any old hut seriously expensive hotel up Over
Ceary.

But it had been the last tag of the day, a package for a lawer, with ~lenderloin's trash-fires
burning so close by, and around them huddled, all those SOtermnally luckless, utterly
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and chenically lost. Faces aglow in the fairy illumination of the tiny glass pipes. Eyes cancel ed
in that terrible and fleeting satisfaction. Shivers, that gave her, always.

Locki ng and arning her bike in the hollow sound of the Mrrisey's underground lot, she'd taken a
service elevator to the | obby, where the security grunts tried to brace her for the package, but
there was no way. She woul dn't deliver to anyone at all except this one very specific M. Garreau
in 808, as stated right here on the tag. They ran a scanner across the bar-code on her Alied
badge, x-rayed the package, put her through a netal -detector, and waved her into an elevator |ined
with pink mirrors and trimred in bank-vault bronze.

So up she'd gone, to eight, to a corridor quiet as the floor of sone forest in a dream She found
M. Garreau there, his shirt-sleeves white and his tie the color of freshly poured | ead. He signed
the tab without maki ng eye-contact; package in hand, he'd closed the door's three brass digits in
her face. She'd checked her hair in the mirror-polished italic zero. Her tail was sticking up
okay, in back, but she wasn't sure they'd got the front right. The spikes were still too |ong.

W spy, sort of. She headed back down the hail, the hardware jingling on Skinner's jacket, her new
SWAT-trainers sinking into freshly vacuurmed pile the color of rain-wet terracotta.

But when the el evator doors opened, this Japanese girl fell out. O near enough, Chevette grabbing
her beneath both arns and proppi ng her against the edge of the door

"Were party?

"What fol ks gonna ask you,' Chevette said.

"Fl oor nine! Big party!
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The girl's eyes were all pupil, her bangs gl ossy as plastic.
So Chevette, with a real glass wine-glass full of real French wine in one hand, and the small est
sandwi ch she'd ever seen in the other, cane to find herself wondering how |l ong she still had

before the hotel's conputer noticed she hadn't yet left the prenises. Not that they were likely to
come | ooking for her
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here, because soneone had obvi ously put down good noney to have this kind of party.

Sone really private kind, because she could see these people in a darkened bat hroom snoking ice
through a bl own-gl ass dol phin, its snooth curves illumnated by the fluttering bluish tongue of an
i ndustrial-strength lighter

Not just one room either, but lots of them all connected up. And | ots of people, too, the nen
nmostly gotten up in those suits with the four-button jackets, stiff shirts with those choker
collars, and no tie but a little jeweled stud. The women wore clothes Chevette had only seen in
magazi nes. Rich people, had to be, and foreign, too. Though maybe rich was foreign enough

She' d managed to get the Japanese girl horizontal on a | ong green couch, where she was snoring
now, and safe enough unl ess sonebody sat on her.

Looki ng around, Chevette had seen that she wasn't the only underdressed |ocal to have sonehow
scamed entry. The guy in the bathroomworking the big yellow Bic, for starters, but he was an
extreme case. Then there were a couple of pretty obvious Tenderloin working-girls, too, but naybe
that was no nore than the accepted anount of |ocal color for whatever this was supposed to be.

But then this asshole's right in her face, grinning his mean-ass drunken grin, and she's got her
hand on a little fol ding-knife, something el se she's borrowed from Skinner. It has a hole in the
bl ade that you can press the tip of your thunmb into and snap it open, one-handed. That bl ade's
under three inches, broad as a soupspoon, w ckedly serrated, and cerami c. Skinner says it's a
fractal knife, its actual edge nore than twice as long as the blade itself.

"You're not enjoying yourself, | think,' he says. European, but she's not sure which flavor. Not
French or German. Hi s jacket's leather, too, hut nothing like Skinner's. Sone thin-skinned ani na
whose hi de drapes |ike heavy silk, the color of
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t obacco. She thinks of the snell of the yell ow spined nagazines up in Skinner's room sone so old
the pictures are only shades of gray, the way the city |ooks, sonetinmes, fromthe bridge.

"Doing fine "til you showed up,' Chevette says, thinking it's probably time to go, this guy's bad
news.

"Tell me,' he says, |ooking appraisingly at the jacket and the t-shirt and the bike-pants, 'what
services you offer.’'

'The fuck's that supposed to nmean?

‘"Clearly,' he says, pointing at the Tenderloin girls across the room 'you offer sonething nore
interesting,' and he rolls his tongue wetly around the word, 'than these two.'

"Fuck that,' Chevette says, '|I'm a nessenger.’

And a funny pause crosses his face, |ike something' s gotten past his drunk, nudged him Then he
throws back his head and laughs like it's the biggest joke in the world. She gets a | ook at a | ot
of very white, very expensive-looking teeth. Rich people never have any netal in their teeth,
Skinner's told her.

"l say somet hing funny?

The asshole wi pes his eyes. 'But we have sonmething in conmon, you and I. ~.

"l doubt it.'

"I am a nessenger,' he says, though he | ooks to Chevette |ike a noderate hill would put himin
line for a pig-valve.

"A courier,' he says, like he's reninding hinself.

"So proj on,' she says, and steps around him but just then the lights go out, the nusic starts,
and it's the intro to Chrone Koran's 'She God's Grlfriend.' Chevette, who has kind of a major
thing for Chrone Koran, and cranks them on her bi ke whenever she needs a boost to proj on, just
nmoves with it now, everybody dancing, even the icers fromthe bathroom

Wth the asshol e gone, or anyway forgotten she notices how nuch better these people | ook dancing
She finds herself opposite this girl in a leather skirt, little black boots with jingling silver
spurs. Chevette grins; the girl grins back

"You're fromthe city?" the girl asks, as 'She God's Grl-
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friend" el~, and for a second Chevette thinks she's being asked if she's a nunicipal nmessenger
The girl-wonman-is ol der than she'd thought; late twenties maybe, but definitely ol der than
Chevette. Good-1ooking without |looking like it cane out of a kit; dark eyes, dark hair cut short.
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' San Franci sco?

Chevette nods.

The next tune's older than she is; that black guy who turned white, and then his face fell in, she
guesses. She | ooks down for her drink but they all |ook alike. Her Japanese doll dances past,
bangs swi nging, no recognition in her eyes as she sees Chevette.

'Cody can usually find all he needs, in San Francisco,' the worman says, a tiredness behi nd her

voi ce but at the sane tinme you can tell she thinks it's all pretty funny. German, Chevette thinks
by her accent.

"Who?'

The wonan rai ses her eyebrows. 'Qur host.' But she's still got her w de easy grin.

"Just sort of walked in .

"Could I only say the sane!' The wonan | aughs.

"Ny 2"

"Then | could wal k out again.'

"You don't like it? Up close, she snells expensive. Chevette's suddenly worried about how she
must snell herself, after a day on the bi ke and no shower. But the wonman takes her el bow and | eads
her asi de.

"You don't know Cody?

‘"No.' Chevette sees the drunk, the asshole, through the doorway into the next room where the

lights are still on. He's looking right at her. 'And | think maybe | should | eave now, okay?
"ty 1 i '
ou uon t nave to. Please. | only envy you the option. 'You German?
' Padanj an'
39
Chevette knows that's part of what used to be Italy. The northern part, she thinks. 'Wo's this
Cody ?'
"Cody likes a party. Cody likes this party. This party's been going on for several years now. Wen
it isn'"t here, it's in London, Prague, Macau ...' A boy is noving through the crowd with a tray of

drinks. He doesn't |ook to Chevette |like he works for the hotel. H's stiff white shirt's not so
stiff anynore; it's open all the way, winkled tails hanging | oose, and she sees he has one of
those things like a little steel barbell through one nipple. Hs stiff collar's popped off at the
front and sticks up behind his neck like a slipped halo. The woman takes a glass of white w ne
when he offers the tray. Chevette shakes her head. There's a white saucer on the tray, with pills
and what | ook like twi sts of dancer.

The boy winks at Chevette and noves on

"You find this strange?' The woman drinks her wi ne off and tosses the enpty gl ass over her

shoul der. Chevette hears it break

" Huh?'
'Cody's party.'
"Yeah. | guess. | mean, | just walked in...'

"Wiere do you live?

"The bridge.' Watching for the reaction

The grin widens. 'Really? It looks so ... mnysterious. |I'd like to go there, but there are no
tours, and they say it's dangerous...

"It's not,' Chevette says, then hesitates. 'Just don't

dress up so nuch, right? But it's not dangerous, not even as nuch as the nei ghborhood around
here.' Thinking of the ones around the trash-fires. 'Just don't go out on Treasure Island. Don't
try to go all the way to Qakland. Stay over on the suspension side.'

"You like it, living there?

"Shit, yes. 1 wouldn't live anywhere else.'

The wonan smiles. 'You' re very lucky then, | think.'
40

"Well," Chevette says, feeling clumsy, 'I gotta go.

"My nane is Maria...'

' Chevette,' offering her hand. Al nost |ike her own other nanme. Chevette-Marie.
They shake.

' Goodbye, Chevette.'

"You have a nice party, okay?

"This is not a nice party.'
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Settling the wide shoul ders of Skinner's jacket, Chevette nods to the woman Maria and begins to
work her way through the crowd. Wiich is tighter now by several degrees, |ike maybe this Cody's
friends are still arriving. Mre Japanese here now, she notices, all of them serious suits; their
Wi ves or secretaries or whatever are all wearing pearls. But evidently this doesn't prevent them
getting into the spirit of the thing. It's gotten noisier, too, as people have gotten nore
whacked. There's that |oud constant burr of party-noise you get when the drinks kick in, and now
she wants to be out of there all that nuch faster

She finds herself stuck near the door to the bathroomwhere she'd seen the icers, but it's closed
now. A bunch of French people are tal king French and | aughi ng and wavi ng their hands around, but
Chevette can hear sonebody vomiting in there. 'Coning through,' she says to a man with a bowie

and a gray crewcut, and just pushes past him spilling part of his drink. He says sonething after
her in French.
She feels really claustro now, |like she does up in offices sonmetines when a receptionist nmakes her

wait to pick sonething up, and she sees the office people wal king back and forth, and wonders
whether it all nmeans anything or if they're just wal king back and forth. O maybe the wine's
gotten to her, a little, because drinking isn't sonething she does nuch, and now she doesn't I|ike
the taste of it in the back of her throat.

And suddenly there's her drunk, her Euro with his unlit
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cigar, sweaty brow too close to the dull-eyed, vaguely worried face of one of the Tenderl oin
girls. He's got her backed into a corner. And everyone's jamed so tight, this close to the door
and the corridor and freedom that Chevette finds herself pressed up against his back for a
second, not that that interrupts whatever infinitely dreary shit he's laying dow for the girl,
no, though he does jam his el bow, hard, back into Chevette's ribs to get hinself nore space.

And Chevette, glancing down, sees sonething sticking out of a pocket in the tobacco-col ored

| eat her.

Then it's in her hand, down the front of her bike-pants, she's out the door, and the asshole
hasn't even noti ced.

In the sudden quiet of the corridor, party sounds receding as she heads for the el evator, she
wants to run. She wants to |augh, too, but now she's starting to feel scared.

Val k.

Past the party's build-up of trays, dirty glasses, plates.

Remenbering the security grunts in the | obby.

The thing stuck down her pants.

Down a corridor that opens off this one, she sees the doors of a service elevator spread w de now
and wel comng. A Central Asian kid with a paint-splattered steel cart stacked up with flat
rectangl es that are television screens. He gives her a careful |ook as she edges in beside him
His face is all cheekbones, bright hooded eyes, his hair shaved up high in one of those near-
vertical dos all these guys favor. He has a security badge clipped to the front of his clean gray
workshirt and a VirtuFax slung around his neck on a red nylon cord.

' Basenent,' Chevette says.

Hi s fax buzzes. He raises it, pushes the button, peers into the eyepiece. The thing in her bike-
pants starts to feel huge. Then he drops the fax back to his chest, blinks at her, and pushes a
button marked B-6. The doors rumble shut and Chevette cl oses her eyes.

She | eans hack against the big quilted pads hung on the

42,

wal | s and wi shes she were up in Skinner's room listening to the cables creak. The floor there's a
| ayer of two-by-fours laid on edge; the very top of the hunp of the cable, riding its stee
saddl e, sticks up through the middle, and Skinner says there are 17,464 strands of wire in that

cable. Each one is about as thick as a pencil. You can press your ear against it and hear the
whol e bridge sing, when the wind' s just right.
The el evator stops at four for no reason at all. Nobody there when the door opens. Chevette wants

to press B-6 again but she nakes herself wait for the kid with the fax to do it. He does.

And B-6 is not the garage she so thoroughly wants now, but this naze of hundred-year-old concrete
tunnels, floored in cracked asphalt tile, with big old pipes slung in iron brackets along the
ceiling. She slips out while he's fiddling with one of the wheels on his cart.

A century's-worth of padl ocked wal k-in freezers, fifty vacuum cl eaners chargi ng thenselves at a
row of nunbered stations, rolls of broadl oomstacked |ike |ogs. Moire people in wrk clothes, sone
in kitchen whites, but she's trying for tag-pulling attitude and | ooks, she hopes, like she's
maki ng a delivery.

She finds a narrow stairway and clinbs. ,The air is hot and dead. Modtion-sensors click the Iights
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for her at the start of each flight. She feels the whole weight of this old building pressing down
on her.

But her bike is there, on B-i, behind a colum of nicked concrete.

"Back off,' it says when she's five feet away. Not loud, like a car, but it sounds like it neans
it.

Under its coat of spray-on inmitation rust and an artful bandagi ng of silver duct-tape, the
geonetry of the paper-cored, carbonw apped frane nmakes Chevette's thighs trenble. She slips her

I eft hand through the recognition-loop behind the seat. There's a little double zik as the
particle-brakes let go, then she's up and O it.

43

It's never felt better, as she punps up the oil-stained ranp and out of there.

4 Career opportunities

Rydel I's roommate, Kevin Tarkovsky, wore a bone through his nose and worked in a w nd-surfing
bouti que called Just Bl ow M.

Monday morning, when Rydell told himhe'd quit his job with IntenSecure, Kevin offered to try to
find himsonething in sales, in the beach-culture line.

"You got an okay build, basically,' Kevin said, |ooking at Rydell's bare chest and shoul ders.
Rydell was still wearing the orange trunks he'd worn when he'd gone to see Hernandez. He'd
borrowed them from Kevin. He'd just taken his cast off, deflating it and crunpling it into the
five-gallon plastic paint bucket that served as a wastebasket. The bucket had a big sel f-adhesive
dai sy on the side. 'You could work out a little nore regularly. Arid maybe get sone tats. Triba
bl ack-work. '

"Kevin, | don't know how to surf, wi nd-surf, anything. Hardly been in the ocean in nmy life. Couple
of times down Tanpa Bay.' It was about ten in the norning. Kevin had the day off work.

'Sal es is about providing an experience, Berry. The custoner needs information, you provide it.
But you give 'em an experience, too,' Kevin tapped his two-inch spindl e of snooth white beef-bone
by way of illustration. 'Then you sell thema new outfit.'

"But | don't have a tan.

Kevin was the a)proxl mate color and sheen of a pair of
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ni d- brown Col e-Haan | oafers that Rydell's aunt had given himfor his fifteenth birthday. This had
nothing to do with either genetics or exposure to unfiltered sunlight, but was the result of
regul ar injections and a conplicated reginen of pills and |otions.

"Well," Kevin admitted, 'you would need a tan.'

Rydel | knew that Kevin didn't wi nd-surf, and never had, but that he did bring hone disks fromthe
shop and play them on a goggl e-set, going over the various noves involved, and Rydell had no doubt
that Kevin could provide every bit of information a prospective buyer might desire. And that all-
i mportant experience; with his cordovan tan, gymtuned physique, and that bone through his nose,
he got a lot of attention. Mainly fromwonen, though it didn't actually seemto do that much for
hi m

What Kevin sold, prinmarily, was clothing. Expensive kind that supposedly kept the UV and the
pollutants in the water off you. He had two whole cartons full of the stuff, stacked in their
room s one closet. Rydell, who currently didn't have nmuch in the way of a wardrobe, was wel cone to
paw t hrough there and borrow whatever took his fancy. Wich wasn't a lot, as it turned out,
because wi nd-surfing gear tended to be Day-Gb, black nanopore, or mirrorflex. A few of the jazzier
itens had UV-sensitive JUST BLOWN ME | ogos that appeared on days when the ozone was in particularly
shabby shape, as Rydell had discovered the last tinme he'd gone to the farners narket.

He and Kevin were sharing one of two bedroons in a sixties house in Mar Vista, which neant Sea

Vi ew but there wasn't any. Someone had rigged up a couple of sheets of drywall down the m ddl e of
the room On Rydell's side, the drywall was covered with those sanme big self-adhesive daisies and
a collection of souvenir bunper-stickers from places |ike Magic Muntain, N ssan County,
I)isneyland, and Skywal ker Park. 1'here were two other people sharing the house, three if
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you counted the Chinese girl out in the garage (but she had her own bathroomin there).

Rydel | had bought a futon with nost of his first nonth's pay fromIntenSecure. He'd bought it at
this stall in the narket; they were cheaper there, and the stall was called Futon Muth, which
Rydel | thought was pretty funny. The Futon Mouth girl had expl ai ned how you could slip the Metro
guy on the platforma twenty, then he'd let you get on the train with the rolled-up futon, which
came in a big green plastic sack that reni nded Rydebl of a bodybag.

Lately, waiting to take the cast off, he'd spent a lot of tinme on that futon, staring up at those
bunper -stickers. He wondered if whoever had put themthere had actually bothered to go to al
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t hose pl aces. Hernandez had once offered himwork at N ssan County. |IntenSecure had the rentacop
franchise there. H's parents had honeynooned at Disneyl and. Skywal ker Park was up in San
Francisco; it had been called Golden Gate, before, and he renenbered a couple of fairly | ow key
riots on television when they'd privatized it.

"You on line to any of the job-search nets, Berry?

Rydel | shook his head.

"This one's on nme,' Kevin said, passing Rydell the helmet. It wasn't anything Iike Karen's slick

little goggles; just a white plastic rig like kids used for games. '"Put it on. I'Il dial for you.
"Well," Rydell said, "this is nice, Kevin, but you don't have to go to all this trouble.'
Kevin touched the bone in his nose. '"Well, there's the rent.'

There was that. Rydelb put the hel net on

"Now,' Sonya said, just as perky as could be, 'we're showi ng that you did graduate fromthis post-
secondary training progrant

" Acadeny,' Rydelb corrected. 'Police.
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'Yes, Berry, but we're showing that you were then enployed for a total of eighteen days, before
bei ng pl aced on suspension.' Sonya | ooked like a cartoon of a pretty girl. No pores. No texture
anywhere. Her teeth were very white and | ooked like a single unit, sonething that could be snapped
out intact for closer inspection. But not for cleaning, because there was no need; cartoons didn't
eat. She had wonderful tits, though; she had the tits Rydell would have drawn for her if he'd been
a tal ented cartoonist.

"Wll," Rydell said, thinking of Turvey, 'I got into some trouble after they assigned ne to
Patrol .’

Sonya nodded brightly. 'I see, Berry.' Rydell wondered what she did see. Or what the expert system
that used her as a hand-puppet could see. O how it saw. Wiat did soneone |ike Rydell |ook bike to

an enpl oynent agency's conputer systen? Not |ike nuch, he decided.

' Then you noved to Los Angeles, Berry, and we show ten weeks of enploynent with the IntenSecure
Corporation's residential armed-response branch. Driver with experience of weapons.

Rydel I thought of the rocket-pods slung under the LAPD chopper. Probably they'd had one of those
CHAIN guns in there, too. 'Yep,' he agreed.

"And you' ve resigned your position with IntenSecure.'

"Quess so.'
Sonya beaned at Rydell as though he'd just admitted, shyly, to a congressional appointnent or a
post -doctoral degree. 'Wll, Berry,' she said, 'let ne put nmy thinking cap on for just a second!'

She wi nked, then closed her big cartoon eyes.
Jesus, Rydebl thought. He tried to gl ance sideways, but Kevin's helnet didn't have any
peri pherals, so there was nothing there. Just Sonya, the enpty rectangl e of her desk, sketchy

details suggesting an office, and the enpl oynent agency's |ogo behind her on the wall. The | ogo
made her | ook
48

bi ke the anchorwoman on a channel that only reported very good news.

Sonya opened her eyes. Her snile becane incandescent. 'You're fromthe South,' she said.

" Unh- huh.'

"Plantations, Berry. Magnolias. Tradition. But a certain darkness as well. A Gothic quality.

Faul kner .

Fawk-? ' Huh?

"Nightrmare Fol k Art, Berry. Ventura Boul evard, Shernan QGaks.'

Kevi n wat ched as Rydell renoved the hel net and wrote an address and tel ephone nunber on the back
of last week's People. The nagazi ne bel onged to Monica, the Chinese girl in the garage; she al ways
got hers printed out so there was never any nention of scandal or disaster, but with a triple
hel ping of celebrity romance, particularly anything to do with the British royal fanmly.

" Sonet hing for you, Berry?' Kevin | ooked hopeful

‘Maybe,' Rydell said. 'This place in Shernman Caks. I'Il call 'emup, check it out.'

Kevin fiddled with his nose-bone. 'l can give you a lift,' he said.

There was a big painting of the Rapture in the wi ndow of N ghtmare Folk Art. Rydell knew paintings
like that fromthe sides of Christian vans parked besi de shopping centers. Lots of bloody car-
wrecks and disasters, with all the Saved souls flying up to neet Jesus, whose eyes were a little
too bright for confort. This one was a |lot nore detailed than the ones he remenbered. Each one of
those Saved souls had its own individual face, like it actually represented sonebody, and a few of
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them rem nded hi m of fanous people. But it still looked like it had been painted by either a
fifteen-year-old or an old | ady.

Kevin had et himoff at the corner of Sepulveda and he'd
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wal ked back two bl ocks, |ooking for the place, past a crew in w de-brim hardhats who were pouring
the foundations for a palmtree. Rydell wondered if Ventura had had real ones before the virus;
the repl acenents were so popul ar now, people wanted them put in everywhere.

Ventura was one of those Los Angel es streets that just went on forever. He knew he nust've driven
@Qunhead past Nightmare Folk Art nore tines than he could count, but these streets | ooked
conpletely different when you wal ked them For one thing, you were pretty nuch al one; for another
you coul d see how cracked and dusty a lot of the buildings were. Enpty spaces behind dirty gl ass,
with a yellowing pile of junk-mail on the floor inside and maybe a puddle of what couldn't be

rai nwater, so you sort of wondered what it was. You'd pass a couple of those, then a place selling
sungl asses for six tinmes the rent Rydell paid for his half of the roomin Mar Vista. The

sungl asses place woul d have sonme kind of rentacop inside, to buzz you in.

Ni ghtmare Fol k Art was |ike that, sandw ched between a dead hair-extension franchise and sone kind
of failing real estate place that sold insurance on the side. N GHTMARE FOLK ART- SOUTHERN GOTHI C
the letters hand-painted all lunpy and hairy, like nosquito legs in a cartoon, white on black. But
with a couple of expensive cars parked out front: a silver-gray Range Rover, |ooking |ike Gunhead
dressed up for the prom and one of those little antique Porsche two-seaters that always | ooked to
Rydell like the wind-up key had fallen off. He gave the Porsche a wi de berth; cars like that
tended to have hypersensitive anti-theft systens, not to mention hyper-aggressive.

There was a rentacop | ooking at himthrough the arnored gl ass of the door; not I|ntenSecure, but
some of f brand. Rydell had borrowed a pair of pressed chinos fromKevin. They were a little tight
in the waist, hut they beat hell out of the orange trunks. He had on a bl ack IntenSecure uniform
shirt with the
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patches ripped off, his Stetson, and his SWAT shoes. He wasn't sure black really nmade it with
khaki . He pushed the button. The rentacop buzzed himin.

' CGot an appointnment with Justine Cooper,' he said, taking his sungl asses off.

"Wth a client,' the rentacop said. He | ooked about thirty, and |like he should' ve been out on a
farmin Kansas or somewhere. Rydell |ooked over and saw a skinny woman with black hair. She was
talking to a fat nan who had no hair at all. Trying to sell himsonmething, it |ooked like.

"I"lI'l wait,' Rydell said.

The farmer didn't answer. State |aw said he couldn't have a gun, just the industrial-strength
stunner he wore in a beat-up plastic holster, but he probably did anyway. One of those little
Russi an hol d-outs that chanbered sone godawful overheated caliber originally intended for killing
t he engi ne bl ocks of tanks. The Russi ans, never too safety-ninded, had the narket in Saturday-

ni ght speci al s.

Rydel | 1 ooked around. That ol' Rapture was big at Nightmare Folk Art, he decided. Those ki nd of
Christians, his father had al ways nmi ntai ned, were just pathetic. There the M| ennium had up
come, and gone, no Rapture to speak of, and here they were, still beating that sane drum Sublett
and his folks down in their trailer-canp in Texas, watching old novies for Reverend Fall on-at

| east that had sone kind of spin on it.

He tried to sneak a | ook, see what the lady was trying to sell to the fat nan, but she caught his
eye and that wasn't good. So he worked his way deeper into the shop, pretending to check out the
mer chandi se. There was a whol e section of these nasty-|ooking spidery weath-things, behind glass
in faded gilt franmes. The wreaths |ooked to Rydell like they were made of frizzy old hair. There
were tiny little baby coffins, all corroded, and one of them had been planted with ivy. There were
coffee tables made out of what Rydell supposed were

5 i

tonbstones, old ones, the lettering worn down so faint you couldn't read it. He paused beside a
bedst ead wel ded together from a bunch of those pickaninny jockey-boys it had been against the | aw
to have on your lawn in Knoxville. The jockey-boys had all been freshly-painted with big, red-

i pped, waternelon-eating grins. The bed was spread with a hand-stitched quilt patterned like a
Confederate flag. Wien he | ooked for a price tag, all he found was a yell ow SO.D sti cker

"M. Rydell? May | call you Berry?' Justine Cooper's jaw was so narrow that it | ooked |Iike she
woul dn't have room for the ordinary conplenent of teeth in there. Her hair was cut short, a
pol i shed brown hel net. She wore a couple of dark, flow ng things that Rydell supposed were neant
to conceal the fact that she was built nmore or less like a stick-insect. She didn't sound |ike she
was from anywhere south of anywhere, nuch, and there was a visible tension strung through her
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like wires.
Rydell saw the fat nman wal k out, pausing on the sidewal k to deactivate the Range Rover's defenses.
"Sure.’

"You're from Knoxville? He noticed she was breathing deliberately, |like she was trying not to
hyperventil ate.

"That's right.'

"You don't have nuch of an accent.'’

"Wll, | wish everybody felt that way.' He sniled, but she didn't smile back

"I's your famly from Knoxville, M. Rydell?

Shit, he thought, go ahead, call me Berry. 'My father was, | guess. My nother's people are from up

around Bristol, nostly.'

Justine (;ooper's dark eyes, not showi ng much white, were |looking right at him hut they didn't
seemto be registering anything. He guessed she was sonewhere in her forties.

"I'VIs. Cooper?

She gave a violent start, as though he'd goosed her

"Ms. Cooper, what are those weath-sort-of-things in those old franes there?' Pointing at them
"Menorial weaths. Southwestern Virginia, late nineteenth, early twentieth century.

Good, Rydell thought, get her tal king about the stock. He wal ked over to the franed weaths for a
cl oser look. 'Looks like hair,' he said.

"It is,' she said. 'Wiat else would it be?

"Human hair?

"Of course.’

"You nean |ike dead people's hair?" He saw now the minute braiding, the hair twisted up into tiny
flowerlike knots. It was lusterless and no particular color

"M. Rydell, I"'mafraid that | may have wasted your time.' She noved tentatively in his direction
"When | spoke with you on the phone, | was under the inpression that you mght be, well, rmuch nore
of the South...'

'How do you mean, Ms. Cooper?

"What we offer people here is a certain vision, M. Rydell. A certain darkness as well. A Gothic
quality.'

Dam. That tal king head in the agency display had been playing this shit back word for word.

"l don't suppose you've read Faul kner?' She raised one hand to brush at sonething invisible,
sonet hi ng hanging in front of her face.

There it was again. 'Nope.

"No, | didn't think so. I'mhoping to find someone who can help to convey that very darkness, M.
Rydel . The mind of the South. A fever dream of sensuality.'

Rydel I blinked.

"But you don't convey that to ne. I'msorry.' It |ooked Iike the invisible cobweb had come hack
Rydel | | ooked at the rentacop, hut he didn't seemto he listening to any of this. Hell, he seened
to he asl eep.
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"Lady,' Rydell said carefully, "I think you're crazier than a sack full of assholes.’

Her eyebrows shot up. 'There,' she said.

' There what ?

"Color, M. Rydell. Fire. The brooding verbal polychrones of an al nbst unthinkably advanced
decay.'’

Rydell had to think about that. He found hinmsel f |ooking at the jockey-boy bed. 'Don't you ever
get any bl ack people in here, conplaining about stuff like this?

"On the contrary,' she said, a new edge in her tone, 'we do quite a good business with the nore
af fluent residents of South Central. They, at |east, have a sense of irony. | suppose they have
to.'

Now he'd have to wal k to whatever the nearest station was, take the subway honme, and tell Kevin
Tar kovsky he hadn't been Sout hern enough

The rentacop was |letting himout.

"Where exactly you from Ms. Cooper?' he asked her

" New Hanpshire,' she said

He was on the sidewal k, the door closing behind him

" Fucki ng Yankees,' he said to the Porsche roadster. It was what his father would have said, but he
had a hard tine now connecting it to anything.

One of those big articulated German cargo-rigs went by, the kind that burned canola oil. Rydel
hat ed those things. The exhaust snelled like fried chicken
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The courier's dreans are nade of hot metal, shadows that scream and run, nountains the col or of
concrete. They are burying the orphans on a hillside. Plastic coffins, pale blue. Clouds in the
sky. The priest's tall hat. They do not see the first shell coming in fromthe concrete nountains.
It punches a hole in everything: the hillside, the sky, a blue coffin, the wonan's face.

A sound too vast to be any sound at all, but through it, sonmehow, they hear, arriving only now,
the distant festive pop-popping of the nortars, tidy little clouds of snoke rising on the gray
nount ai nsi de.

He cones upright, alone in the wide bed, trying to scream and the words are in a | anguage he no

I onger allows hinself to speak

Hi s head throbs. He drinks flat water fromthe stainless carafe on the nightstand. The room sways,
blurs, conmes back into focus. He forces hinself fromthe bed, pads naked to the tall, old-

fashi oned wi ndows. Funbl es the heavy drapes aside. San Francisco. Dawn |ike tarnished silver. It

i s Tuesday. Not Mexi co.

In the white bathroom w ncing in the sudden |ight, scrubbing cold water into his nunb face. The
dream recedes, hut | eaves a residue. He shivers, cold tile unpleasant beneath his bare feet. The

whores at the party. ~I~his Harwood. |)ecadent. The courier disapproves of decadence. H s work
brings himinto contact with real wealth, genuine power. He neets
55

5 Hay probl enas

peopl e of substance. Harwood is wealth w thout substance. He puts out the bathroomlight and
gingerly returns to his

bed, favoring the ache in his head.

Wth the striped duvet drawn up to his chin, he begins to sort through the previous evening. There
are gaps. Overindul gence. He di sapproves of overindul gence. Harwood's party. The voice on the
phone, instructing himto attend. He'd already had several drinks. He sees a young girl's face.
Anger, contenpt. Her short dark hair tw sted up in spikes.

H s eyes feel as if they are too |large for their sockets. Wen he rubs them bright sick flashes
of light surround him The cold weight of the water noves in his stomach

He renenbers sitting at the broad mahogany desk, drinking. Before the call, before the party. He
remenbers the two cases open, in front of him identical. He keeps her in one. The other is for
that with which he has been entrusted. Expensive, but then he has no doubt that the information it
contains is very valuable. He folds the thing's graphite earpi eces and snaps the case shut. Then
he touches the case that holds all her nystery, the white house on the hillside, the rel ease she
offers. He puts the cases in the pockets of his jacket- But now he tenses, beneath the duvet, his
stonmach tw sted

with a surge of anxiety.

He wore the jacket to that party, much of which he cannot renenber.

I gnoring the pounding of his head, he claws his way out of the bed and finds the jacket crunpled
on the fl oor beside a chair.

Hi s heart is pounding.

Here. That which he nmust deliver. Zipped into the inner pocket. But the outer pockets are enpty.

She is gone. lie roots through his other clothing. On his hands and knees, a pul sing agony behi nd
his eyes, he peers under the chair. Cone.

But she, at |east, can be replaced, he renm nds hinmself, still on his knees, the jacket in his
hands. He will find a dealer in that sort of software. Recently, he now adnits, he had started to

suspect that she was | osing resol ution

Thinking this, he is watching his hands unzip the inner pocket, drawi ng out the case that contains
his charge, their property, that which nust be delivered. He opens it.

The scuffed black plastic frames, the |label on the cassette worn and unreadable, the yell owed
transl ucence of the audio-beads.

He hears a thin high sound energe fromthe back of his throat. Very much as he must have done,
years ago, when the first shell arrived.

Careful to correctly calculate the thirty-percent tip, Yamazaki paid the fare and struggled out of
the cab's spavined rear seat. The driver, who knew that all Japanese were weal thy, sullenly
counted the torn, filthy bills, then tossed the three five-dollar coins into a cracked N ssan
County thernos-nmug taped to the faded dashboard. Yanazaki, who was not weal thy, shoul dered his
bag, turned, and wal ked toward the bridge. As ever, it stirred his heart to see it there, norning
light aslant through all the intricacy of its secondary construction

The integrity of its span was rigorous as the nodern programitself, yet around this had grown
another reality, intent upon its own agenda. This had occurred pieceneal, to no set plan,

enpl oyi ng every i magi nabl e technique and nmaterial. The result was sonething anorphous, startlingly
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organic. At night, illum nated by Christnas bul bs, by recycled neon, by torchlight, it possessed a
queer medi eval energy. By day, seen froma distance, it rem nded himof the ruin of England's
Brighton Pier, as though viewed through sone cracked kal ei doscope of vernacul ar style.

Its steel bones, its stranded tendons, were lost within an accretion of dreans: tattoo parlors,
gam ng arcades, dinmMy lit stalls stacked with decayi ng nagazi nes, sellers of fireworks, of cut
bait, betting shops, sushi bars, unlicensed pawnbrokers, herbalists, barbers, bars. Dreans of
comrerce, their locations generally corresponding with the decks that had once carried vehicul ar
traffic; while above them rising to the very peaks of
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6 The bridge
the cable towers, lifted the intrica:ely suspended barrio, with its unnunbered population and its

zones of nore private fantasy.

He'd first seen it by night, three weeks before. He'd stood in fog, anid sellers of fruit and

ve: ~etabl es, their goods spread out on bl ankets. He'd stared back into the cavern-mouth, heart
poundi ng. Steamwas rising fromthe pots of soup-vendors, beneath a jagged arc of ;cavenged neon
Everything ran together, blurring, nelting in the fog. Tel epresence had only hinted at the magic
and singularity of the thing, and he'd wal ked slowy forward, into tha neon naw and all that

pat chwor k carnival of scavenged surfaces, in perfect awe. Fairyland. Rain-silvered plywood, broken
marble fromthe walls of forgotten banks, corrugated plastic, polished brass, sequins, painted
canvas, mrrors, chrone gone dull and peeling in the salt air. So many things, too rmuch for his
reeling eye, and he'd known that his journey had not been in vain.

In all the world, surely, there was no nore nagnificent a Thomasson

He entered it now, Tuesday norning, amd a nowfamliar stir-the carts of ice and fish, t~e
clatter of a machine that nmade tortillas-and found his ~ay to a coffee shop whose interior had the
texture of an ancient ferry, dark dented varnish over plain heavy wood, as if soneone had sawn it,
entire, fromsone tired public vessel. Which was entirely possible, he thought, seating hinself at
the I ong counter; toward Oakl and, past the haunted island, the w ngless carcass of a 747 housed
the kitchens of nine Thai restaurants.

The young wonan behind the counter wore tattooed bracelets in the formof stylized indigo |izards.
He asked for coffee. It arrived in thick heavy porcelain. No two cups here were alike. He took his
not ebook fromhis bag, flicked it on, and jotted down a brief descriptiDn of the cup, of the

nmnute pattern of cracks iii its glazed surface, like a white tile nosaic in miniature. Sipping
his coffee, he scrolled hack to the
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previous day's notes. The man Skinner's mnd was remarkably |ike the bridge. Things had
accunul ated there, around some armature of original purpose, until a point of crisis had been
attained and a new program had energed. But what was that progran?

He had asked Skinner to explain the nobde of accretion resulting in the current state of the
secondary structure. What were the notivations of a given builder, an individual builder? H s
not ebook had recorded the man's ranbling, oblique response, transcribing and translating it.

There was this man, fishing. Snagged his tackle. Hauled up a bicycle. Al covered in barnacl es.
Everybody | aughed. Took that bike and he built a place to eat. dambroth, cold cooked nussels,
Mexi can beer. Hung that bi ke over the counter. Just three stools in there and he slung his box out
about eight feet, used Super due and shackles. Covered the walls inside with postcards. Like
shingles. Nights, he'd curl up behind the counter. Just gone, one norning. Broken shackle, sone
splinters still stuck to the wall of a barber shop. You could | ook down, see the water between
your toes. See, he slung it out too far

Yamazaki watched steamrise fromhis coffee, imagining a bicycle covered in barnacles, itself a
Thomasson of consi derabl e potency. Skinner had seened curious about the term and the notebook had
recorded Yamazaki's attenpt to explain its origin and the neaning of its current usage.

Thomasson was an Aneri can basebal | player, very handsone, very powerful. He went to the Yom yuri
Gants in 1981, for a |large sum of noney. Then it was discovered that he could not hit the ball

The witer and artisan Genpei Akasegawa appropriated his |lianme to describe certain useless and

i nexplicabl e monunents, pointless yet
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curiously art-like features of the urban | andscape. But the term has subsequently taken on ot her
shades of nmeaning. If you wish, | can access and translate today's definitions in our Gendai Yogo

Ki sochi shi ki, that is, The Basic Know edge of Mbdern Terns.
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But Ski nner-gray, unshaven, the whites of his blue eyes yell owed, blotched with broken veins, had
merely shrugged. Three of the residents who had previously agreed to be interviewed had cited

Ski nner as an original, one of the first on the bridge. The location of his roomindicated a
certain status as well, though Yamazaki wondered how many woul d have wel conmed a chance to build
atop one of the cable towers. Before the electric lift had been installed, the clinb would have
been daunting for anyone. Today, with his bad hip, the old nman was in effect an invalid, relying
on his neighbors and the girl. They brought himfood, water, kept his chemcal toilet in
operation. The girl, Yanmazaki assuned, received shelter in return, though the relationship struck
hi m as deeper sonehow, nore conpl ex.

But if Skinner was difficult to read because of age, personality, or both, the girl who shared his
roomwas opaque in that ordinary, sullen way Yamazaki associated with young Anericans. Though

per haps that was only because he, Yamazaki, was a stranger, Japanese, and one who asked too many
questi ons.

He | ooked down the counter, taking in the early-norning profiles of the other custoners.

Anericans. The fact that he was actually here, drinking coffee beside these people, still struck a
chord of wonder. How extraordinary. He wote in his notebook, the pen ticking against the screen

The apartnent is in a tall Victorian house, built of wood and very el aborately painted, in a
district where the names of streets honor nineteenth-century American

6i

politicians: Clay, Scott, Pierce, Jackson. This norning, Tuesday, |eaving the apartnent, |

noti ced, on the side of the topnost newel, indications of a vanished hinge. | suspect that this
must once have supported an infant-gate. Going along Scott in search of a cab, | cane upon a

sodden postcard, face up on the sidewal k. The narrow features of the martyr Shapely, the AlIDS
saint, blistered with rain. Very nel ancholy.

' They shoul dn't oughta said that. About CGodzilla, | mean.'

Yamazaki found hinmself blinking up at the earnest face of the girl behind the counter

"I"msorry?

' They shoul dn't oughta said that. About Godzilla. They shouldn't oughta | aughed. W had our

eart hquakes here, you didn't laugh at us.'

7 See you do okay

Her nandez foll owed Rydell into the kitchen of the house in Mar Vista. He wore a sl eevel ess powder-
blue junpsuit and a pair of those creepy German shower-sandals, the kind with about a thousand
little nubs to massage the sol es of your feet. Rydell had never seen him out of uniform before and
it was kind of a shock. He had these big old tattoos on his upper arns; ronman nuneral s; gang
stuff. Hs feet were brown and conpact and sort of bearlike.

It was Tuesday norning. There was nobody el se in the house. Kevin was at Just Blow Me, and the
others were out doing whatever it was they did. Mnica mght've been in her place in the garage,
but you never saw too much of her anyway.

Rydel| got his bag of cornflakes out of the cupboard and carefully unrolled it. About enough for a
bowl . He opened the fridge and took out a plastic, snap-top, liter container with a strip of

maski ng-tape across the side. He'd witten M LK EXPERI MENT on the masking-tape with a heavy

mar ker .

"What's that?' Hernandez asked.

"MIlk.'

"Wiy's it say "experinent"?

"So nobody' Il drink it. | figured it out in the dormat the Acadeny.' He dunped the cornfl akes in
a bowl, covered themwth mlk, found a spoon, and carried his breakfast to the kitchen table. The
table had a trick leg, so you had to eat without putting your el bows down.
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'How s the arn®

"Fine.' Rydell forgot about not putting his el bow down. M Ik and cornfl akes sl opped across the
scarred white plastic of the tabletop

"Here.' Hernandez went to the counter and tore off a fat wad of bei ge paper towels.

' Those are whatsisnane's,' Rydell said, 'and he seriously doesn't like us to use them'

"Towel experinent,' Hernandez said, tossing Rydell the wad.

Rydel | blotted up the mlk and nost of the flakes. He couldn't inmagi ne what Hernandez was doing
here, but then he'd never have inmagi ned that Hernandez drove a white Dai hatsu Sneaker with an
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ani mat ed hol ogram of a waterfall on the hood.

"That's a nice car out there,' Rydell said, nodding in the direction of the carport and spooning
cornfl akes into his nouth.

"My daughter. Rosa's car. Been in the shop, man.

Rydel | chewed, swall owed. 'Brakes or sonething?

' The fucking waterfall. Supposed to be these little aninals, they cone out of the bushes and sort
of look at it, the waterfall, you know?' Hernandez | eaned back agai nst the counter, flexing his
toes into the nubby sandals. 'Some kind of, like, Costa Rican animals, you know? Ecol ogy thene.

She's real green. Made us take out what was left of the lawn, put in all these ground-cover things
| ook Iike gray spiders. But the shop can't get those fucking aninmals to show, nman. W got a
warranty and everything, but it's, you know, been a pain in the ass.' He shook his head.

Rydel | finished his cornfl akes.

"You ever been to Costa Rica, Rydell?

'No. "
"It's fucking beautiful, mali. Like Switzerl and.
' Never been there.'
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"No, | nean wh2t they do with data. Like the Swiss, what they did with noney."'

"You mean the kvens?'

"You got it. Tho~e people smart. No arny, navy, air force, just neutral. And they take care of
everybody's data.'

"Regardl ess whatit is.'

"Hey, fucking "A" Smart people. And spend that noney on ecol ogy, nman.'

Rydel |l carried the bow, the spoon, the danp wad of towels, to the sini. He rinsed the bow and
spoon, wi ped themw th the towels, then stuck the towels as far down as possible behind th rest of
the garbage in the bag under the sink. Straightening up, he | ooked at Hernandez. ' Something | can
do for you, sup~r?

"Qther way arou~d.' Hernandez sm | ed. Sonmehow it wasn't reassuring. '| been thinking about you.
Your situation. Not good. Not good, nan. You never get to be a cop now. Now you resign, | can't
even hire you back on IntenSecure to work gated residential. |4aybe you get on with a regul ar

squar e- badge outfit, sit it that little pillbox in a liquor store. You wanna do that?

" No. '

"That's good, 'cause you get your ass killed, doing that. Sonebody come inthere, take your little
pilibox out, man.’

"Right now l'ml)oking at sonething in retail sales.'

"No shit? Sal es? 'Wiat you sell ?

' Bedst eads made out of cast-iron jockey-boys. These pictures nmade out of hundred-year-old human
hair.'

Her nandez narrwed his eyes and shoved off the counter, headed for the hung room Rydell thought he
m ght be | eaving, hut he wa~ only starting to pace. Rydell had seen himdo this a couple ol tines
in his office at I ntenSecure. Now he turned, just as he was about to enter the living room and
paced hack to Rydill.

"You got this had-assed attitude sonetines, nman, | dunno.
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You oughta stop and think naybe I'mtrying to help you a little, right?" Back toward the |iving
room agai n.

"Just tell me what you want, okay?

Her nandez stopped, turned, sighed. 'Never been up to NoCal, right? San Franci sco? Anybody know you
up there?

" No. '

"IntenSecure's licensed in NoCal, too, right? Different state, different |aws, whole different
attitude, they nmight as well be a different fucking country, but we've got our shit up there. Mre
office buildings, ot of hotels. Gated residential's not so big up there, not '"til you get out to
the edge-cities. Concord, Hacienda Business Center, like that. W got a good piece of that, too.'
"But it's the sane conpany. They won't hire ne here, they won't hire ne there.'

"Fucking "A. " Nobody talking about hiring you. What this is, there's naybe sonething there for you
with a guy. Wirks freel ance. Conpany has certain kinds of problens, sonetinme they bring in
sonmebody. But the guy, he's not IntenSecure. Freelance. Ofice up there, they got that kind of
situation now. '

"Wait a second. What are we tal king about here? W're tal king about freel ance arnmed-response?
"Quy's a skip-tracer. You know what that is?
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"Finds people when they try to get out fromunder debt, blow off the rent, like that?

'O take off with your kid in a custody case, whatever. But, you know, those kinds of skips, they
can nostly be handl ed through the net, these days. Just keep plugging their stats into Dat Arerica,
eventual ly you gonna find "em O even,' he shrugged, 'you can go to the cops.'

'So what a skip-tracer nostly does-' Rydell suggested, renenbering one particul ar epi sode of Cops
in Trouble he'd seen with his father.

'"I's keep you fromhaving to go to the cops.'

'O to a licensed private detective agency.'
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"You got it.' Hernandez was watching him

Rydel|l wal ked past him into the living room hearing the Gernan shower-sandal s cone squi shing
after himacross the kitchen's dull tile floor. Sormeone had been snoking tobacco in there the

ni ght before. He could snmell it. It was in violation of the |ease. The |andl ord woul d give them
hell about it. The landlord was a Serb i mrigrant who drove a fifteen-year-old BMN wore these
weird furry Tyrol ean hats, and insisted on being called Wally. Because WAlly knew t hat Rydeh

wor ked for IntenSecure, he'd wanted to show himthe flashlight he kept clipped under the dash in
his BMWW |t was about a foot |long and had a button that triggered a big shot of capsicumgas. He'd
asked Rydell if Rydell thought it was 'enough.'

Rydell had lied. Had told himthat people who did, for instance, a whole |ot of dancer, they
actually liked a blast or two of good capsicum Like it cleared their sinuses. Got their juices
flowi ng. They got off on it.

Now Rydel | | ooked down and saw for the first tinme that the living roomcarpet in the house in Mar
Vista was exactly the sane stuff he'd crawl ed across in Turvey's girlfriend' s apartnent in
Knoxville. Maybe a little cleaner, but the same stuff. He'd never noticed that before.

"Listen, Rydell, you don't want to take this, fine. My day off, | drive over here, you appreciate
that? You get tweaked by sonme hackers, you fall for it, you push the response too hard, | can
understand. But it happened, man, it's on your file, and this is the best | can do. But listen up
You do right by the conpany, naybe that gets back to Singapore.

' Her nandez. ..'

"My day off...'

"Man, | don't know anything about finding people-

"You can drive. All they want. Just drive. You drive the tracer, see? He's got his | eg hassled, he

can't drive. And this is, like, delicate, this thing. Requires sone smarts. | told them | thought
you could do it, man. | did that. | told them'
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Moni ca' s copy of People was on the couch, open to a story about Gudrun Waver, this actress in her
forties who'd just found the Lord, courtesy of the Reverend Wayne Fallon, in tinme to get her
picture in People. There was a full-page picture of her on a couch in her living room gazing
raptly at a bank of nonitors, each one showi ng the sane old novie.

Rydel | saw hinmself on the futon from Futon Muuth, staring up at those big stick-on flowers and

bunper-stickers. 'Is it |egal ?

Her nandez sl apped his powder-blue thigh. It sounded |ike a pistol shot. 'Legal? W are talking

I nt enSecure Corporation here. W are talking major shit. | amtrying to help you, man. You think
woul d ask you to do sonething fucking illegal ?'

"But what's the deal, Hernandez? | just go up there and drive?

"Fucking "A'! Drivel M. Warbaby say drive, you drive.'

" Who?'

"War baby. This Lucius Warbaby."

Rydel | picked up Monica's copy of People and found a picture of Gudrun Waver and the Reverend
Wayne Fallon. Gudrun Weaver |ooked like an actress in her forties. Fallon | ooked Iike a possum
with hair-inplants and a ten-thousand-dollar tuxedo.

"Thi s Warbaby, Berry, he's right on top of this shit. He's a fucking star, nman. O herw se why they
hire hinf You do this, you learn shit. You still young, man. You can |learn shit.'

Rydel | tossed the People back onto the couch. 'Wo they trying to find?

"Hotel theft. Sonebody took sonething. W got the security there. Singapore, man, they're in sone
kind of serious tw st about it. Al | know'

Rydel|l stood in the warm shade of the carport, gazing down into the shimering depths of the
animated waterfall on the hood of Flernandez's daughter's Sneaker, mist rising through

green boughs of rain forest. He'd once seen a Harley done up so that everything that wasn't triple-
chroned was crawling, fast forward, with |ife-sized bugs. Scorpions, centipedes, you nane it.
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'See,' Hernandez said, 'see there, where it blurs? That's supposed to be some kind of fucking
sloth, man. Some |emur, you know? Factory warranty.'

"When do they want ne to go?

"l give you this nunber.' Hernandez handed Rydell a torn scrap of yellow paper. 'Call them'

' Thanks. '

'Hey,' Hernandez said, 'I like to see you do okay. | do. | like that.' He touched the Sneaker's
hood. 'Look at this shit. Factory fucking warranty."'

Chevette dreaned she was riding Folsom a stiff sidewind threatening to push her into onconi ng.
Took a left on Sixth, caught that wind at her back, ran a red at Howard and M ssion, a stale green
at Market, bopped the brakes and bunnied both sets of tracks.

Coming down in a hard | ean, she headed up Nob on Tayl or

"Make it this tine,' she said.

Legs punping, the wind a strong hand in the small of her back, sky clear and beckoning at the top
of the hill, she thunbed her chain up onto sonme huge-ass customring, too big for her derailleur
too big to fit any frane at all, and felt the shining teeth catch, her hammering slowing to a
steady spin-but then she was losing it.

She stood up and started poundi ng, scream ng, lactic acid slanm ng through her veins. She was at
the crest, lifting off- Colored Ilight slanted into Skinner's roomthrough the tinted pie-wedge
panes of the round wi ndow. Tuesday norning.

Two of the smaller sections of glass had fallen out; the gaps were stuffed with pieces of rag,
throwi ng shadows on the tattered yellow wall of National Geographics. Skinner was sitting up in
bed, wearing an old plaid shirt, blankets and sl eepi ng-bag pulled high up his chest. H's bed was
an ei ght panel oak door up on four rusty Vol kswagen hubs, with a slab of foamon top of that.
Chevette slept on the floor, on a narrower piece of foamshe rolled up every norning and stuck
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8 Morning after

behi nd a | ong wooden crate full of greasy hand tools. The snell of tool grease worked its way into
her sl eep, sonetines, but she didn't mnd it.

She snaked her armout into the Novenber chill and snagged a sweater off the seat of a paint-caked
wooden stool. She pulled the sweater into her bag and twisted into it, tugging it down over her
knees. It hung to her knees when she stood up, the neckband so stretched that she had to keep
pushing it back up on her shoulder. Skinner didn't say anything; he hardly ever did, first thing
She rubbed her eyes, went to the | adder bolted to the wall and clinbed the five rungs, undoing the
catch on the roof-hatch without bothering to | ook at it. She canme up here nobst nornings now,
started her day with the water and then the city. Unless it was raining, or too foggy, and then it
was her turn to punp the ancient Colenan, its red-painted tank like a toy submarine. Skinner did
that, on good days, but he stayed in bed a lot when it rained. Said it got to his hip

She clinbed out of the square hole and sat on its edge, dangling her bare I egs down into the room
Sun struggling to burn off the silvery gray. On hot days it heated the tar on the roof's flat
rectangl e and you could snell it.

Ski nner had showed her pictures of the La Brea pits in National Geographic, big sad ani mals going
down forever, down in L.A a long time ago. That was what tar was, asphalt, not just something
they nmade in a factory somewhere. He liked to know where things canme from

Hi s jacket, the one she always wore, that had cone fromD. Lewis, Geat Portland Street. That was
in London. Skinner |iked maps. Sonme of the National Geographics had maps fol ded into them and al
the countries were big, single blobs of color fromone side to the other. And there hadn't been
nearly as many of them There'd been countries big as anything: Canada, USSR, Brazil. Now there
were lots of little ones where those had heen. Skinner said Anerica had gone
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that route without adnmitting it. Even California had all been one big state, once.

Ski nner's roof was eighteen feet by twelve. Sonehow it | ooked smaller than the room bel ow, even
though the walls of the roomwere packed solid with Skinner's stuff. Nothing on the roof but a
rusty netal wagon, a kid's toy, with a couple of rolls of faded tarpaper stacked in it.

She | ooked past three cable-towers to Treasure |sland. Snoke rose, there, froma fire on the
shore, where the low cantilever, cottoned down in fog, shot off to Qakland. There was a done-
thing, up on the farthest suspension tower, honeyconbed into sections |ike new copper, but Skinner
said it was just Mylar, stretched over two-by-twos. They had an plink in that, sonething that
talked to satellites. She thought she'd go and see it one day.

A gray gull slid by, level with her eyes.

The city | ooked the sane as ever, the hills like sleeping aninmals behind the office towers she
knew by their nunbers. She ought to be able to see that hotel
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The ni ght before grabbed her by the back of the neck

She couldn't believe she'd done that, been that stupid. The case she'd pulled out of that

di ckhead' s pocket was hanging up in Skinner's jacket, on the iron hook shaped |like an el ephant's
head. Nothing in it but a pair of sunglasses, expensive-looking but so dark she hadn't even been
abl e to see through themlast night. The security grunts in the | obby had scanned her badges when
she'd gone in; as far as they knew, she'd never cone back down. Their conputer woul d' ve started

| ooking for her, eventually. If they queried Allied, she'd say she forgot, blew the checkout off,
took the service el evator down after she'd pulled her tag at 808. No way had she been at any
party, and who'd seen her there anyway? The asshol e. And naybe he'd figure she'd done himfor his
gl asses. Maybe he'd felt it. Mayhe he'd rencnher, when he sobered up

Ski nner yelled there was coffee, hut they were out of eggs.

72.

Chevette shoved off the edge of the hole, swung down and in, catching the top rung.

"Want any, you're gonna get 'em' Skinner said, |ooking up fromthe Col eman

"Save nme coffee.' She pulled on a pair of black cotton | eggings and got into her trainers wthout
bothering to | ace them She opened the hatch in the floor and clinbed through, still worrying
about the asshole, his glasses, her job. Down ten steel rungs off the side of an old crane. The
cherry-pi cker basket waiting where she'd left it when she'd gotten back. Her bike cabled to an
upright with a couple of Radi o Shack screaners for good nmeasure. She clinbed into the waist-high
yell ow pl astic basket and hit the swtch.

The notor whined and the big-toothed cog on the bottomlet her down the slope. Skinner called the
cherry-picker his funicular. He hadn't built it, though; a black guy named Fontaine had built it
for him when Skinner had started to have trouble with the clinb. Fontaine lived on the Gakl and
end, with a couple of wonen and a |lot of children. He took care of a lot of the bridge's
electrical stuff. He'd show up once in a while in a long tweed overcoat, a toolbag in each hand,
and he'd grease the thing and check it. And Chevette had a number to call himat if it ever broke
down conpletely, but that hadn't happened yet.

It shook when it hit the bottom She clinbed out onto the wooden wal kway and went al ong the wal

of taut mlky plastic, hal ogen-shadows of plants behind it and the gurgl e of hydroponics. Turned
the corner and down the stairs to the noise and norning hustle of the bridge. Nigel coning toward
her with one of his carts, a new one. Mking a delivery.

"Vette,' with his big goofy grin. He called her that.

'Seen the egg | ady?

"City side,' he said, meaning S.F. always, QGakland being always only 'Land. ' Good one, huh?' with
a gesture of huilder's pride for his cart. Chevette saw the hrai sed al un num
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frane, the Taiwan-ese hubs and rinms beefed up with fat new spokes. Nigel did work for sonme of the
other riders at Allied, ones who still rode nmetal. He hadn't liked it when Chevette had gone for a
paper frame. Now she bent to run her thunb along a specially snmooth braise. 'Good one,' she

agr eed.

"That Jap shit delanminate on you yet?' 'No way.'

"S gonna. Bunny down too hard, it's glass.'

' Conme see you when it does.'

Ni gel shook his hair at her. The faded wooden fishing-plug that hung fromhis left ear rattled and
spun. 'Too late then.' He shoved his cart toward CQakl and.

Chevette found the egg | ady and bought three, twisted up that way in two big dry bl ades of grass.
Magi c. You hated to take it apart, it was so perfect, and you could never get it back together or
figure out how she did it. The egg |l ady took the five-piece and dropped it into the little bag
around her scrawny lizard neck. She had no teeth at all, her face a nest of winkles that centered
into that wet slit of a nouth.

Ski nner was sitting at the table when she got back. More like a shelf than a table. He was
drinking coffee out of a dented steel thernmos-nmug. If you just canme in and saw himlike that, it
didn't strike you right away how old he was; just big, his hands, shoulders, all his bones, big.
Gray hair slicked back fromhis forehead's lifetine collection of scars, little dents, a couple of
bl ack dots like tattoos, where sone kind of grit had gotten into a cut.

She undid the eggs, the egg lady's nagic, and put themin a plastic bow . Skinner heaved hinself
up fromhis creaking chair, wincing as he took the weight with his hip. She handed hi mthe bow
and he swung over to the Colenan. The way he scranbl ed eggs, he didn't use any butter, just a
little water. Said he'd learned it froma cook on a ship. It nmade good eggs but the pan was hard
to clean, and that was Chevette's job. Wile he broke the eggs, she went to the jacket Ol its
hook, and took that case out.
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You couldn't tell what it was nmade of, and that neant expensive. Sonething dark gray, like the
lead in a pencil, thin as the shell of one of those eggs, but you could probably drive a truck

over it. Like her bike. She'd figured out how you opened it the night before; finger here, thunb
there, it opened. No catch or anything, no spring. No trademark, either; no patent nunbers. Inside
was |ike black suede, but it gave |ike foam under your finger

Those gl asses, nested there. Big and bl ack. Like that O bison in the poster stuck to Skinner's
wal |, bl ack and white. Skinner said the way to put a poster up forever was use condensed m |k for
the glue. Kind that cane in a can. Nothing much cane in cans, anynore, but Chevette knew what he
meant, and the weird big-faced guy with the black glasses was | anm nated solid to the white-painted
ply of Skinner's wall.

She pulled them fromthe black suede, the stuff springing instantly back to a snooth flat surface.
They bothered her. Not just that she'd stolen them but they weighed too nuch. Way too heavy for
what they were, even with the big earpieces. The franmes | ooked as though they'd been carved from
sl abs of graphite. Maybe they had, she thought; there was graphite around the paper cores in her
bike's frame, and it was Asahi Engi neeri ng.

Rattle of the spatula as Skinner swirled the eggs. She put themon. Black. Solid black

' Kat hari ne Hepburn,' Skinner said.

She pulled them off. 'Huh?

"Big glasses like that.'

She picked up the lighter he kept beside the Coleman, clicked it, held the flanme behind one |ens.
Not hi ng.

"What're they for, welding? He put her share of the eggs in an al um num ness-tray stanped 1951
Set it down beside a fork and her nug of black coffee.

She put the glasses on the table. 'Can't see through 'em Just black.' She pulled up the backl ess
mapl e chair and sat,
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pi cking up the fork. She ate her eggs. Skinner sat, eating his, |looking at her. 'Soviet,' he said,
after a swallow from his thernos-nmug.

" Huh?'

' How t hey nmade sungl asses in the ol' Soviet. Had two factories for sungl asses, one of 'em al ways
made 'emlike that. Kept right on puttin' "emout in the stores, nobody'd buy 'em buy the ones
fromthe other factory. How the place packed it in.'

'The factory nade the bl ack gl asses?

" Soviet Union.'

' They stupid, or what?'

"Not that sinple. . . Were' d you get 'enf

She | ooked at her coffee. 'Found 'em' She picked it up and drank

"You working, today? He pulled hinmself up, stuffed the front of his shirt down into his jeans,
the rusted buckle on his old leather belt held with tw sted paper clips.

"Noon to five.' She picked up the glasses, turning them They wei ghed too nuch for how big they
wer e.

‘Cotta get sonebody up here, check the fuel cell...'

' Font ai ne?

He didn't answer. She bedded the gl asses in black suede, closed the case, got up, took the dishes
to the wash-basin. Looked back at the case on the table.

She' d better toss them she thought.

Rydel | took a CalAir tilt-rotor out of Burbank into Tuesday's early evening. The guy in San
Franci sco had paid for it fromthe other end; said call himFreddie. No seatback fun on Cal Air
and the passengers definitely down-scale. Babies crying. Had a wi ndow seat. Down there the spread
of lights through the faint glaze of some previous passenger's hair-oil

the Valley. Turquoise voids of a few surviving pools, |it subsurface. A dull ache in his arm

He cl osed his eyes. Saw his father at the kitchen sink of his nobile home in Florida, washing out
a glass. At that precise nonent the death no doubt already growing in him established fact, sone
line crossed. Tal ki ng about his brother, Rydell's uncle, three years younger and five years dead,
who' d once sent Rydell a t-shirt fromAfrica. Arnmy stanps on the bubbl epack envel ope. One of those
ol d-ti mey bonbers, B-5z, and WHEN DI PLOVACY FAILS

"I's that the Coast Hi ghway, do you think?
Opened his eyes to the lady | eaning across himto peer through the filmof hair-oil. Like Ms.
Arnmbruster in fifth grade; older than his father would be now.

file:/lIF|/rah/William%20Gibson/Virtual%20Light.txt (29 of 113) [2/4/03 9:25:26 PM]



file:///F|/rah/William%20Gibson/Virtual %20L ight.txt

"I don't know,' Rydell said. 'Mght be. Al just looks like streets to ne. | nean,' he added, 'I'm
not from here.

She smled at him settling back into the grip of the narrow seat. Conpletely |like Ms.

Arnmhruster. Sane weird coni bi naUon of tweed, oxford-cloth, Santa Fe bl anket coat. These old | adi es
with their bouncy thick-soled shoes.
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9 When diplomacy fails

"None of us are.' Reaching out to pat his khaki knee. 'Not these days.' Kevin had said it was okay
to keep the pants.

"Uh- huh," Rydell said, his hand feeling desperately for the recliner button, the little dinpled
steel circle waiting to tilt himback into the senbl ance of sleep. He closed his eyes.

"I"'mon nmy way to San Francisco to assist in nmy late husband's transfer to a smaller cryogenic
unit,' she said. 'One that offers individual storage nodul es. The trade nagazines call them

"bouti que operations," grotesque as that may seem'

Rydel | found the button and discovered that Cal Air's seats allowed a maxi mumrecline of ten
centineters

"He's been in cryo, oh, nine years now, but |'ve never liked to think of his brain tunbling around
in there like that. Wapped in foil. Don't they always nake you think of baked potatoes?

Rydel |l 's eyes opened. He tried to think of something to say.

'O like tennis shoes in a dryer,' she said. '|I know they're frozen solid, but there's nothing
about it that seens like any kind of rest, is there?

Rydel | concentrated on the seatback in front of him A plastic blank. Gay. Not even a phone

' These small er places can't promise anything new in the way of an eventual awakeni ng, of course.
But it seems to nme that there's an added degree of dignity. | think of it as dignity, in any
case.'

Rydel | gl anced si deways. Found his gaze caught in hers:

hazel eyes, mazed there in the finest web of winkles.

"And | certainly won't be there if he's ever thawed, or, well, whatever they m ght eventually
intend to do with them | don't believe in it. W argued about it constantly. | thought of al
those billions dead, the annual toll in all the poor places. 'David,' | said, 'how can you

contenplate this when the bulk of humanity |ives w thout air-conditioning?"

Rydel | opened his mouth. Closed it.
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"Myself, I"ma card-carrying nenber of Cease Upon the M dnight.

Rydell wasn't sure what 'card-carrying' neant, but Cease Upon the M dni ght was rmutual self-help
eut hanasia, and illegal in Tennessee. Though they did it there anyway, and soneone on the force
had told himthat they left milk and cookies out for the anbul ance crews. Did it eight or nine at
atime, mostly. CUTM 'Cut 'em' the paranedics called it. Ofed thenselves with cocktails of

| egal |y prescribed drugs. No nuss, no fuss. Tidiest suicides around.

"Excuse nme, ma'am’' Rydell said, "but I've got to try to catch a little sleep here.’

"You go right ahead, young nan. You do | ook rather tired."'

Rydel |l closed his eyes, put his head back, and stayed that way until he felt the rotors tilting
over into descent-node.

"Tonmy Lee Jones,' the black man said. H's hair was shaped |ike an upsi de-down flowerpot with a
spiral path sculpted into the side of it. Sort of like a Shriner's fez, but without the tassel. He
was about five feet tall and his triple-oversized shirt made him | ook nearly as w de. The shirt
was | enon-yellow and printed with |ife-size handguns, in full color, all different kinds. He wore
a huge pair of navy blue shorts that canme to way bel ow his knees, Raiders socks, sneakers with
little red lights enbedded in the edges of the soles, and a pair of round mirrored glasses with

| enses the size of five-dollar coins.

"You got the wrong guy,' Rydell said.

"No, nan, you |l ook like him'

"Li ke who?'

"Tomy Lee Jones.'

"Who?'

"Was an actor, man.' For a second Rydell thought this guy had to he with Reverend Fal |l on. Even had
those shades, like Sublett's contacts. 'You Rydell. Ran you on Separated at Birth.'
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"You Freddie? Separated at Birth was a police programyou used in missing persons cases. You
scanned a photo of the person you wanted, got back the names of half a dozen celebrities who
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| ooked vaguely like the subject, then went around asking people if they' d seen anybody lately who
rem nded themof A B, C... The weird thing was, it worked better than just showi ng thema picture
of the subject. The instructor at the Acadeny in Knoxville had told Rydell's class that that was
because it tapped into the part of the brain that kept track of celebrities. Rydell had inagi ned
that as sone kind of novie-star |obe. Did people really have those? Maybe Sublett had a great big
one. But when they'd run the programon Rydell in the Acadeny, he'd cone up a dead ringer for
Howi e Cl acton, the Atlanta pitcher; he'd didn't remenber any Tommy Lee Jones. But then he hadn't

t hought he | ooked all that rmuch |ike Howi e Ol acton, either

This Freddi e extended a very soft hand and Rydell shook it. 'You got |uggage? Freddie asked.

"Just this.' Hefting his Sansonite.

"That's M. Warbaby right over there,' Freddie said, nodding in the direction of an exit-gate,
where a uniforned chil anga was checki ng peopl e's seat-stubs before letting them out. Another bl ack
man | oomed behind her, huge, broad as this Freddie, l[ooking twice his height.

"Big gquy.'

"Uh-huh,' Freddie said, 'and best we not keep himwaiting. Leg's hurting himtoday and he just
insisted on walking in here fromthe lot to neet you.'

Rydell took the man in as he approached the gate, handing his stub to the guard. He was enornous,
over six feet, but the thing that struck Rydell nobst was a stillness about him that and sone kind
of sorrowin his face. It was a | ook he'd seen on the face of a black minister his father had
taken~to watching, toward the end there. You |ooked at that minister's face and you felt Iike he'd
seen every sad-ass thing there was,
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so maybe you coul d even believe what he was saying. O anyway Rydell's father had, maybe, at | east
alittle bit.

"Luci us Warbaby,' taking the biggest hands Rydell had ever seen fromthe deep pockets of a |ong
olive overcoat stitched from di anond-quilted silk, his voice pitched so far into the bass that it
suggest ed subsonics. Rydell |ooked at the proffered hand and saw he wore one of those ol d-

fashi oned gol d knuckl e-duster rings, WARBABY across it in dianond-chip sans-serif capitals.

Rydel | shook it, fingers curled over dianond and bullion. 'Pleased to neet you, M. Warbaby.'

War baby wore a black Stetson set dead | evel on his head, the brimturned up all the way around,
and gl asses with heavy black franes. C ear |enses, w ndowpane plain. The eyes behind those | enses
were Chinese or sonmething; catlike, slanted, a weird goldy brown. He was |eaning on one of those
adj ust abl e canes you get at the hospital. There was a carbon brace clanped around his left |eg,
bi g m dni ght-bl ue nyl on cushions padding it. Skinny black jeans, brand new and never washed, were
tucked into spit-shined Texas dogger boots in three shades of bl ack

"Juanito says you're a decent driver,' Warbaby said, as though it was about the saddest thing he'd
ever heard. Rydell hadn't ever heard anybody call Hernandez that. 'Says you don't know the area up
here...'

"That's right.'

"Up-side of that,' Warbaby said, 'is nobody here knows you. Carry the man's bag, Freddie.’

Freddi e took Rydell's soft-side with obvious reluctance, as though it wasn't sonething he'd
ordinarily care to be seen wth.

The hand wi th the knuckl e-duster canme down on Rydell's shoulder. Like the ring weighed twenty
pounds. "Juanito tell you anything with regard to what we're doing up here?

"Said a hotel theft. Said IntenSecure was bringing you in on a kind of contract basis-'

8

"Theft, yes.' Warbaby | ooked |like he had the nmoral gravity of the universe pressing down on him
and was determ ned to bear the brunt. 'Sonething missing. And all nore

conpli cated, now.'

"How s that?

War baby sighed. 'Man who's missing it, he's dead now.'

Sonething el se in those eyes. 'Dead hozi'?' Rydell asked, as the weight at |ast was taken fromhis
shoul der.

"Hom i ci de,' Warbaby said, |ow and dol eful but very clear

"You' re wonderi ng about ny nane,' Wirbaby said fromthe backseat of his black Ford Patriot.
"I'"'mwondering where to put the key, M. Warbaby,' Rydell said, behind the wheel, surveying the
option-laden dash. Anerican cars were the only cars in the world that still bothered to~
physically display the instrunentati on. Maybe that was why there weren't very many of them Like
those Harleys with chain-drives.

"My grandnot her,' Warbaby runbled, like a tectonic plate giving up and diving for China, 'was
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Vi et nanese. Grandaddy, a Detroit boy. Army man. Brought her home from Sai gon, but then he didn't
stick around. My daddy, his son, he changed his nanme to Warbaby, see? A gesture. Sentinent.'
"Uh-huh,' Rydell said, starting the big Ford and checking out the transni ssion. Saigon was where
rich people went on vacation

Four -wheel drive. Cerami c arnor. Goodyear Streetsweepers you'd need a serious gun to puncture.
There was a cardboard air-freshener, shaped |like a pine-tree, hanging in front of the heater-vent.
"Now the Lucius part, well, | couldn't tell you.

"M . Warbaby,' Rydell said, |ooking hack over his shoul der, 'where you want nme to drive ~0U to?

A nodem bl eep fromthe dash

8z

Freddie, in the plush bucket beside Rydell, whistled. 'Mdtherfuck,' he said, 'that's nasty.'

Rydel | swung back to watch as the fax energed: a fat man, naked on sheets solid with bl ood. Pools
of it, where the brilliance of the photographer's strobes lay frozen Ilike faint nirages of the
sun.

"What's that under his chin?' Rydell asked.

' Cuban necktie,' Freddie said.

‘No, nan,' Rydell's voice up an octave, 'what is that?

"Man's tongue,' Freddie said, tearing the inage fromthe slit and passing it back to Warbaby.
Rydell heard the fax rattle in his hand.

' These people,' Warbaby said. 'Terrible.'

Yarmazaki sat on a | ow wooden stool, watching Skinner shave. Skinner sat on the edge of his bed,
scraping his face pink

with a disposable razor, rinsing the blade in a dented al um num basin that he cradl ed between his
t hi ghs.

'"The razor is old," Yamazaki said. 'You do not throw it away?

Ski nner | ooked at him over the plastic razor. 'Thing is, Scooter, they just don't get any duller,
after a while.' He |lathered and shaved his upper |lip, then paused. Yamazaki had been ' Kawasaki'
for the first several visits. Now he was 'Scooter.' The pale old eyes regarded himneutrally,
hooded under reddish |ids. Yamazaki sensed Skinner's inward | aughter

"I make you | augh?'

‘' Not today,' Skinner said, dropping the razor into the basin of water, suds and gray whiskers
recoiling in a display of surface tension. 'Not like the other day, watching you chase those turds
around. "'

Yarmazaki had spent one entire norning attenpting to diagramthe sewage-collection arrangenents for
the group of dwellings he thought of as conprising Skinner's 'neighborhood.' Wdespread use of
transparent five-inch hose had nade this quite exciting, |like sone gane devised for children, as
he'd tried to follow the course of a given boliis of waste fromone dwelling down past the next.
The hoses swoo~d down through the superstructure in graceful randomarcs, bundled like ganglia, to
meet hel ow the | ower deck in a

10 The nodern dance

t housand-gal | on hol ding tank. When this was full to capacity, Skinner had explained, a nercury-
switch in a float-ball triggered a jet-punp, forcing the accurmul ated sewage into a three-foot pipe
that carried it into the nunicipal system

He' d nade a note to consider this junction as an interface between the bridge's program and the
program of the city, but extracting Skinner's story of the bridge was obviously nore inportant.
Convi nced that Skinner sonehow held the key to the bridge's existential meaning, Yanmazaki had
abandoned his physical survey of secondary construction in order to spend as nuch tine as possible
in the old man's conpany. Each night, in his borrowed apartnment, he would send the day's

accumul ation of material to Osaka University's Departnment of Soci ol ogy.

Today, clinbing to the lift that would carry himto Skinner's room he had net the girl on her way
to work, descending, her shoul der through the frame of her bicycle. She was a courier in the city.
Was it significant that Skinner shared his dwelling with one who earned her living at the archaic
intersection of information and geography? The offices the girl rode between were electronically
conterm nous-in effect, a single desktop, the map of distances obliterated by the sean ess and

i nst ant aneous nature of comunication. Yet this very seam essness, which had rendered physica

mai | an expensive novelty, mght as easily be viewed as porosity, and as such created the need for
the service the girl provided. Physically transporting bits of information about a grid that
consisted of little else, she provided a degree of absolute security in the fluid universe of
data. Wth your nmenpo in the girl's bag, you knew precisely where it was; otherw se, your nmenp was
nowher e, perhaps everywhere, in that instant of transit.

He found her attractive, Skinner's girl, in an odd, foreign way, with her hard white | egs and her
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mlitant, upthrust tail of dark hair.
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"Dreamin', Scooter? Skinner set the basin aside, his hands trenbling slightly, and settled his

shoul ders agai nst nusty-looking pillows. The white-painted pl ywood wall creaked faintly.

' No, Skinner-san. But you prom sed you would tell ne about the first night, when you decided to

take the bridge...' His tone was nmild, his words deliberately chosen to irritate, to spur his

subj ect to speech. He activated the notebook's recording function

"W didn't decide anything. | told you that...'

"But sonehow it happened.

' Shit happens. Happened that night. No signals, no |leader, no architects. You think it was

politics. That particular dance, boy, that's over.

"But you have said that the people were "ready."'

"But not for anything. That's what you can't seemto get, can you? Like the bridge was here, but

I'"mnot saying it was waiting. See the difference?

"I think-"'

"You think shit.' The notebook sonmetinmes had trouble with Skinner's idions. In addition, he tended

to slur. An expert systemin Osaka had suggested he m ght have sustai ned a degree of neura

damage, perhaps as the result of using street drugs, or of one or nore minor strokes. But Yamazaki

bel i eved Skinner had sinply been too long in proximty to whatever strange attractor had pernitted

the bridge to become what it had beconme. 'Nobody,' Skinner said, speaking slowy and deliberately

at first, as if for enphasis, 'was using this bridge for anything. After the Little G ande cane

t hrough, understand?

Yamazaki nodded, watching the characters of Skinner's translated speech scroll down the notebook

' Eart hquake fucked it good, Scooter. The tunnel on Treasure caved in. A ways been unstahle there .
First they were gonna rebuild, they said, bottomup, hut they flat-out
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didn't have the money. So they put chain link, razor-wire, concrete up at both ends. Then the

Germans came in, maybe two years later, sold 'emon nanomech, how to build the new tunnel. Be

cheap, carry cars and a nmag-lev. And nobody believed how fast they could do it, once they got it

| egi sl ated past the Greens. Sure, those Green biotech | obbies, they nade 'em actually grow the

sections out in Nevada. Like punpkins, Scooter. Then they hauled 'emout here under bulk-lifters

and sank 'emin the Bay. Hooked 'emup. Little tiny machines crawling around in there, hard as

di anonds; tied it all together tight, and bam there's your tunnel. Bridge just sat there.'

Yarmazaki held his breath, expecting Skinner to | ose the thread, as he so often had before-often

Yamazaki suspected, deliberately.

'Thi s one worman, she kept saying plant the whole thing with ivy, Virginia creeper . . . Sonebody

el se, they said tear it down before another quake did it for "em But there it was. In the cities,

| ot of people, no place to go. Cardboard towns in the park, if you were |ucky, and they'd brought

those dri p-pi pes down from Portland, put 'em around the buil dings. Leaks enough water on the

ground, you don't want to lay there. That's a nmean town, Portland. Invented that there...' He

coughed. 'But that one night, people just cane. Al kinds of stories, after, how it happened.

Pi ssing down rain, too. No body's idea of riot weather.'

Yamazaki inmagi ned the two spans of the deserted bridge in the downpour, the crowds accunul ati ng.

He watched as they clinbed the wire fences, the barricades, in such nunbers that the chain |ink

twisted, fell. They had clinbed the towers, then, nore than thirty falling to their deaths. But

when the dawn cane, survivors clung there, news helicopters circling themin the gray light |ike

pati ent dragonflies. He had seen this nany tinmes, watching the tapes in OGsaka. But Skinner had

been there

' Maybe a thousand people, this end. Another thousand in
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Cakl and. And we just started running. Cops falling back, and what were they protecting, anyway?

Mai nly the crowd-orders they had, keep people fromgetting together in the street. They had their

choppers up in the rain, shining lights on us. Just nade it easier. | had this pair of pointy

boots on. Ran up to that 'link, it was nmaybe fifteen feet tall. Just kicked ny toes in there and

started clinbing. Cinb a fence Iike that easy, boots got a point. Up, man, | was up that thing

like | was flying. Coils of razor at the top, but people behind ne were pushing up anything; hunks

of two-by-four, coats, sleeping-bags. To lay across the wire. And | felt like . . . weightless .

Yamazaki felt that he was sonehow cl ose, very close, to the heart of the thing.

"l junped. Don't know who junped first, but | just junped. Qut. Hit pavenent. People yelling.
They' d crashed the barriers on the Oakland side, by then. Those were |lower. W could see their
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lights as they ran out on the cantilever. The police 'copters and these red highway fl ares sone of
the people had. They ran toward Treasure. Nobody out there since the Navy people left ... W ran
too. Met up sonewhere in the mddle and this cheer went up . . .' Skinner's eyes were unfocused
distant. 'After that, they were singing, hyms and shit. Just mlling around, singing. Crazy. Me
and sonme others, we were stoked. And we could see the cops, too, coming fromboth ends. Fuck
that.'

Yanmazaki swall owed. 'And then?'

"W started clinmbing. The towers. Rungs they wel ded on those suckers, see, so painters could get
up there. W were clinbing. Television had their own 'copters out by then, Scooter. W were making
it to wrld news and we didn't know it. Quess you don't. Wuldn't've give a shit anyway. Just
clinmbing. But that was going out |live. Was gonna nmake it hard for the cops, later. And, nan
people were falling off. ~in front of me had bl ack tape wapped 'round his shoes, kept the soles
on. lape all wet, coming |oose, his feet kept

slipping. Right in front of nmy face. H s foot kept coming back off the rung and 1'd get his hee
inny eye, | didn't watch it

Near to the top and both of 'emcone off at once.' Skinner fell silent, as if listening to sone
di stant sound. Yanmazaki held his breath.

"How you learn to clinb, up here,' Skinner said, 'the first thing is, you don't | ook down. Second
thing is, you keep one hand and one foot on the bridge all the time. This guy, he didn't know
that. And those shoes of his. He just went off, backward. Never nade a sound. Sort of.

graceful .’

Yamazaki shivered.

"But | kept clinmbing. Rain had quit, |light was com ng. Stayed.

"How di d you feel ?" Yamazaki asked. Skinner blinked. 'Feel?

"What did you do then?

"l saw the city."'

Yamazaki rode Skinner's lift down to where stairs began, its yellow upright cup |like a piece of
pi cni cware discarded by a giant. Al around him now, the rattle of an evening' s conmerce, and
from a darkened doorway canme the slap of cards, a woman's |aughter, voices raised in Spanish
Sunset pink as wine, through sheets of plastic that snapped like sails in a breeze scented with
frying foods, woodsnoke, a sweet oily drift of cannabis. Boys in ragged | eather crouched above a
ganme whose counters were pai nted pebbl es.

Yamazaki stopped. He stood very still, one hand on a wooden railing daubed with hyphens of aeroso
silver. Skinner's story seenmed to radiate out, through the thousand things, the unwashed sniles
and the snoke of cooking, |ike concentric rings of sound from sonme secret bell, pitched too iow

for the foreign, w shful ear.

We are come not only past the century's closing, he thought, the mllenniums turning, but to the
end of sonething else. Era? Paradi gn? Everywhere, the signs of closure.
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Modernity was endi ng.

Here, on the bridge, it |long since had.

He woul d wal k toward Cakl and now, feeling for the new thing' s strange heart.

11 Pulling tags

Tuesday, she just wasn't on. Couldn't proj. No focus. Bunny Ml atesta, the dispatcher, could fee
it, his voice a buzz in her
ear.

' Chev, don't take this the wong way, but you got like the nonthlies or sonething?

"Fuck of f, Bunny.'

"Hey, | just nean you're not your usual ball of fire today. Al | nean.'

"G me a tag.

'655 Mo, fifteenth, reception.'

Pi cked up, nade it to 555 Cali, fifty-first floor. Pulled her tag and back down. The day gone gray
after norning' s promnse

'456 Montgomery, thirty-third, reception, go freight.'

Pausi ng, her hand in the bike's recognition-loop. 'How come?

' Says messengers carvin' graffiti in the passenger elevators. Go freight or they' |l toss you, be
deni ed access, at which point Allied terninates your enploynent.'
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She renenbered seeing Ringer's enblemcarved into the inspection plate in one of 456's passenger
el evators. Fucking Ringer. He'd defaced nore el evators than anyone in history. Carried around a
regular toolkit to do it wth.

456 sent her toi ECwith a carton wi der than she was supposed to accept, hut that was what racks
and bungles were for, and why give the cage-drivers the trade? | ~unny buzzed

9

her on her way out and gave her ~o Beale, the cafeteria on the second floor. She guessed that
woul d be a worman's purse, done up in a plastic bag fromthe kitchen, and she was right. Brown,
sort of lizardskin, with a couple of green sprouts stuck in the corners of the bag. Wnen [eft
their purses, renmenbered, called up, got the manager to send for a nessenger. Good for a tip,
usually. Ringer and some of the others would open themup, go through the contents, find drugs
sonetimes. She wouldn't do that. She thought about the sungl asses.

She couldn't get a run today. There was no routing in effect at Allied, but sonetines you'd get a
run by accident; pick up here, drop off there, then something here. But it was rare. \Wen you
worked for Allied you rode harder. Her record was sixteen tags in a day; like doing forty at a

di fferent conpany.

She took the purse to Fulton at Masonic, got two flyers after the owner checked to see everything
was there.

"Restaurant's supposed to take it to the cops,' Chevette said. 'W don't like to be responsible.’
Bl ank | ook fromthe purse-lady, sone kind of secretary. Chevette pocketed the fives.

'2.98 Al abama,' Bunny said, as if offering her sone pearl of great price. 'Tone those thighs...'
Bust her ass out there to get there, then she'd pick up and do it. But she couldn't get on top of
it, today.

The asshol e' s sungl asses. .

"For tactical reasons,' the blonde said, 'we do not currently advocate the use of violence or
sorcery agai nst private individuals.

Chevette had just punped back from Al abanma Street, day's last tag. The wonman on the little CNN
flatscreen over the door to Bunny's pit wore sonething black and stretchy pulled over her face,
three triangular holes cut init. Blue letters at the bottomof the screen read FI ONA X-
SPOKESPERSON- SOUTH | SLAND LI BERATI ON FRONT.

92.

The overlit fluorescent corridor into Allied Messengers snelled of hot styrene, laser printers,
abandoned runni ng-shoes, and stale bag |unches, this |ast tugging Chevette toward nenories of sone
unheat ed day-care basenment in Oregon, winter's colorless light slanting in through high dim

wi ndows. But now the street door banged open behind her, a pair of nuddy size-el even neon sneakers
cane poundi ng down the stairs, and Sanuel Sal adin DuPree, his cheeks speckled with crusty gray
conmas of road-dirt, stood grinning at her, hugely.

' Happy about sonething, Samy Sal ?'

Al lied s best-looking thing on two wheels, no contest whatever, DuPree was six-two of ebon
electricity poured over a frane of such el egance and strength that Chevette inmgi ned his bones as
polished netal, triple-chroned, a quicksilver armature. Like those old novies with that big guy,
the one who went into politics, after he'd got the nmeat ripped off him Thinking about Sanmy Sal's
bones made nost girls want himto junp theirs, but not Chevette. He was gay, they were friends,
and Chevette wasn't too sure how she felt about all that anyway, |ately.

"Fact is,' Sammy Sal said, snearing dirt fromhis cheek with the back of one | ong hand,
decided to kill Ringer. And the truth, y'know, it nakes you free...'

"Ho,' Chevette said, 'you nusta pulled a tag over 456 today.'

"l did, dear, do that thing. All the way up, in a dirty freight elevator. A slow dirty freight
el evator. And why?

"Cause Ringer's 'graved his tag in their brass, Sal, and their rosewood, too?"

' Eggs- ackly, Chevette, honey.' Sanmmy Sal undid the blue and white bandanna around his neck and
wi ped his face with it. 'Therefore, his ass dies screamng.’

and nust begin, now, to systenatically sabotage the workplace,' Fiona X said,
eneny of the hunan race.

93

The door to the dispatch-pit, so thickly stapled with scheds, sub-charts, tattered Muini regs, and
faxed conpl aints that Chevette had no idea what the surface underneath m ght |ook |ike, popped
open. Bunny extruded his scarred and unevenly shaven head, turtle-like, blinking in the |ight of
the corridor, and glanced up automatically, his gaze attracted by the tone of Fiona X s sound-
bite. H's expression blanked at the sight of her nask, the nmental channel -zap executed in | ess

I've

or be hranded an
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time than it had taken himto | ook her way. 'You,' he said, eyes back on Chevette, 'Chevy. In
here."'

"Wait for me, Sammy Sal,' she said.

Bunny Mal at esta had been a San Franci sco bi ke nmessenger for thirty years. Wuld be still, if his
knees and back hadn't given out on him He was sinultaneously the best and the worst thing about
messing for Allied. The best because he had a bi ke-map of the city hung behind his eyes, better
than anything a conputer could generate. He knew every building, every door, what the security was
like. He had the nmess gane down, Bunny did, and, better still, he knewthe lore, all the history,
the stories that nmade you know you were part of sonething, however crazy it got, that was worth
doing. He was a | egend hinsel f, Bunny, having Krypto'd the wi ndshields of sone seven police cars
in the course of his riding career, a record that still stood. But he was the worst for those sane
reasons and nore, because there wasn't any bulishitting himat all. Any other dispatcher, you
could cut yourself a little extra slack. But not Bunny. He just knew.

Chevette followed himin. He closed the door behind her. The goggl es he used for dispatching
dangl ed around his neck, one padded eyepi ece patched with cell ophane tape. There were no w ndows
in the roomand Bunny kept the lights off when he was working. Half a dozen color nonitors were
arranged in a semcircle in front of a black swivel arnthair with Bunny's pink rubber Sacro-saver
backrest strapped to it like some kind of giant bul ging Iarva.

94

Bunny rubbed his [ ower back with the heels of his hands. 'Disk's killing me,' he said, not
particularly to Chevette.

"Qughta let Sammy Sal crack it for you,' she suggested. 'He's real good.'

"It's cracked al ready, sweetheart. Wat's wong with it in the first place. Nowtell ne what were
you doin' over the Mrrisey last night. And it better be good.

"Pulling a tag,' Chevette said, going on automatic, the way she had to if she were going to lie
and get away with it. She'd been hal fway expecting something like this, but not so soon

She wat ched as Bunny took the goggles off, disconnected them and put themon top of one of the
monitors. 'So how come you never checked back out? They call us on it, say you went in to nmake a

delivery, they scanned your badges, you never cone back out. Look, | tell "em | know she's not
there now, guys, 'cause | got her out Al abama Street on a call, okay?' He was watchiag her

'Hey, Bunny,' Chevette said, 'it was ny last tag, my ride was down in the basenent, | saw a
freight el on its way down, junmped in. |I know |'m supposed to clock out at security, but | thought
they' d have sonebody on the parking exit, you know? | get up the ranp and there's nobody, a car's
going out, so | deak under the barrier and I'min the street. | shoul da gone back around and done

t he | obby thing?

"You knowit. It's regs.

"I't was late, you know?'

Bunny sat down, wincing, in the chair with the Sacro-saver. He cupped each knee in a big-knuckl ed
hand and stared at her. Very un-Bunny. Like sonething was really bothering him Not just security
grunts pissing because a ness blew the check-out off. 'How | ate?

" Huh?'

' They wanna know when you left.'

‘Maybe ten minutes after | went in. Fifteen tops. Basenent in there's a rat-naze.'
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"You went in 6:32:18,' he said. 'They got that when they scanned you. The tag, this | awer, they

talked to him so they know you delivered.' He still had that | ook

"Bunny, what's the deal? Tell "em | screwed up, is all.'

"You didn't go anywhere else? In the hotel ?

"Uh-uh,' she said, and felt this funny ripple nove through her, like she'd crossed sone |ine and
couldn't go back. 'I gave the guy his package, Bunny.'

"I don't think they're worrying about the guy's package,' Bunny said.

' So?'

"Lookit, Chev,' he said, 'security guy calls, that's one thing. Sorry, boss, won't let it happen
again. But this was sonebody up in the conpany, IntenSecure it's called, and he called up Wl son

direct.' Allied s owner. 'So | gotta nake nice with Wlson and M. Security, | gotta have G asso
cover for me on the board and naturally he screws everything up...'

"Bunny,' she said, 'l'msorry.

"Hey. You're sorry, I'msorry, but there's sone big shit rentacop sitting behind a desk and he's

putting fucking WIson through about what precisely did you do after you gave that |awer his
package. About what kind of enployee are you exactly, how |l ong you ness for Allied, any crimna
record, any drug use, where you live.
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Chevette saw the asshol e's bl ack gl asses, right where she'd left them In their case, behind
Skinner's ~ Ceographics. She tried to lift themout of there with nmind-power. R ght up to the tar-
snelling roof and off the edge. Put those bastards in the Bay |like she should' ve done this

norni ng. But no, they were there.

"That ain't normal,' Bunny said. 'Know what | nean?

"You tell "emwhere | live, Bunny?

‘Qut Ol the bridge,' he said, then cracked her a little sliver of grin. 'Not |ike you got nuch of
an address, is it?" Now he

spun hinself around in the chair and began to shut the nonitors down.

"Bunny,' she said, '"what'll they do now?

"Cone and find you." Hi s back to her. 'Here. 'Cause they won't know where else to go. You didn't
do anything, did you, Chevy?' The back of his skull show ng gray stubble.

Automatic. 'No. No... Thanks, Bunny.

He grunted in reply, neutral, ending it, and Chevette was back in the corridor, her heart pounding
under Skinner's jacket. Up the stairs, out the door, plotting the quickest way hone, running red
lights in her head, gotta get rid of the glasses, gotta- Sammy Sal had Ringer braced up against a
bl ue recyc bin.

Wrry was starting to penetrate Ringer's rudinentary view of things. 'Didn't do nuthin to you
man. '

‘'Been carvin' your nane in elevators again, Ringer.'

"But | din't do nuthin to you!'

' Cause and effect, nofo. W know it's a tough concept for you, but try: you do shit, other shit
follows. You go scratching your tag in the clients' fancy elevators, we hassle you, nman.' Sanmy
Sal spread the long brown fingers of his left hand across Ringer's beat-to-shit helnet, palmng it
like a basketball, and twisted, lifting, the helmet's strap digging into Ringer's chin. 'Din't do
nut hin!' Ri nger gurgl ed.

Chevette ducked past them heading for the bike-rack beneath the nural portrait of Shapely.
Sonmeone had shot himin his soulful martyr's eye with a condonful of powder blue paint, blue
running all down his hall owed cheek

"Hey,' Sammy Sal said, 'conme here and help ne tornent this shit-heel.'

She stuck her hand through the recognition-loop and tried to pull her handl ebars out of the rack's
tangl e of nol ybdenum steel, graphite, and aranmi d overwap. The other bikes' alarns all went off at
once, a frantic chorus of ear-splitting bleats, basso digital sirennioans, and OUC extended hi gh-
vol unme bur st
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of snake-hiss Spanish profanity, cunningly mxed with yel ps of aninmal tornent. She swung her bike
around, got her toe in the clip, and kicked for the street, alnost going over as she nounted. She
saw Sammy Sal, out the corner of her eye, drop Ringer

She saw Samry Sal straddle his own bi ke, a pink and bl ack-fleck fat-tube with Fluoro-Rinz that ran
of f a hubgener at or

Sammy Sal was coning after her. She'd never wanted conpany | ess.

She took off.

Proj. Just proj.

Li ke her norning dream but scarier.

12 Eye novenent

Rydel | 1 ooked at these two San Franci sco cops, Svobodov and Ol ovsky, and decided that working for
War baby had a chance of being interesting. These guys were the real, the super-heavy thing.
Homi ci de was col ossus, any departnent anywhere.

And here he'd been in Northern California all of forty-eight mnutes and he was sitting at a
counter drinking coffee with Homicide. Except they were drinking tea. Hot tea. In glasses. Heavy
on the sugar. Rydell was at the far end, on the other side of Freddie, who was drinking mlk. Then
War baby, with his hat still on, then Svobodov, then Ol ovsky.

Svobodov was nearly as tall as Warbaby, but it all seened to be sinew and bi g knobs of bone. He
had | ong, pale hair, conbed straight back fromhis rocky forehead, eyebrows to nmatch, and skin
that was tight and shiny, Iike he'd stood too long in front of a fire. Ol ovsky was thin and dark
with a widow s peak, lots of hair on the backs of his fingers, and those glasses that |ooked Iike
they'd been sawn in half.

They both had that eye thing, the one that pinned you and held you and sank right in, heavy and
inert as |ead.

Rydell had had a course in that at the Police Acadeny, but it hadn't really taken. It was called
Eye Movenent Desensitization & Response, and was taught by this retired forensic psychol ogi st
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named Bagl ey, from Duke University. Bagley's lectures tended to wander off into stories about
serial killers he'd processed at |)uke, auto-erotic strangulation fatalities,
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stuff like that. It sure passed the tinme between Hi gh Profile Felony Stops and Firearns Training
System Scenarios. But Rydell was usually kind of rattled after Felony Stops, because the
instructors kept asking himto take the part of the felon. And he couldn't figure out why. So he'd
have troubl e concentrating, in Eye Movenent. And if he did manage to pick up anything useful from
Bagl ey, a session of FATSS would usually nake himforget it. FATSS was |ike doing Dream Wl Is, but
with guns, real ones.

When FATSS tallied up your score, it would drag you right down the entrance wounds, your own or
the other guy's, and nake the call on whether the |oser had bled to death or copped to hydrostatic
shock. There were people who went into full-blow post-traumatic heeb-jeebs after a couple of

sessi ons on FATSS, but Rydell always came out of it with this shit-eating grin. It wasn't that he
was violent, or didn't nmind the sight of blood; it was just that it was such a rush. And it wasn't
real. So he never had learned to throw that official hoodoo on people with his eyes. But this Lt.
Svobodov, he had the tal ent beaucoup, and his partner, Lt. Olovsky, had his own version going,
nearly as effective and he did it over the sawn-off tops of those glasses. Guy |ooked sort of |ike
a werewol f anyway, which hel ped.

Rydel | continued to check out the San Franci sco Honicide | ook. Wich seened to be old tan

rai ncoats over black flak vests over white shirts and ties. The shirts were button-down oxfords
and the ties were the stripey kind, |like you were supposed to belong to a club or sonething. Cuffs
on their trousers and great big pebble-grain wingtips with cleated Vi bram soles. About the only
peopl e who wore shirts and ties and shoes like that were inmigrants, people who wanted it as
Anerican as it got. But layering it up with a bullet-proof and a worn-out London Fog, he figured
that was some kind of statenent. The streamined plastic butt of an N& didn't exactly hurt,
either, and Rydell could see one pecking out of

Svobodov' s open flak vest. Couldn't renenber the nodel nunber, but it |ooked Iike the one with the
magazi ne down the top of the barrel. Shot that casel ess amp | ooked |ike wax crayons, plastic
propel l ant nol ded around alloy flechettes |like big nails.

"I'f we knew what you al ready know, Warbaby, maybe that makes everything nore sinple.' Svobodov

| ooked around the little diner, took a pack of Marlboros out of his raincoat.

"Illegal in this state, buddy,' the waitress said, pleased at any opportunity to threaten sonmebody
with the aw. She had that big kind of hair. This was one of those places you ate at if you worked
graveyard at sone truly shit-ass industrial job. If your luck held, Rydell figured, you d get this
particular waitress into the bargain.

Svobodov fixed her with a couple of thousand negative volts of Cop Eye, tugged a black plastic
badge- hol der out of his flak vest, flipped it open in her direction, and let it fall back on its
nyl on thong, against his chest. Rydell noticed the click when it hit; sone kind of back-up arnor
under the white shirt.

' Those two Mornon boys from H ghway Patrol cone in here, you show that to them' she said

Svobodov put the cigarette between his |ips.

War baby's fist cane up, clutching a lunp of gold the size of a hand grenade.

He Iit the Russian's cigarette with it.

"Way you have this, Warbaby?' Svobodov said, eyeing the lighter. 'You snoking sonething?

" Anyt hi ng but those Chi nese Marl boros, Arkady.' Murnful as ever. 'They're fulla fiberglass.'
"Anmerican brand,' Svobodov insisted, 'licensed by nmeker.'

"Hasn't been a legal cigarette manufactured in this country in six years,' Wrbaby said, sounding
as sad about that as anything el se.

| 0~

"Marl -bor-ro," Svobodov said, taking the cigarette out of his nouth and pointing to the lettering
in front of the filter. 'Wien we were kids, \Warbaby, Marlboro, she was noney.'

" Arkady,' Warbaby said, as though with enornous patience, 'when we were kids, man, noney was
noney. '

Ol ovsky | aughed. Svobodov shrugged. 'Wat you know, Warbaby?' Svobodov said, back to business.
"M. Blix has been found dead, at the Mrrisey. Mirdered."'

"Pro job," Olovsky said, making it one word, projob. 'They want we assume sone bullshit ethnic
angl e, see?

Svobodov squi nted at Warbaby. 'We don't know that,' he said.

'The tongue,' Olovsky said, determned. 'That's color. To throw us off. They think we think Latin
Ki ngs.'

Svobodov sucked on his cigarette, blew snoke in the general direction of the waitress. 'Wat you
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know, Warbaby?

"Hans Rutger Blix, forty-three, naturalized Costa Ri can.' Warbaby ni ght have been nuking the
openi ng remarks at a funeral

"My hairy ass,' Svobodov said, around the Marl boro.

"War baby,' Ol ovsky said, 'we know you were working on this before this asshole got his throat
cut.'

" Asshol e,' Warbaby said, |ike nmaybe the dead guy had been a cl ose personal friend, a |odge-brother
or something. 'Man's dead, is all. That nake himan asshol e?

Svobodov sat there, puffing on his Marlboro. Stubbed it out on the plate in front of him beside
his untouched tuna nelt. 'Asshole. Believe it.'

War baby sighed. 'Man had a jacket, Arkady?

"You want his jacket,' Svobodov said, 'you tell us what you were supposed to be doing for him W
know he tal ked to you.'

"W never spoke.'

' Ckay,' Svobodov said. 'IntenSecure he tal ked to. You freel ance.'

| 02.

"Strictly,' Warbaby said. 'Wy did he talk to IntenSecure?' 'Man |ost sonething.' 'Wat?

" Sonet hi ng of a personal nature.' Svobodov sighed. 'Lucius. Please.' 'A pair of sunglasses.'
Svobodov and Ol ovsky | ooked at each other, then back to Warbaby. 'IntenSecure brings in Lucius

War baby because this guy |oses his sungl asses?

' Maybe they were expensive,' Freddie offered, softly. He was studying his reflection in the mrror
behi nd the counter.

Ol ovsky put his hairy fingers together and cracked his knuckl es.

'He thought he might have lost themat a party,' Warbaby offered, 'soneone ni ght even have taken
them'

"What party?' Svobodov shifted on his stool and Rydell heard the hidden arnor creak

"Party at the Morrisey.'

Whose party?" Ol ovsky, over those gl asses.

"M. Cody Harwood's party,' Warbaby said.

' Har wood,' Svobodov said, 'Harwood...

"Nane "Pavlov" ring a bell? Freddie said, to no one in particular

Svobodov grunted. ' Money.

"None of it in Marlboros, either,' Warbaby said. 'M. Blix went dowmn to M. Harwood's party, had a
few drinks-

"Had a BA level like they won't need to enbalm' Ol ovsky said.

"Had a few drinks. Had this property in the pocket of his jacket. Next norning, it was gone.
Called security at the Mrrisey. They called IntenSecure. IntenSecure called ne...'

"Hi s phone is gone,' Svobodov said. 'They took it. Nothing to tie himto anyone. No agenda,

not ebook, not hi ng.'
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"Pro job," Ol ovsky intoned.

' The gl asses,' Svobodov said. 'Wat kind of glasses?

' Sungl asses,' Freddi e said.

"W found these.' Svobodov took sonething fromthe side pocket of his London Fog. A Ziploc

evi dence bag. He held it up. Rydell saw shards of black plastic. 'Cheap VR Gound into the
carpet.'

"Do you know what he ran on then?' Warbaby asked.

Now it was Ol ovsky's turn for showand-tell. He produced a second evidence bag, this one from

i nside his black vest. 'Looked for software, couldn't find it. Then we x-ray him Sonebody shoved
this down his throat.' A black rectangle. The stick-on |abel worn and stained. 'But before they
cut him'

"What is it?" Warbaby asked.

' McDonna,' Svobodov sai d.

"Huh?' Freddi e was | eani ng across Warbaby to peer at the thing. 'M-what?

"Fuck chip.' It sounded to Rydell like fock cheap, but then he got it. 'MDonna.'

"Wonder if they read it all the way down? ' Freddie said, fromthe rear of the Patriot. He had his
feet up on the back of the front passenger seat and the little red Iights around the edges of his
sneakers were spelling out the lyrics to sone song.

'Read what?' Rydell was watching Warbaby and the Russians, who were standi ng besi de one of the
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| east subtle unmarked cars Rydell had ever seen: a primer-gray whale with a cage of graphite
expansi on-grating protecting the headlights and radiator. Fine rain was beading up on the
Patriot's w ndshield.

"That porn they found down the guy's esophagus.' |f Warbaby al ways sounded sad, Freddie al ways
sounded rel axed. But Warbaby sounded |ike he really was sad, and Freddie's kind of rel axed sounded
Iike he was just the opposite.

104

"Lotta code in a programlike that. Hide all sorta good:es in the wall paper, y'know? Runni ng
fractal to get the skin te:ture, say, you could mx in a lot of text...'

"You into conputer stuff, Freddie?

"I'"'m M. Warbaby's technical consultant.'

"What do you think they're tal ki ng about ?

Freddi e reached up and touched one of his sneakers. The red words vani shed. 'They're having the
real conversation now.'

"What's that?

' The deal conversation. W want what they got on Blix, the dead guy.'

'Yeah? So what we got?

"We"?' Freddie whistled. 'You just drivin'." He pulled his feet back and sat up. 'But it ain't
exactly clas~ified:

I ntenSecure and Dat Arerica nore or |less the sanme thing.'

"No shit.' Svobodov seened to be doing nost o~ the talking. 'Wat's that nean?

"Means we tight with a bigger data-base than the pDlice. Next tinme ol' Rubadub needs hima | ook-
see, he'll be glad he did us a favor. But tonight, nan, tonight it just burrs his Russian ass.'
Rydel |l remenbered the tinme he'd gone over to 'Big George' Kechaknadze's house for a barbecue and
the man had tried to sign himup for the National Rifle Association. 'You get a |ot of Russians on
the force, up here?

"Up here? Al over.'

"Ki nda funny how many of those guys go into police work.'

"Think about it, man. Had 'em a whol e police state, over there. Maybe they just got a feel for
it.'

Svobodov and Ol ovsky clinbed into the gray whale. Warbahy wal ked to the Patriot, using his alloy
cane. The police car rcse up about six inches on hydraulics and began to npban and s~iiver, rain
dancing on its long hood as Ol ovsky revved the engine.
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"Jesus,' Rydell said, 'they don't care who sees 'emconmn', do they?

' They want you see 'emcoming,' Freddie said, obscurely, as Warbaby opened the right rear
passenger door and began the process of edging his stiff-legged bulk into the back seat.

' Take of f,' Warbaby said, slamring the door. 'Protocol. W |leave first.'

"Not that way,' Freddie said. 'That'll get us Candl estick Park. That way.

"Yes,' said Warbaby, 'we have busi ness downtown.' Sad about it.

Downt own San Francisco was really something. Wth everything hemmed in by hills, built up and down
other hills, it gave Rydell a sense of, well, he wasn't sure. Being sonewhere. Sonewhere in
particular. Not that he was sure he |liked being there. Maybe it just felt so nmuch the opposite of
L.A and that feeling |ike you were cut loose in a grid of light that just spilled out to the edge
of everything. Up here he felt like he'd cone in from sonewhere, these old buildings all around
and cl ose together, nothing nore nodern than that one big spi key one with the truss-thing on it
(and he knew that one was old, too). Co~ danp air, steambillowing fromgrates in the pavenent.
Peopfe on the streets, too, and not just the usual kind; people with jobs and cl othes. Kind of
like Knoxville, he tried to tell hinself, but it wouldn't stick. Another strange pl ace.

"No, nan, a left, a left' Freddie thunping on the back of his seat. And another city-grid to

| earn. He checked the cursor on the Patriot's dash-map, |ooking for a left that would get themto
this hotel, the Morrisey.

"Don't bang on M. Rydell's seat,' Warbaby said, a sixfoot scroll of fax bunched in his hands,

"he's driving.' It had come in on their way here. Rydell figured it was the jacket on Blix, the
guy who'd gotten his throat cut.
106

' Fassbi nder,' Freddie said. 'You ever hear of this Rainer Fassbinder?

“I"'mnot in a joking nood, Freddie,' Warbaby said. 'No joke. | ran Separated at Birth on this
Blix, nman,

scanned this stiff-shot the Russian sent you before? Says he | ooks |ike Rainer Fassbinder. And
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that's when he's dead, with his throat cut. This Fassbinder, he nmusta been pretty rough-I ooking,
huh?'

War baby sighed. 'Freddie...'

"Well, German, anyway. Cicked with the nationality-'

"M. Blix was not Gernman, Freddie. Says here M. Blix wasn't even M. Blix. Now let ne read
Rydel|l needs quiet, in order to adjust to driving in the city.

Freddi e grunted, then Rydell heard his fingers clicking over the little conputer he carried

ever ywher e.

Rydell took the left he thought he was | ooking for. Conbat zone. Ruins. Fires in steel cans.
Hunched dark figures, faces vanpire white.

"Don't brake,' Warbaby said. 'Or accelerate.

Sonet hi ng came spinning, end over end, out of the crow shoul dered coven, splat against the

wi ndshield; clung, then fell away, |eaving a snmudge of filthy yellow Hadn't it been gray and

bl oody, like a loop of intestine?

Red at the intersection

"Run the light,' Warbaby instructed. Rydell did, anmd horns of protest. The yellow stuff stil

t here.

"Pull over. No. Right up on the sidewal k. Yes.' The Patriot's Goodyear Streetsweepers bouncing up
and over the jagged curb. 'In the gl ove conpartnent.'

A light came on as Rydell opened it. Wndex, a roll of gray paper towels, and a box of throwaway
surgi cal gl oves

"Go on,' Warbaby said. 'Nobody bother us.'’

Rydell pulled a glove on, took the Wndex and the towels, got out. 'I)on't get any on you,' he
said, thinking of Sublett. He gave the yellow snear a good shot of Wndex, wadded tip
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three of the towels in his gloved hand, w ped until the glass was clean. He skinned the glove down
around the wet wad, the way they'd shown himin the Acadeny, but then he didn't know what to do
with it.

"Just toss it,' Warbaby said frominside. Rydell did. Then he wal ked back fromthe car, five
paces, and threw up. Wped his nmouth with a clean towel. He got back in, shut the door, locked it,
put the Wndex and the towels in the gl ove conpartnent.

"You gonna gargle with that, Rydell?

" Shut up, Freddie,' Warbaby said. The Patriot's suspension creaked as Warbaby | eaned forward.
'Leavings from a sl aughterhouse, nost likely.' he said. "But it's good you know to take
precautions.' He settled back. 'Had us a group here once called Sword of the Pig. You ever hear of
t hat ?'

"No,' Rydell said, 'l never did."'
"They' d steal fire-extinguishers out of buildings. Re-charge themw th bl ood. Blood froma
sl aught erhouse. But they let it out, you understand, that this blood, well, it was human. Then

they'd go after the Jesus people, when they marched, with those sane extingui shers.
"Jesus,' Rydell said.
"Exactly,' Warbaby said.

"You see that door, there?" Freddie said.

"What door?' The | obby of the Morrisey nade Rydell want to whisper, |ike being in church or a
funeral hone. The carpet was so soft, it made himwant to |ie down and go to sleep

"That bl ack one,' Freddie said.

Rydel | saw a bl ack-lacquered rectangle, perfectly plain, not even a knob. Now that he thought
about it, it didn't match anything else in sight. The rest of the place was polished wood, frosted
bronze, panels of carved glass. If Freddie hadn't told himit was a door, exactly, he would have
taken it for art or sonething, sone kind of painting. 'Yeah? Wat about it?

i 08)

"That's a restaurant,' Freddie said, 'and it's so expensive, you can't even go in there.'

"Well," Rydell said, 'there's lots of those.'

"No, man,' Freddie insisted, 'I nean even if you were rich, had noney out your ass, you could not

go in there. Like it's private. Japanese thing.'

They were standi ng around by the security desk while Warbaby tal ked to sonmebody on a house phone
The three guys on duty at the desk wore IntenSecure unifornms, but really fancy ones, with bronze

| ogo- buttons on their peaked caps.

Rydel | had parked the Patriot in an underground garage, floors down in the roots of the place. He
hadn't seen anything like that before: teans of people in chef's whites putting together a hundred
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pl ates of some skinny kind of salad, little Sanyo vacuum cl eaners bl eeping along in pastel herds,
all this back-stage stuff you'd never guess was there if you were just standing here in the | obby.
The Executive Suites, where he'd stayed in Knoxville with Karen Mendel sohn, had had these Korean
robot bugs that cleaned up when you weren't | ooking. They'd even had a special one that ate dust
off the wallscreen, but Karen hadn't been inpressed. It just neant the)' couldn't afford people,
she sai d.

Rydel | watched as Warbaby turned, handing the phone to one of the guys in the peaked caps. Warbaby
gestured for Freddie and Rydell. Leaned on his cane as they wal ked toward him

"They' Il take us up now,' he said. The cap Warbaby had handed the phone to cane out from behind
the counter. He saw Rydell was wearing an IntenSecure shirt with the patches ripped off, but he
didn't say anything. Rydell wondered when he was going to have a chance to buy sone cl ot hes, and
where he should go to do it. He | ooked at Freddie's shirt, thinking Freddie probably wasn't the
guy to ask.

T09

"This way, sir,' the cap said to Warbaby. Freddie and Rydell followed Warbaby across the | obby.
Rydel | saw how he jabbed his cane, hard, into the carpeting, the brace on his leg ticking like a
sl ow cl ock

Somet i mes, when she rode hard, when she could really proj, Chevette got free of everything: the
city, her body, even tine. That was the nessenger's high, she knew, and though it felt Iike
freedom it was really the nelding-with, the clicking-in, that did it. The bi ke between her |egs
was |i ke sone hyperevolved alien tail she'd somehow extruded, as though over patient centuries; a
sweet and intricate bone-nachine, grown Lexan-arnored tires, near-frictionless bearings, and gas-
filled shocks. She was entirely part of the city then, one wild-ass little dot of energy and
matter, and she nade her thousand choices, instant to instant, according to how the traffic
flowed, howrain glinted on the streetcar tracks, how a secretary's mahogany hair fell Iike grace
itself, exhausted, to the shoul ders of her |oden coat.

And she was starting to get that now, in spite of everything; if she just let go, quit thinking,
Il et her mnd sink dowmn into the machi nery of bone and gear-ring and carbon-wound Japanese paper..
But Sanmmy Sal swerved in beside her, bass punping fromhis bike's bone-conduction beatbox. She had
to bunny the curb to keep from going over on a BART grate. Her tires |left black streaks as the
particl e-brakes caught, Sammy Sal braking in tandem his Fluoro-R nz strohing, fading.

' Sonet hing eating you, little honey? H's hand on her arm rough and angry. 'Like maybe sone
wonder product makes you smarter, faster? Huh?
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13 Tweaki ng

'Let ne go.'

"No way. | got you this job. You're gonna blowit, |I'mgonna know why.' He slamed his ot her palm
on the black foam around his bars, killing the nusic.

"Pl ease, Sammy, | gotta get up to Skinner's-'

He let go of her arm 'VWy?

She started to cough, caught it, took three deep breaths. 'You ever steal anything, Sammy Sal ?
mean, when you were wor ki ng?'

Sanmy Sal | ooked at her. 'No,' he said, finally, "but |I been known to fuck the clients.
Chevette shivered. 'Not ne.'

"No,' Sammy Sal said, 'but you don't pull tags all the places | do. 'Sides, you a girl.

"But | stole sonething last night. Fromthis guy's pocket, up at this party at the Hote
Morrisey.'

Sanmy Sal l|icked his lips. 'How conme you had your hand in his pocket? He sonebody you know?'
'He was sone asshole,' Chevette said.

"Ch. Hm Think I net him'

"Gave me a hard tine. It was sticking out of his pocket.' 'You sure it was his pocket this hard
time sticking out of?" 'Sammy Sal,' she said, '"this is serious. |I'mscared shitless.' He was

| ooking at her, close. 'That it? You scared? Stole sone shit, you scared?

"Bunny says sone security guys called up Allied, even called up WIlson and everything. Looking for
ne.'

"Shit,' Sammy Sal said, still studying her, 'l thought you high, on dancer. Thought Bunny found
out. Cone after you, gonna chew your little bitch ear off. You just scared?

She | ooked at him 'That's right.'

"Well," he said, digging his fingers into the black foam 'what you scared of ?
"Scared they' Il cone up to Skinner's and find 'em’
"Find what ?'
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| 12.

' These gl asses.’

' Spy, baby? Shot? Looking, like Alice 'n'" all? He drummed his fingers on the black foam

' These bl ack gl asses. Like sunglasses, but you can't see through 'em'

Sammy Sal tilted his beautiful head to one side. 'Wat's that nean?

"They' re just black.'

' Sungl asses?

'Yeah. But just black.'

"Huh,' he said, 'you had been fucking the clients, but only just the cute ones, like ne, you'd
know what those are. Tell you don't have that nany upscal e boyfriends, pardon nme. You date you
sonme architects, sone brain-surgeons, you'd know what those are.' H's hand cane up, forefinger
flicking the corroded ball-chain that dangled fromthe zip.tab at the neck of Skinner's jacket.
"Those VL gl asses. Virtual light.'

She'd heard of it, but she wasn't sure what it was. 'They expensive, Sammy Sal ?'

"Shit, yes. 'Bout as nuch as a Japanese car. Not all that much nore, though. Got these little EMP-
drivers around the | enses, work your optic nerves direct. Friend of mne, he'd bring a pair hone
fromthe office where he worked. Landscape architects. Put 'emon, you go out wal king, everything
| ooks normal, but every plant you see, every tree, there's this little | abel hanging there, what
its name is, Latin under that. '

"But they're solid black.

"Not if you turn "emon, they aren't. Turn "emon, they don't even |ook |like sunglasses. Just make
you | ook, | dunno, serious.' He grinned at her. 'You | ook too damm' serious anyway. That your
probl em'

She shivered. 'Cone back up to Skinner's with me, Sanmy. Ckay?

"l)on't like heights, much,' he said. 'That little box blowright off the top of that hridge, one

ni ght.'
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' Pl ease, Sammy? This thing's got ne tweaking. Be okay, riding with you, but | stop and |I start
thinking about it, I'mscared |'mgonna freeze up. What' Il | do? Maybe | get there and it's the
cops? What' Il Skinner say, the cops come up there? Maybe | go in to work tonorrow and Bunny cans
me. What'll |do?

Sammy Sal gave her the | ook he'd given her the night she'd asked himto get her on at Allied. Then
he grinned. Mean and funny. Al those sharp white teeth. 'Keep it between your |egs, then. Cone
on, you try to keep up.'

He bongoed off the curb, his Fluoro-Rinz flaring neonwhite when he cane down punpi ng. He nust have
t hunbed Pl ay then, because she caught the bass throbbing as she came after himthrough the
traffic.

14 Lovel ess

" You want another beer, honey?

The wonman behind the bar had an intricate black tracery along either side of her shaven skull,
down to what Yanazaki took to be her natural hairline. The tattoo's style conbined Celtic knots
and cartoon |ightning-bolts. Her hair, above it, was |like the pelt of some nocturnal aninal that
had fed on peroxide and Vaseline. Her left ear had been randomy pierced, perhaps a dozen tines,
by a single length of fine steel wire. Odinarily Yamazaki found this sort of display quite

i nteresting, but now he was lost in conposition, his notebook open before him

"No,"' he said, 'thank you.

"Don't wanna get fucked up, or what?' Her tone perfectly cheerful. He | ooked up fromthe notebook
She was wai ting.

' Yes?'

"You wanna sit here, you gotta buy sonething.'

' Beer, please.

' Same?’

'Yes, please.'’

She opened a bottle of Mexican beer, fragnents of ice sliding dowmn the side as she put it down on
the bar in front of him and noved on to the custonmer to his left. Yamazaki returned to his

not ebook.

Ski nner has tried repeatedly to convey that there is no

agenda here whatever, no underlying structure. Only the
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bones, the bridge, the Thomasson itself. Wen the Little G ande cane, it was not Godzilla. Indeed,
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there is no precisely equivalent myth in this place and culture (though this is perhaps not

equal ly true of Los Angeles). The Bonb, so long awaited, is gone. In its place cane these plagues,
the sl owest of cataclysns. But when Godzilla canme at last to Tokyo, we were foundering in denia
and profound despair. In all truth, we welconed the nost appalling destruction. Sensing, even as
we nourned our dead, that we were again presented with the nobst astoni shing of opportunities.

"That's real nice,' the man to his left said, placing his |l eft hand on Yamazaki's not ebook
"That's gotta be Japanese, it's so nice.' Yamazaki |ooked up, smling uncertainly, into eyes of a
nost peculiar enptiness. Bright, focused, yet sonehow fl at.

'From Japan, yes,' Yanmnazaki said. The hand withdrew slowy, caressingly, fromhis notebook

‘Lovel ess,' the nan said.

"I"'msorry?

'Lovel ess. My nane.'

" Yamazaki .

The eyes, very pale and w de-set, were the eyes of sonething watching frombeneath still water

"Yeah. Figured it was sonething like that.' An easy snile, pointed with archaic gold.

"Yes? Like?

' Somret hi ng Japanese. Sonething 'zaki, sonething 'zuki. Sone shit like that.' The snmile grow ng
sonmehow sharper. 'Drink up your Corona there, M. Yamazuki.' The stranger's hand, closing hard
around his wist. "CGettin' warm huh?

15 In 1015

There was a product called Kil'Z that Rydell had gotten to know at the Acadeny. It snelled, but
faintly, of sone ancient hair-tonic, flowery and cool, and you used it in situations where

consi derabl e bodily fluids had been spilled. It was an anti-viral agent, capable of nuking HV s i
t hrough ~, Crinean- Congo, Mdkola fever, Tarzana Dengue, and the Kansas Cty flu.

He snelled it now, as the IntenSecure man used a bl ackanodyzed passkey to open the door into 1015
"We'll be sure to lock it up when we go,' Warbaby said, touching the brimof his hat with his

i ndex finger. The IntenSecure nman hesitated, then said, 'Yessir. Anything el se you want?

"No,"' Warbaby said, and went into the room Freddie on his heels. Rydell decided the thing for him
to do was follow themin. He did, closing the door in the IntenSecure nan's face. Dark. The
curtains drawn. Smell of Kil'Z. The lights came on. Freddie's hand on the switch. Warbaby staring
at a lighter patch of the brick-colored carpet, the place where the bed nust've been.

Rydel | gl anced around. 4 d-fashi oned, expensive-Iooking. C ubby, sort of. The walls covered in
sonme ki nd of shiny, white-and-green striped stuff like silk. Polished wooden furniture. Chairs
uphol stered nossy green. A big brass lanp with a dark green shade. A faded old picture in a fat
gilt frame. Rydell went over for a closer |ook. A horse pulling a
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ki nd of two-wheel ed wagon-thing, just a little seat there, with a bearded man in a hat |ike Abe
Lincoln. "Currier & lves,' it said. Rydell wondered which one was the horse. Then he saw a round,
br owni sh-purpl e splotch of dried blood on the glass. It had crackled up, the way mud does in a
sumrer creek bed, but tiny. Hadn't had any of that Kil'Z on it, either, by the ook of it. He

st epped back.

Freddie, in his big shorts and the shirt with the pictures of pistols, had settled into one of the
green chairs and was opening his |laptop. Rydell watched himreel out a little black cable and pop
it into the jack beside the tel ephone. He wondered if Freddie's |legs got cold, wearing shorts up
here in Novenber. He'd noticed that sone bl ack people were so far into fashion, they'd wear
clothes like there wasn't any such thing as weat her

War baby just stared at the place where the bed had been, |ooking sad as ever. 'Well?" he said.
"I"'magettin' it, I'mgettin' it,' Freddie said, twiddling a little ball on his |aptop

War baby grunted. Watching him it |ooked to Rydell as though the I enses of his black-franed

gl asses wi nked black for a second. Trick of the light. Then Rydell got this funny feeling, because
War baby just |ooked right through him his traveling gaze fixed on sone noving sonething so keenly
that Rydell hinself was turning to |ook-at nothing.

He | ooked back at Warbaby. Warbaby's cane cane up, pointing at the space where the bed woul d have
been, then swung back down to the carpet. Warbaby sighed.

"Want the site-data from SFPD now?' Freddi e asked

War baby grunted. Hi s eyes were darting fromside to side. Rydell thought of tv documentaries about
voodoo, the priests' eyes rolling when the gods got into them

Freddie twirled the trackball under his finger. 'Prints, hair, skin-flakes . . . You know what a
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hotel roomis.

Rydell couldn't stand it. He stepped in front of \Warbaby and | ooked himin the eye. 'VWat the hel
you doi ng?"

1i8

War baby saw him Gave hima slow sad snile and renoved his glasses. Took a big, navy blue silk
handkerchi ef fromthe side pocket of his Iong coat and polished the glasses. He handed themto
Rydell. 'Put themon.'

Rydel | | ooked down at the glasses and saw that the | enses were bl ack now.

"Go on,' Warbaby said.

Rydel|l noticed the weight as he slid themon. Pitch black. Then there was a stutter of soft fuzzy
ball-1ightning, |ike what you saw when you rubbed your eyes in the dark, and he was | ooking at
War baby. Just behind Warbaby, hung on some invisible wall, were words, nunbers, bright yellow
They came into focus as he | ooked at them sonehow | osi ng Warbaby, and he saw that they were
forensic stats.

"Or,' Freddie said, 'you can just be here now'

And the bed was back, sodden with blood, the nan's soft, heavy corpse splayed out like a frog.
That thing beneath his chin, blue-black, bulbous.

Rydel I's stomach heaved, bile rose in his throat, and then a naked woman rolled up from anot her
bed, in a different room her hair like silver in sone inpossible nmoonlight- Rydell yanked the

gl asses off. Freddie lay back in the chair, shaking with silent |aughter, his |laptop across his
knees. 'Man,' he managed, 'you oughta seen the | ook you had! Put parta the guy's porno on there
from Arkady's evi dence report..."'

'"Freddi e,' Warbaby said, 'are you all that anxious to be |ooking for work?

"Nossir, M. Warbaby.'

"l can be hard, Freddie. You know that."

"Yessir.' Freddie sounded worried now.

"Aman died in this room Someone bent over himon this bed,' he gestured at the bed that wasn't
there, "cut hima new smle, and pulled his tongue out through it. That isn't a casual homi cide.
You don't learn those kinds of tricks with anatony fromwatching television, Freddie.' He held out
his hand to

"9

Rydell. Rydell gave himthe glasses. Their |enses were bl ack

agai n.

Freddi e swal | owed. ' Yessir, M. Warbaby. Sorry.

"How d you do that?' Rydell asked

War baby wi ped the gl asses again and put them back on. They were clear now. 'There are drivers in
the frames and | enses. They affect the nerves directly.'

"It's a virtual light display,' Freddie said, eager to change the subject. 'Anything can be
digitized, you can see it there.'

' Tel epresence,’ Rydell said.

"Naw,' Freddie said, 'that's light. That's photons conming out and hitting on your eye. This
doesn't work like that. M. Warbaby wal ks around and | ooks at stuff, he can see the data-feed at
the sane tine. You put those glasses on a nan doesn't have eyes, optic nerve's okay, he can see
the input. That's why they built the first ones. For blind people.’

Rydell went to the drapes, pulled themapart, |ooked down into some night street in this other
city. People walking there, a few

"Freddie,' Warbaby said, 'flip ne that Washington girl off the decrypted IntenSecure feed. The one
wor ks for Allied Messenger Service.'

Freddi e nodded, did sonething with his conputer.

'Yes,' Warbaby said, gazing at sonething only he could see, '"it's possible. Entirely possible.
Rydel |l ," and he renoved the gl asses, 'you have a look.' Rydell let the drapes fall back, went to
War baby, took the gl asses, put themon. Sonehow he felt it would be a m stake to hesitate, even if
it meant having to | ook at the dead guy again

Bl ack into color into full face and profile of this girl. Fingerprints. Inmage of her right retina
blown up to the size of her head. Stats. WASH NGTON, CIIEVETTE-MARII.. Big gray eyes, |ong
straight nose, a little grin for the canera. I)ark hair cut short and spi key, except for this
crazy ponytail stuck up fromthe crown of her head.

12.0

"Well,' Warbaby asked, 'what do you think?'

Rydell couldn't figure what he was being asked. Finally he just said 'Cute.
He heard Freddie snort, like that was a dunmb thing to say.
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But Warbaby said ' Good. That way you renenber.’

Sanmy Sal |ost her, where Bryant stuttered out in that jackstraw tunble of concrete tank-traps.
Big as he was, he had no equal when it canme to riding tight; he could take turns that just weren't
possi bl e; he could bongo and pull a three-sixty if he had to, and Chevette had seen himdo it on a
bet. But she had a good idea where she'd find him

She | ooked up, just as she whi pped between the first of the slabs, and the bridge seened to | ook
down at her, its eyes all torches and neon. She'd seen pictures of what it had | ooked |ike,

bef ore, when they drove cars back and forth on it all day, but she'd never quite believed them
The bridge was what it was, and sonehow al ways had been. Refuge, weirdness, where she slept, home
to however many and all their dreans.

She ski dded past a fish-wagon, losing traction in shaved ice, in gray guts the gulls would fight
over in the norning. The fish man yelled something after her, but she didn't catch it.

She rode on, between stalls and stands and the evening's commerce, |ooking for Sammy Sal.

Found hi m where she thought she would, |eaning on his bars beside an espresso wagon, nhot even
breathing hard. A Mongolian girl w th cheekbones |ike honey-coated chisels was running hima cup
Chevette bopped the particle-brakes and slid in beside him

"Thought 1'd have tine for a short one,' he said, reaching for the tiny cup

Her | egs ached with trying to keep up with him ' You

12. 2.

16 Sunfl ower

better,' she said, with a glance toward the bridge, then she gestured to the girl to run her one
She wat ched the steam ng puck of brown grounds thunped out, the fresh scoop, the quick short tanp.
The girl swii~g the handle up and tw sted the basket back into the nachine.

"You know,' Sammy Sal said, ausing before a first shallow sip, 'you shouldn't have this kind of
problem You don't need to. There's only but two kinds of people. People can afford hotels Iike
that, they're one kind We're the other. Used to be, like, a middle class, people in betwen. But
not anynore. How you and | relate to those other people, we proj their nessages on. W get paid
for it. Wetry nt to drip rain on the carpet. And we get by, okay? But what happens on the

i nterface? What happens when we touch?

Chevette burned her nmouth on espresso.

"Crime,' Sammy Sal said, 'sex. Maybe drugs.' He put his cup down on the wagon's plywood counter

' About covers

it.,

"You fuck them' Chevette said 'You said.'

Sammy Sal shrugged. 'l like to. Trouble cones down fromthat, |I'"mup for it. But you just went and
did something, no reason. Reached through the nenbrane. Let your fingers do the wal ki ng. Bad

i dea."'

Chevette bl ew on her coffee. 'l know'

'So how you going to deal witi whatever's coning down?'

"I'"'mgoing up to Skinner's room get those glasses, take 'emup on the roof, and throw
' Then what ?

"Then | go on the way | do, 'til sonebody turns up.'

' Then what ?

~'Didn't doit. Don't know shit Never happened. ~

He nodded, slow, hut he was studying her. 'Uh-huh. Maybe. Maybe not. Sonebody wants those gl asses
back, they can |lean on you real hard. Anther way to go: we get 'em ride back over to Allied, tel
"em ~ow it happened."’

12. 3

CVe?"

"Uh-huh. 1'Il go with you." "I"Il lose ny job.'

'You can get you another job.'

She drank the little cup off in a gulp. Wped her nouth with the back of her hand. 'Job's all |
got, Sanmy. You know that. You got it for ne.'

"You got a place to sleep, up there. You got that crazy old notherfucker took you in-'

"I feed him Samy Sal -

"You got your ass intact, honey. Sone rich nan decide to screw you over, 'cause you took his data-
gl asses, maybe that ceases to be the case.'

Chevette put her enpty cup down on the counter, dug in the pockets of her jacket. Gave the girl
fifteen for the two coffees and a two-dollar tip. Squared her shoul ders under Skinner's jacket,
the ball-chains rattling. 'No. Once that shit's in the Bay, nobody can prove | did anything.'

em over.'
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Sanmy Sal sighed. 'You're an innocent.

It sounded funny, like she didn't know you could use the word that way. 'You coning, Samy Sal ?'
"What for?

"Talk to Skinner. Get between himand his nmagazines. That's where | |eft them Behind his

magazi nes. Then he won't see nme get themout. I'lIl go up on the roof and off them

"Ckay,' he said, '"but | say you'll just be fucking up worse.'

"I'1l take the chance, okay?' She dismounted and started wheeling her bike toward the bridge.

"l guess you will,' Samy Sal said, but then he was off his bike, too, and pushing it, behind her.

There'd only ever been three really good, that was to say seriously magic, tinmes in Chevette's
life. Que was the night

124

Samy Sal had told her he'd tr~ to get her on at Allied, and he had. One was the day she'd paid
cash nmoney for her bike at City Weels, and rode right on out of there. And there'd been the night
she first nmet Lowell at Cognitive Dissidents-if you could count that now as | ucky.

Whi ch was not to say that these were the times she'd been | uckiest, because those were all :ines
that had been uniformy and life-threateningly shitty, except for the part where the luck cut in.
She' d been |l ucky the night she'd gone over the razor-wire and out of the Juvenile Center outside
Beaverton, but that had been one deeply shitty night. She had scars on both palnms to prove it.

And she'd been very lucky the tinme she'd first wandered out onto the bridge, the | ower deck, her
knees wobbling with a fever she'd picked up on her way down the coast. Everything hurt her: the
lights, every color, every sound, her nmind pressing out into the world |ike a swllen ghost. She
renmenbered the | oose, flapping sole of her sneaker dragging over the littered deck, how that hurt
her, too, and how she had to sit down, finally, everything up and turning, around her, the Korean
man running out of his little store to yell at her, get up, get up, not here, not here. And Not
Here had seened |ike such a totally good idea, she'd gor~e straight there, right over backward,
and hadn't even felt her skull slamthe pavenent.

And t hat was where Skinner had found her, though he didn't renenber or maybe want to tal k about
it; she was never sure. She didn't think he could ve gotten her up to his roomon his own; he
needed he.p to get back up there hinself, with his hip and everything. But there were still days
when an energy got into himand you cculd see how strong he nust've been, once, and then he'd do
things you didn't think he could do, so she'd never he sure.

The first thing she'd seen, opening her eyes, was the round church-wi ndow with the rags stuck into
t he gaps, and sun
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comng through it, little dots and bl obs of colors she'd never seen before, all swiming in her
fevered eye like bugs in water. Then the bone-crack tine, the virus winging her like the old nan
had wung the gray towels he w apped her head

in. Wen the fever broke and rolled away, out a hundred niles it felt |ike, back out to there and
over the rimof sickness, her hair fell out in dry clunps, stuck to the damp towels |ike sonme kind
of dirty stuffing.

When it grew back, it cane in darker, nearly black. So after that she felt sort of like a
different person. O anyway her own person, she'd figured.

And she'd stayed with Skinner, doing what he said to get them food and keep things working up in
his room He'd send her down to the | ower deck, where the junk-dealers spread their stuff. Send
her down with anything: a wench that said 'BMN on the side, a crunbling cardboard box of those
flat black things that had played nusic once, a bag of plastic dinosaurs. She never figured any of
it would be worth anything, but somehow it always was. The wrench bought a week's food, and two of
the round things brought even nore. Skinner knew where old things canme from what they' d been for
and coul d guess when sonebody'd want them At first she was worried that she wouldn't get enough
for the things she sold, but he didn't seemto care. If sonething didn't sell, like the plastic

di nosaurs, it just went back into stock, what he called the stuff ranged around the bases of the
four walls.

As she'd gotten stronger, and her new hair grew in, she'd started ranging farther fromthe room on
top of the tower. Not into either city, at first, though she'd wal ked over to Gakland a coupl e of
tinmes, over the cantilever, and | ooked out at it. Things felt different over there, though she was
never sure why. But where she felt best was on the suspension bridge, all wapped init, all the
peopl e hangi ng and hustling and doi ng what they did, and the way the whole thing grewa little,
changed a little, every day. There wasn't anything like that, not that she knew of, not up in

O egon.
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At first she didn't even know that it nmade her feel good; it was just this weird thing, rmaybe the
fever had left her a little crazy, but one day she'd decided she was just happy, a little happy,
and she'd have to get used to it.

But it turned out you could be sort of happy and restless at the sane tine, so she started keeping
back a little of Skinner's junk-nbney to use to explote the city. And that was plenty to do, for a
whil e. She found Haight Street and walked it all the way to the wall around Skywal ker, with the
Tenpl e of Doom and everything sticking up in there, but she didn't try to go in. There was this

I ong skinny park that led up to it, called the Panhandl e, and that was 5till public. Way too
public, she thought, with people, nostly old or anyway | ooking that way, stretched out side hy
side, wapped in silvery plastic to keep the rays off, this crinkly stuff that glittered |ike
those Elvis suits in a video they'd showed them sonetines, up in Beaverton. It kind of made her
thi nk of maggots, like if sonebody rolled each one up inits own little piece of foil. They had a
way of moving like that, just a little bit, and it creeped her out.

The Hai ght sort of creeped her out, too, even though there were stretches that felt alnost like
you were on the bridge, nobody normal in sight anc people doing things right out in public, |ike
the cops were never going to cone at all. But she wasn't ever scared, on the bridge, maybe because
there were al ways peopl e around she knew, people who |ived there and knew Ski nner. But she |iked

| ooki ng around the Hai ght because there were a lot of little shops, a lot of places that sold
cheap food. She knew this bagel place where you could buy thema day old, and Skinner said they
were better that way anyway. He said fresh bagels were the next thing to poison, like they'd plug
you up or sonething. He had a lot of ideas like that. Mdst of the shops, she could actually go
into, if she was quiet and smlci alittle and kept her hands in her pockets.

[27

One day on Hai ght she saw this shop called Col ored Peopl e and she couldn't figure out what it
sold. There was a curtain behind the window and a few things set out in front of that:

cactus in pots, big rusty hunks of metal, and a bunch of these little steel things, polished and
bright. Rings and things. Little rods with round balls on the ends. They were hung on the needl es
of the cactus and spread out on the rusted netal. She decided she'd open the door and just | ook
in, because she'd seen a couple of people going in and out and knew it wasn't |ocked. A big fat
guy in white coveralls, with his head all shaved, conming out, whistling, and these two tall wonen,
bl ack-haired, |ike handsome crows, all dressed in black, going in. She just wondered what it was.
She stuck her head in there. There was a wonan with short red hair behind a counter, and every
wal | covered with these bright cartoony pictures, colors that made your eyes junp, all snakes and
dragons and everything. So many pictures it was hard to take it in, so it wasn't until the woman
said cone on, don't just block the door, and Chevette had conme in, that she saw this wonan wore a
sl eevel ess flannel shirt, open all the way down, and her front and arnms all covered, solid, with

t hose sane pictures.

Now Chevette had seen tattoos in the Juvenile Center, and on the street before that, but those
were the kind you did yourself, with ink and needles, thread and an ol d ball point. She wal ked over
and took a good long | ook at the col ors expl odi ng between the woman's breasts-whi ch, though she
was maybe thirty, weren't as big as Chevette's-and there was an octopus there, a rose, bolts of
blue Iightning, all of it tangling together, no untouched skin at all.

"You want sonething,' the woman said, 'or you just |ooking?

Chevette blinked. 'No,'" she heard herself say, 'hut | was sort of wondering what those little
metal things arc, in the w ndow. '

12.8

The wonman swung a big black book around on the counter, [ike a school binder except its covers
were chrone-studded bl ack | eather. Flipped it open and Chevette was | ooking at this ~uy's thing, a
bi g one, just hanging there. There were two Little steel balls on either side of its wedge-shaped
head.

Chevette just sort of grunted.

"Call that an anphal ang,' the woman said. She started flipping through the album 'Barbells,' she
sai d. 'Septum spike. Labret stud. That's a chunk ring. This one's called a mlkchurn. These are
bonb wei ghts. Surgical steel, niobium white gold, fourteen-carat.' She flipped it back to the jim
with the bolt, sideways through the end of it. Maybe it was a trick, Chevette thought, a trick

pi cture.

"That's gotta hurt,' Chevette said.

"Not as much as you'd think,' this big deep voice, 'and then it starts to feel jus' good...'
Chevette | ooked up at this black guy, his big white grin, all those teeth, a mcropore filtration-
mask pul |l ed down under his chin, and that was how she'd net Sanuel Sal adin DuPree.

Two days | ater she saw himagain in Union Square, hanging with a bunch of bi ke nmessengers. She'd
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al ready put nessengers down as sonmething to watch for in the city. They had clothes and hair |ike
nobody el se, and bi kes with neon and |ight-up wheels, handl ebars carved up and over like scorpion-
tails. Helnets with little radios built in. Either they were going somewhere fast or they were
just goofing, hanging, drinking coffee.

He was standing there with his | egs over either side of the cross-tube of his bike, eating half a
sandwi ch. Music was conming out of the black-flecked pink frame, nostly bass, and he was sort of
bopping to it. She edged up to get a better | ook at the bike, howit was nmade, the intricacy of
its brakes and shifters pulling her straight in. Beauty.

"l)ang,' he said, around a nouthful of sandw ch, 'dang, my am phal ang. Were did you get those
shoes?'

129
They were Skinner's, old canvas sneakers, too long for her so she'd stuck sonme paper in the toes.
"Here.' He handed her the other half of his sandwich. '"I'mfull already.’

"Your bike,' she said, taking the sandw ch.
"VWhat about it?
"It's . . . it's .
"Like it?

" Uh- huh!'

He grinned. 'Sugawara frane, Sugawara rings 'n' 'railers, Zuni hydraulics. Cean.'

"I like the wheels,' Chevette said.

"Well," he said, '"that's just flash. Lets sonme notherfucker see you 'fore he runs you over
y' know?'

Chevette touched the handl ebars. Felt that nusic.

"Eat that sandw ch,' he said. 'Look like you need it.'

She did, and she did, and that was how they got to tal king.

Shoul dering their bikes up the plywod stairs, Chevette telling himabout the Japanese girl, how
she fell out of that elevator. How she, Chevette, wouldn't even have been at that party if she
hadn't been standing right there, right then. Sammy grunting, his Fluoro-Ri nz gone dead opal now
they weren't turning.

"Who was it throwing this do, Chev? You think to ask anybody that?

Renenbering that Maria. 'Cody. Said it was Cody's party...'

Sammy Sal stopped, his brows lifting. 'Huh. Cody Harwood?'

She shrugged, the paper bike next to wei ghtless on her shoul der. 'Dunno.’

"You know who that is?

"No." Reaching the platform putting the bike down to wheel it.
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"That's some serious noney. Advertising. Harwood Levine, but that was his father.'
"Wll, | said it was rich.' Not paying himnmuch attention

"His father's conpany did M| bank's PR, both eleclions.'

But she was activating the recognition-loop now, nt bothering with the screaners from Radi o Shack
Sanmy' s Fl uoroRi nz pul sed as he set his bi ke down beside hers. '"I'Il loop it to mne. Be okay here
anyway. '

"That's what | said,' Sammy said, 'last two | bst.' He watched her pull the ioop out, twist it
around his bike's frane, careful of the pink-and-black enanel, and seal it with her thunbprint.
She headed for the yellow lift, glad to see it there, where she'd left it, and not at the top of
the track. 'Let's do this thing, okay?' Renenbering she'd neant to buy Skinner sone soup from Tha
Johnny' s wagon, that sweet-sour |enmmon one he |iked.

When she'd told Sammy she wanted to ness, wanted her own bike, he'd gotten her this little Mxican
headset taught you every Street |fl San Franci sco. Three days and she had it down, pretty nuch,
even though he said that wasn't like the map in a nmessenger's head. You needed to know buil di ngs,
hcw to get into them how to act, how to keep your wheels fron getting stolen. But when he'd taken
her in to neet Bunny, :hat was magic.

Three weeks and she'd earned enough to buy her first serious bike. That was nagic, too.

Sonewhere around then she started hanging out after work with a couple of the other Allied girls,
Tam Two and Alice Maybe, and that was how she'd wound up at Cognitive Dissidents, that night
she'd net Lowel .

" Nobody | ocks their door here,' Sammy said, on t~c | adder below her, as she lifted the hatch
131
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Chevette cl osed her eyes, saw a bunch of cops (whatever that woul d | ook |ike) standing around

Ski nner's room Opened her eyes and stuck her head up, eyes level with the floor

Ski nner was on his bed, his little television propped on his chest, big old yellow toenails
sticking out of holes in his lunpy gray socks. He | ooked at her over the television

'Hey,' she said, 'I brought Sanmy. Fromwork.' She clinbed up, naking roomfor Samy Sal's head
and shoul ders.

" Howdy, ' Sammy Sal sai d.

Ski nner just stared at him colors fromthe little screen flicking across his face.

"How you doin'?" Samrmy Sal asked, clinbing up

"Bring anything to eat?' Skinner asked her.

"Thai Johnny'll have soup ready in a while,' she said, noving toward the shel ves, the nmgazi nes.
Dunmb-ass thing to say and she knew it, because Johnny's soup was al ways ready; he'd started it
years ago and just kept adding to the pot.

"How you doin', M. Skinner? Samry Sal stood slightly hunched, feet apart, holding his hel nmet
with both hands, like a boy saying hello to his girlfriend s father. He wi nked at Chevette.

"What you winkin' at, boy?" Skinner shut the set off and snapped its screen shut. Chevette had
bought it for himoff a container-ship in the Trap. He said he couldn't tell the difference
anynore between the 'programs' and the 'conmercials,' whatever that neant.

"Somethin' in my eye, M. Skinner,' Samry Sal said, his big feet shifting, even nore |like a
nervous boyfriend. Made Chevette want to | augh. She got behind Samy's back and reached in behind
the magazines. It was there. Into her pocket.

"You ever seen the view fromup top here, Samy?' She knew she had this big crazy grin on, and
Ski nner was staring at it, trying to figure what was happening, hut she didn't care. She swung up
the |l adder to the roof-hatch
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' Gosh, no, Chevette, honey. Mist be just breathtaking.'

"Hey,' Skinner said, as she opened the hatch, 'what's got into you?

Then she was up and out and into one of the weird pockets of stillness you got up there sonetines.
Usually the wind nade you want to |lie down and hang on, but then there were these patches when
not hi ng noved, dead calm She heard Sanmy Sal coming up the | adder behind her. She had the case
out, was noving toward the edge.

"Hey,' he said, 'lenme see.'

She raised the thing, winding up to throw.

He plucked it from her fingers.

' Hey! "

" Shush.' Opening it, pulling themout. 'Huh. N ce ones...'

'Sammy!' Reaching for them He gave her the case instead.

' See how you do this now?' Opening them one side-piece in either hand. 'Left is aus, right's em
Just nmove 'ema little." She saw how he was doing it, in the light that spilled up through the
hatch from Skinner's room 'Here. Check it out.' He put them on her

She was facing the city when he did it. Financial district, the Pyramid with its brace on fromthe
Little Grande, the hills behind that. 'Fuck a duck,' she said, these towers bl oom ng there,
bui | di ngs bigger than anything, a stone regular grid of them marching in fromthe hills. Each one
maybe four blocks at the base, rising straight and featurel ess to spreadi ng screens like the

col ander she used to steam vegetables. Then Chinese witing filled the sky. 'Sammy.. .'

She felt himgrab her as she | ost her bal ance.

The Chinese witing twisted into English

SUNFLOWER CORPORATI ON

" Samy. ..

" Huh?'

"33

"What the fuck is this? Anything she focused on, another label it the sky, dense patches of
techni cal words she didn't understand.

"How shoul d I know,' he said. 'Let me see.' Reaching for the gl asses.

'Hey,' she heard Skinner say, his voice carrying up through the hatch, "it's Scooter. Wat you
doi n* back here?

Sammy Sal pulled the gl asses off and she was kneeling, |ooking down through the hatch at that
Japanese nerd who cane around to see Skinner, the college boy or social worker or whatever he was.
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But he | ooked even nore |ost than usual. He |ooked scared. And there was sonebody with him

'Hey, Scooter,' Skinner said, 'how you doing?

"This M. Lovel ess,' Yamazaki said. 'He ask to neet you.'

CGold flashed up at Chevette fromthe stranger's grin. '"H there,' he said, taking his hand out of
the side pocket of his long black raincoat. The gun wasn't very big, but there was sonething too
easy in the way he held it, like a carpenter with a hanmer. He was wearing surgical gloves. 'VWy
don't you cone on down here?

"How t his works,' Freddie said, handing Rydell a debit-card, 'you pay five hundred to get in, then
you're credited for five hundred dollars' worth of merchandi se.

Rydel | |ooked at the card. Sone Dutch bank. If this was how they were going to pay him up here,
maybe it was tinme he asked themwhat he'd actually be getting. But nmaybe he should wait unti
Freddie was in a better nood.

Freddie said this Container City place was a good quick bet for clothes. Regular clothes, Rydel
hoped. They'd | eft Warbaby drinking herbal tea in sone kind of weird coffee joint because he said
he needed to think. Rydell had gone out to the Patriot while Warbaby and Freddie held a quick
huddl e, there.

"What if he wants us, wants the car?

"He'l | beep us,' Freddie said. He showed Rydell how to put the debit-card into a machine that gave
hima five-hundred-dollar Container City nagstrip and validated the parking on the Patriot. 'This
way.' Freddie pointed at a row of turnstiles.

"Aren't you gonna buy one?'" Rydell asked.

"Shit, no," Freddie said. 'l don't get ny clothes off boats.' He took a card out of his wallet and
showed Rydell the IntenSecure | ogo.

"I thought you guys were strictly freelance.'

"Strictly hut frequently,' Freddie said, feeding the card to a turnstile. It clicked himthrough
Rydell fed it the magstrip and foll owed him
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17 The trap

' Costs people five hundred bucks just to get in here?

"Wiy people call it the Trap. But that's just how they nake sure the overhead' s covered. You don't

conme in here unless you know you' re gonna drop that much. G ves 'em a guaranteed per-cap.
Container City turned out to be the biggest sem -roofed mall Rydell had ever seen, if you could
call sonething a mall that had ships parked in it, big ones. And the five-hundred-doll ar

guar anteed purchase didn't seemto have put anybody off; there were nore people in here than out
on the street, it looked like. 'Hong Kong noney,' Freddi e said. 'Bought 'em a hunk of the

Enbar cader o.

"Hey,' Rydell said, pointing at a dim irregular outline that rose beyond gantries and towers of
floodlights, 'that's that bridge, the one people live on.'

'Yeah,' Freddie said, giving hima funny | ook, 'crazy-ass people.' Steering Rydell onto an

escal ator that ran up the white-painted flank of a container ship.

Rydel | | ooked around at Container City as they rose. 'Crazier than anything in L. A ,' he said,
admi ringly.
"No way,' Freddie said, 'I'mfromL.A This just a nall, man.

Rydel | bought a burgundy nyl on bonber, two pairs of black jeans, socks, underwear, and three bl ack
t-shirts. That cane out to just over five hundred. He used the debit-card to make up the

di fference.

"Hey,' he told Freddie, his purchases in a big yellow Container City bag, 'that's a pretty good
deal . Thanks.

Freddi e shrugged. 'Were they say those jeans made?' Rydell checked the tag. 'African Union.'
"Slave | abor,' Freddie said, 'you shouldn't buy that shit.'

‘I didn't think about it. They got any food in here?
'Food Fair, yeah...'

"You ever try this Korean pickled shit? It's hot, nan.

"l got an ulcer.' Freddie was nethodically spooning plain
136

white frozen yogurt into his mouth with a marked I ack of enthusiasm

"Stress. That's stress-related, Freddie.'

Freddi e | ooked at Rydell over the rimof the pink plastic yogurt cup. 'You trying to be funny?
"No,' Rydell said. 'l just know about ul cers because they thought ny daddy had them'

"Wll, didn't he? Your "daddy"? Did he have 'em or not?'

"No,' Rydell said. 'He had stonach cancer.'
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Freddi e winced, put his yogurt down, rattled the ice in his paper cup of Evian and drank sone.

' Her nandez,' he said, 'he told us you were trainin' to be a cop, sonme redneck pl ace. '

"Knoxville,' Rydell said. 'l was a cop. Just not for very |ong.

"I hear you, | hear you,' Freddie said, |like he wanted Rydell to relax, nmaybe even to like him

"You got trained and all? Cop stuff?

"Wll, they try to give you a little bit of everything,' Rydell said. 'Crine scene investigation
Like up in that roomtoday. | could tell they hadn't done the Super Gue thing.'

' No?"

"No. There's this chemcal in Super Que sticks to the water in a print, see, and about ninety-

eight percent of a print is water. So you've got this little heater, for the glue? Screws into a

regul ar light socket? So you tape up the doors and wi ndows with garbage bags and stuff and you

|l eave that little heater turned on. Leave it twenty-four hours, then you cone back and purge the

room'

' How you do that?

"Open up the doors, w ndows. Then you dust. But they hadn't done that, over at the hotel. It

| eaves this filmall over. And a snell...'

Freddi e rai sed his eyebrows. 'Shit. You al nbst kinda technical, aren't you, Rydell?

' 37

"Mostly it's just common sense,' he said. 'Like not going to the bathroom

" Not goi ng?

"At a crime scene. Don't ever use the toilet. Don't flush it. You drop sonmething in a toilet, the

way the water goes

You ever notice how it goes up, underneath there?' Freddie nodded.

"Wl |, maybe your perp flushed it after he dropped sonething in there. But it doesn't always work
like it's neant to, and it night be just floating back there ... You cone in and flush it again
then it's gone for sure.

"Damm,' Freddie said, 'l never knew that.'

" Common sense,’' Rydell said, wiping his lips with a paper napkin.
"I think M. Warbaby's right about you, Rydell.’

"How s that?

'He says we're wasting you, just letting you drive that four-by-four. Bein' straight with you
man, | wasn't sure, nyself.' Freddie waited, like he figured Rydell m ght take offense.
Vel ?

"You know that brace on M. Warbaby's |eg?

' Yeah.'

"You know that bridge, the one you noticed when we were comnming up here?

' Yeah.'

" And War baby, he showed you that picture of that tough-ass messenger kid?

' Yeah.'

"Well," Freddy said, 'She's the one M. Warbaby figures took that man's property. And she lives

out on that bridge, Rydell. And that bridge, man, that's one evil notherfucking place. Those
peopl e anarchists, antichrists, canni bal notherfuckers out there, man .

"I heard it was just a bunch of honel ess people,' Rydel
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sai d, vaguely recollecting sone docunentary he'd seen in Knoxville, '"just sort of making do.'
"No, man,' Freddie said, 'honeless fuckers, they're on the street. Those bridge notherfuckers,
they're like king-hell satanists and shit. You think you can just nmove on out there yourself? No
fucking way. They'll just let their own kind, see? Like a cult. Wth 'nitiations and shit.'
"Nitiations?"

"Black 'nitiates,' Freddie said, |eaving Rydell to decide that he probably didn't nean it
racially.

'Ckay,' Rydell said, '"but what's it got to do with that brace on Warbaby's knee?'

"That's where he got that knee hassled,' Freddie said. 'He went out there, know ng he was takin'
his life in his hands, to try and recover this little baby. Baby girl,' Freddie added, like he
liked the ring of that. "Cause these bridge notherfuckers, they'll do that.

"Do what?' Rydell asked, flashing back to the Pooky Bear killings.

' They steal children,' Freddie said. 'And M. Warbaby and me, we can't either of us go out there
anynore, Rydell, because those notherfuckers are on to us, you followin" ne?

"So you want ne to?' Rydell asked, stuffing his folded napkin into the oily white paper box that
had held his two Kim Chee VWAWA' s.

"I"1l let M. Warbaby explain it to you,' Freddi e said.
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They found Warbaby where they'd left him in this dark, high-ceilinged coffee place in what
Freddi e said was North Beach. He was wearing those gl asses again and Rydell wondered what he m ght
be seeing.

Rydel I had brought his blue Sansonite in fromthe Patriot, his bag from Container Cty. He went
into the bathroomto change his clothes. There was just the one, unisex, and it really was a

bat hroom because it had a bathtub in it. Not like
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anybody used it, because there was this nernaid painted full-size on the inside, with a brown
cigarette butted out on her stomach, just above where the scales started.

Rydel | discovered that Kevin's khakis were split up the ass. He wondered how | ong he'd been
wal ki ng around like that. But he hadn't noticed it back at Container City, so he hoped it had
happened in the car. He took the IntenSecure shirt off, stuffed it into the wastebasket, put on
one of the black t-shirts. Then he unlaced his trainers and tried to figure out a way to change
pants, socks, and underwear w thout having to put his feet on the floor, which was wet. He thought
about doing it in the tub, but that |ooked sort of scunmy, too. Decided you could nmanage it, sort
of, by standing with your feet on the top of your sneakers, and then sort of half-sitting on the
toilet. He put everything he took off into the basket. Whndering how much the debit-card Freddie
had given himwas still good for, he transferred his wallet to the right back pocket of his new
jeans. Put on his new jacket. Washed his hands and face in a gritty trickle of water. Conbed his
hair. Packed the rest of his new clothes into the Sansonite, saving the Container City bag to keep
dirty laundry in.

He wanted a shower, but he didn't know when he'd get one. Cean clothes were the next best thing
War baby | ooked up when Rydell got back to his table. 'Freddie's told you a little about the
bridge, has he, Rydell?

"Says it's all baby-eatin' satanists.

War baby gl owered at Freddie. 'Too colorfully put, perhaps, but all too painfully close to the
truth, M. Rydell. Not at all a whol esone place. And effectively outside the reach of the law. You
won't find our friends Svobodov or Ol ovsky out there, for instance. Not in any officia

capacity.'

Rydel | caught Freddie start to grin at that, but saw how it was pinched off by Warha by's gl are.
'Freddi e gave ne the idea you want ne to go out there, M. Warhahy. Go out there and find that

girl.~

140

"Yes,' Warbaby said, gravely, 'we do. | wish that | could tell you it won't be dangerous, but that
is not the case.'

"Well.. . How dangerous is it, M. \Warbaby?

"Very,' Warbaby said.

"And that girl, she's dangerous, too?
"Extrenely,' Warbaby said, 'and all the nore because she doesn't always |look it. You saw what was
done to that man's throat, after all . . .'

"Jesus,' Rydell said, '"you think that little girl did thai?

War baby nodded, sadly. 'Terrible,' he said, 'these people will do terrible things .

When they got out to the car, he saw that he'd parked it right in front of this mural of J. D
Shapely wearing a black | eat her biker jacket and no shirt, being carried up to heaven by half a
dozen extrenely fruity-looking angels with [ ong bl ond rocker hair. There were these blue, glow ng
coils of DNA or sonething spiraling out of Shapely's stomach and attacki ng what Rydell assumed was
supposed to be an AIDS virus, except it looked nore |ike sone kind of rusty arnored space station
with nean robot arns.

It nmade himthink what a weird-ass thing it nust've been to be that guy. About as weird as it had
ever been to be anybody, ever, he figured. But it would be even weirder to be Shapely, and dead
like that, and then have to | ook at that nural

YET HE LIVES IN US NOW it said under the painting, in foot-high white letters, AND THROUGH H M DO
VE LI VE.

Whi ch was, strictly speaking, true, and Rydell had had a vaccination to prove it.

18 Capacitor

Chevette's nother had had this boyfriend once named GCakl ey, who drank part-tine and drove | ogging
trucks the rest, or anyway he said he did. He was a long-1egged nan with his blue eyes set a
little too far apart, in a face with those deep seans down each cheek. \Wich made hi m | ook
Chevette's nother said, like a real cowboy. Chevette just thought it nmade himl ook kind of
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dangerous. Wi ch he wasn't, usually, unless he got hinself around a bottle or two of whiskey and
forgot where he was or who he was with; like particularly if he m stook Chevette for her nother
whi ch he'd done a couple of tines, but she'd always gotten away from hi mand he'd al ways been
sorry about it afterward, bought her Ring-Dings and stuff fromthe Seven-El even. But what QCakl ey
did that she renenbered now, |ooking down through the hatch at this guy with his gun, was take her
out in the woods one time and | et her shoot a pistol

And this one had a face kind of |ike Gakley's, too, those eyes and those grooves in his cheeks.

Li ke you got fromsnmling a lot, the way he was now. But it sure wasn't a smle that would ever
meke anybody feel good. Gold at the corners of it.

' Now cone on down here,' he said, stressing each word just the sane.
"Who the fuck are you?' Skinner, sounding nore interested than pissed-off.
The gun went off. Not very loud, but sharp, with this blue

flash. She saw the Japanese guy sit down on the foor, |ike his |egs had gone out from under him
and she thoight the guy had shot him
"Shut up.' Then up at Chevette, 'I told you :0 get down here.

Then Sammy Sal touched her on the back of ier neck, his fingertips urging her toward the hatch
bef ore theyw t hdr ew.
The guy m ght not even know Samy Sal w-s up here at all. Sammy Sal had the gl asses. And one thing
Chevette was sure of now, this guy was ho cop

"Sorry,' the Japanese guy said, 'sorry I. '

"I'"mgoing to shoot you in the right eye mntl a subsonic titaniumbullet.' Still sniling, the way
he might ~ay |I'mgoing to buy you a sandwi ch.

"I'"'mcomng,' Chevette said. And he didn't shot, not her, not the Japanese guy.

She t hought she heard Sammy Sal step back acoss the roof, away from her, but she didn't |ook back
She wasn't sure whether she should try to close the hatch behini her or not. She decided not to
because the guy had only tolc her to cone down. She'd have to reach past the edge of th~ hole to

get hold of the hatch and it might look to himlike ~.ie was going for a gun or something. Like in
a show.

She dropped down fromthe bottomrung, tiying to keep her hands where he could see them

"What were you doing up there? Still smilng. Hs gun wasn't anything |like Oakley's big old
Braziliai revolver; it was a little stubby square thing nade out of dill nmetal, the color of

Skinner's old tools. Athin ring of ixighter netal around the narrow hole in the end. Like the
pupi | of an eye.

"Looking at the city,' she said, not fe~ling scared, particularly. Not really feeling anything,
except her legs were trenbling.

He gl anced up, the gun staying right when it was. She didn't want himto ask her if was she al one
up here, because
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the answer might hang in the air and tell himit was a lie. 'You know what |'m here for.'

Ski nner was sitting up on his bed, back against the wall, |ooking as wi de awake as she'd ever seen
him The Japanese guy, who didn't look Iike he'd been shot after all, was sitting on the floor

his skinny I egs spread out in front of himin a V.

"Well," Skinner said, 'I'd guess noney or drugs, but it happens you're shit out of luck. Gve you
fifty-six dollars and a stale joint of Humbolt, you want it.'

"Shut up.' Wen the autonatic snmile went away, it was like he didn't have any lips. 'I'mtalking
to her.'

Ski nner | ooked |ike he was about to say sonething, or maybe |augh, but he didn't.

'The gl asses.' Now the snmile was back. He raised the gun, so that she was | ooking right into the
little hole. If he shoots nme, she thought, he'll still have to hunt for them

' Hepburn,' Skinner said, with a crazy little grin, and just then Chevette noticed that the poster
of Roy Orbison had a hole in the mddle of its gray forehead. 'Down there,' she said, pointing to
the hatch in the floor

"VWhere?'

"My bike,'" hoping Sammy Sal didn't bunmp into that old rusty wagon in the dark up there, nmake a
noi se.

He | ooked up at the roof-hatch, |ike he could hear what she was thinking.

‘Lean up against the wall there, palns flat.' He noved in closer. 'Get your feet apart ...' The
gun touched her neck. H's other hand slid under Skinner's jacket, feeling for a weapon. 'Stay that
way.' He'd missed Skinner's knife, the one with the fractal blade. She turned her head a little
and saw hi m wr appi ng sonething red and rubbery around one of the Japanese guy's wists, doing it
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one- handed. She thought of those gunmmy-worm candi es you bought out of a big plastic jar. He yanked
t he Japanese guy by the red thing, dragging himacross the floor to the shel f-table where she'd
eaten

144

breakfast. He stuck one end of the red thing behind the angle-brace that held the table up, then
twisted it around the guy's other wist. He took another one out of his pocket arid shook it out,
like a toy snake. Reached behind Skinner with it and did something with his hand. 'You stay on
that bed, old man,' touching the gun to Skinner's tenple. Skinner just |ooking at him

He canme back to Chevette. 'You're clinbing down a | adder. Need yours in front.'

The thing was cool and slick and fused into itself as soon as he had it around her wists. Flowed
together. Moved y itself. Plastic ruby bracelets, like a kid's toy. One of tho;e tricks with

nol ecul es.

"I'"'mgoing to watch you,' he said, with another glance up at the open roof-hatch, 'so you just go
down nice arid slow And if you junp, or run when you get to the bottom I'Il kill you.

And she didn't doubt he would, if he could, but she was renenbering sonething Gakley had told her
that d2y in the woods, how it was hard to hit sonething if you had to shoot al nbst straight down
at it, even harder straight up. SD maybe the thing to do was just proj when she hit the bottom
she'd only have to clear about six feet fromthe |adder to be where he couldn't see her. But she
| ooked at the gun's black and silver eye and it just didn't seemlike a good idea.

So she went to the hole in the floor and got dowi on her knees. It wasn't easy, with her hands
tied that way. Fe had to steady her, grabbing a handful of Skinner's jacket, but she got her feet
down on the third rung and her fingers around the top one, and worked her way down that way. She
had to get her feet on a rung, let go of the one she was hol di ng, snatch the next one down before
she | ost her balance, do it again

But she got to think while she was doing it, and that hel ped her decide to go ahead and try to do
what she had in mind. It was weird to he thinking that way, how quiet she felt, but it
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wasn't the first time. She'd felt that way in Beaverton, the night she'd gone over the wire, and
that without any nore planning. And one tine these truckers had tried to drag her into the sl eeper
in the back; she'd nmade |like she didn't mind, then threw a thernos of hot coffee in one's face,

ki cked the other in the head, and gotten out of there. They'd | ooked for her for an hour, with
flashlights, while she squatted down in river-mud and | et nosquitos eat her alive. Lights
searching for her through that brush

She got to the bottom and backed off a step, holding her bound wists out where he could see them
if he wanted to. He came down fast, no wasted novenent, not a sound. H's |ong coat was nade of
sonet hi ng bl ack, sonme cloth that didn't throw back the Iight, and she saw he was wearing bl ack
cowboy boots. She knew he could run just fine in those, if he had to; people didn't always think
so, but you coul d.

"Where is it?" CGold flashing at the corners of his snmle. H's hair, brushed strai ght back, was
somewher e between brown and bl ond. He noved his hand, keeping her aware of the gun. She saw his
hand was starting to sweat, spots of wetness darkening there, inside the white rubber glove.

"W gotta take the-' She stopped. The yellow lift was where she and Sammy Sal had left it, so how
had he gotten up?

Extra bits of gold. 'W took the stairs.'

They'd cone up the painter's |adder, bare steel rungs, soirne of themrusted through. So she

woul dn't hear the lift. No wonder the Japanese guy had | ooked scared. 'Well,' she said, 'you

com ng?'

He foll owed her over to the Iift. She kept her eyes on the deck, so she wouldn't forget and | ook
up to try and find Samry, who had to be there, sonewhere. He wouldn't have had time to get down,
or else they would have heard him

He hel d her shoul der again while she swung her | eg over and clinbed in, then got in after her

wat chi ng her the whole tine.
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"This one's down,' she said, pointing at one of the |evers.

"Do it.'

She noved it a notch, another, and the engi ne whi ned beneath their feet, gearing them down the
incline. There was a patch of light at the bottom under a bulb caged in corroded al uni num and
she wondered what he'd do if sonebody happened to step into it just then, say Fontaine or one of
the ot her people who cane to check the electrical stuff. Anybody. He'd shoot them she deci ded.
Just pop themand roll themover into the dark. You could see it in his face. It was right there
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He got out first, hel ped her over. A wind was rising and you could feel the harnmonics com ng up

t hrough your soles, the bridge starting to humlike a nmuffled harp. She could hear people

| aughi ng, sonewhere.

"Where?' he said.

She pointed to where her bike stood, cabled to Samy Sal's. 'The pink and bl ack one.'

He gestured with the gun

"Back of f,' her bike said when she was five feet fromit.

"What's that?' The gun in her back

"This other bike. Cunker with a voice-alarm Keeps people off mne." She bent to thunb the tab
that rel eased Samy Sal's bi ke, but she didn't touch the recognition-loop behind the seat of her
own.

"l fucking nmean it, shithead,' her bike said.

"Shut it off,' he said.

" kay. '

She knew she had to do it in one go, flip it sideways and over, just her thunb and forefinger on
t he nonconductive rubber of the tire.

But it was really just an accident that the frane hit his gun. She saw an inch of lightning arc
bet ween her bi ke and the pistol, hot purple and thick as your finger, the particle-brake
capacitors in the up-tube enptying their stored charge into the
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anti-theft systemworked into the fake rust and the carefully frayed silver duct-tape. He went
down on his knees, eyes unfocused, a single silver bubble of spit form ng and bursting between his
hal f-open |ips. She thought she saw steamcurl fromthe gun in his hand.

Proj. she thought, crouching to run, but then the black thing hit himand knocked himfl at,

fl appi ng down out of the dark above themw th a sound Iike broken wings. A roll of tarpaper. She
made out Sammy Sal then, standing up there on a dark carbon cross-brace, his arm around an

upri ght. She thought she saw his white smle

"Forgot this,' he said, and tossed sonething down. The glasses in their case. Hands tied, she
caught them anyway, |ike they knew where they wanted to go. She'd never know why he did that.
Because the little pistol nade a chewi ng sound then, blue pops |like a dozen backfires run

toget her, and Sammy Sal went over backward of f the brace, just gone.

And then she was runni ng.

)

Yarmazaki heard gunfire, where he knelt on the floor, his wists joined by glistening plastic
behi nd the rough netal brace that supported Skinner's wall-table. O was it only the sound of sone
hydraulic tool ?

There was a snmell in the room high and acrid. He thought it nust be the snell of his own fear

H s eyes were level with a chipped white plate, a smear of pul ped avocado bl ackening on its edge
"Told himwhat | had,' Skinner said, struggling to his feet, his arnms fastened behind him 'Didn't
want it. Want what they want, don't they?" The little television slid off the edge of the bed and
hit the floor, its screen popping out on a rainbow ribbon of flat cable. 'Shit.' He swayed,
wincing as his bad hip took his weight, and Yamazaki thought he would fall. Skinner took one step,
anot her, leaning forward to naintain his bal ance.

Yama~aki strained at the plastic bonds. Yelped as he felt themtighten. Like sonmething alive.
"You tug, twist 'em’' Skinner said, behind him 'bastards'|Il clinch up on you. Cops used to carry
those. Got made unconstitutional.' There was a crash that shook the room and nmade the |i ght
flicker. Yamazaki | ooked over his shoul der and saw Skinner sitting on the floor, his knees drawn
hal f up, leaning k)rWard. 'There's a pair of twenty-inch bolt-cutters in here,'" the old man said,

indicating a dented, rust-scarred green toolkit with his left foot. 'That'll do it, if | can get
"em
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19 Super bal

out.' Yammzaki watched as he began to work his toes through the holes in his ragged gray socks.
"Not sure | can do shit with '"em once | do ...' He stopped. Looked at Yammzaki. 'Better idea, but

you won't like it.'

' Ski nner - san?

"Look at that brace there.

Di scol ored bl obs of puddl ed wel ding-rod held the thing together, but it |ooked sturdy enough. He
counted the m smatched heads of nine screws. The diagonal brace itself seenmed to be nmade up of
thin metal shins, |ashed together top and bottomw th rusting twi sts of wire.

"l made that,' Skinner said. 'Those're three sections of blade off a factory saw. Never did grind
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the teeth off. On top there.'

Yamazaki's fingertips noved over hidden roughness.

' Shot, Scooter. Wuldn't cut for shit. Wiy | used 'em

"I saw plastic? Poising his wists.

"WAit up. You start sawing on that crazy-goo, it isn't gonna like it. Have to get through it quick

or it's gonna close up right down to the bone. | said wait...

Yanmazaki froze. He | ooked back

"You're too close to the center. You cut through there, you'll have a ring around each wist and
the suckers'|l still close up. You want to go through as close to one side as possible, get over
here and get the cutter on the other one before it does you. I'Il try to get this open . ..' He

bunped the case with his toes. It rattled.

Yanmazaki brought his face close to the red restraint. It had a faint, nmedicinal snell. He took a

breath, set his teeth, and sawed furiously with his wists. The thing began to shrink. Bands of
iron, the pain hot and inpossible. He remenbered Lovel ess's hand around his wist.
"Do it," Skinner said.

The plastic parted with an absurdly |oud pop, like sone sound-effect in a child' s cartoon. He was
free and, for an
| SO )

instant, the rec band around his left wist |oosened, absorbing the rest of the nmass.

' Scooter!'

It tightened. He scranbled for the toolkit, amazed to see it open, as Skinner kicked it over with
his heel, spilling a hundred pieces of tooled netal.

"Bl ue handl es!"’

The bolt-cu:ter was long, clumsy, its handles wapped in greasy blue tape. He saw the red band
narrowi ng, starting to sink below the level of his flesh. Funbled the cutter one-handed fromthe
tangle, sank its jaws blindly into his wist and brought a.l his weight down on the uppernost
handl e. A stab of pain. The detonation

Ski nner blew air out between his lips, a long | ow sound of relief. 'You okay?

Yamazaki | ooked at his wists. There was a deep, bluish gouge in the left one. It was starting to
bl eed, but no nore than he woul c have expected. The other had been scratched by the saw. He

gl anced around the floor, looking for the remains of the restraint.

‘Do me,' Skinner said. 'But hook it under the plastic, okay? Try not to take a hunk out. And do
the second one fast.'

Yamazaki tested the action of the cutter, knelt behind Skinner, slid one of the bl ades beneath the
pl astic around the old man's right wist. The skin translucent there, blotched and di scol ored, the
veins swollen and twi sted. The plastic parted easily, with that same ridicul ous noise, instantly
whi ppi ng itself around 5kinner's other wist, withing like a live thing. He severed it before it
could tighten, but this time, with the cartoon pop, it sinply vanished.

Yamazaki stared at the space where the restraint had been

"Katey bar tie door!' Skinner roared.

" What ?

"Lock the fucking hatch!

g

Yamazaki scranbl ed across the floor on hands and knees, dropped the hatch into place, and bolted
it with a flat device of dull bronze, something that might once have been part of a ship. 'The
girl," he said, |ooking back at Skinner

' She can knock,' Skinner said. 'You want that dickhead with the gun back in here?

Yanmazaki didn't. He | ooked up at the ceiling-hatch, the one that opened onto the roof. Open now.
"Go up there and | ook for the 'no.'

' Ski nner-san? Pardon?

'Big fag buddy. The bl ack one, right?

Not knowi ng what or whom Ski nner was tal ki ng about, Yanazaki clinbed the |adder. A gust of w nd
threwrain into his face as he thrust his head up through the opening. He had the sudden intense
conviction that he was high atop sonme ancient ship, sone black iron schooner drifting derelict on
dar kened seas, its plastic sails shredded and its crew nad or dead, with Skinner its demented
captain, shouting orders fromhis cell bel ow

' There i s nobody here, Skinner-san!'

The rain canme down in an expl osive sheet, hiding the lights of the city.

Yamazaki withdrew his head, feeling for the hatch, and closed it above him He fastened the catch
wishing it were made of stronger stuff.

He descended the | adder
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Ski nner was on his feet now, swaying toward his bed. 'Shit,' he said, 'sonebody's broken ny tv.'
He toppled forward onto the mattress.

" Ski nner ?'

Yamazaki knelt beside the bed. Skinner's eyes were closed, his breath shallow and rapid. His left
hand cane up, fingers spread, and scratched fitfully at the tangled thatch of white hair at the
open collar of his threadbare flannel shirt.

Yamazaki snelled the sour tang of urine above the acrid edge

152, )

of whatever explosive had propelled Loveless's bullet. He | ooked at Skinner's jeans, blue gone
gray with wear, winkles scul pted permanently, shining faintly with grease, and saw that Skinner
had wet hi nsel f.

He stood there for several ninutes, uncertain of what he should do. Finally he took a seat on the
pai nt-splattered stool beside the little table where he had so recently been a prisoner. He ran
his fingertips over the teeth of the saw bl ades. Looki ng down, he noticed a neat red sphere. It
lay on the floor beside his left foot.

He picked it up. A glossy nmarble of scarlet plastic, cool and slightly yielding. One of the
restraints, either his or Skinner's.

He sat there, watching Skinner and listening to the bridge groan in the storm a strange nusic
emergi ng fromthe bundl ed cables. He wanted tc press his ear against them but sonme fear he
couldn't name heli himfromit.

Ski nner woke once, or seemed to, and struggled to sit up, calling, Yamazaki thought, for the girl.
"She isn't here,' Yamazaki said, his hand on Skinner's shoulder. 'Don't you renenber?

"Hasn't been,' Skinner said. 'Twenty, thirty years. Mtherfucker. Tine.'

' Ski nner ?'

"Time. That's the total fucking nother fucker, isn't it?

Yamazaki held the red sphere before the old man's eyes. 'Look, Skinner. See what it became?'

" Superbal |, Skinner said.

' Ski nner - san?

"You go and fucung bounce it, Scooter.' He closed his eyes. 'Bounce it high...'

20 The big enpty

"Swear to God,' N gel said, '"this shit just noved.

Chevette, with her eyes closed, felt the blunt back of the ceramic knife press into her wist;
there was a sound |like an inner-tube letting go when you've patched it too nmany tines, and then
that wist was free.

"Shit. Jesus-' His hands rough and quick, Chevette's eyes opening to a second pop, a red blur

whangi ng back and forth around the stacked scrap. Nigel's head following it, like the
count erwei ghted head of a plaster dog that Skinner had found once and sent her down to sell.
Every wall in this narrow space racked with netal, debraised sections of old Reynol ds tubing,

dusty jamjars stuffed with rusting spokes. N gel's workshop, where he built his carts, did what
shadetree fixes he could to any bi ke came his way. The sal non-plug that dangled fromhis |left ear
ticked in counterpoint to his swi veling head, then jingled as he snatched the thing in md-bounce.
A ball of red plastic.

"Man,' he said, inpressed, 'who put this on you?

Chevette stood up and shivered, this trenor running down through her like a live thing, the way
those red bracel ets had noved.

How she felt, now, was just the way she'd felt that day she'd cone back to the trailer and found

her nother all packed up and gone. No nessage there hut a can of ravioli in a pot on the Stove,
with the can-opener propped up beside it.
154

She hadn't eaten that ravioli and she hadn't eaten any since and she knew she never woul d.

But this feeling had conme, that day, and swall owed everything up inside it, so big you couldn't
really prove it was there except by an arithmetic of absence and the nmenory of better days. And
she'd noved around in it, whatever it was, fromone point to another, 'til she'd wound up behind
that wire in Beaverton, in a place so bad it was |ike a piece of broken glass to rub agai nst that
big enpty. And thereby growi ng aware of the thing that had swall owed the world, though it was only
just visible, and then in sidelong glances. Not a feeling so nuch as a formof gas, sonething she
could alnost snell in the back of her throat, lying chill and inert in the roons of her subsequent
passage.
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"You okay?' Nigel's greasy hair in his eyes, the red ball in his hand, a cocktail toothpick with a
spray of anber cell ophane stuck in the corner of his nouth.

For a long time she'd wondered if nmaybe the fever hadn't burned it out, hadn't accidentally fried
whatever circuit in her it fed back on. But as she'd gotten used to the bridge, to Skinner, to
messing at Allied, it had just conme to seemlike the enptiness was filled with ordinary things, a
whol e new world grown up in the socket of the old, one day rolling into the next-whether she
danced in Dissidents, or sat up all night talking with her friends, or slept curled in her bag up
in Skinner's room where wind scoured the plywood walls and the cables thrumed down into rock
that drifted (Skinner said) |ike the slowest sea of all.

Now t hat was broken

"'Vette?

That junper she'd seen, a girl, hauled up and over the side of a Zodiac with a pale plastic hook
white and linp, water running fromnose and nouth. Every hone broken or dislocated, Skinner said,
if you hit just right. Ran through the bar naked and took a header off some tourist's table

near est
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the railing, out and over, tangled in Haru's Day-CGb net and imtation Japanese fishing floats. And
didn't Sammy Sal drift that way now, naybe already clear of the dead zone that chased the fish off
the years of toxic lead fallen there fromuncounted coats of paint, out into the current that
sailed the bridge's dead, people said, past Mssion Rock, to wash up at the feet of the mnicropored
weal t hy joggi ng the concrete coast of China Basin?

Chevette bent over and threw up, nmanaging to get nost of it into an open, enpty paint can, its |lip
thickly scabbed with the gray prinmer that Nigel used to even out his dodgi er nmends.

'Hey, hey,' Nigel dancing around her, unwilling in his shy bearish way to touch her, his big hands
hovering, anxious that she was sick and worried she'd puke over his work, sonething that m ght
ultimately require the in-depth, never-bef ore-attenpted act of cleaning out, rather than up, his
narrow nest. 'Water? Want water?' O fering her the old coffee can he kept there to quench hot
metal. Gly flux afloat atop it |ike gas beside a dock, and she nearly heaved again, but sat down
i nst ead.

Samy Sal dead, nmaybe Skinner, too. Himand that grad student tied up up there with the plastic
WOr ns.

' Chev?'

He'd put the coffee can down and was of fering her an open can of beer instead. She waved it aside,
coughi ng.

Ni gel shifted, foot to foot, then turned and peered through the triangular shard of lucite that
served as his one window. It was vibrating with the wind. 'Stormin',' he said, like he was glad to
note the world outside continuing on any recogni zable course at all, however drastic. 'Stormn'
down rain.'

Running from Skinner's and the gun in the killer's hand, fromhis eyes and the gold in the corners
of his smle, bent |ow for bal ance over her bound hands and the case that held the asshole's

gl asses, Chevette had seen all the others running, too, racing, it nust have been, against the
breaking calm the first slap of rain al nost warmwhen it cane. Skinner woul d' ve

r~6

known it was coming; hed have watched the baronmeter in its corny wooden case |ike tw wheel of some
ol d boat; he knew his weather, Skinner, pe:ched in his box on the top of the bridge. Maybe the

ot her; knew, too, but it was the style to wait and then race it, biding out for a |ast sale,

anot her snoke, sonme bit of business. The hour before a stormwas good for that, people naking edgy
pur chases agai nst what was ordinarily a bearahe uncertainty. Though a few were lost, if the storm
was bi g enough, and not always the unestablished, the newconers |ashed with their ragged baggage
to whatever freehold they might have managed on the outer structure; sonetines a w ol e patchwork
section would just let go, if the wind caught it right; she hadn't seen that but there were
stories. There was iothing to stop the new people fromconing in to the shelter cf the decks, but
t hey sel dom di d.

She wi ped her nouth with the back of her hand and took the beer from N gel. Took a sip. It was
warm She handed it back to him He took the toothpick fromhis nouth, started to raise the can
for a swallw, thought better of it, put it down beside his welding-torch.

"Somethin's wong,' he said. 'l can tell.’

She massaged her wsts. Twin rings of rash com ng up, pink and noist, where t~~e plastic had

gri pped her. Picked up the ceramic knife and clesed it automatically.

'Yeah,' she said, 'yeah Sonething s wong. '

"What's wrong, Chevette?' He shook hair out of his eyes like a worried dog, fing~rs running
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nervously over his tools. H s hands were like pali dirty aninals, capable in their mute and agile
way of sol vingprobl ens that woul d have hopel essly baffled the man hinself. 'That Jap shit

del am nated on you,' he decided, 'and you're pssed

"No,' she said, not realy hearing him

"Steel's what you wait for a nessenger bike. Wight. Big basket up front. Not cadhoard with sone
crazy aram d shit wapped around it, weghs about as much as a sandw ch.

' 57

What if you hit a b-bus? Bang into the back of it? You got nore mmass than the b-bike, you flip
over and c-crack open

crack your.. .' H's hands twisting, trying nore accurately to frane the physics of the accident he
was seei ng. Chevette | ooked up and saw that he was trenbling.

"Nigel,' she said, standing up, 'sonebody just put that thing on ne for a joke, understand?

"It noved,' he said. '|I sawit.'

"Wll, not a funny joke, okay? But | knew where to conme. To you, right? And you took it off.’
Ni gel shook his hair back into his eyes, shy and pleased. 'You had that knife. Cuts good.' Then he
frowned. 'You need a steel knife...'

"I know,' she said. 'I gotta go now ...' Bending to pick up the paint can. '"I'Il toss this.
Sorry.'

"It's a storm' Nigel said. 'Don't go out in a storm'

"I've got to,' she said. '"I'Il be okay.' Thinking how he'd kill N gel, too, if he found her here
Hurt him Scare him

"I cut themoff.' Holding up the red ball

"Get rid of that,' she said.

'y ?"

"Look at this rash.’

Ni gel dropped the bali like it was poison. It bounced out of sight. He wi ped his fingers down the
filthy front of his t-shirt.

"Nigel, you got a screwdriver you'll give nme? A fl athead?

"Mne are all worn down ...' The white aninals running over a shoal of tools, happy to be hunting,
while Nigel gravely watched them 'I| throw those flathead screws away as soon as | get 'emoff.

Hex is how you want to go-

"I want one that's all worn down.'

The right hand pounced, came up with its prize, blackhandl ed and slightly bent.

"That's the one,' she said, zipping up Skinner's jacket. Both hands offered it to her, Nigel's
eyes hiding behind his hair, watching. 'I. . . like you, Chevette.'

)

"I know,' she said, standing there with a paint can with vonit in it in one hand, a screwdriver in
the other. 'I know you do.

Baffl ed by the patchwork of plastic that roofed the upper deck, the rain was foll owi ng waste-Ilines
and power-cabl es, energi ng overhead at crazy angles, in random cascades, m niature N agaras
rushing off corrugated iron and pl ywood. Fromthe entrance to N gel's workshop, Chevette watched
an awni ng col | apse, gallons of silver water splashing all at once from what had been a taut
concavity, a bulging canvas bathtub that gave way with a sharp crack, instantly becom ng severa
yards of flapping, sodden cloth. Nothing here was ever planned, in any overall sense, and probl ens
of drainage were dealt with as they energed. O not, nore |ikely.

Hal f the lights were out, she saw, but that could be because people had shut them down, had pulled
as many plugs as possible. But then she caught the edge of that weird pink flash you got when a
transformer blew, and she heard it boom Qut toward Treasure. That took care of nost of the

remai ning lights and suddenly she stood in near darkness. There was nobody in sight, nobody at

all. Just a hundred-watt bulb in an orange plastic socket, twirling around in the w nd.

She nmoved out into the center of the deck, trying to watch out for fallen wires. She renenbered
the can in her hand and flung it sideways, hearing it hit and roll.

She thought of her bike lying there in the rain, its capacitors drai ned. Somebody was going to
take it, for sure, and Sammy Sal's, too. It was the biggest thing, the npst valuable thing she'd
ever owned, and she'd earned every dollar she'd put down on the counter at City Weels. She didn't
think about it like it was a thing, nore the way she figured peopl e thought about horses. There
wer e nmessengers who naned their bikes, but Chevette never woul d have done that, and sonehow
because she did think about it like it was something alive.

' 59

Proj, she told herself, they'lIl get you if you stay here. Her back to San Franci sco, she set out
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toward Treasure.

They who? That one with his gun. He'd come for the glasses. Came for the glasses and killed Sanmy.
Had t hose people sent him the ones who called up Bunny and WI son the owner? Rentacops. Security
guys.

The case in her pocket. Snooth. And that weird cartoon of the city, those towers with their
spreadi ng tops. Sunfl ower.

"Jesus,' she said, 'where? Wiere'm| going?

To Treasure, where the wol f-nen and the deat h-cooki es hung, the bad crazies chased off the bridge
to haunt the woods there? Been a Navy base there, Skinner said, but a plague put paid to that just
after the Little Grande, sonething that turned your eyes to nmush, then your teeth fell out.
Treasure Island fever, |ike naybe sonething crawl ed out of a can at that Navy place, after the
eart hquake. So nobody went there now, nobody normal. You saw their fires at night, sonetines, and
snoke in the daytine, and you wal ked strai ght over to the Oakland span, the cantilever, and the
people who lived there weren't the same, really, as the people over here in the suspension

O should she go back, try to get her bike? An hour's riding and the brakes would be charged
again. She saw herself just riding, nmaybe east, riding forever into whatever country that was,
deserts like you saw on television, then flat green farns where big nmachi nes canme marchi ng al ong
in rows, doing whatever it was they did. But she renenbered the road down from Oregon, the trucks
groaning past in the night Iike lost nad animals, and she tried to picture herself riding down
that. No, there wasn't any place out on a road |like that, nothing human-sized, and hardly ever
even a light, in all the fields of dark. Were you could wal k and wal k forever and never cone to
anyt hing, not even a place to sit down. A bike wouldn't get her anywhere out there.

O she could go hack to Skinner's. Co up there and see- No. She shut that down, hard.

i 60

The enpty rose out of the rain-rattled shadws |ike a gas, and she held her breath, not to breathe
it in.

How it was, when you lost things, it was |like you only knew for the first time that you' d ever had
them Took a nother's leaving for you to know she'd ever been there, because otherw se she was
that place, everythin~, |ike weather. And Skinner and the Col eman stove and the oil she had to
drop into the little hole to keep its | eather gasket soft so the punp would work. You didn't wake
up ever~'" norning and say yes and yes to every little thing. But little things were what it was
all made of. O just sonebody to see, there, when you woke up. O Lowell. Wen she'd had Lowel.-if
she coul d say she ever had, and she guessed she hadn't, really-but while he'd been there, anyway,
he'd been a little like that- 'Chev? That you?

And there he was. Lowell. Sitting up cross-legged on top of a rusty cool er said SHRI MP across the
froit, snmoking a cigarette and watching rain run off the shrinp nan's awni ng. She hadn't seen him
for three weeks now, and the only thing she could think of was how she really nust | ook like total
shit. That skinhead boy they called Codes was sitting up beside him black hood of a sweatshirt
pull ed up and his hands hidden in the Iong sl eeves. Codes hadn't ever liked her

But Lowell, he was grinning around the glow of that cigarette. '"Well,' he said, 'you gonna say
"hi" 0: what?

"Hi,"' Chevette said.

21 Cognitive dissidents

Rydell wasn't too sure about this whole bridge thing, and | ess sure about what Freddie had had to
say about it, in Food Fair and on the way back from North Beach. He kept renenbering that
docunentary he'd seen in Knoxville and he was pretty sure there hadn't been anything on that about
canni bals or cults. He thought that had to be Freddie wanting himto think that, because he,
Rydell, was the one who had to go out there and get this girl, Chevette Washi ngton

And now he was actually out on it, watching people hurry to get their stuff out of the way of the
weat her, it |ooked even less |like what Freddie had said it was all about. It |ooked like a
carnival, sort of. O a state fair nidway, except it was roofed over, on the upper level, with
crazy little shanties, just boxes, and whole house-trailers w nched up and glued into the
suspension with big gobs of adhesive, |ike grasshoppers in a spider-web. You could go up and down,
between the two original deck |evels, through holes they'd cut in the upper deck, all different

ki nds of stairs patched in under there, plywod and wel ded steel, and one had an old airline
gangway, just sitting there with its tires flat.

Down on the bottom deck, once you got in past a |lot of food-wagons, there were nostly bars, the
snal | est ones Rydell had ever seen, some with only four stools and not even a door, just a big
shutter they could pull down and | ock

But none of it done to any plan, not that he could see. Not like a nmall, where they plug a
business into a slot and wait to
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see whether it works or not. This place had just grcwn, it |ooked like, one thing patched onto the
next, until the whole span was wapped in this form ess mass of stuff, and io two pieces of it

mat ched. There was a different material anywhere you | ooked, al nbst none of it being used for what
it had originally been intended for. He passed stalls faced with turquoise Formca, fake brick
fragments of broken tile vorked into swirls and sunbursts and flowers. One place, dready
shuttered, was covered with green-and-copper skbs of desol dered conponent-board.

He found hinself grinning at it all, and at the peopli, none of them paying himthe |east
attention, cannibaliitic or otherwi se. They | ooked to be as m xed a bunch a; their building
materials: all ages, races, colors, and all & themrushing ahead of the stormthat very definitely
was com ng now, wind stiffening as he threaded his way past carts ~nd old | adi es |ugging straw
suitcases. Alittle kid, staggering with his arnms wapped around a big red fire-extinguisher
bunped into his legs. Rydell hadn't ever seen a little kid with tattons like that. The boy said
sonmet hing in sone other |anguage aid then he was gone.

Rydel | stopped and got Warbaby's map out of his jacket pocket. It showed where this girl lived and
how to get up there. Right up on the roof of the damed thing, in a little shanty stuck to the top
of one of the towers they hing the cables from Warbaby had beautiful handwiting, really
graceful, and he'd drawn this map out in the back of the patriot, and labelled it for Rydell.
Stairs here, then you weni along this wal kway, took sone kind of el evator

Finding that first set of stairs was going to be a bitch, though, because, now that he | ooked
around, he saw lots of narrow little stairways snaking up between stalls and shattered nicro-bars,

and no pattern to it at all. He guessed they all led up into the sane rats-nest, hut there was no
guarantee they'd all connect up
163

Exhaustion hit him then, and he just wanted to know where and when he was supposed to sl eep, and
what was all this bullshit about, anyway? Wat had he |l et Hernandez get himin for?

Then the rain hit, the wind upping its velocity a couple of notches and the | ocals diving
seriously for cover, leaving Rydell to hunch in the angle between a couple of ol d-fashioned
Japanese vendi ng- machi nes. The overall structure, if you could call it that, was porous enough to
let plenty of rain in, but big enough and clunsy enough to tangle seriously with the wind. The
whol e thing started creaking and poppi ng and sort of groaning. And the lights started going out.
He saw a burst of white sparks and a wire cane down, out of that crazy tangle. Somebody yelled,
but the words were pulled away into the wind and he coul dn't nmake them out. He | ooked down and saw
water rising around his SWAT shoes. Not good, he thought: puddles, wet shoes, alternating current.
There was a fruitstand next to one of the vendi ng-machi nes, knocked together from scavenged wood
like a kid's fort. But it had a sort of shelf under it, raised up six inches, and it |ooked dry
under there. He hunched hinself in, on top of it, with his feet up out of the water. It snelled
i ke overripe tangerines, but it was ninety-percent dry and the vendi ng- nachi ne took nost of the
wi nd.

He zipped his jacket as high as it went, balled his fists into the pockets, and thought about a
hot bath and a dry bed. He thought about his Futon Mouth futon, down in Mar Vista, and actually
felt homesick. Jesus, he thought, be m ssing those stick-on flowers next.

A canvas awni ng canme down, its wooden braces snapping |ike toothpicks, spilling mybe twenty
gallons of rain. And right then was when he saw her, Chevette Washington, right out in plain
sight. Just like he was dreaming. Not twenty feet away. Just standi ng there.

164

Rydel|l had sort of had this girlfriend dow in Florida, after his father had noved down there and
gotten sick. Her nane was C audia Marsalis and she was from Boston and her nother had her RV in
the sane park as Rydell's father, right near Tanpa Bay. Rydell was in his first year at the
Academny, but you got a couple of breaks and his father knew ways to get a deal on plane tickets.
So Rydell would go down there on breaks and stay with his father and sonetinmes at night he'd go
out and ride around with Caudia Marsalis in her mother's ~ Lincoln, which Caudia said had been
cherry when they brought it down but now the salt was starting to get to it. Evidently up in
Boston she'd only ever taken it out on the road in the sumer, so the chenmicals wouldn't eat it
out. It had these bl ue-and-white MASS. HERI TAGE plates on it because it was a collector's item
They were the ol d-fashioned kind, stanped netal, and they didn't |ight up frominside.

It was kind of rough, around that part of Tanpa, with the street signs all chewed up for target
practice or the | ate-night denonstration of the choke on sonebody's shotgun. There were plenty of
shot guns around to be denonstrated, too; a few in the wi ndowrack of every pick-up and 4X4, and
usual Iy a couple of big old dogs. Caudia used to give Rydell a hard tine about that, about these
Fl orida boys in gime hats, riding around with their guns and dogs. Rydell told her it didn't have
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anything to do with him he was from Knoxville, and people didn't drive around Knoxville with
their guns showi ng. O shoot holes in street signs either, not if the Department could help it.
But C audia was one of those people thought everything south of DLC. was all just the sane, or
maybe she just pretended to to tease him

But at night it snelled like salt and magnolia and swanp, and they'd drive around in that Lincoln
with the wi ndows down and listen to the radio. Wen it got dark you could watch the Iights on
ships, and on the big bulk-lifters that went
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drunm ng past like the world' s slowest UFGCs. They'd maybe get in a little listless boogy in the
back seat, sonetines, but Claudia said it just got you too sweaty in Florida and Rydell tended to
agree. It was just they were both down there and al one and there wasn't nuch el se to do.

One night they were listening to a country station out of CGeorgia and ' Me And Jesus' || Wwup Your
Heat hen Ass' came on, this hardshell Pentecostal Metal thing about abortion and ayatollahs and al
the rest of it. Caudia hadn't ever heard that one before and she about wet her pants, | aughing
She just couldn't believe that song. Wen she'd gotten hold of herself and wi ped the tears out of
her eyes, she'd asked Rydell why he wanted to be a policeman anyway? And he'd felt kind of
unconfortabl e about that, because it was |ike she thought his going to the Acadeny was funny, too,
as funny as she thought that dunb-ass song was. But al so because it wasn't actually sonething he'd
t hought about, nuch

The truth was, it probably had a lot to do with how he and his father had al ways watched Cops in
Troubl e toget her, because that show seriously did teach you respect. You got to see what kind of
probl enms the police were flat up against. Not just tooled-up slineballs high on shit, either, but
the slinmeballs' |lawers and the danmm courts and everything. But if he told her it was because of a
tv show, he knew she'd just l|augh at that, too. So he thought about it a while and told her it was
because he liked the idea of being in a position to help out people when they were really in
trouble. When he'd said that, she just |ooked at him

"Berry,' she said, 'you really mean that, don't you?

"Sure,' he said, 'guess | do.’

"But Berry, when you're a cop, people are just going to lie to you. People will think of you as
the enenmy. The only tinme they'll want to talk to you is when they're in trouble.'

Driving, he glanced sideways at her. 'How cone you know SO nmuch about it, then?

Z66
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'Because that's what ny father does,' she said, end of :onversation, and she never did bring it up
agai n~

But he'd thought about that, driving Gunhead for IntenSecure, because that was |like being a top
except it wasn't. The people you were there to help didn't even give enough of a shit tolie to
you, nostly, because they were the ones paying the bill

And here he was, out on this bridge, crawing out fromunder a fruitstand to followthis girl that
~Var baby and Freddi e-who Rydell was conming to decide lie didn't trust worth a rat's ass-clai ned
had butchered that German or whatever he was up in that hotel. And stolen these glasses Rydell was
supposed to get back, ones |ike Wa:baby's. But if she'd stolen them before, how cone she'd gone

back to kill the guy later? But the real question was, what did that have to do with anything, or
even with watching Cops in Trouble all those tines with his father? And the answer, he guessed,
was that he, like anybody else in his position, was just trying to nake a living.

Solid streans of rain were com ng down cut of various points in all that jackstraw stuff upstairs,
sphshing on the deck. There was a pink flash, like Iightning, off down the bridge. He thought he
saw her fling something t the side, but if he stopped to check it out he m ght [ ose her. She was
nmovi ng now, avoiding the waterfalls.

Street-surveillance techni que wasn't sonet hing you got nuch training in, at the Acadeny, not

unl ess yu | ooked |ike such good detective material that they streamined you right into the
Advanced Cl courses. But Rydell bad gone and bought the textbook anyway. Trouble was, because of
that he knew you pretty well needed at |east one partnei to do it with, and that was assuning you
had a radio link anc some citizens going about their business to give you a little uver. l)oing it
this way, how he had to do it now, about the best you could hope for was just to sneak al ong

behi nd her.
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He knew it was her because of that crazy hair, that ponytail ;tuck up in the back |ike one of
those fat Japanese westlers. The wasn't fat, though. Her legs, sticking out of a big old biker
jacket that mght've been hanging in a barn for a couple of years, |ooked Iike she nmust work out a
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lot. They were covered with sone tight shiny black stuff, like Kevin's micropore outfits from Just
Bl ow Me, and they went down into sonme kind of dark boots or high-top shoes.

Payi ng that nuch attention to her, and trying to stay out of sight in case she turned around, he
managed to wal k ri ght under one of those waterfalls. R ght down the back of his neck. Just then he
heard sonebody call to her, 'Chev, that you?' and he went down on one knee in a puddle, behind
this stack of salvaged | unber, two-by-fours with soggy plaster sticking to them |D positive.

The waterfall behind himwas making too nuch noise for himto hear what was said then, but he
could see them a young guy with a black |eather jacket, a |ot newer than hers, and sonebody el se
in sonething black, with a hood pulled up. They were sitting up on a cooler or sonething, and the
guy with the | eather was dragging on a cigarette. Had his hair conbed up in sort of a crest; good
trick, in that rain. The cigarette arced out and wi nked off in the wet, and the guy got down from
there and seemed to be talking to the girl. The one with the black hood got down, too, noving |like
a spider. It was a sweatshirt, Rydell saw, with sl eeves that hung down six inches past his hands.
He | ooked like a floppy shadow from sone old novie Rydell had seen once, where shadows got
separated from people and you had to catch them and sew them back on. Probably Sublett could tell
hi m what that was call ed.

He worked hard on not noving, kneeling there in that puddl e, and then they were noving, the tw of
them on either side of her and the shadow gl anci ng hack to check behind them He caught a fraction
of white face and a pair of hard, careful eyes.

i 68
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He counted: one, two, three. Then he got up and foll owed

t hem

He couldn't say how far they'd gone before he saw themdrop, it |ooked like, straight out of

sight. He wiped rain fromhis eyes and tried to figure it, but then he saw that they' d gone down a
flight of stairs, this one cut into the | ower deck, which was the first tine he'd seen that. He
could hear nusic as he cane up on it, and see this bluish glow Which proved to be fromthis
skinny little neon sign that said, in blue capital letters: COGN Tl VE DI SSI DENTS.

He stood there for a second, hearing water sizzle off the sign's transforner, and then he just

t ook those stairs.

They were plywood, stapled with that sandpapery no-slip stuff, but he al nost slipped anyway. By
the tine he'd gotten halfway to the bottom he knew it was a bar, because he could snell beer and
a couple of different kinds of snpke.

And it was warm down there. It was like walking into a steam bath. And crowded. Somebody threw a
towel at him It was soaking wet and hit himin the chest, but he grabbed it and rubbed at his
hair and face with it, tossed it back in the direction it had cone from Sonebody el se, a wonman by
the sound, |aughed. He went over to the bar and found an enpty space at the end. Fished in his
soggy pockets for a couple of fives and clicked them down on the counter. 'Beer,' he said, and
didn't | ook up when sonebody put one down in front of himand swept the coins out of sight. It was
one of those brewed-in-Anmerica Japanese brands that people in places |ike Tanpa didn't drink much.
He cl osed his eyes and drank about half of it at a go. As he opened his eyes and put it down,
sonebody beside himsaid ' Tunbl e?

He | ooked over and saw this jaw ess character with little pink glasses and a little pink nouth,

t hi nni ng sandy hair comhed straight back and shining with sonething nore than the danp in the
rooni

"What ?' Rydel |l said.

169

"l said "tunble. "'

"l heard you,' Rydell said.

' So? Need the service?

"Uh, look,' Rydell said, '"all | need right now s this beer, okay?

"Your phone,' the pink-nmouthed man said. 'O fax. Guaranteed tunble, one nonth. Thirty days or
your next thirty free. Unlimted |Iong, domestic. You need overseas, we can tal k overseas. But
three hundred for the basic tunmble.' Al of this comng out in a buzz that rem nded Rydell of the
ki nd of voice-chip you got in the cheapest possible type of kid' s toy.

"Wait a sec,' Rydell said.

The man blinked a couple of times, behind his pink glasses.

"You tal king about doing that thing to a pocket phone, right? Where you don't have to pay the
conpany?'
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The man just |ooked at him

"Wl |, thanks,' Rydell said, quickly. 'I appreciate it, but |I just don't have any phone on ne. If
I did, I'd be happy to take you up on it."’

Still looking at him 'Thought | saw you before ...' Doubt.

"Naw,' Rydell said. 'I'mfromKnoxville. Just conme in out of the rain.' He decided it was tinme to

ri sk turning around and checking the place out, because the mirrors behind the bar were steanmed up
solid and running with drops. He swung his shoul der around and saw t hat Japanese woman, the one
he'd seen that time up in the hills over Hollywod, when he'd been cruising with Sublett. She was
standing up on a little stage, naked, her long curly hair falling around her to her waist. Rydel
heard hi nsel f grunt.

'Hey,' the man was saying, 'hey...'

Rydel | shook hinself, a weird automatic thing, |ike a wet dog, hut she was still there.
‘"Hey. Credit.' The drone again. 'Got prohlens? Maybe
I 70

just wanna see what they've got on you? Anybody el se, you got the right nunbers-'

"Hey,' Rydell said, 'wait up. That woman up there?

The pink glasses tilted.

"Wio is that?' Rydell asked.

"That's a hologram' the man said, in a conpletely different voice, and wal ked away.

"Damm,' said the bartender, behind him 'You just set a record for blowi ng off Eddie the Shit.
Earned yoursel f a beer, ny man.'

The bartender was a black guy with copper beads in his hair. He was grinning at Rydell. 'Call him
Eddi e the Shit cause he ain't worth one, don't give another. Hook your phone up to sonme box
doesn't have a battery, push a few buttons, pass a dead chicken over it, take your noney. That's
Eddi e.' He uncapped a beer and put it down beside the other one.

Rydel | | ooked back at the Japanese woman. She hadn't noved. 'l just came in out of the rain,' he
said, all he could think to say.

"Good night for it," the bartender said.

'Say,' Rydell said, 'that lady up there-'

"That's Josie's dancer,' the bartender said. 'You watch. She'll dance her in a mnute, soon as
there's a song she likes.

" Josi e?"

The bartender pointed. Rydell |ooked where he was pointing. Saw a very fat woman in a wheel chair

her hair the color and texture of coarse steel wool. She wore brand-new bl ue denimbib overalls
and an XXL white sweatshirt, and both her hands were hidden inside sonething that sat on her |ap
like a snfooth gray plastic nmuff. Her eyes were closed, face expressionless. He couldn't have said
for sure that she wasn't asleep

' Hol ogran®?' The Japanese wonan hadn't noved at all. Rydell was renenbering what he'd seen, that
night. |'he
(71

horned crown, all silver. Her pubic hair, shaved |ike an exclamation point. This one didn't have
ei ther of those, but it was her. It was.

"Josie's always projectin',' the bartender said, like it was sonething that couldn't really be
hel ped.

"Fromthat thing on her |ap?

"That's the interface,' the bartender said. 'Projector's, well, there.' He pointed. 'Top of that
NEC sign.'

Rydell saw a little black giznmo clanped to the top of this Did illumnated sign. It |ooked kind of
like an old canera, the )ptical kind. He didn't know if NEC was a beer or what. The whole wall was
covered with these signs, all different brands, nd now he recognized a few of the nanes he deci ded
they were ads for old el ectronics conpanies.

He | ooked at the gizno, back at the fat woman in the wheelchair, and felt sad. Angry, too. Like
he'd |l ost sonething. 'Not Iike |I knew what | thought it was,' he said to hinself.

' Fool anybody,' said the bartender

Rydei |l thought about sonebody sitting out there by that valley road. Waiting for cars. Like he and
his friends would |ie under the bushes down Jefferson Street and toss cans under people's tires.
Sounded |i ke a hubcap had cone off. See them get out and | ook, shake their heads. So what he'd
seen had just been a version of that, sonebody playing with an expensive toy.

"Shit,' he said, and put his mnd to | ooking for Chevette Washington in all this crowmd. He didn't
noti ce the beer-snmell now, or the snoke, nore the wet hair and cl othes and just bodies. And there
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she was, her and her two friends, hunched over a little round table in a corner. The sweatshirt's
hood was down now, showi ng Rydell a white, stubbled head with sonme kind of bat or bird tattooed
Ol the side, up where it would he hidden if the hair grewin. It was the kind of tattoo sonebody
had done by hand, not the kind you got done on a conputer-driven table. Bal dhead had a hard little
face, in
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profile, and he was wasn't tal king. Chevette Washington was telling sonmething to the other one and
not | ooki ng happy.

Then the nusic changed, these drums coning in, like there were nmillions of them ranked backed
sonmehow beyond the walls, and weird waves of static riding in on that, failing back, riding in
agai n, and wonen's voices, crying like birds, and none of it natural, the voices doppl ering past
like sirens on a highway, and the druns, when you listened, made up of little snipped bits of
sound that weren't druns at all

The Japanese wonan-the hol ogram Rydell rem nded hinmself-rai sed her arms and began to dance, a
sort of | ooping shuffle, tinmed not to the tenpo of the drunms but to the waves of static washing
back and forth across the sound, and when Rydell thought to | ook he saw the fat wonan's eyes were
open, her hands noving inside that plastic nuff.

Nobody el se in the bar was paying it any attention at all, just Rydell and the woman in the

wheel chair. Rydell |eaned there on the bar, watching the hol ogram dance and wonderi ng what he
shoul d do next.

War baby' s shopping list went like this: best he got the glasses and the girl, next best was the
gl asses, just the girl was definitely third, but a nust if that was all that was going.

J osie's nusic slid out and away for the last tine and the hol ogrami s dance ended. There was sone
drunken appl ause froma couple of the tables, Josie nodding her head a little |like she was

t hanki ng t hem

The terrible thing about it, Rydell thought, was that there Josie was, shoehorned into that chair
and she just wasn't nuch good at nmeking that thing dance. It renminded himof this blind man in the
park in Knoxville, who sat there all day strumming an antique National guitar. There he was,
blind, had this old guitar, and he just couldn't chord for shit. Never seened to get any better at
it, either. l)idn't seemfair.

Now sone people got up froma table near where Chevette Washington was sitting. Rydell was in
there quick, bringing
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the beer he'd won for getting rid of Eddie the Shit. He still wasn't close enough to pick out what
they were saying, but he could try. He tried to think up ways to maybe start up a conversation
but it seemed pretty hopel ess. Not that he | ooked particularly out of place, because he had the

i npression that nost of this crowd weren't regulars here, just a random sanpling, conme in out of
the rain. But he just didn't have any idea what this place was about. He couldn't figure out what
"Cognitive Dissidents' nmeant; it wouldn't help himfigure out what the theme, or whatever, was.
And besi des, whatever Chevette Washington and her guy were discussing, it |ooked to be getting
sort of heat ed.

Her guy, he thought. Something there in her body-language that said Pissed-Of Grlfriend, and
sonet hing in how hard this boy was studying to show how little any of it bothered him I|ike naybe
she was the Ex- Al this abruptly coming to nothing at all as every conversation di ed and Rydel

| ooked up fromhis beer to see Lt. Ol ovsky, the vanpire-looking cop from SFPD Homi ci de, stepping
in fromthe stairwell in his London Fog, sone kind of fedora that |ooked Iike it was nolded from
flesh-col ored plastic on his head, and those scary half-frame gl asses. Ol ovsky stood there,
little streanms running off the hem of his rain-darkened coat and pooling around his w ngti ps,
whi | e he unbuttoned the coat with one hand. Still had his black flak vest on underneath, and now
that hand canme up to rest on the snooth, injection-nolded, olive-drab butt of his floating-breech
H&K. Rydell 1 ooked for the badge-case on the nylon neck-thong, but didn't see it.

The whol e bar was | ooking at Ol ovsky.

Ol ovsky | ooked around the room over the tops of his glasses, taking his tine, giving themall a
good dose of Cop Eye. The nusic, sonme weird hollow techie stuff that sounded |i ke bonbs going off
in echo-chanbers, started to make a different kind of sense

'74

Rydel I saw Josi e the wheel chair wonan | ooki ng at the Russian with an expression Rydell coul dn't
process.

Spotting Chevette Washington in her corner, Ol ovsky wal ked over to her table, still taking his
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time, making the rest of the roomtake that same tine. His hand still on that gun

It seened to Rydell like the Russian just might be about to haul out and shoot her. Sure | ooked
like it, but what kind of cop would do that?

Now Ol ovsky stopped in front of their table, just the right distance, too far for themto reach
himand far enough to allow roomto pull that big gun if he was going to.

The Boyfriend, Rydell was sonehow pl eased to see, looked fit to shit hinself. Bal dhead | ooked Iike
he'd been cast in plastic, just frozen there, hands on the table. Between his hands, Rydell saw a
pocket phone.

Ol ovsky | ocked the girl with his full current of Eye-thing, his face lined, gray in this light,
unsmling. He jerked the brimof the plastic fedora, just this precise little fraction, and said
"CGet up.’

Rydel I | ooked at her and saw her trembling. There was never any question the Russian nmeant her and
not her friends-Boyfriend |ooking |like he might faint any second and Bal dhead pl ayi ng st at ue.
Chevette Washington stood up, shaky, the rickety little wooden chair going over behind her

"Qut.' The hat-brimindicated the stairs. The hairy back of Ol ovsky's hand covered the butt of

t he H&K.

Rydel|l heard his own knees creak with tension. He was |eaning forward, gripping the edges of the
table. He could feel old dried pads of gum under there.

The lights went out.

Much later, trying to explain to Sublett what it had been |ike when Josi e whi pped her hol ogram on
Ol ovsky, Rydell said it |ooked sort of like the special effect at the end of Raiders of

175

the Lost Ark, that part where those angels or whatever they were cane swirling out of that box and
got all over those

Nazi s.
But it had all been happening at once, for Rydell. When the lights went, they all went, all those
signs on the wall, everything, and Rydell just tossed that table sideways, w thout even thinking

about it, and Went For where she'd been standing. And this ball of Iight had shot down, expanding,
froma point on the wall that nmust've nmarked the upper edge of that NEC sign. It was the col or of
the hol ogram s skin, kind of honey and ivory, all marbled through with the dark of her hair and
eyes, like a fast-forward of a satellite stormsystem Al around that Russian, a three-foot
sphere around his head and shoul ders, and as it spun, her eyes and mouth, open in sone silent
scream blinked by, all magnified. Each eye, for a fraction of a second, the size of the bal
itself, and the white teeth big, too, each one long as a man's hand.

Ol ovsky swatted at it, and that kept him for sonme very little while, fromgetting his gun out.
But it also gave off enough light to let Rydell see he was grabbing the girl and not Boyfriend.
Just sort of picking her up, forgetting everything he'd ever been taught about coneal ongs and
restraints, and running, best he could, for the stairs.

Ol ovsky yell ed sonething, but it nust've been in Russian

His uncle, the one who'd gone off to Africa in the Arny, used to say, if he lIiked how a wonman's
ass noved when she wal ked, that it |ooked |ike two baby bobcats in a croker sack. And that was the
expression that popped into Rydell's mnd as he ran up those stairs with Chevette Washi ngton held
out in front of himlike a big bunch of groceries. But it didn't have anything to do with sexy.

He was just lucky she didn't get an eye or break any of his ribs.

)
22 Rub-a-dub

Whoever had grabbed her, she just kept kicking and punching, right up the stairs, backward. But he
had her held out so far in front of himthat he alnost fell on top of her.

Then she was out on the deck, in what light there was, and | ooking at sone kind of plastic nachine
gun, the color of a kid's arny toy, in the hands of another one of these big ugly raincoat guys,
this one with no hat and his wet hair slicked back froma face with the skin on too tight.

"You drop her now, fuckhead,' this one with the gun said. Had an accent out of an old nonster
novi e. She barely kept to her feet when the one who was hol ding her |et go.

' Fuckhead,' the gun-guy said, |ike Pock Ed, 'you try to make nove or what?

"War,' the one who'd grabbed her said, then doubl ed over, coughing. 'Baby,' he said,

strai ghtening, then wi nced, hugging his ribs, |looking at he-. 'Jesus fuck, you got a kick on you.
Sounded Anerican, but not West Coast. In a cheap nylon jacket with one sleeve half ripped off at
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the shoul der, white fuzzy stuff hangi ng out~

"You try to make a nove ...' And the plastic gun was pointing right at the guy's face.

' War - baby, war-baby,' the guy said, or anyway it sounded |like that, 'war-baby seilt nme to get her
He's parked back out there past those tank-ttap things, waiting for me to bring her

Qut.'

"Arkady ..." It was the ofle in the plastic hat, coming up

"T77

the stairs behind the guy who'd grabbed her. He had a pair of night-vision glasses on, that funny-
| ooki ng center-tube poking out frombeneath the brimof his hat. He was hol di ng up sonething that
| ooked like a miniature aerosol can. He said something in this |anguage. Russian? He gestured with
the little can, back down the stairs.

"You use capsicumin an encl osed space like that,' said the one who'd grabbed her, 'people'll get
hurt. Get you sone permanent sinus problens.'’

The tight-faced man | ooked at himlike he was sonmething crawl ed out fromunder a rock. 'You drive,
yes?' he said, gesturing for the hat-man to put the thing away, whatever it was.

"W had a coffee. Well, you had tea. Svobodov, right?

Chevette caught the tight-faced nman's glance at her, like he hadn't |iked her hearing his nane.
She wanted to tell himshe'd heard it Rub-a-Dub, how this other guy tal ked, so that couldn't
really be it, could it?

"Why you grab her?' asked the tight-faced man, Rub-a-Dub.

' She coul da got away in the dark, couldn't she? Didn't know your partner here had ni ght vision
Besi des, he sent ne to get her. Didn't nention you. In fact, they said you didn't cone out here.'
The one with the hat was behind her now, jerking her armup in a hold. 'Lemme go-'

‘"Hey,' the one who'd grabbed her said, like it made things okay, 'these nmen are police officers.
SFPD Honi ci de, right?

Rub- a- Dub whi stled softly. 'Fuckhead.

' Cops?' she asked.

"Sure are.’

Whi ch produced a little snort of exasperation from Rub-aDub.
" Arkady, now we go. These dirthags try to spy us from bel ow
ni ght - gl asses and dancing |ike he had to pee.

178

"Hey,' she said, 'sonmebody's killed Sammy. If you're cops, listen, he killed Samry Sal!

"Who's Samy?' the one in the torn jacket said.

"I work with him At Allied. Sammy DuPree. Sammy. He got shot.

"Who shot hin?'

"Ry-dell. Shut fuck up.' Shot, Pock, Op. 'She's tellin' us she's got-information-regarding-a-
possi bl ehomi cide, and you're telling me to shut up?

"Yes, | tell you shut fuck up. War-baby. He will explain.'

And her armtw sted up so she'd go with them

Svobodov had insisted on cuffing himto Chevette Washi ngton. They were Beretta cuffs, just |ike
he'd carried on patrol in Knoxville. Svobodov said he and Ol ovsky needed their hands free in case
any of these bridge people caught on they were taking the girl off.

But if they were taking her in, how cone they hadn't read her any Mranda, or even told her she
was under arrest? Rydell had already decided that if it got to court and he was called to witness,
no way was he going to perjure hinself and say he'd heard any fucking Mranda. These Russi ans were
bal | s-out cowboys as far as he could see, just exactly the kind of officers the Acadeny had tried
hard to train Rydell not to be.

In a way, though, what they were reflected what a | ot of people nore or |ess unconsciously
expected cops to be and do, and that, this one lecturer at the Acadeny had sai d, was because of
myt hol ogy. Li ke what they called the Father Mil cahy Syndrome, in barricaded hostage situations.
Wher e sonebody took a hostage and the cops tried to decide what to do. And they'd all seen this
novi e about Father Mil cahy once, so'd they'd say, yeah, | got it, I'll get a priest, I'll get the
guy's parents, I'll lay dow ny gun and I'lIl go in there and talk himout. And he'd go in there
and get his ass drilled out real good. Because he forgot, and let hinself think a novie was how
you really did it. And it could work the other way, too, SO you gradually becane how you saw cops
were in

80

23 Gone and done it

nmovi es and on television. They'd all been warned about that. But people |ike Svobodov and

The hat-man pulling off his
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O | ovsky, people who'd conme here fromother countries, maybe that nedia stuff worked even stronger
on them Check how they dressed, for one thing.

Man, he was going to have hima shower. Hot shower. He was going to stay in there until he
couldn't stand it anynore, or until the hot ran out. Then he was going to get out and towel off
and put on all brand-new, totally dry clothes, in whatever hotel room Warbaby had got for him He
was going to send down for a couple of club sandwi ches and an ice-bucket with about four-five of

t hose | ong-neck Mexican beers like they drank in L.A And he'd sit there with a renbte and watch
sone tel evision. Maybe see Cops in Trouble. Maybe he'd even call up Sublett, shoot the shit, tell
himabout this wild-ass tinme up in Northern California. Sublett always worked deep graveyard
because he was light-sensitive, so if it happened to be his night off, he'd be up watching his
novi es.

"Watch where you're wal king-' Yanking his cuffed hand so hard he nearly fell over. He'd been about
to go one side of an upright as she was about to go the other. 'Hey. Sorry,' he said.

She woul dn't look at him But she just didn't |look to Rydell like she'd sit down on some guy's
chest with a razor and haul his tongue out the hard way. Well, she did have that ceram c knife,
when Svobodov shook her down, plus a pocket phone and the damm gl asses everybody was after. Those
| ooked just |ike Warbaby's, and had this case. The Russians were real happy about that, and now
they were tucked away safe in the inside pocket of Svobodov's flak vest.

She wasn't the right kind of scared, either, sonething kept telling him She wasn't giving off
that vibe of perp fear that you got to know by about your third day on the job. It was like victim
fear, what it was, even though she'd already flatout admtted to Ol ovsky that she'd stolen those
gl asses. Said she'd done that up at a party in that hotel, the night before.

i 8i

But neither of the Russians had said shit about any homi cide beef, or any Blix or whatever the
victim s nanme had been. O even larceny. And she'd said that about sonmebody killing Samry, whoever
Sanmy was. Maybe Sanmmy was the German. But the Russians had just dropped it, and shut Etydell up
and now she'd clammed up except to bitch at himif he started to fall asleep on his feet.

The place was com ng back to life, sort of, nowthat the stormhad quit, but it was God knows when
in the norning and there weren't exactly a | ot of people swarm ng out yet to check the danmge.

Li ghts kept coning back on, here and there, and there were a few people sweepi ng water off decks
and things, and a few drunks, and this guy who | ooked |ike he was on dancer, talking to hinself a
mle a mnute, who kept following themuntil Svobodov pulled out his H&K and spun around and said
he'd grease himto fucking catfood if he didn't get his dancer ass to Cakland |i ke yesterday,
fuckhead, and the guy did, naturally, his eyes about to bug right out of his head, and Ol ovsky

| aughi ng at him

They canme out into some nore |lights, about where Rydell had first laid his eyes on Chevette

Washi ngton. Looking down to keep track of his footing, Rydell saw she was wearing bl ack SWAT
trainers just like his. Lexan insoles.

"Hey,' he said, 'major footwear.'

And she just | ooked up at himlike he was crazy, and he saw tears runni ng down her face.

And Svobodov jammed the nuzzle of that H&, hard, into the joint of Rydell's jaw, just in front of
his right ear, and said: 'Fuckhead. You don't talk to her.'

Rydel | | ooked at Svobodov, edgew se, down the top of the barrel. Waited until he thought it was
safe to say okay.

After that, he didn't try to say anything to her, or even | ook at her. Wen he thought he could
get away with it, he | ooked at Svohodov. Wen they took that cuff off, he just m ght deck that
SOl of a hitch

i 8z

)

But just after the Russian had pulled the gun out of his ear, Rydell had regi stered sonething
behind him Not registered big-time, but it clicked for himlater: this big bear of a | onghair
blinking out at them where they stood in the light, fromthis little doorway |ooked like it
wasn't nmore than a foot w de

Rydel | didn't have anythi ng speci al going about black people or immgrants or anything, not like a
| ot of people did. In fact, that had been one of the things that had gotten himinto the Acadeny
when he hadn't exactly had great grades from high school. They'd run all these tests on him and
deci ded he wasn't racist. He wasn't, either, but not because he thought about it particularly. He
just couldn't see the point. It just made for a |l ot of hassle, being that way, so why be that way?
Nobody was going to go back and live where they lived before, were they, and if they did (he
vaguel y suspected) there wouldn't be any Mongolian barbecue and naybe we'd all be listening to
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Pent ecostal Metal and anyway the President was bl ack

He had to admit, though, as he and Chevette Washi ngton wal ked out between those tank-trap sl abs,
their cuffed wists swinging in that stupid promnight unison that you get with handcuffs, that
currently he was feeling a little put upon by a few very specific blacks and i mi grants. Warbaby's
tvpreacher nelancholy had worn thin on him he thought Freddie was, as his father woul d have put
it, a jive-ass notherfucker; Svobodov and Ol ovsky, they nust be what his uncle, the one who went
in the arnmy, had neant by stone pigs.

And here he could see Freddie with his butt propped against the front fender of the Patriot,
bobbi ng his head to somet hi ng on earphones, the lyrics or whatever sliding around the edges of his
sneakers, animated in red LEDs. Miust've sat out the rain in the car, because his pistol-print
shirt and his big shorts weren't even wet.

183

And Warbaby there in his long quilted coat, his hat janmed down |level with those VL gl asses.
Looked like a refrigerator, if a refrigerator could | ean on a cane.

And the Russians' gray tanker of an unmarked, pulled up nose to nose with the Patriot, arnored
tires and that graphite nesh rhino-chaser scream ng Cop Car at anybody who was interested. As

i ndeed sone were, Rydell saw, a thin crowd of bridge-people watching fromvarious perches on the
concrete slabs and battened food-wagons. Little kids, a couple of Mexican-1ooking womren with

hai rnets like they worked in food-preparation, sone rough-I|ooking boys in nuddy workcl ot hes and

| eani ng on shovel s and push-broons there. Just |ooking, their faces carefully neutral, the way
peopl e's faces got when they saw cops worki ng and were curi ous.

And sonebody in the Russians' car, hunched down knees-up in the shotgun seat.

The Russians closing in tight on either side of Rydell and the girl, wal king them out. Rydel
could feel themresponding to the presence of the crowd. Shouldn't've left the car out there |ike
t hat .

Svobodov, this close, sort of creaked when he wal ked, and that was the arnmor under his shirt that
Rydell had noticed before, back in that greasy spoon. Svobodov was smoking one of his Marl boro
cigarettes, hissing out clouds of blue snmoke. Had the gun out of sight now

And right up to Warbaby, Freddie shining the whole scene on with a grin that made Rydell want to
kick him but Warbaby | ooking sad as ever

"Cet this fucking cuff off,' Rydell said to Warbaby, raising his wist, Chevette WAshington's
coming up with it. The crowd saw the cuffs then; there was a ripple of reaction, voices.

War baby | ooked at Svobodov. 'You get it?

"Here.' Svobodov touched the front of his London Fog.

War baby nodded, | ooked at Chevette Washington, then at Rydell. 'Good then.' To Ol ovsky: 'Take the
cuffs off.'

184
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Ol ovsky took Rydell's wist, slid a nag-strip into the slot in the cuff.

"Get in the car,' Warbaby said to Rydell.

' They haven't read her any Mranda,' Rydell said.

"CGet in the car. You're driving, renenber?

' She under arrest, M. Warbaby?

Fr eddi e gi ggl ed.

Chevette Washington was hol ding her wist up for Ol ovsky, but he was putting the nag-strip away.
"Rydel | ," Warbaby said, 'get in the car now. W've done our part here.'

The passenger-si de door of the gray car opened. A nan got out. Black cowboy boots and a | ong bl ack
wat er proof . Sandy hair, no particular length. He had those deep snile-creases down his cheeks,

|l i ke sonebody had carved themthere. Light-colored eyes. Then he did smile, and it was about two-
thirds gumand a third teeth, with gold at the corners.

"That's him' Chevette Washington said, in this hoarse voice, 'he killed Samy."

And that was when the big longhair, the one in the dirty shirt, the one Rydell had noticed back on
the bridge, plowed this bicycle square into Svobodov's back. Not any regul ar bicycle, either, but
this big old rusty coaster-brake nunber with a heavy steel basket welded in front of the bars. The
bi ke and the basket probably wei ghed a hundred pounds between them and there nust've been another
hundred pounds of scrap netal piled up in the basket when Svobodov got nailed. Put himface-down
across the hood of the Patriot, Freddie junping |ike a scal ded cat.

The | onghair |anded on top of Svobodov and all that junk |ike a bear with rabies, grabbed him by
the ears, and starting slaming his face into the hood. Olovsky was pulling out his H& and
Rydel | saw Chevette Washi ngton bend down, tug something out of the top of one SWAT shoe. jab it
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into Olovsky's hack. Looked like a screwdriver. Hit whatever
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arnmor he was wearing, but it put himoff-balance as he pulled the trigger

Not hing in the world ever sounded |ike casel ess ammunition, at full-auto, out of a floating
breech. It wasn't the sound of a machine gun, but a kind of ear-shattering, extended whoop.

The first burst didn't seemto hit anything, but with Chevette Washington clawing at his gun arm
Olovsky tried to turn it on her. Second burst went in the general direction of the crowd. People
scream ng, grabbing up kids.

War baby's nouth was just open, like he couldn't believe it.

Rydel | was behind Ol ovsky when he tried to bring the gun up again, and, well, it was just one of
t hose times.

He side-kicked the Russian about three inches below the back of his knee, that third burst
whoopi ng al nost straight up as Ol ovsky went down.

Freddie tried to grab Chevette Washi ngton, seermed to see the screwdriver for the first tinme, and
just managed to bring his laptop up with both hands. That screwdriver went right through it.
Freddi e yel ped and dropped it.

Rydel | grabbed the | oose cuff, the one that had been around his wist, and just pulled.

Opened t he passenger-side door of the Patriot and haul ed her right in after him Getting into the
driver's seat, he had a grandstand view of the |onghair poundi ng Svobodov's bl oody face into the
hood, all these pieces of rusty junk junping each tinme he did it.

Key. lgnition.

Rydel | saw Chevette Washington's phone and the case with the VL glasses fall out of Svobodov's
flak vest. Powered down the wi ndow and reached around. Sonebody shot the |onghair off Svobodov,
pop, pop, pop, and Rydell, stonping it in reverse, saw the man fromthe cop car swinging a little
gun around, two-handed. just |ike they taught you in FATSS. The back of the Patriot slamred into
sonet hi ng and Svohodov

i ~6

)

flew off the hood in a cloud of rusty chain and odd | engths of pipe. Chevette Washi ngton was
trying to get out the passenger door, so he had to hang on to the cuff and spin the wheel one-
handed, let go of her |ong enough to shove it into forward and tronp on it, then grab her again
The passenger door slamed shut as he took it straight for the man with the big snile, who maybe
got off one nore before he had to get out of the way, fast,

The Patriot was fishtailing in about an inch of water, and he barely m ssed clipping the back of a
bi g orange waste-haul er pulled up beside a building there.

He caught this one crazy glinpse in the dash-mrror, out the back wi ndow the bridge towering up
i ke sonething wapped in seaweed, sky graying now behind it, and Warbaby taking one stiff-I|egged
step, another, raising the cane straight out fromhis shoulder, pointing it at the Patriot like it
was a nmagi c wand or sonething.

Then what ever came out of the end of Warbaby's cane took out the Patriot's back wi ndow, and Rydel
hung a right so tight it alnost tipped them over.

"Jesus,' said Chevette Washington, |ike sonmebody talking in their sleep, 'what are you doi ng?

He didn't know, but hadn't he just gone and done it?

When the lights went out, Yanmazaki funbled in the dark for his bag. Finding it, he felt through it
for his flashlight.

In the white beam Skinner slept slack-jawed beneath the bl ankets and a ragged sl eepi ng- bag.
Yamazaki searched the several shelves above the table-|edge:

smal |l glass jars of spices, identical jars containing steel screws, an ancient Bakelite tel ephone
rem nding himof the origin of the verb "to dial,' rolls of many different kinds and col ors of
adhesi ve tape, tw sts of heavy copper wire, pieces of what he took to be salt-water tackle, and,
finally, a bundle of dusty candl e-stubs secured with a rotting rubber band. Selecting the |ongest
of these, he found a |ighter beside the green canpstove. Standing the candle upright on a white
saucer, he lit it. The flame fluttered and went out.

Fl ashlight in hand, he moved to the wi ndow and tugged it nore tightly into its deep circular
frane.

Now t he candl e stayed |it, though the flanme pul sed and swelled in drafts he could never hope to

| ocate. Returning to the window, he | ooked out. The darkened bridge was invisible. Rain was
driving alnost horizontally against the window, tiny droplets reaching his face through cracks in
the gl ass and corroded segnments of the supporting |ead.

It occurred to himthat Skinner's room night be made to function as a canera ohscura. If the
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church window s tiny central hull's-eye pane were renoved, and the other panes covered, an
inverted i mage woul d be cast on the opposite wall.

i 88

24 Song of the central pier

Yamazaki knew that the central pier, the bridge's center anchorage, had once qualified as one of
the world's largest pinhole canmeras. In the structure's pitch-black interior, light shining in
through a single tiny hole had projected a huge i nage of the underside of the | ower deck, the
nearest tower, and the surrounding bay. Now the heart of the anchorage housed sonme uncounted
nunber of the bridge's nore secretive inhabitants, and Skinner had advi sed hi magai nst attenpting
to go there. "Nothin' like those Mansons out in the bushes on Treasure, Scooter, but you don't
want to bother 'em anyway. Okay people but they just aren't |ooking for anybody to drop in, know
what | nean?

Yanazaki crossed to the snmooth curve of cable that interrupted the rooms floor. Only an ova
segment of it was visible, |ike sone mathematical formula barely breaking a topol ogical surface in
a conputer representation. He bent to touch it, the visible segnent polished by other hands. Each
of the thirty-seven cables, containing four hundred and seventy-two wires, had w thstood, and

wi thstood now, a force of sone nmillion pounds. Yanmzaki felt sonething, some nessage of vast,
obscure nonent, shiver up through the relic-snooth dorsal hunp. The storm surely; the bridge
itself was capabl e of considerable nobility; it expanded and contracted with heat and cold; the
great steel teeth of the piers were sunk into bedrock beneath the Bay nud, bedrock that had
scarcely noved even in the Little G ande.

Godzil l a. Yamazaki shivered, recalling television inages of Tokyo's fall. He had been in Paris,
with his parents. Now a new city rose there, its buildings grown, literally, floor by floor

The candl el i ght showed him Skinner's little television, forgotten on the floor. Taking it to the
tabl e, he sat on the stool and exanined it. There was no visible danage to the screen. It had
sinmply cone away fromits franme, on a short length of nulticolored ribbon. He fol ded the ribbon
into the frame and

189

pressed with his thunbs on either side of the screen. It popped back into place, but would it
still function? He bent to exam ne the tiny controls. ON

Li me- and- pur pl e di agonal s chased thensel ves across the screen, then faded, revealing sone
steadycam fragnment, the NHK | ogo displayed in the lower left corner. '-heir-apparent to the

Harwood Levine public relations and advertising fortune, departed San Francisco this afternoon
after a runored stay of several days, declining coment on the purpose of his visit.' A long face,
horsel i ke yet handsone, above a raincoat's upturned collar. Alarge white snile. 'Acconpanying
him' md-distance shot down an airport corridor, the slender, dark-haired wonan wapped in
somet hi ng | uxurious and bl ack, silver gleam ng at the heels of her shining boots, 'was Maria Paz,
t he Padani an nmedi a personality, daughter of filmdirector Carlo Paz-.' The woman, who | ooked
unhappy, vani shed, to be replaced by infrared footage from New Zeal and, as Japanese peace-keepi ng
forces in arnored vehicles advanced on a rural airport. '-losses attributed to the outlawed South
I sland Liberation Front, while in Wellington-' Yanmnazaki attenpted to change the channel, but the
screen only strobed its line-and-purple, then framed a portrait of Shapely. A BBC docu-drana

Calm serious, mldly hypnotic. After two nore unsuccessful attenpts at |ocating another channel
Yamazaki let the British voiceover blot out the wind, the groaning of the cables, the creaking of
the plywood walls. He focused his attention on the famliar story, its outcone fixed, conforting-
if only inits certainty.

Janes Del nore Shapely had cone to the attention of the AIDS industry in the early nonths of the
new century. He was thirty-one years old, a prostitute, and had been H Vpositive for twelve years.
At the tine of his 'discovery,' by Dr. KimKutnik of Atlanta, Georgia, Shapely was serving a two
hundred and fifty day prison termfor soliciting. (H s status as H V-positive, which would

aut omatical ly have war -

190

ranted nore serious charges, had apparently been 'glitched.') Kutnik, a researcher with the
Sharman Group, an Anerican subsidiary of Shibata Pl ~arnaceuticals, was sifting prison nedical data
in search of individuals who had been H V-positive for a decade or nore, were asynptonmatic, and
had entirely normal (or, as in Shapely's case, above the norn) T-cell counts.

One of the Sharmar Group's research initiatives centered around the possibility of isolating

mut ant strains of HIV. Arguing that viruses obey the |aws of natural selection, several Sharman

bi ol ogi sts had proposed that the HV virus, in its then-current genetic format, was excessively
lethal. Allowed to range unchecked, argued the Sharman team a virus denobnstrating i oo percent
lethality nust eventually bring about the extinction oF the host organism (O her Sharnan
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researchers countered Fy citing the long incubation period as contributing to the suivival of the
host population.) As the BBC witers were careful to nmake clear, the idea of locating

nonpat hogenic strains )f H'V, with a view of overpowering and neutralizing |ethal strains, had
been put forward al nost a decade earlier, though the "ethical' inplications of experinentation

wi th human subj ects had i npeded research. The core observation cf the Sharnman researchers dated
fromthis earlier work: The % rus w shes to survive, and cannot if it kills its host. The Shariian
team of which Dr. Kutnik was a part, intended to inject H V-positive patients with bl ood
extracted fromindividials they believed to be infected with nonpathogenic strains of the virus.

It was possible, they believed, that the noncathogenic strain would overpower the lethal strain
Kim KutrLi k was one of seven researchers given the task of |ocating H V-positive individuals who
m ght be harboring a nonpathogenic strain. She elected to begin her search through a sectorof data
concerned with current inmates of state prisons who were (a) in apparent good health, and (b) had
tested H V-positive at |east a decade before. Her initial

191

search turned up sixty-six possibles-anmong them J. D. Shapely.

Yamazaki watched as Kutnik, played by a young British actress, recalled, froma patio in R o, her

first neeting with Shapely. 'I'd been struck by the fact that his T-cell count that day was over
i,zo00, and that his responses to the questionnaire seened to indicated that 'safe sex,' as we
thought of it then, was, well, not exactly a priority. He was a very open, very outgoing, really a
very innocent character, and when | asked him there in the prison visiting room about oral sex,
he actually blushed. Then he | aughed, and said, well, he said he 'sucked cock like it was going
out of style' ' The actressKutni k | ooked as though she were about to blush herself. 'O
course,' she said, 'in those days we didn't really understand the di sease's exact vectors of

i nfection, because, grotesque as it now seens, there had been no real research into the precise
nodes of transni ssion. '

Yamazaki cut the set off. Dr. Kutnik would arrange Shapely's release from prison as an Al DS
research vol unteer under Federal |aw. The Sharman G oup's project would be hindered by
fundanmental i st Christians objecting to the injection of 'H V-tainted" blood into the systens of
terminally ill AIDS patients. As the project foundered, Kutnik would uncover clinical data
suggesting that unprotected sex with Shapely had apparently reversed the synptons of several of
her patients. There woul d be Kutnik's inpassioned resignation, the flight to Brazil with the
baf fl ed Shapely, |avish funding against a backdrop of inpending civil war, and what could only be
described as an extrenely pragmatic climte for research

But it was such a sad story.

Better to sit here by candlelight, el bows on the edge of Skinner's table, listening for the song
of the central pier

He kept saying he was from Tennessee and he didn't need this shit. She kept thinking she was going
to die, the way he was driving, or anyway those cops would be after them or the one who shot
Sanmy. She still didn't know what had happened, and wasn't that N gel who'd plowed into that tight-
faced one?

But he'd hung this right off Bryant, so she told himleft on Fol som because if the assholes were
com ng, she figured she wanted the Haight, best place she knew to get lost, and that was
definitely what she intended to do, earliest opportunity. And this Ford was just |ike the one M.
Matt hews drove, ran the holding facility up in Beaverton. And she'd tried to stab somebody with a
screwdriver. She'd never done anything like that in her life before. And she'd wecked that bl ack
guy's conputer, the one with the haircut. And this bracelet on her left wist, the other half
flipping around, open, on three |inks of chain- He reached over and grabbed the |oose cuff. D d
sonet hi ng

to it without taking his eyes off the street. He let go. Nowit was |ocked shut.

"Way' d you do that?

"So you don't snag it on sonething, wind up cuffed to the door-handle or a street sign-'

"Take it off.'

"No key.'

She rattled it at him 'Take it off.

"Stick it up the sleeve of your jacket. Those are Beretta

‘93

25 Wthout a paddle

cuffs. Real good cuffs.' He sounded |like he was sort of happy to have sonething to tal k about, and
his driving had evened out. Brown eyes. Not old; twenties, maybe. Cheap clothes |ike K-Mart stuff,
all wet. Light brown hair cut too short but not short enough. She watched a nuscle in his jaw
work, |ike he was chewi ng gum but he wasn't.
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"Where we goi ng?' she asked him

"Fuck if | know,' he said, gunning the engine a little. 'You the one said "left"

"Who are you?

He gl anced over at her. 'Rydell. Berry Rydell.’

"Barry?

"Berry. Like straw Like dingle. Hey, this a big fucking Street, lights and everyt hi ng-
'"Right.’

'So where should I-'

"Right!’

"Ckay,' he said, and hung it. 'Wy?

' The Haight. Lots of people up late, cops don't like to go there.
"Ditch this car there?

"Turn your back on it two seconds, it's history.

' They got ATM s there?'

" Uh-uh.'

"Wll, here's one ..."' Up over a curb, hunks of crazed safety-glass falling out of the franme where
t he back wi ndow had been. She hadn't even noticed that.

He dug a soggy-|ooking wallet out of his back pocket and started pulling cards out of it. Three of
them '| have to try to get some cash,' he said. He | ooked at her. 'You wanna junp out of this car
and run,' he shrugged, 'then you just go for it.' Then he reached in his jacket pocket and pulled
out the glasses and Codes's phone that she'd scooped when the lights went out in I)issidents.
Because she knew from Lowel |l that people in trouble need a phone, nost tines worse than

194

anyt hing. He dropped themin her lap, the a;shole's glasses and the phone. 'Yours.'

Then he got out, wal ked over to the AT~vl, and started feeding it cards. She sat there, watching
it e~nerge fromits arnmor, the way they do, shy and cautious, its ameras coming out, too, to

moni tor the transaction. He stood tkre, drummng his fingers on the side, his nouth |like he was
whi stling but he wasn't maki ng any noi se. She | ooked down at the case and the phone and wondered
why she didn't just jun~p out and run, l|ike he said.

Finally he cane back, thumb-counting a fold of bills, stuck it down in his front jeans pocket, and
got in He sailed the first of his cards out the open wi ndow at th~ ATM which was pul ling back
intoits shell like a crab. 'Don't know how t hey cancelled that one so quick, after you put that
thing through Freddie's laptop.' Flicked another. Then the | ast one. They lay in front of the ATM
as its lex2n shield canme trundling down, their little holograns win~ing up in the machine's

hal ogen fl oods.

' Sonebody' I | get those,' she said.

'Hope so,' he said, 'hope they get 'emand go tcMars.' Then he did something in reverse with al
four wheels and the Ford sort of junped up and backward, into the street, some other car swerving
past themall brakes and horn and the driver's mouth a black 0, and the part of her that was stil
a nmessenger sort of liked it. Al the times they'd cut her off. "Shit," he sa:d, janm ng the gear-
thing around until he got what he needed and they took off.

The handcuff was rubbing on the rash where the red worm had been. 'You a cop?

" No. '

"Security? Like fromthe hotel ?

" Uh-uh.'

"Well,"' she said, 'what are you?

Streetlight sliding across his face. Seened |ike he was thinking about it. '"Up shit creek. Wthout
a paddle.'

The first thing Rydell saw when he got out of the Patriot, in the alley off Haight Street, was a
one-arned, one-legged man on a skateboard. This man lay on his stomach, on the board, and
propelled hinmself along with a curious hitching notion that rem nded Rydell of the linbs of a
gigged frog. He had his right armand his left leg, which at |east allowed for sone kind of
symmetry, but there was no foot on the leg. H's face, as if by sone weird osnosis, was the color
of dirty concrete, and Rydell couldn't have said what race he was. His hair, if he had any, was
covered by a black knit cap, and the rest of himwas sheathed in a bl ack, one-piece garment
apparently stitched fromsections of heavy-duty rubber inner-tube. He | ooked up, as he hitched
past Rydell, through puddles left by the storm headed for the nouth of the alley, and said, or
Rydel | thought he said: 'You wanna talk to me? You wanna talk to nme, you better shut your fuckin'
mout h. . .

Rydel | stood there, Sansonite dangling, and watched hi m go.

Then sonmething rattled beside him The hardware on Chevette Washington's | eather jacket. 'Cone
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on,' she said, 'don't wanna hang around back in here.'

"You see that?' Rydell asked, gesturing with his suitcase.

"You hang around back in here, you'll see worse than that,' she said.

Rydel | | ooked back at the Patriot. He'd locked it and left the key under the driver's scat,
because he hadn't wanted to

196

26 Col ored peopl e

make it | ook too easy, but he'd forgotten about that back wi ndow. He'd never been in the position
before of actively wanting a car to be stolen

"You sure sonebody'll take that?' he asked her

"W don't get out of here, they'|ll take us with it.' She started wal ki ng. Rydell followed. There
was stuff painted on the brick walls as high as anyone could reach, but it didn't | ook Iike any

| anguage he'd ever seen, except naybe the way they wote cuss-words in a printed cartoon

They'd just rounded the corner, onto the sidewal k, when Rydell heard the Patriot's engine start to
rev. It gave hi m goosebunps, |ike sonmething in a ghost story, because there hadn't been anybody
back in there at all, and now he couldn't see the skateboard man anywhere.

'Look at the ground,' Chevette Washington said. 'Don't | ook up when they go by or they' Il kil
us...'

Rydel I concentrated on the toes of his black SWATs. ' You hang out with car-thieves nuch?

"Just wal k. Don't talk. Don't I|ook.'

He heard the Patriot wheel out of the alley and draw up beside them pacing them H s toes were
meking little squel ching noises, each tinme he took a step, and what if the last thing you knew
before you died was just sone pathetic disconfort like that, like your shoes were soaked and your
socks were wet, and you weren't ever going to get to change thenf?

Rydel | heard the Patriot take off, the driver fighting the unfaniliar American shift-pattern. He
started to | ook up.

"Don't,' she said.

"Those friends of yours or what?'
"Alley pirates, Lowell calls 'em
"Who's Lowel | ?'

"You saw himin |)issidents.'

" That bar?

"Not a bar. A chill.’

" Serves al cohol,’' Rydell said.
‘97

~A chill. Where you hang.

"You" who? This Lowell, he hang there?' Yeah.'
You too?'

~No, ' she said, angry.

"He your friend, Lowell? Your boyfriend?

"You said you weren't a cop. You talk |ike one.'
"I"'mnot," he said. 'You can ask 'em
"He's just sonebody | used to know,' she said. 'Fine.'

She | ooked at the Sansonite. 'You got a gun or sonething, in there?

"Dry socks. Underwear.'

She | ooked up at him 'I don't get you.'

"Don't have to,' he said. 'W just wal king, or you maybe know sonewhere to go? Like off this
street ?

"W want to | ook at sonme flash,' she said to the fat nan. He had a couple of things through each
ni pple, looked like Yale | ocks. Kind of pulled himdown, there, and Rydell just couldn't |ook at
them Had on sone kind of baggy white pants with the crotch down about where the knees shoul d' ve
been, and this little blue velvet vest all enbroidered with gold. He was big and soft and fat and
covered with tattoos.

Rydell's uncle, the one who'd gone to Africa with the army and hadn't cone back, had had a couple
of tattoos. The best one went right across his back, this big swirly dragon with horns and sort of
a goofy grin. He'd gotten that one in Korea, eight colors and it had all been done by a conputer.
He'd told Rydell how the conputer had nmapped his back and showed himexactly what it was going to
| ook I'ike when it was done. Then he had to lie down on this table while this robot put the tattoo
on. Rydell had inagi ned a robot kind of |ike a vacuuncl eaner, but with twi sty chrome arnms had
needl es on the end. But his uncle said it was nore |like being fed through a dot-
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matrix printer, and he'd had to go back eight tinmes, one time for each color. It was a great
dragon, though, and lots brighter than the tattoos on his uncle's arms, which were Anerican eagl es
and a Harley tradenmark. Wen his uncle worked out in the backyard with Rydell's set of Sears

wei ghts, Rydell would watch the dragon ripple.

This fat bald guy with the weights through his nipples had tattoos everywhere except his hands and
his head. Looked like he was wearing a suit of them They were all different, no Anerican eagl es
or Harley tradenmarks either, and they sort of ran together. They nmade Rydell feel kind of dizzy,

so he looked up at the walls, which were covered with nore tattoos, |like sanples for you to pick
from

"You' ve been here before,' the man said.

'Yeah,' Chevette Washington said, '"with Lowell. You renenber Lowell ?

The fat man shrugged.

"My friend and I,' she said, 'we wanna pick sonething out...'

"I haven't seen your friend before,' the fat man said, perfectly nice about it but Rydell could
hear the question in his voice. He was | ooking at Rydell's suitcase.

"It's okay,' she said. 'He knows Lowell. He's a 'Land boy, too.'
"You bridge people,' the fat man said, like he Iiked bridge people. 'That stormwas just terrible,
wasn't it? | hope it didn't do you people too nmuch danage ... We had a client [ast nonth brought

in a wide-angl e C bachrone he wanted done as a back-pi ece. Your whol e suspensi on span and
everything on it. Beautiful shot but he wanted it inked just that size, and he just wasn't broad
enough. .. He looked up at Rydell. 'Wuld ve fit, on your friend here...’

"Couldn't he get it?" she asked, and Rydell caught that instinct to keep people tal king, keep them
i nvol ved.

"We're a full-service shop here at Col ored People,' the fat

‘99

man said. 'Lloyd put it on a graphics engine, rotated it thirty degrees, heightened the
perspective, and it's gorgeous

Now, were you interested in seeing sone flash for yourself, or for your big friend here?

"Un, actually,' Chevette said, 'we're |ooking for sonething for both of us. Like, uh, natching,
you know?'

The fat man snmiled. 'That's romantic.
Rydel | | ooked at her

"Just come this way.' The fat man sort of jingled when he wal ked, and it nade Rydell w nce. 'My I
bring you sonme conplinentary tea?'

' Cof fee?' Rydell asked hopeful ly.

"I"'msorry,' the fat nan said, 'but Butch left at twelve and | don't know how to operate the

machi ne. But | can bring you some nice tea.'

"Yeah,' Chevette said, urging Rydell along with little el bowjabs, 'tea.’

The fat man took them down a hallway and into a little roomwith a couple of wallscreens and a

| eather sofa. 'I'Il just get your tea,' he said, and shuffled out, jingling.

"Wiy' d you say that, about natching tattoos?' Rydell was |ooking around the room C ean. Bl ank

wal I's. Soft light but no shadows.

' Because he'll |eave us alone while we're trying to pick one, and 'cause it'll take us so long to
make up our minds.'

Rydel | put his Samsonite down and sat on the couch. 'So we can stay here?

'Yeah, as long as we keep calling up flash.'

"What's that?

She picked up a little renpte and turned one of the waliscreens on. Started blipping through
menus. Hi-rez close-ups of tattooed skin. The fat man came back with a couple of big rough nugs of
steaming tea Ol a little tray. 'Yours is green,' he said to Chevette Washington, 'and yours is

Morrmon,' he said to Rydell, 'because you did ask for coffee. '

2.0

"Urn, thanks,' Rydell said, taking the mug he was offered.

"Now you two take plenty of tine," the fat man said, 'and you want anything, just call.' He went

out, tray tucked under his arm and closed the door behind him

"Mormon?' Rydell sniffed at the tea. It didn't snmell much of anything.

"Aren't supposed to drink coffee. That kind of tea's got ephedrine in it.

"CGot drugs init?

‘"I't's nade froma plant with sonething that'll keep you awake. Like coffee.

Rydel| decided it was too hot to drink now anyway. Put it down on the floor beside the couch. The
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girl on the wallscreen had a dragon sort of like his uncle's, but on her left hip. Little tiny
silver ring through the top edge of her belly button. Chevette Washington flipped it to a big
sweaty biker-armwith President MIlibank's face | ooking out fromit in shades of gray.

Rydel | struggl ed out of his danp jacket, noticing the ripped shoul der, the cheap white stuffing
poppi ng out. He dropped it behind the couch. 'You got any tattoos?

"No," she said.

'So how cone you know about this?

"Lowel | ," she said, flipping through half a dozen nore images, 'he's got a G ger.'

"Adgger"? Rydell opened his Sansonite, got out a pair of socks, and started unlacing his SWAT
shoes.

"This painter. Like nineteenth-century or sonething. Real classical. Bio-nmech. Lowell's got this
G ger back-piece done off a painting called "N.Y.C. XXIV." She said it x, x, i, v. "It's like this
city. Shaded bl ack-work. But he wants sleeves to go with it, so we'd cone in here to ook for nore
Ggers to match it.'

"Wy don't you sit down,' Rydell said, 'you' re making my neck hurt.' She was pacing back and forth
in front of the

2.01

screens. He took his wet socks off, put themin the Container City bag, and put the dry ones on
Thought about | eaving his shoes off for a while, but what if he had to leave in a hurry? He put
them back on. He was | acing them up when she sat down beside him

She unzi pped her jacket and shrugged it off, the |oose Beretta cuff rattling. The sl eeves of her
plain black t-shirt had been scissored off and her upper arns were snmooth and pal e. She reached
over the end of the couch and put the jacket down, sort of propped against the wall, the |eather
stiff enough that it just stayed there, its arns slunped down, like it was asl eep. Like Rydel

wi shed he could be. Now she had the renote in her hand.

"Hey,' Rydell said, 'that guy in the raincoat back there, the one shot-' He was about to say the
big | onghair on the bicycle, but she grabbed his wist, the handcuff rattling.

" Sammy. He shot Sammy, up at Skinner's. He ... He was after the gl asses, and Sammy had them and-
"Wait. Wait a sec. The gl asses. Everybody wants the glasses. That guy wants 'em Warbaby wants
"em..'

"Who' s War baby?'

" The big black man shot the back wi ndow out of his car | was stealing. That Warbaby.'

"You think I know what they are?

"You don't know why people are after thenf'

She gave hima |l ook like you mght give a dog that had just told you it was a good day to spend
all your noney on one particular kind of lottery ticket.

"Let's start over,' Rydell suggested. 'You tell nme where you got the glasses.'

"Way should I'?

He t hought about it. 'Because youd be dead by now if | hadn't done the kind of dirt-stupid shit
just did, back there.'

She thought about that. 'Ckay,' she said.

2.02.

)

Maybe there really was sonmething in the fat man's Mornon tea, or naybe Rydell had just crossed
over into that point of tiredness where it all flipped around for a while and you started to fee
like you were nore awake, sonme ways, than you usually ever were. But he wound up sipping that tea
and |listening to her, and when she'd get too deep into her story to renenber to keep flipping the
tattoo-pictures on the wallscreen, he'd do it for her

When you worked it around to sequential order, she was this girl from Oregon, didn't have any
famly, who'd come down here and nmoved out on that bridge with this old man, crazy by the sound of
it, had a bad hip and needed sonebody around to help him Then she'd gotten her a job riding a

bi cycl e around San Franci sco, delivering nessages. Rydell knew about nessengers fromhis foot-
patrol period in downtown Knoxville, because you had to keep ticketing themfor riding on the
sidewal k, traffic violation, and they'd give you a hard tinme about it. But they made pretty good
nmoney if they worked at it. This Sammy she'd said was shot, nurdered, he was another nessenger, a
bl ack guy who'd gotten her on at Allied, where she worked.
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And her story of how she'd taken the glasses out of the guy's pocket at this big drunk party she'd
wandered into up in the Mrrisey, that nade as nuch sense to himas anything. And it wasn't the
kind of story people nade up. Not like the glasses craw ed into her hand or anything, she just
flat-out stole them inpulse, just because the guy was in her face and obnoxi ous. Nuisance crine,
except they'd turned out to be val uabl e.

But from her description he knew her asshole up in the Mrrisey had been the sane one got hinself
t he Cuban necktie, your Gernman-born Costa Rican citizen who maybe wasn't either, star of that X-
rated fax of Warhahy's and the one Svohodov and Ol ovsky had been investigating. |If they had been
2.03

"Shit,'" he said, in the mddle of something she was trying to tell him

" What ?

" Not hi ng. Keep tal king...

The Russians were bent, and he knew that. They were Homici de, they were bent, and he'd bet dollars
to donuts they weren't even investigating the case. They could tal k Warbaby's way onto the cri me-
scene, tap their departnent's conmputer, but the rest of it had just been w ndow dressing, for him
for Rydell, the hired help. And what was that that Freddie had said, about DatAnerica and

I ntenSecure being basically your sane conmpany?

But Chevette Washington was on a roll of her own now, |ike sonetinmes when people get started

tal king they just let it all hang out, and she was saying how Lowell, who was the one with the
hai r and not the skinhead, and who actually had, sort of, been her boyfriend for a while, was a
guy who could (you know?) get things done with computers, if you had the noney, and that sort of
scared her because he was al ways tal king about the cops and how he didn't have to worry about

t hem

Rydel | nodded, autonmatically flipping through a couple nore pictures of tattoos-lady there with

t hese pink carnations sort of followed her bikini-line--but really he was listening to sonething
going around in his own head. Like Hernandez was |ntenSecure, the Mrrisey was |ntenSecure,

War baby was | ntenSecure, Freddie said DatAnerica and IntenSecure were |ike the sane thing- '-
Desire . . .

Rydel | blinked. Skinny guy there with J. D. Shapely all mournful on his chest. But you'd be

mour nful , too, you had chest hair grow ng out your eyes. 'Wat?

"Republic. Republic of Desire.'

"VWhat is?

"Why Lowel |l says the COpS won't ever bother him but | told himhe was full of shit.’

2.04

' Hackers,' Rydell said.

"You haven't heard a word | said.'

"No," Rydell said, 'no, that's not true. Desire. Republic of. Run that one by again, okay?

She took the renote, blipped through a shaven head with a sun at the very top, planets orbiting
down to the top of the ears, a hand with a scream ng mouth on the palm feet covered w th bl ue-
green creature-scales. 'l said,' she said, 'Lowell bullshits about that, how he's connected up
with this Republic of Desire, how they can do anything they feel like with conputers, so anybody
messes with himis gonna get it.'

"No shit,' Rydell said. 'You ever see these guys?

"You don't see them' she said, 'not like live. You talk to them on the phone. O like with
goggles, and that's the wildest."'

Ty 2"

"Cause they look like |obsters and shit. O some tv star. Anything. But | don't know why |'m
telling you.

‘"Because |'Il nod out otherwi se, then how re we gonna decide if we're getting the creature-feet or
the crotch-carnations?

"It's your turn,' she said, and just sat there until he started talking.

He told her how he was from Knoxville and about getting into the Acadeny, about how he'd al ways
wat ched Cops in Trouble and then when he'd been a cop and gotten in trouble, it had | ooked |ike he
was going to be on the show. How they'd brought himout to Los Angel es because they didn't want
Adult Survivors of Satanism stealing their nmonentum but then the Pookey Bear nurders had cone
along and they'd sort of lost interest, and he'd had to get on with IntenSecure and drive Gunhead.
He told her about Sublett and living with Kevin Tarkovsky in the house in Mar Vista, and sort of
ski pped over the Republic of Desire and the night he'd driven Gunhead into the Schonbrunns' place
i n Benedi ct Canyon.

2.05

About how Hernandez had conme over, just the other norning but it seened |ike years, to tell himhe
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could come up here and drive for this M. Warbaby. Then she wanted to know what it was that skip
tracers did, so he explained what it was they were supposed to do, and what it was he figured they
probably did do, and she said they sounded |i ke bad news.

When he was done, she just looked at him 'That's it? That's how you got here and what you're

doi ng?'

'Yeah,' he said, 'guess it is.'

"Jesus,' she said. Sort of shook her head. They both watched a couple of full body-suits blip
past, one of themall circuit-patterns, like they stenciled on ol d-fashiohed circuit-boards. 'You
got eyes,' she said, and yawned in the nmddle of it, "like two piss-holes in a snowbank.'

There was a knock at the door. It opened a crack, and sonebody, not the man who jingled when he
wal ked, said: 'You having any |uck picking a design? Henry's gone hone...

"Wll it's just so hard to decide,' Chevette Washington said, 'there's so nany of them and we want
to get just the right one.

"That's fine,' said the voice, bored. 'You just go right on |ooking.' The door cl osed.

‘Let ne see those gl asses,’' Rydell said.

She reached over and got her jacket. Got out the case with the glasses, the phone. Handed himthe
gl asses. The case was nade out of sone dark stuff, thin as eggshell, rigid as steel. He opened it.
The gl asses | ooked exactly |ike Warbaby's. Big black franes, the | enses black now They had a
funny heft to them weighed nore than you thought they woul d.

Chevette Washington had flipped open the phone's keypad.

"Hey,' Rydell said, touching her hand, 'they'll have your nunber for sure. You dial out on that,
or even take a call, they'll be in here in about ten m nutes.

"Wn't have this nunber,' she said. 'It's one of Codes's phones. | took it off the table when the
lights went out.'

' Thought you said you didn't just steal things.'

LO6

"Well,' she said, '"if Codes had it, it's stolen already. Codes trades 'em off people in the city,
then Lowel| gets somebody to tunmble 'em change the nunbers.' She tapped the pad, held the little
phone to her ear. 'Dead,' she said, shrugging.

"Here,' Rydell said, putting the glasses down on his lap and taking the phone. 'Maybe it got wet,
or the battery's knocked | oose. What's old Codes trade for these, anyway?' He ran his thunbnai
around t he back of the phone, |ooking for the place whtre you could pry it open.

"Well," she said, 'stuff.

He popped thc case. Saw a tightly rolled mni-Ziploc wedged in there beside tie battery. It had
pushed the contacts out of alignnent. He took it out and unrolled it. 'Stuff?

" Uh- huh.'

"This type of stuff.’

" Uh- huh.'

He | ooked at her. 'If this is 4-Thiobuscaline, it's a controlled substance.

She | ooked at the bag of grayish powder, then at him 'But you aren't a cop anynore.'

"You don't do this stuff, do you?

"No. Well, once or twice. Lowell did, sonmetinmnes.

"Wll, just do~i't do any around me, because |'ve seen what it does. N ce noTmal people do a
couple of hits of this, they go snake-shit crazy.' He tapped the bag. 'Enough in this to get half
a dozen people fucked up like you wouldn't believe.' He handed it to he~ and picked up the phone,
trying to get the battery back where it bel onged.

"I'd believe it, she said. '| saw what it did to Lowell.
"Dial tone,' he said. 'Wo you want to call?'

Thought ahoit it, then she took the phone and flipped it shut. 'Guess thee isn't anybody.'
"That old man have a phone?’

"No,' she sad, and her shoul ders hunched. 'I'm scared they killed himtoo. 'Cause of ne .
2. 07

Rydell couldn't think of anything to say to that. He was too tired to flick the renote. Sonme guy's
armwith a furled Confederate flag on it. Just |like hone. He | ooked at her. She sure didn't | ook
anywhere near as tired as he was. That could just be being young, he thought. He sure hoped she
wasn't on any ice or dancer or anything. Maybe she was in some kind of shock, still. Said this
Sanmy had been killed, two others she was worried about. Evidently she'd known the guy plowed in
Svobodov on that bicycle, but she didn't know yet that he'd been shot. Funny what you niss seeing
inafight. Wll, he didn't see any reason to tell her, not right now.

"I''ll try Fontaine,' she said, opening the phone again.

"Who?'
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"He does Skinner's electricity and stuff.' She dialled a nunber, put the phone to her ear

H s eyes closed and his head hit the back of the couch so hard it al nost woke hi mup

"Snells like piss,’ Skinner said, accusingly, waking Yamazaki froma dreamin which he stood
beside J. D. Shapely on a great dark plane, before a black and endless wall inscribed with the
names of the dead.

Yanazaki raised his head fromthe table. The roomin darkness. Light through the church w ndow.
"What are you doing here, Scooter?

Yamazaki's buttocks and | ower back ached. 'The storm' he said, still half in his dream

"What storn? Where's the girl?

' CGone,' Yamazaki said. 'Don't you renenber? Lovel ess?

"What are you tal ki ng about?' Skinner struggled up on one el bow, kicking off the blankets and the
sl eepi ng- bag back, his gray-stubbled face twisted with disgust. 'Need a bath. Dry clothes.'

"Lovel ess. He found nme in a bar. He made ne bring himhere. |I think he nust have followed ne,
earlier, when | left you-'

"Sure. Shut up, Scooter, okay?

Yanmazaki cl osed his nouth.

' Now we need a bunch of water. Hot. First for coffee, then some so | can wash off. You know how to
wor k a Col eman stove?

" A what ?'

"Geen thing over there, red tank on the front. You go jiggle that tank off, 1'll tell you howto
punp it up.'

2.09

27 After the storm

Yamazaki stood up, wincing at the pain in his back, and stunbled toward the green-painted netal
box Ski nner was pointing at.

' Gone of f fucking that no-ass greaseball boyfriend of hers again. Usel ess, Scooter.

He stood on Skinner's roof, pantlegs flapping in a breeze that gave no hint of last night's storm

| ooking out at the city washed in a strange iron light, shreds of his dreamstill circling dimy
Shapely had spoken to him his voice the voice of the young Elvis Presley. He said that he had

forgiven his killers.

Yarmazaki stared at Transanerica's upright thorn, bandaged with the brace they'd applied after the

Little Grande, half-hearing the dreaned voice. They just didn't know any better, Scooter

Ski nner cursing, below, as he sponged hinself with water Yanazaki had warned on the Col eman stove.

Yamazaki thought of his thesis advisor in Osaka.

"I don't care,' Yamasaki said, in English, San Francisco his wtness.

The whole city was a Thomasson. Perhaps America itself was a Thonasson.

How coul d they understand this in OGsaka, in Tokyo?

"Yo! On the roof!' soneone call ed.

Yamazaki turned, saw a thin black nman atop the tangle of girders that braced the upper end of

Skinner's lift. He wore a thick tweed overcoat and a crocheted cap

" You okay up there? How 'bout Skinner?

Yamazaki hesitated, remenbering Loveless. If Skinner or the girl had enenies, how could he

recogni ze thenf

'Nane's Fontaine,' the man said. 'Chevette called ne, told nme to get over here and see if Skinner

got through the blow all right. | take care of the wiring tip here, make sure his lift's running
and all.'

‘"He's bat hing now,' Yamazaki said. 'In the storm he becane.. . confused. He doesn't seemto

r emenber .’

'Have some power for you in about another half an hour,' the man said. 'Wsh |I could say the sane
for over ny end. Lost four transforners. Got us five dead bodies, twenty injured that | know of.
Ski nner got coffee on?'

"Yes,' Yamazaki said.

"Do with a cup about now. '

'Yes, please,' Yammzaki said, and bowed. The bl ack man sniled. Yamazaki scranbled down through the
hatch. ' Skinner-san! A man naned Fontai ne, he is your friend?

Ski nner was struggling into yellowed thernmal underwear. 'Usel ess bastard. Still don't have any
power. ..'

Yamazaki unl atched the hatch in the floor and hauled it open. Fontaine eventually appeared at the
bottom of the |adder, a battered canvas tool-bag in either hand. Putting one down and slinging the
ot her over his shoul der, he began to clinb.
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Yanazaki poured the remaining coffee into the cleanest cup

" Fuel -cel | ' s buggered,' Skinner said, as Fontaine pushed his bag ahead of him through the

openi ng. Skinner was |ayered nowin at |east three threadbare flannel shirts, their tails pushed
unevenly into the wai stband of an ancient pair of woolen Arny trousers.

"W're working on it, boss,' Fontaine said, standing up and snoothing his overcoat. 'Had us a big
old storm here."'

"What Scooter says,' Skinner said.

"Wll, he's not shittin' you, Skinner. Thanks.' Fontai ne accepted the steaning cup of black coffee
and blew on it. He | ooked at Yanmzaki. 'Chevette said she m ght not get back here for a while.
Know anyt hi ng about that?

Yanmazaki | ooked at Ski nner

"Usel ess,' Skinner said. 'Gone off with that shithead again.'

211

"Didn't say anything about that,' Fontaine said. 'Didn't say much at all. But if she's not going
to be around, you're going to need sonebody take care of things for you.'

' Take care of nyself,' Skinner said.

"I know that, boss,' Fontaine assured, 'but we got a couple of fried servos in your lift down
there. Take a few days get that going for you, the kind of backlog we're | ooking at. Need you
sonmebody go up and down the rungs. Bring you food and all.'

'Scooter can do it,"' Skinner said.

Yamazaki blinked.

"That right?'" Fontaine raised his eyebrows at Yamazaki. 'You stay up here and take care of M.

Ski nner ?'

Yanmazaki thought of his borrowed flat in the tall Victorian house, its black nmarble bat hroom

| arger than his bachel or apartnent in Gsaka. He | ooked from Fontaine to Skinner, then back. "I
woul d be honored, to stay with Skinner-san, if he wi shes.'

"Do what you like," Skinner said, and began | aboriously stripping the sheets fromhis mattress.

" Chevette told ne you mght be up here,' Fontaine said. 'Sone kind of university guy ..."' He put
his cup down on the table, bent to swing his tool-bag up beside it. 'Said naybe you people worried
about uninvited guests.' He undid the bag's two buckles and opened it. Tools gleaned there, rolls
of insulated wire. He took out sonmething wapped in an oily rag, |ooked to see that Skinner wasn't
observing him and tucked the thing behind the glass jars on the shelf above the table.

"W can pretty much make sure nobody you don't know will get up here for the next couple days,' he
said to Yamazaki, lowering his voice. '"But that's a .38 Special, six rounds of hollow point. You
use it, do me a big favor and toss it off the side, okay? It's of, uh,' Fontaine grinned, "dubious
provenance. "

2.11

Yamazaki thought of Lovel ess. Swallowed. 'You gonna be okay up here?' Fontai ne asked. 'Yes,'
Yamazaki said, 'yes, thank you.'

28 Rv

It was ten-thirty before they finally had to hit the street, and then only because Laurie, who
Chevette knew fromthat first day she'd ever come in here, said that the nmanager, Benny Singh, was
going to be showing up and they couldn't stay in there anynore, particularly not with her friend

asleep like that, like he was passed out or sonething. Chevette said she understood, and thanked
her .
"You see Sammy Sal,' Laurie said, 'you say hi for ne.’

Chevette nodded, sad, and started shaking the guy's shoulder. He grunted and tried to brush her
hand away. 'Wake up. W gotta go.'

She couldn't believe she'd told himall that stuff, but she'd just had to tell sonmebody or she'd
go crazy. Not that telling it had nade it make any nore sense than it did before, and with this
Rydell's side of it added on, it sort of nmade even |less. The news that somebody had gone and

mur dered the asshole just didn't seemreal, but if it was, she supposed, she was in deeper shit
t han ever.

"Wake up!’

"Jesus.. .' He sat up, knuckling his eyes.

"We gotta go. Manager'|ll be in soon. My friend let you sleep a while.'
"G where?

Chevette had been thinking about that. 'Cole, over by the Panhandl e, there's places rent roons by
t he hour."'

' Hot el s?

214
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'Not exactly,' she said. 'For people just need the bed for a little while.

He dug behind the couch for his jacket. 'Look at that,' he said, sticking his fingers into the rip
in the shoulder. 'Brand new | ast night."’

Nei ghbor hoods that mainly operated at night had a way of |looking a |ot worse in the norning. Even
t he beggars | ooked worse off this tine of day, like that guy there with those sores, the one
trying to sell half a can of spaghetti sauce. She stepped around him Another block or tw and
they'd start to hit the early crowd of day-trippers headed for Skywal ker Park; nore cover in the
crowmd but nore cops, too. She tried to remenber if Skywal ker's rentacops were IntenSecure, that
conpany Rydell tal ked about.

She wondered if Fontaine had gone to Skinner's like he'd said he woul d. She hadn't wanted to say
too much over the phone, so at first she'd just said she was going away for a while, and would
Font ai ne go over and see how Ski nner was doi ng, and maybe this Japanese student guy who'd been
hangi ng around lately. But Fontaine could tell she sounded worried, so he'd sort of pushed her
about it, and she'd told himshe was worried about Skinner, how maybe there were sonme peopl e gonna
go up there and hassle him

"You don't nean bridge people,’ he'd said, and she'd said rio, she didn't, but that was all she
could say about it. The Iine went quiet for a few seconds and she could hear one of Fontaine's
kids singing in the background, one of those African songs with the weird throat-clicks. 'Ckay,'
Fontaine finally said, "I'll look into that for you.' And Chevette said thanks, fast, and clicked
off. Fontaine did a lot of favors for Skinner. He'd never tal ked to Chevette about it, but he
seened to have known Skinner all his life, or anyway as long as he'd been on the bridge. There
were a | ot of people like that, and Chevette knew Fontaine could fix it so people would watch the
t ower

215

there, and the Iift. Watch for strangers. People did that for each other, on the bridge, and
Font ai ne was al ways owed a | ot of favors, because he was one of the main electricity nen

Now t hey were wal ki ng past this bagel place had a sort of iron cage outside, welded out of junk,
where you could sit in there at little tables and have coffee and eat bagels, and the snell of the
nmor ni ng' s baki ng about nmade her faint fromhunger. She was thinking maybe they'd better go in
there and get a dozen in a bag, nmaybe sonme cream cheese, take it with them when Rydell put his
hand on her shoul der

She turned her head and saw this big shiny white RV had just turned onto Haight in front of them
headed their way. Like you' d see rich old people driving back in Oregon, whol e convoys of them
pulling boats on trailers, little jeeps, notorcycles hanging off the backs like |ifeboats. They'd
stop for the night in these special canps had razor-w re around them dogs, NO TRESSPASSI NG si gns
that really nmeant it.

Rydell was staring at this RV like he couldn't believe it, and now it was pulling up right beside
them this gray-haired old | ady powering down the wi ndow and | eaning out the driver's side, saying
" Young man! Excuse ne, but |I'mDanica Elliott and | believe we net yesterday on the plane from
Bur bank. '

Danica Elliott was this retired lady from Al tadena, that was down in SoCal, and she'd flown up to
San Franci sco, she said on the sane plane as Rydell, to get her husband noved to a different
cryogenic facility. Well, not her husband, exactly, but his brain, which he'd had frozen when he
di ed.

Chevette had heard about people doing that, but she hadn't ever understood why they did it, and
evidently Danica Elliott didn't understand it either. But she'd come up here to throw good noney
after bad, she said, and get her husband David's brain noved to this nore expensive place that
woul d keep it onice inits Om private little tank, and not just tunmbling around in a big tank
with a hunch of other people's frozen

Zi 6

brai ns, which was where it had been before. She seened like a really nice lady to Chevette, but
she sure could go on about this stuff, so that after a while Rydell was just driving and noddi ng
his head |like he was |istening, and Chevette, who was navigating, was nostly paying attention to
the map-display on the RV's dash, plus keeping a | ookout for police cars.

Ms. Elliott had taken care of getting her husband' s brain relocated the night before, and she
said it had made her kind of enmotional, so she'd decided to rent this RV and drive it back to

Al tadena, just take her tinme and enjoy the trip. Trouble was, she didn't know San Franci sco, and
she'd picked it up that norning at this rental place on sixth and gotten |ost |ooking for a
freeway. Wund up driving around in the Haight, which she said did not look at all like a safe
nei ghbor hood but was certainly very interesting.

The | oose handcuff kept falling out of the sleeve of Skinner's jacket, but Ms. Elliott was too
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busy talking to notice. Rydell was driving, Chevette was in the niddle, and Ms. Elliot was on the
passenger side. The RV was Japanese, and had these three power-adjustable buckets up front, with
headrests with speakers built in.

Ms. Elliot had told Rydell she was lost and did he know the city and could he drive her to where
she could get on the highway to Los Angel es? Rydell had sort of gawked at her for a minute, then
shook hinself and said he'd be glad to, and this was his friend Chevette, who knew the city, and
he was Berry Rydell.

Ms. Elliot said Chevette was a pretty nane.

So here they were, headed out of San Francisco, and Chevette had a pretty good idea that Rydel

was going to try to talk Ms. Elliott into letting themgo along with her. That was all she could
think of to do, herself, and here they were off the street and headed away fromthe guy who' d shot
Sanmmy and fromthat Warbaby and those Russian cops, which seenmed |like a good idea to her, and

asi de from her

217

stonmach feeling like it was starting to eat itself, she felt alittle better

Rydel | drove past an |In-and-Qut Burger place and she renenbered how this boy she knew call ed
Franklin, up in Oregon, had taken a pellet-gun over to an In-and-Qut and shot out the B and the R
so it just said INAND-OQUT URGE. She'd told Lowell about that, but he hadn't thought it was funny.
Now she thought about how she'd told Rydell stuff about Lowell that Lowell would go ballistic if
he ever found out about, and here Rydell was the next thing to a cop. But it bothered her how
Lowel | had been, the night before. There he was, all cool and heavy with his connections and
everything, and she tells himshe's in trouble and sonebody's just shot Samry Sal and they're
gonna be after her for sure, and himand Codes just sit there, giving each other these |ooks, like
they like this story less by the mnute, and then the big notherfucker cop in the raincoat wal ks
in and they' re about to shit thensel ves.

Served her right. She hadn't had a single friend |liked Lowell much, and Skinner had hated hi mon
sight. Said Lowell had his head so far up his ass, he mght as well just clinb in after it and

di sappear. But she just hadn't ever really had a boyfriend before, not |ike that, and he'd been so
nice to her at first. If he just hadn't started in doing that dancer, because that brought the
asshole out in himreal fast, and then Codes, who hadn't ever |iked her, could get him going about
how she was just a country girl. Fuck that.

"You know,' she said, 'l don't get something to eat soon, | think I'll die.

And Ms. Elliott started nmaking a fuss about how Rydell should stop immedi ately and get sonet hing
for Chevette, and how sorry she was she hadn't thought to ask if they'd had breakfast.

"Well,'" Rydell said, frowning nto the rear-view, 'l really would like to mss the, uh, |unch-hour
traffic here.

zi 8

"Oh," Ms. Elliott said. Then she brightened. 'Chevette, dear, if you'll just go in the back
you'll find a fridge there. I'msure the rental people have put a snack basket in there. They

al nost al ways do."

Sounded fine to Chevette. She undid her harness and edged back between her seat and Ms.

Elliott's. There was a little door there and when she went through it the lights cane on. 'Hey,'
she said, 'it's a whole little house back here...

"Enjoy!' said Ms. Elliott.

The light stayed on when she cl osed the door behind her. She hadn't ever seen the inside of one of
these things before, and the first thing she thought of was that it had nearly as nuch space as
Skinner's room plus it was about ten tinmes nore confortable. Everything was gray, gray carpet and
gray plastic and gray imtation leather. And the fridge turned out to be this cute little thing
built into a counter, with this basket in there, wapped up in plastic with a ribbon on it. She
got the plastic off and there was sonme wine, little cheeses, an apple, a pear, crackers, and a
coupl e of chocol ate bars. There was Coke in the fridge, too, and bottled water. She sat on the bed
and ate a cheese, a bunch of crackers, a chocol ate bar that was made in France, and drank a bottle
of water. Then she tried out the tv, which had twenty-three channels on downli nk

When she was done, she put the enpty bottle and the torn paper and stuff in a little wastebasket
built into the wall, cut the tv off, took off her shoes, and | ay back on the bed.

It was strange, to stretch out on a bed in alittle roomthat was noving, she didn't know where,
and she wondered where she'd be tonorrow.

Just before she fell asleep, she renmenbered that she still had Codes' hag of dancer stuck down in
her pants. She'd better get rid of that. She figured there was enough there to go to jail for

She t hought about how it nmade you feel, and how weird it was that people spent all that noney to
feel that way.
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2.19

She sure wi shed Lowell hadn't liked to feel that way.

She woke up when he | ay down beside her, the RV noving but she knew it nust've stopped before. The
lights were off.

"Who's driving? she said.

'"Ms. Arnbruster.’

"Who?'

"Ms. Elliott. Ms. Arnbruster was this teacher | had, |ooked like her.'

"Where's she driving to?

"Los Angeles. Told her |I'd take over when she got tired. Told her not to bother waking us up when
she goes through at the state line. Lady like that, if she tells 'emshe's not carrying any
agricultural products, they'll probably |et her through w thout checking back here.'

"What if they do?

He was cl ose enough to her on the narrow bed that she could feel it when he shrugged.

" Rydel | ?'

" Huh?'

'How cone there's Russian cops?'

' How do you nean?

"You watch on tv, like a cop show, about half the big cops are always Russian. O those guys back
there on the bridge. How conme Russi an?

"Wll," he said, 'they kind of exaggerate that on tv, 'cause of the Organizatsiya thing, how
people like to see shows about that. But the truth is, you get a situation where there's Russians
runni ng nost of your nob action, you'll want to get you some Russian cops.. .' She heard himyawn.
Felt himstretch.

"Are they all like those two canme to Dissidents?

"No,' he said. 'There's always sone crooked cops, but that's just the way it is .

"What' Il we do, when we get to Los Angel es?

But he didn't answer, and after a while he started to snore.

ftydel |l opened his eyes. Vehicle not noving.

He held his Tinex up in front of his face and used the dial-light. 3:15 PM Chevette Washi ngton
was curled up beside himin her biker jacket. Felt like sleeping next to a piece of old |uggage.
He rolled over until he could find the shade over the wi ndow beside himand raise it a little. As
dark out there as it was in here.

He' d been dreani ng about Ms. Arnbruster's class, fifth grade at Aiver North Elementary. They
were about to be | et Dut because Learni ngNet said there was too nuch Kansas City flu around to
keep the kids in Virginia and Tennessee in school that week. They were all wearing these nol ded
white paper masks the nurses had left on their seats that norning. Ms. Arnbruster had just
expl ai ned the nmeani ng of the word pandeni c. Poppy Markoff, who sat next to him and al ready bad
tits out to here, had told Ms. Arnbruster that her daddy said the KC flu could kill you in the
time it took to walk out to the bus. Ms. Arnbruster, wearing her own nmask, the m cropore kind
fromthe drugstore, started in about the word panic, tying that into pandem c because of the root,
but that was where Rydell woke up

He sat up on the bed. He had a headache and the start of a cold. Kansas City flu. Mwybe Mkol a
fever.

"Don't panic,' he said, under his breath.

22.1

29 Dead nal

But he sort of had this feeling.

He got up and felt his way to the front. Alittle bit of light there, com ng fromunder the door.
He found the handle. Eased it open a crack

"Hey there.' Gold at the edges of a smile. Square little automatic pointing at Rydell's eye. He'd
swung the passenger-side bucket around and tilted it back. Had his boots up on the middle seat.
Had the done-1ight turned down | ow.

"Where's Ms. Elliott?

"Ms. Elliott is gone.'

Rydel I opened the door the rest of the way. 'She work for you?

"No,' the nman said. 'She's IntenSecure.'

'They put her on that plane to keep track of ne?

The man shrugged. Rydell noticed that the gun didn't nove at all when he did that. He was wearing
surgical gloves, and that same |ong coat he'd had on when he'd gotten out of the Russians' car

i ke an Australian duster made out of black m cropore.
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"How d she know to pick us up by that tattoo parlor?

"Warbaby had to be good for sonething. He had a couple of people on you for backup.'

‘Didn't see anybody,' Rydell said.

"Weren't supposed to.'

"Tell nme sonmething,' Rydell said. 'You the one did that Blix guy, up in the hotel ?

The man | ooked at himover the barrel of the gun. That snall a bore, ordinarily, wouldn't nean

much damage, so Rydell figured the amrmunition would be doctored sone way. '|I don't see what it's
got to do with you,' he said.
Rydel | thought about it. 'I saw a picture of it. You just don't |ook that crazy.'

"I't's my job,' he said.

Uh- huh, Rydell thought, just like running a french-fry conputer. There was a fridge and sink Ol

the right side of the
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door, so he knew he couldn't nove that way. If he went left, he figured the guy'd just stitch

t hrough the bul khead, probably get the girl, too.

"Don't even think about it.'

" About what ?'

"The hero thing. The cop shit.' He took his feet off the center bucket. 'Just do this. Slowy.

Very. Get into the driver's seat and put your hands on the wheel. Nine o'clock and two o'cl ock
Keep themthere. If you don't keep themthere, 1'll shoot you behind your right ear. But you won't

hear it." He had this kind of slow, even tone, rem nded Rydell of a vet talking to a horse.

Rydell did like he was told. He couldn't see anything outside. Just dark, and the reflections from

the done light. 'Were are we?' he asked.

"You like malls, Rydell? You got nalls back in Knoxville? Rydell |ooked at him sideways.

'Eyes front, please.’

'Yeah, we got malls.’

"This one didn't do so well.'

Rydel | squeezed the foam paddi ng on t he wheel

'Rel ax."

Rydel | heard himgive the bul khead a kick with the heel of one boot. 'Mss Washington! R se and

shine, Mss Washington! Do us the favor of your presence.'

Rydel | heard the double thunp as she startled fromsleep, tried to junp up, hit her head, fell off

the bed. Then he saw her white face reflected in the windshield, there in the doorway. Saw her see

the man, the gun.

Not the screami ng kind. 'You shot Sanmmy Sal,' she said.

"You tried to electrocute ne,' the man said, like he could afford to see the hunmor in it now

"Cone out here, turn around, and straddle the central console. Very slowmy. That's right. Now | ean

forward and brace your hands on the seat.'
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She wound up next to Rydell, her legs on either side of the instrunment console, facing backward.
Li ke she was riding sone cafe-racer.

Gave him about a two-inch difference of arc between shooting either one of themin the head.

"I want you to take your jacket off,' he said to her, 'so you'll have to take your hands off the

seat to do that. See if you can nanage to keep at |east one hand on the seat at all tinmes. Take

plenty of tinme.'

When she'd gotten it to where she could shrug it off her left shoulder, it fell over against the

man' s | egs.

"Are there any hypoderm c needles in here,' he said, 'any bl ades, dangerous objects of any kind?

"No," she said.

' How about el ectrical charges? You don't have a great record for that.'

"Just the asshole's gl asses and a phone.’

'See, Rydell,' he said, "the asshole.” How he'll be renmenbered. Nanel ess. Anot her namnel ess asshol e
..' He was going through the jacket's pockets with his free hand. Came up with the case and the

phone and put themon the RV's deep, padded dash-panel. Rydell had his head turned now and was

wat ching him even though he'd been told not to. He watched the gl oved hand open the case by feel

take out the black glasses. That was the only tine those eyes left him to check those gl asses,

and that took about a second.

"That's them' Rydell said. 'You got 'em now.'

The hand put themback in their case, closed it. 'Yes.'

" Now what ?'

The smile went away. When it did, it |ooked like he didn't have any lips. Then it cane back, w der
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and steeper.

"You think you could get me a Coke out of the fridge? Al the wi ndows, the door back there, are
seal ed."

'You want a Coke?' Like she didn't believe him 'You' re gonna shoot nt. Wen | get up.

2. 24

"No,' he said, 'not necessarily. Because | want a Coke. My throat's a little dry.'

She turned her head to | ook at Rydell, eyes big with fear

"CGet himhis Coke,' Rydell said.

She got off the consol e and edged through, into the back, there, but just by the door, where the
fridge was.

"Look out the front,' he reninded Rydell. Rydell saw the fridge-light cone on, reflected there,
caught a glinpse of her squatting down.

"D-diet or regular? she said.

‘"Diet,'" he said, 'please.

"C assic or decaf?

"Classic.' He nade a little sound that Rydell thought m ght be a | augh

"There's no gl asses.'

He made the sound again. 'Can.'

" K-ki nda messy,' she said, 'rn-nmy hand's shakin'-' Rydell |ooked sideways, saw himtake the red
can, sone brown cola dripping off the side. 'Thank you. You can take your pants off now.'

" What ?"

"Those bl ack ones you're wearing. Just peel themdown, slow. But I |ike the socks. Say we'll keep
t he socks."

Rydel | caught the expression on her face, reflected in the black w ndshield, then saw how it went
sort of blank. She bent, working the tight pants down.

' Now get back on the console. That's right. Just like you were. Let ne |ook at you. You want to

| ook too, Rydell?

Rydel | turned, saw her squatting there, her bare |l egs smooth and nuscul ar, dead white in the gl ow
of the done-light. The man took a |ong swal | ow of Coke, watching Rydell around the rim He put the
can down on the dash-panel and wi ped his mouth with the back of his gloved hand. 'Not bad, huh
Rydel | ?' with a nod toward Chevette Washi ngton. 'Sone potential there, |'d say.'

2.25

Rydel | | ooked at him

"I's this bothering you, Rydell?

Rydel | didn't answer.

The man made the sound that mght've been a | augh. Drank some Coke. 'You think | enjoyed having to
mess that shitbag up the way | did, Rydell?

"I don't know.'

"But you think | did. I know you think | enjoyed it. And I did, | did enjoy it. But you know what
the difference is?

' The difference?

"l didn't have a hard on when | did it. That's the difference.

"Did you know hinP'

" What ?'

"I mean like was it personal, why you did that?

"Ch, | guess you could say I knew him | knew him | knew himlike you shouldn't have to know
anyone, Rydell. | knew everything he did. I'd go to sleep, nights, listening to the sound of him

breathing. It got so I could judge how many he'd had, just by his breathing.'

"He' d had?'

"He drank. Serbian. You were a policeman, weren't you?

' Yeah.'

'Ever have to watch anybody, Rydell?

"l never got that far.'

"I't's a funny thing, watching soneone. Traveling with them They don't know you. They don't know
you're there. Ch, they guess. They assune you're there. But they don't know who you are. Sonetines
you catch them | ooking at soneone, in the | obby of the hotel, say, and you know they think it's
you, the one who's watching. But it never is. And as you watch them Rydell, over a period of
mont hs, you start to |ove them'

Rydel|l saw a shiver go through Chevette Washington's tensed white thigh
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"But then, after a few nore nonths, twenty flights, two dozen hotels, well, it starts to turn
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itsel f around

"You don't |ove then?

"No. You don't. You start to wait for themto fuck up, Rydell. You start to wait for themto
betray the trust. Because a courier's trust is a terrible thing. Aterrible thing.'
"Courier?

'Look at her, Rydell. She knows. Even if she's just riding confidential papers around San

Franci sco, she's a courier. She's entrusted, Rydell. The data becones a physical thing. She
carries it. Don't you carry it, baby?

She was still as sone sphinx, white fingers deep in the gray fabric of the center bucket.

"That's what | do, Rydell. | watch themcarry it. | watch them Sonetinmes people try to take it
fromthem' He finished the Coke. 'I kill those people. Actually that's the best part of the job.
Ever been to San Jose, Rydell?

'Costa Rica?

"That's right.'

" Never have.

' Peopl e know how to live, there.'

"You work for those data havens,' Rydell said.

"I didn't say that. Somebody el se nust've said that.'

"So did he," Rydell said. 'He was carrying those glasses to sonebody, up from Costa Rica, and she

took 'em'
"And | was glad she did. So glad. | was in the roomnext to his. I let nyself in through the
connecting door. | introduced nyself. He net Loveless. First tinme. Last tine.' The gun never

waver ed, but he began to scratch his head with his hand in the surgical glove. Scratch it |ike he
had fl eas or sonething.

' Lovel ess?’

"My nom Nomde thing." Then a long rattle of what Rydell took to he Spanish, hut he only caught
nonbre de sonething. 'Think she's tight, Rydell? | like it tight, nyself.

"You American?

22.7

Hi s head sort of whipped sideways, a little, when Rydell said that, and his eyes unfocused for a
second, but then they cane back, clear as the chroned rimaround the nmuzzle of his gun. 'You know
who started the havens, Rydell?

"Cartels,' Rydell said, 'the Col onbi ans.’

"That's right. They brought the first expert systens into Central Anerica, nineteen-eighties, to
coordi nate their shipping. Sonebody had to go down there and install those systems. War on drugs,
Rydel | . Lot of Anericans on either side, down there.'

"Well," Rydell said, 'now we just nmake our own drugs up here, don't we?

"But they've got the havens, down there. They don't even need that drug business. They've got what
Switzerl and used to have. They've got the one place in the world to keep what people can't afford
to keep anywhere el se."’

"You look a little young to have hel ped put that together.'

"My father. You know your father, Rydell?

"Sure.' Sort of, anyway.

"l never did. | had to have a lot of therapy, over that.'

Sure glad it worked, Rydell thought. 'Warbaby, he work for the havens?

A sweat had broken out on the nman's forehead. Now he wiped it with the back of the hand that held
the gun, but Rydell saw the gun click back into position like it was held by a nmagnet.

"Turn on the headlights, Rydell. It's okay. Left hand off the wheel."'
"y ?"

"Cause you're dead if you don't.'

"Well, why?

"Just do it, okay?' Sweat running into his eyes.

Rydell took his left hand off the wheel, clicked the Iights, double-clicked themto high beans.
Two cones of light hit into a wall of dead shops, dead signs, dust on plastic. The one in front of
the I eft beam said THE GAP.

2.2.8

"Why' d anybody ever call a store that?' Rydell said.

"Trying to fuck with ny head, Rydell?

"No,' Rydell said, '"it's just a weird nane. Like ad those places |ook |ike gaps, now.
"Warbaby's just hired help, Rydell. IntenSecure brings himin when things get too sloppy. And they
do, they al ways do.'

file:/lIF|/rah/William%20Gibson/Virtual%20Light.txt (87 of 113) [2/4/03 9:25:27 PM]



file:///F|/rah/William%20Gibson/Virtual %20L ight.txt

They were parked in a sort of plaza, in a mall, the stores all boarded or their w ndows

whi t ewashed. Either underground ~r else it was roofed over. 'So she stole the glasses out of a
hotel had IntenSecure security, they brought in Warbaby?' Rydell |ooked at Chevette WAshi ngton
She | ooked |i ke one of those chrome things on the nose of an antique car, except she was getting
goosebunps down her thigh. Not exactly warmin here, which nade Rydell think it might be
underground after all

" Know what, Rydell?

" What ?'

"You don't know shit about shit. As much as | tell you, you'll never understand the situation
It's just too !ig for soneone |like you to understand. You don't know how to think in those terns.
I ntenSecure belongs to the conpany that owns the information in those gl asses.'

' Si ngapore,' Rydell said. 'Singapore own Dat Arerica, too?'

"You can't prove it, Rydell. Neither could Congress.'

'Look at those rats over there. '

"Fucking with ny head. ..

Rydel|l watched the |ast of the three rats vanish ilto the place that had been called The Gap. In
through a | ocse vent ~r sonething. A gap. 'Nope. Saw 'em'

"Has it occurred to you that you wouldn't be heie right now if Lucius fucking Warhahy hadn't taken
up rollerblading | ast nmont h?

"How s that?

"He wrecked his knee. Warbaby wecks his knee, can't
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drive, you wind up here. Think about it. Wat does that tell you about |ate-stage capitalisn®?'
"Tell me about what?'

"Don't they teach you anything in that police acadeny?

"Sure,' Rydell said, 'lots of stuff.' Thinking: howto talk to crazy fuckers when you're being
hel d host age, except he was having a hard tinme renenbering what they'd said. Keep 'emtal king and
don't argue too rmuch, sonething like that. 'How conme the stuff in those glasses has everybody's
tail in a twist, anyway?'

"They're going to rebuild San Francisco. Fromthe ground up, basically. Like they're doing to

Tokyo. They'll start by layering a grid of seventeen conplexes into the existing infrastructure.
Ei ghty-story office/residential, retail/residence in the base. Conpletely self-sufficient.
Vari abl e-pitch parabolic reflectors, steamgenerators. New buildings, man; they'll eat their own
sewage. '

"Who' Il eat sewage?

"The buildings. They're going to grow them Rydell. Like they're doing now in Tokyo. Like the
magl ev tunnel .'
"Sunfl ower,' Chevette Washington said, then | ooked |like she regretted it.

' Somebody' s been look-ing . . .' CGold teeth flashing.

"Uh, hey ..." Go for that talking-to-the-arned-insane node.

" Yes?'

'So what's the problen? They wanna do that, let 'em

"The problem' this Loveless said, starting to unbutton his shirt, '"is that a city |like San

Franci sco has about as much sense of where it wants to go, of where it should go, as you do. Wich
is to say, very little. There are people, nmillions of them who would object to the fact that this

sort of plan even exists. Then there's the business of real estate.
'Real estate?

" Know the three nost inportant considerations in any

2.30

purchase of real estate, Rydell?' Loveless's chest, hairless and artificially pignmented, was
gl eanming with sweat.

" Three?'

"Location,' Loveless said, 'location, and location.'

"I don't get it.'

"You never will. But the people who know where to buy, the people who've seen where the footprints
of the towers fall, they will, Rydell. They'll get it all.’

Rydel | thought about it. 'You |ooked, huh?'

Lovel ess nodded. 'In Mexico City. He left themin his room He was never, ever supposed to do

that .’

"But you weren't supposed to |look either?" It just slipped out.

Lovel ess's skin was running with sweat now, in spite of the cool. It was like his whole | ynbic
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system or whatever had just let |oose. Kept blinking and wiping it back fromhis eyes. '|I've done
my job. Did ny job. Jobs. Years. My father, too. You haven't seen how they live, down there. The
conmpounds. People up here have no idea what noney can do, Rydell. They don't know what real noney

is. They live like gods, in the conpounds. Sone of themare over a hundred years old, Rydel
There were flecks of white stuff at the corners of Loveless' snile, and Rydell was back in
Turvey's girlfriend s apartnent, |ooking into Turvey's eyes, and it just clicked, what she'd done.
Dunped that whol e bag of dancer into the Coke she'd brought him She hadn't been able to pour it
all in, so she'd sloshed the Coke out onto the top of the can to wash it down, nix it around.

He had his shirt undone all the way now, the dark fabric darker with sweat, and his face was
turning red.

'Lovel ess-' Rydell started, no idea what he was about to say, hut Lovel ess screamed then, a high
thin inhuman sound like a rabbit with its leg caught in a wire, and started poundi ng the butt of
his pistol into the tight crotch of his jeans like
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there was sonething terrible fastened on himthere, sonething he had to kill. Each time the gun
came down, it fired, blowing holes in the carpeted fl oorboard the size of five-dollar pieces.
Chevette Washington came off that console |like she was on rubber bands, right over the top of the
center bucket and into the cabin in back

Lovel ess froze, quivering, like every atomin himhad | ocked down all at once, spinning in some
tight emergency orbit. Then he smiled, like maybe he'd killed the thing that was after his crotch,
screaned again, and started firing out through the windshield. Al Rydell could remenber was sone
instructor telling themthat an overdose of dancer nmade too much PCP | ook like putting aspirin in
a Coke. In a Coke

And Chevette Washington, she was going just about that crazy herself, by the sound of it, trying
to beat her way out the back of the RV

"Hundred years old, those fuckers,' Loveless said, and sort of sobbed, ejecting the enpty nagazi ne

and snapping a fresh one in, '"and they're still getting it. '
"Qut there,' Rydell said. 'By The Gap-
" Who?'

' Svobodov,' Rydell said, guessing that nmight do it.

The bullets cane out of the little gun like the rubber cubes out of a chunker. By the third one,
Rydell had reached over, deactivated the door-1lock, and just sort of fallen out. Landed on his
back on sone cans and what felt |ike foamcups. Rolled. Kept rolling "til he hit something.

Those little bullets blowi ng big holes in the whitewashed gl ass of the dead stores. A whole
section fell away with a crash

He coul d hear Chevette Washi ngton poundi ng on the back door of the RV and he wi shed he could get
her to stop.

' Hey! Lovel ess!’

The shooting stopped.

' Svohodov' s down, man!’

232

Chevette still pounding. Jesus.

'He needs an anbul ance!’

On his hands and knees, up against sone low tiled fountain smelled of chlorine and dust, he saw
Lovel ess scranble down fromthe driver's side, his face and chest slick and shining. The man had
been trained so deeply, it occurred to Rydell, that it even cut through whatever the dancer was
doing to him Because he still noved the way they taught you to nove in FATSS, the pistol out in
bot h hands, the half-crouch, the snooth sw ngs through potential arcs of fire.

And Chevette, she was still trying to kick her way out through the hexcel or whatever the back of
the RV was made of. Then Lovel ess put a couple of bullets into it and she all of a sudden stopped.
At four o'clock Yamazaki descended the rungs he'd clinbed with Loveless, in the dark, the night
bef ore.

Font ai ne had gone, twenty minutes before the power returned, taking with him against Skinner's
protests, an enornous bundl e of washi ng. Skinner had spent the day sorting and re-sorting the
contents of the green toolkit, the one he'd overturned in his bid for the bolt-cutters.

Yamazaki had watched the old nan's hands as they touched each tool in turn, inmagining he saw sone
monentary strength or purpose flowinto themthere, or perhaps only nenories of tasks undertaken
abandoned, conpleted. 'You can always sell tools,' Skinner had nused, perhaps to Yamazaki, perhaps
to hinmsel f. 'Sonebody'||l always buy 'em But then you always need 'em again, exactly the one you
sold.' Yamazaki didn't know the English words for nost of the tools there, and nany were
conpletely unfanmiliar. 'T-reaner,' Skinner said, holding up his fist, a rust-brown, nachined spi ke
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of steel protruding nenacingly between his second and third fingers. 'Now that's about as handy a
thing as you can have, Scooter, but nost people never seen one.

"I'ts purpose, Skinner-san?

' Makes a round hole bigger. Keeps it round, too, you use it right. Sheet-netal, nostly, but it'll
do plastic, synthetics. Anything thin, fairly rigid. Short of glass.'

'You have nmany tools, Skinner-san.'

"Never |earned howto really use 'em though.'

234

30 Carnival of souls

"But you built this roonf'

"You ever watch a real carpenter work, Scooter?

"Once, yes,' Yamazaki said, renenbering a denonstration at a festival, the black bl ades flying,
the smell of cut cedar. He remenbered the | ook of the lunber, creany and flaw ess. A tea-house was
being erected, to stand for the duration of the festival. 'Wod is very scarce in Tokyo, Skinner-
san. You would not see it thrown away, not even snall scraps.

"Not that easy to cone by here,' Skinner said, rubbing the ball of his thunb with the edge of a
chisel. Did he nean in Anerica, San Francisco, on the bridge? 'W used to burn our scrap, before
we got the power in. City didn't like that at all. Bad for the air, Scooter. Don't do that as
nmuch, now. '

"This is by consensus?
"Just common sense ...'
away in the green box.

Ski nner put the chisel into a greasy canvas case and tucked it carefully

A procession was naking its way toward San Franci sco, along the upper deck, and Yamazaki instantly
regretted having left his notebook in Skinner's room This was the first evidence he had seen here
of public ritual

In the narrow, enclosed space, it was inpossible to view the procession as anything other than a
succession of participants, in their ones and twos, but it was a procession nonethel ess, and
clearly funereal, perhaps nenorial, in its purpose. First came children, seven by his hasty count,
one behind the other, in ragged, ash-dusted clothing. Each child wore a nmask of painted plaster
clearly intended to represent Shapely. But there was nothing funereal in their progress; severa
wer e skipping, delighted with the attention they were receiving.

Yamazaki, on his way to purchase hot soup, had halted between a bookseller's wagon and a stal
hung with caged birds. He felt awkward there, very nuch out of place, with the unaccustoned shape
of the insulated canister under his
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arm |If this was a funeral, perhaps there was sone required gesture, sonme attitude he might be
expected to assunme? He gl anced at the bookseller, a tall wonman in a greasy sheepskin vest, her
gray hair bound back into a knot transfixed by two pink plastic chopsticks.

Her stock, which consisted primarily of yellow ng paperbacks in various stages of disintegration
each in a clear plastic bag, was stacked before her on her wagon. She had been cryi ng her wares,
when she saw the children nmasked as Shapely; she'd been calling out strange phrases that he
supposed were titles: 'Valley of the dolls, blood meridian, chainsaw savvy .. .'Yamazaki, struck
by the queer Anerican poetry, had been on the verge of asking after Chai nsaw Savvy. Then she'd
fallen silent, and he too had seen the children

But there was nothing in her manner now that indicated the procession required anything nore of
her than whatever degree of her attention she m ght choose to afford it. She was automatically
counting her stock, he saw, as she watched the children pass, her hands novi ng over the bagged
books.

The keeper of the bird stall, a pale man with a carefully grooned bl ack nustache, was scratching
his stomach, his expression nmld and bl ank

After the children cane five dancers in the skeleton-suits of La Noche de Mierte, though Yamazaki
saw t hat several of the masks were only hal f-masks, mcropore respirators nolded to resenble the
grinning jaws of skulls. These were teenagers, evidently, and shaking to sone inner nusic of

pl ague and chaos. There was a strong erotic undercurrent, a violence, to the black, bone-painted
thi ghs, the white cartoon pel vises daubed on narrow deni ned buttocks. As the bonedancers passed,
one fixed Yamazaki with a sharp stare, blue adol escent eyes above the black, nolded nostrils of
the white respirator

Then two tall figures, black men in an ugly beige face-paint, costuned as surgeons, in pale green
gowns and | ong gl oves of

2.36
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scarlet latex. Were they the doctors, predoninantly white, who had failed to rescue so nmany, prior
~0 Shapely's advent, or did they sonmehow represent the Brazilian bionedical firnm who had so
successfully and lucratively overseen Shapely's transformation, the illiterate prostitute becomne
the splendid source? And after them the first of the bodies, wapped and bound in |ayers of mlky
pl astic, each one tiding a two-wheel ed cart of the kind manufactured here to transport baggage or
bul k foodstuffs. The carts, tenporarily equi pped with narrow pallets of plywod, were steered

al ong, front and back, by nmen and wonen of no special costune or deneanor, though Yanazaki noted
that they | ooked neither to the right nor left, and seemed to make no eye-contact with the

onl ookers.

"There's Nigel,' the bookseller said, and probably built the cart they're taking himoff on.'
'These are the victins of the storn?' Yarnazaki ventured.

‘"Not Nigel,' the wonman sai d, narrowi ng her eyes as she saw that he was a stranger. 'Not with those
holes in him..'

Seven in all, each to its cart, and then a man and a wonman, in identical paper coveralls, carrying
between thema | am nated |ithograph of Shapely, one of those saccharine portraits, |arge of eye
and hol | ow of cheek, that invariably |eft Yammzaki feeling slightly queasy.

But then a small, red, capering figure. Atailless, hornless devil, perhaps, dancing with an
enornobus gun, an ancient AK-47, its bolt |ong gone, the curved nmagazi ne carved from wood, and all
of it dipped, once, into red enanmel, worn now by hands, by processions.

And Yanazaki knew, without asking, that the red dancer represented the way of Shapely's going,
like sone terrible base stupidity waiting at the core of things.

" Ski nner-san?' The notebook ready. '| saw a procession today. Bodi es being taken fromthe bridgt-~.
The dead fromthe

Storm'’
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"Can't keep 'emout here. Can't throw 'emin the water. City sticks on that. W pass 'emover for
cremation. Some people, they don't hold with fire, they bury 'emover on Treasure. Kind of people
live out on Treasure, you kind of wonder if that makes nuch sense.'

"In the procession there were many references to Shapely, to his story.

Ski nner nodded over his little tel evision

"Children masked as J. D. Shapely, two black nen painted as white doctors, Shapely's portrait...’'
Ski nner grunted. Then, distantly: 'Wile since | saw one of those."'

"And at the end, a small figure, red. Dancing. Wth an assault rifle.'

" Uh- huh.' Ski nner nodded.

Yanazaki activated the notebook's transcription function

Me, you know, | never even got it. OFf him | nmean. That piece of himin everybody now Couldn't
see the point at ny age and anyway | never held with nedicine. Happened | never got the other kind
either, not that | didn't have plenty of chances. You' re too young to renenber howit felt,

though. Ch, 1 know, | know you all think you live in all the times at once, everything recorded
for you, it's all there to play back. Digital. That's all that is, though

pl ayback. You still don't renenber what it felt like, watching thempile up like that. Not here so
much, bad as it was, but Thailand, Africa, Brazil. Jesus, Scooter. That thing was just ronping on

us. But slow, slow, slowntion thing. Those retroviruses are. One nman told ne once, and he had the
old kind, and died of it, howwe'd lived in this funny little pocket of time when a |lot of people

got to feel like a piece of ass wasn't going to kill anybody, flot even a wonan. See, they al ways
had to worry anyway, every tine it's a chance, get knocked up
238

and naybe die in childbirth, die getting rid of it, or anyway your life's not gonna be the sane.
But in that pocket, there, there were pills for that, whatnot, shots for the other things, even
the ones had killed people all over hell, before. That was a tinme, Scooter. So here this thing
comes al ong, changes it back. And we're sliding up on woo, shit's changing all over, got civi
wars in Europe already and this AIDS thing just kicking along. You know they tried to say it was
the gays, said it was the CIA said it was the U S. Arny in sone fort in Maryland. Said it was
peopl e cornholing green nonkeys. | swear to God. You know what it was? People. Just too goddamm
many of 'em Scooter. Flying all the fuck over everywhere and wal ki ng around back in there. Bet
your ass sonebody's gonna pick up a bug or two. Every place on the dam planet just a couple of
hours from any other place. So here's poor fucking Shapely comes al ong, he's got this mutant
strain won't kill you. Wn't do shit to you at all, 'cept it eats the old kind for breakfast. And
I don't buy any of that bullshit he was Jesus, Scooter. Didn't think Jesus was, either
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"Any coffee left?

"I will punp stove.'

"Put a little drop of Three-in-One in that hole by the piston-arm Scooter. Leather gasket in
there. Keeps it soft.’

She didn't see that first bullet, but it nust have hit a wire or something, coming through
because the lights cane on. She did see the second one, or anyway the hole it blew in the |eather-
grain plastic. Something inside her stopped, learning this about bullets: that one second there
isn't any hole, the next second there is. Nothing in between. You see it happen, but you can't
wat ch it happening.

Then she got down on her hands and her knees and started craw ing. Because she couldn't just stand
there and wait for the next one. \When she got up by the door, she could see her black pants
crunpled up on the floor there, beside a set of keys on a gray, leather-grain plastic tab. There
was this snell fromwhen he'd shot the gun into the floor. Maybe fromthe carpet burning, too,
because she could see that the edges of the holes were scorched and sort of nelted.

Now she coul d hear himyelling, somewhere outside, hoarse and holl ow and chased by echoes. Held
her breath. Yelling how they (who?) did the best PRin the world, how they'd sold Hunnis M| bank
now they'd sell Sunflower. If she heard it right.

"Down by the door, here. Driver side.

It was Rydell, the door on that side standing open

"He left the keys in here,' she said.

"Think he's gone down there where the Dream Walls franchise used to be.’

"What if he comes back?
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31 Driver side

" Probably come back anyway, we stick around here. You crawl up there and toss ne those?

She edged through the door and between the buckets. Saw Rydell's head there, by the open door
Grabbed the keys and threw t hem si deways, w thout | ooking. Snatched her pants and scooted
backward, wondering could she maybe fit in the fridge, if she folded her legs up?

"Why don't you lie down flat on the floor back there ..." H's voice fromthe driver's seat.

'Lie down?

"M ni mum si | houette."'

" Huh?'

"He's going to start shooting. Wien | do this-' Ignition-sound. dass flying fromfresh holes in

the wi ndshield and she threw herself flat. The RV |urched backward, turning tight, and she could
hear hi m sl apping the console, trying to find some function he needed, as nore bullets cane, each
one distinct, a blow, |ike soneone was swi nging an invisible hamrer, taking care to keep the

rhyt hm

Rydell must've gotten it |ined up how he needed it, then, because he did that thing boys did, up
in Oregon, with their brakes and the transm ssion

She realized then that she was screaning. Not words or anything, just screaning

Then they were in a turn that al nost took them over, and she thought how these RV's probably
weren't meant to nove very fast. Now they were noving even faster, it felt |ike, uphill

"Well fuck,' she heard Rydell say, in this weirdly ordinary kind of voice, and then they hit the
door, or the gate, or whatever, and it was like the tinme she tried to pull this radical bongo over
in Lafayette Park and they'd had to keep explaining to her how d she'd conme down on her head, and
each tine they did, she'd forget.

*

2.41

She was back in Skinner's room reading National Geographic, about how Canada split itself into
five countries. Drinking cold mlk out of the carton and eating saltines. Skinner in bed with the
tv, watching one of those shows he |iked about history. He was tal king about how all his life

t hese novies of history had been getting better and better |ooking. How they'd started out junpy
and black and white, with the soldiers running around like they had ants in their pants, and this
terrible grain to them and the sky all full of scratches. How gradually they'd sl owed down to how
peopl e really noved, and then they'd been colorized, the grain getting finer and finer, and even
the scratches went away. And it was bullshit, he said, because every other bit of it was an
approxi mati on, sonebody's idea of how it mght have | ooked, the result of a particular decision, a
particul ar button being pushed. But it was still a hit, he said, like the first tine you heard
Billie Holiday wi thout all that crackle and tin.

Billie Holiday was probably a guy like Elvis, Chevette thought, with spangles on his suit, but
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I i ke when he was younger and not all fat.

Ski nner had this thing he got on about history. How it was turning into plastic. But she liked to
show him she was |istening when he told her sonething, because otherw se he could go for days

wi t hout sayi ng anything. So she | ooked up now, from her nagazine and the picture of girls waving
blue and white flags in the Republic of Quebec, and it was her nother sitting there, on the edge
of Skinner's bed, |ooking beautiful and sad and kind of tired, the way she could | ook after she

got off work and still had all her make-up on.
"He's right,' Chevette's nother said.
"1 ~"1on?

" About history, how they change it.'

"Mom you-'

" Everybody does that anyway, honey. Isn't any new thing. Just the novies have caught up with
menory, is all.’

242

Chevette started to cry.

' Chevette-Marie,' her mother said, in that singsong out of so far back, 'you' ve gone and hurt your
head.

"How wel I you say you know this guy?' she asked.

Rydel | s SWAT shoe crunched on little squares of safety-glass every tinme he used the brake. If
he'd had time and a broom he'd have swept it all out. As it was, he'd had to bash out what was
left of the windshield with a piece of rusty rebar he found beside the road, otherw se H ghway
Patrol woul d've seen the hol es and haul ed t hem over. Anyway, he had those insoles. '| worked with
himin L.A,' he said, braking to steer around shreds of truck-trailer tires that lay on the two-
| ane bl acktop like the noulted skin of nonsters.

"I was just wondering if he'll turn out like Ms. Elliott did. Said you knew her too.

"Didn't know her,' Rydell said, 'I net her, on the plane. If Sublett's sone kind of plant, then
the whole world's a plot.' He shrugged. 'Then | could start worrying about you, say.' As opposed,
say, to worrying about whether or not Loveless or Ms. Elliot had bothered to plant a | ocator-bug
in this notorhome, or whether the Death Star was watching for them right now, and could it pick
them up, out here? They said the Death Star could read the headlines on a newspaper, or what brand
and size of shoes you wore, froma decent footprint.

Then this wooden cross seened to pop up, in the headlights, about twelve feet high, with TUNE IN
across the horizontal and TO H'S | MMORTAL DOMLI NI ( comi ng down the upright, and this dusty old
portable tv nailed up where Jesus's head
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32 Fallonville

ought to have been. Sonebody'd taken a .zz to the screen, it |ooked liKke.

"Must be getting closer,' Rydell said.

Chevette Washi ngton sort of grunted. Then she drank some of the water they'd gotten at the Shel
station, and offered the bottle to him

When he'd crashed out of that mall, he'd felt like they were sure to be right by a major hi ghway.
Fromthe outside, the nmall was just this low tunble of tan brick, wi ndows bDarded up with sheets
of that really ugly hot-pressed recyc they ran off from chopped scrap, the color of day-old vomt.
He' d gone screeching around this big enpty parking lot, just a few dead clunkers and ol d
mattresses to get in the way, until he'd found a way out through the chain Iink

But there wasn't any highway there, just some deserted four-lane feeder, and it | ooked like

Lovel ess had put a bullet into the navigation hardware, because the nmap was | ocked on downt own
Santa Ana and just sat there, sort of flickering. Wiere he was had the feel of one of those fallen-
in edge-cities, the kind of place that went down when the Euro-noney inpl oded.

Chevette Washington was curled up by the fridge with her eyes closed, and she woul dn't answer him
He was scared Lovel ess had put one through her, too, but he knew he couldn't afford to stop until

he'd put at least a little distance between themand the nmall. And he couldn't see any bbod on her
or anything.
Finally he'd cone to this Shell station. You could tell it had been Shell because of the shape of

the nmetal things up on the poles that had supported the signs. The nen's room door was ripped off
the hinges; the wonmen's chai ned and padl ocked. ~onehody had taken an automatic weapon to the pop
machine, it |ooked Iike. He swng the RV around to the back and saw this real old Airstream
trailer there, the same kind a
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nei ghbor of his father's had lived in down in Tanpa. There was a nan there kneeling beside a

hi bachi, doing sonmething with a pot, and these two bl ack Labradors watchi ng him

Rydel | parked, checked to see Chevette Washi ngt on was breathing, and got down out of the cab. He
wal ked over to the man beside the hi bachi, who'd gotten up now and was w ping the palns of his
hands on the thighs of his red coveralls. He had on an old khaki fishing cap with about a nine-
inch bill sticking straight out. The threads on the enbroi dered Shell patch on his coveralls had
sort of frayed and fuzzed-out.

"You just lost,' the man said, 'or is there sone kind of problen? Rydell figured himto be at

| east seventy.

"No sir, no problem but I"'mdefinitely lost.' Rydell |ooked at the black Labs. They | ooked right
back. ' Those dogs of yours there, they don't | ook too happy to see ne.'

"Don't see a lot of strangers,' the man said.

"No sir," Rydell said, 'I don't imagine they do.

"Cot a couple of cats, too. Right nowl'mfeeding "emall on dry kibble. The cats get a bird
soneti mes, nmaybe nice. Say you're |ost?

"Yes sir, | am | couldn't even tell you what state we're in, right now.

The man spat on the ground. 'Welcone to the goddamm club, son. | was your age, it was all of this
California, just like God nmeant it to be. Nowit's Southern, so they tell ne, but you know what it
really is?

"No sir. What?

"Alot of that same happy horseshit. Like that wonan canping in the goddamm White House.' He took
the fishing cap off, exposing a couple of silver-white cancer-scars, wi ped his brow with a grease-
stai ned handkerchi ef, then pulled the cap hack on. 'Say you're | ost, are you?

"Yes sir. My map's broken.

" Know how to read a paper one?

2.46

"Yes sir, | do.’

"What the hell'd she do to her head?' Looking past Rydell

Rydel | turned and saw Chevette Washi ngton | eaning over the driver's bucket, |ooking out at them
"How she cuts her hair,' Rydell said.

“I''l1l be dammed,' the man said. 'Mght be sort of good-Iooking, otherw se.

"Yes sir,' Rydell said.

'See that box of Cream o' Wheat there? Think you can stir me up a cup of that into this water when
it boils?

"Yes sir.'

"Well, I'lIl go find you a map to | ook at. Skeeter and Wiitey here, they'll just keep you conpany.
"Yes sir

PARADI SE, SO. CALI FORNI A

A CHRI STI AN COVWUNI TY

THREE M LES

NO CAMPI NG

CONCRETE PADS

FULL HOOKUPS

ELECTRI FI ED SECURI TY PERI METER

FREE SW MM NG

LI CENSED CHRI STI AN DAYCARE ( STATE OF SO CAL.)

327 CHANNELS ON DOAWNLI NK

And a taller cross rising beyond that, this one welded fromrusty railroad track, a sort of
framework stuck full of old televisions, their dead screens all |ooking out toward the road there.
Chevette Washington was asl eep now, so she m ssed that.
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Rydel | thought about how he'd used Codes's phone to get through to Suhlett's number in L. A, and
gotten this funny ring, which had nearly made himhang up right then, hut it

2. 47

had turned out to be call-forwarding, because Sublett had this | eave to go and stay with his

nmot her, who was feeling kind of sick.
"You nean you're in Texas?

' Paradi se, Berry. Mms sick 'cause she
' Par adi se?

Subl ett had expl ai ned where it was while Rydell |ooked at the Shell man's map.

'Hey,' Rydell had said, when he had a general idea where it was, 'how about | drive over and see

n' a bunch of others got noved up here to SoCal.'

you?'
' Thought you had you a job up in San Francisco.'
"Vell, I'll tell you about that when | get there.

"You know they're saying |I'm an apostate here?" Sublett hadn't sounded happy about that.

"A what ?'

" An apostate. 'Cause | showed ny nmomthis Cronenberg film Berry? This Videodrone? And they said
it was fromthe Devil.'

"I thought all those novies were supposed to have God in 'em
"There's novies that are clearly of the Devil, Berry. O anyway that's what Reverend Fall on says.
Says all of Cronenberg's are.'

"He in Paradise, too?

"Lord no,' Sublett had said, 'he's in these tunnels out on the Channel Islands, between Engl and
and France. Can't |eave there, either, because he needs the shelter.'

" From what ?'

' Taxes. You know who dug those sane tunnels, Berry?

"Who?'

"Hitler did, with slave |abor."'

"I didn't know that,' Rydell had said, imagining this scary little guy with a black rnustache,
standi ng up on a rock and cracking a big whip

2.48

Now here cane another sign, this one not nearly as professional as the first one, just black
spraypaint letters on a couple of boards.

R U READY FOR ETERN TY?
HE LI VES! WLL YOQU?

WATCH TELEVI SI ON

"Watch tel evision?' She was awake now.

"Well,'" Rydell said, 'Fallonites believe God's sort of just there. On television, | nean.'

"God's on tel evision?

"Yeah. Kind of like in the background or sonething. Sublett's nother, she's in the church herself,
but Sublett's kind of |apsed.’

"So they watch tv and pray, or what?'

"Wll, | think it's nore like kind of a neditation, you know? What they nostly watch is all these
old novies, and they figure if they watch enough of them |ong enough, the spirit will sort of
enter into them'

"W had Reveal ed Aryan Nazarenes, up in Oregon,' she said. 'First Church of Jesus, Survivalist. As
soon shoot you as | ook at you.'

"Bad news,' Rydell agreed, the RV cresting a little ridge there, 'those kind of Christians ...’
Then he saw Paradi se, down there, all lit up with these |ights on pol es.

The security perineter they advertised was just coils of razor-wire circling mybe an acre and a
hal f. Rydell doubted if it actually was electrified, but he could see screamers hanging on it,
every ten feet or so, so it would be pretty effective anyway. There was a sort of bl ockhouse-and-
gate set-up where the road ran in, but all it seemed to he protecting were ahout a dozen canpers,
trailers, and sem -rigs, parked on cenent beds around what | ooked |ike an ol d-fashi oned radio
tower they'd topped with a whole cluster of satellite dishes, those

2.49

little expensive ones that |ooked sort of l|ike giant gray plastic narshnal |l ows. Sonebody had
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damred a creek, to make a sort of pond for swinmming, but the creek itself |ooked |ike the kind of
i ndustrial runoff you wouldn't even find bugs around, |et alone birds.

Sure had the whole place lit up, though. He could hear the drumm ng of big generators as they
drove down the incline.

"Jesus,' Chevette Washington said.

Rydel |l pulled up by the bl ockhouse and powered his wi ndow down, glad it still worked. A man in a
bl aze-orange fl eece jacket and a matching cap came out, carrying some kind of shotgun with a

skel etal netal stock. 'Private property,' he said, |ooking at where the w ndshield should ve been
"What happened to your windshield there, nister?

'Deer,' Chevette Washington said.

"Here to visit our friends, the Subletts? Rydell said, hoping he could distract the guard before

he'd notice the bullet holes or anything. 'Expecting us, if you wanna go call 'em'
"Can't say you much | ook Iike Christians.'
Chevette Washington sort of |eaned across Rydell and gave the guard this stare. 'l don't know

about you, brother, but we're Aryan Nazarene, out of Eugene. W wouldn't want to even cone in
there, say you got any nud people, any kind of race-m xing. Race-traitors all over, these days.'
The guard | ooked at her. 'You Nazarene, how cone you ain't skins?'

She touched the front of her crazy haircut, the short spikey part. 'Next thing you' re gonna tel
me, Jesus was a Jew. Don't know what this neans?

He | ooked nore than maybe just a little worried, now.

'Got us some sanctified nails in the hack, here. Maybe that gives you sone idea.’

Rydel | saw the guard hesitate, swallow.

' Hey, good buddy,' Rydell said, 'you gonna call tip ol' Suhlett for us, or what?'

250

The man went back into the bl ockhouse.

"What's that about nails?" RydeE asked.

" Somret hi ng Ski nner told ne about once,' she said. 'Scared ne.

Dora, Sublett's nother, drank Coke and Mexi can vodka. Rydell had seen people drink thai before,

but never at roomtenperature. And the Coke was flat, because she bought it and the vodka in these
big plastic supermarket bottles, and they | ooked as though they'd already |asted her a while.
Rydel | decided he didn't feel |ike drinking anyway.

The living roomof Dora's trailer had a matching couch and reclining |ounger. Dora |ay back in the
| ounger with her feet up, for her circulation she said, Rydell and Chevette Washi ngton sat side by
side on the couch, which was nore a | oveseat, and Sublett sat on the floor, his knees drawn up

al rost under his chin. There was a lot of stuff on the walls, and on little ornamental shelves,

but it was all very clean. Rydell figured that was because of Sublett's allergies. There sure was
a lot of it, though: plaques and pictures and figurines and things Rydell figured had to be those
prayer hankies. There was a flat type of hol ogram of Rev. Fallon, |ooking as nuch |ike a possum as
ever, but a possumthat had gotten a tan and maybe had plastic surgery. There was a |ife-size head
of J. D. Shapely that Rydell didn't |ike because the eyes seened to follow you. Mst of :he good
stuff was sort of grouped around the television, which was big and shiny but the old kind from
before they started to get real big and flat. It was on now, showi ng this black and white novie,
but the sound was off.

"You're sure you won't have a drink, M. Rydell?

"No ma'am thank you,' Rydell $aid.

"Joel doesn't drink. He has allergies, ~OU know.'

"Yes ma'am' Rydell hadn't ~ver known Sublett's first name before.

251

Subl ett was wearing brand-new white denimjeans, a white t-shirt, white cotton socks, and

di sposabl e white paper hospital slippers.

'He was al ways a sensitive boy, M. Rydell. | renmenber one tinme he sucked on the handle of this
other boy's Big Weel. Wll, his nouth like to turned inside-out.'

‘Momma, ' Sublett said, 'you know the doctor said you ought to get nore sleep than you been
getting.'

Ms. Sublett sighed. 'Yes, well, Joel, | know you young people want a chance to talk.' She peered
at Chevette Washington. 'That's a shane about your hair, honey. You're just as pretty as can be,

t hough, and you know it'll just growin so nice. | tried to light the broiler on this gas range we
had, down in Gal veston, that was when Joel was just a baby, he was so sensitive, and that stove
about blew up. | just had had this perm dear and, well '

Chevette Washington didn't say anything.
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‘Momma, ' Sublett said, 'now you know you've had your nice drink
Rydel | watched Sublett |ead the old wonman off to bed.

"Jesus Christ,' Chevette Washington said, 'what's wong with his eyes?

"Just light-sensitive,' Rydell said.

"It's spooky, is what it is.'

"He wouldn't hurt a fly,' Rydell said.

Subl ett cane back, |ooked at the picture on the tv, then sighed and shut it off. 'You know |I'm not
supposed to | eave the trailer, Berry?

"How s that?

"It's a condition of ny apostasy. They say | mght corrupt the congregation by contact.' He
perched on the edge of the recliner so he wouldn't have to actually recline init.

"l thought you'd blown Fallon off when you canme out to

LA

Suhl ett | ooked enbarrassed. 'Well, she's hecn sick, Rerry,

2.52

so when | cane here | told "em| was here to reconsider. Meditate on the box 'n' all.' He wung
his |long pal e hands. 'Then they caught ne watchi ng Vi deodrone. You ever see, uh, Deborah Harry,
Rydel | ?' Subl ett sighed and sort of quivered.

"How d they catch you?

"They' ve got it set up so they can nonitor what you're watching.'

"How cone they're out here anyway?'

Subl ett ran his fingers back through his dry, strawcolored hair. "Hard to say, but 1'd figure
it's got something to do with Reverend Fallon's tax problens. Mst of what he does, lately, it's
about that. Didn't your job in San Francisco work out, Berry?

"No,' Rydell said, "it didn't.'

"You want to tell me about it?" Rydell said he did.

"I think he shot through sonething to do with the dammed heater, too,' Rydell said. They were back
in the RV, outside the perineter.

"I like your friend,' she said. 'I do too.'

"No, | nean he really cares about what's going to happen to you. He really does.'

"You take the bed,’ he said. "I'll sleep up front.' 'There's no windshield. You'll freeze.'
"I"1'l be okay.'

'Sl eep back here. We did before. It's okay.'

He woke in the dark and listened to the sound of her breathing, to the creak of stiff old |eather
fromthe jacket spread over her shoul der

Suhl ett had listened to his story, noddi ng sonetines, asking a question here and there, his
mrrored contacts reflecting tiny
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convex images of themsitting there on that | oveseat. In the end he'd just whistled softly and
said, 'Berry, it sounds to ne like you're really in trouble now Bad trouble.’

Really in trouble now.

Rydel |l slid his hand down, brushing one of hers by accident as he did it, and touched the bul ge of
his wallet in his back pocket. What noney he had was in there, but Wllington Ma's card was in
there, too. O what was left of it. The last tine he'd | ooked, it had broken into three pieces.
"Big trouble,' he said to the dark, and Chevette Washington lifted the edge of her jacket and sort
of snuggled in closer, her breathing never changing, so he knew she was still asleep

He lay there, thinking, and after a while he started to get this idea. About the craziest idea
he'd ever had.

" That boyfriend of yours,' he said to her, in the tiny kitchen of Sublett's nother's trailer
"that Lowel|?

"What about hi n®?’

"Got a number we could reach himat?

She poured milk on her cornflakes. It was the kind you m xed up from powder. Had that thin chal ky
| ook. The only kind Sublett's nother had. Sublett was allergic to mlk. 'Wy?

"I think maybe | want to talk to himabout sonething.'

" About what ?'

"Sonet hing | think naybe he could help nme with.'

Lowel | ? Lowel | 's not gonna help you. Lowell doesn't give a rat's ass for anybody.'
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"Vell,' Rydell said, 'why don't you just let me talk to him

"I'f you tell himwhere we are, or he has it traced back through the cd-net, he'll turn us in. O
he would if he knew anybody was after us.'

"y 2"

"He's just like that.' But then she gave Rydell the phone and the nunher.

*

254

'Hey, Lowell?

"Who the fuck is this?

' How you doi n' ?'

"Who gave you-'

"Don't hang up.'

"Listen, nmotherf-'

' SFPD Homi ci de. "'

He could hear Lowell draw on a cigarette. 'what did you say?" Lowell said.

'Ol ovsky. SFPD Homicide, Lowell. That big fucker with the great big fucking gun? Cane in the bar
there? You renenber. Just before the lights went out. | was over there by the bar, talking with
Eddie the Shit.'

Lowel | took another drag, shallower by the sound of it. 'Look, | don't know what you-

"You don't have to. You can just hang uc¢ right now, Lowell. But if you do, boy, you just better
ki ss your ass goodbye. Because you saw Ol ovsky cone in there for the girl, Lowell, didn't you?
You saw him He didn't wart you to. He wasn't in there on any SFPD business, Lowell. He was there
on his own stick. And that's one serious bad oficer, Lowell. Serious as cancer.'

Silence. 'I don't know what you're tal king about.

"Then you just listen, Lowell. Listen up. You don't listen, I'll tell Olovsky you saw him ||
give himthis nunber. 1'I1 give himyour description, and that skinhead's, too. Tell himyou been
tal ki ng about him And you know what he'll do, Lowell? He'll conme out there and shoot your ass
dead, that's what he'll do. And nobody to stop him Hom cide, Lowell. Then he can investigate it
hinsel f, he wants to. Man's heavy, Lowell, | gotta tell ya.'

Lowel I coughed, a couple of tines. Cleared his throat. 'This is a joke, right?

"l don't hear you | aughing.'

"Ckay,' Lowell said, 'say it's for real. Then ~hat? \Wat're you after?

255

"I hear you know peopl e can get things done. Wth conputers and things.' He could hear Lowell
lighting a fresh cigarette.

"Well,' Lowell said, 'sort of.'

"Republic of Desire,' Rydell said. 'I need you to get themto do ne a favor.'

"No names,' Lowell said, fast. 'There's scans set to pick things out of traffic-'

"Them " "Thent okay? Need you to get themto do sonething for ne.'

"It'1l cost you,' Lowell said, "and it won't be cheap.’

"No,' Rydell said, "it'll cost you.'

He pressed the button that broke the connection. Gve old Lowell a little time to think about it;
maybe | ook Ol ovsky up on the Civil List, see he was there and he was Homicide. He flipped the
little phone shut and went back into the trailer. Sublett's nother kept the air-conditioning up
about two clicks too high.

Subl ett was sitting on the |oveseat. H s white clothes nade himl ook sort of |like a painter, a

pl asterer or sonething, except he was too clean. 'You know, Berry, |'mthinking naybe | better get
back to Los Angeles.'

"What about your nother?

"Wll, Ms. Baker's here now, from Gal veston? They been nei ghbors for years. Ms. Baker can watch
out for her.'

'That apostate crap getting to you?

"Sure is,' Sublett said, turning to | ook at the hologramof Fallon. 'I still believe in the Lord,
Berry, and | know |'ve seen His face in the nedia, just |ike Reverend Fallon teaches. | have. But
the rest of it, | swear, it mght as well be just a flatout hustle.' Sublett al nost |ooked |ike he
nmi ght be about to cry. The silver eyes swung around, nmet Rydell's. 'And | been thinking about
IntenSecure, Berry. What you told me last night. | don't see how |l can go hack there and work,
knowi ng the kinds of things they'll condone. | thou~ht I was at |east

2

hel ping to protect people froma few of the evils in this world, Berry, but now !l know I'd just be
wor ki ng for a conpany with no norals at all.'’
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Rydel | wal ked over and had a closer |ook at the prayer-hankies. He wondered whi ch one of them was
supposed to keep the AIDS off. 'No,' he said, finally, 'you go back to work. You are protecting
people. That part's real. You got to nmake a living, Sublett.

"VWhat about you?

"Wl l, what about ne?'

"They'll just find you and kill you, Berry. You and her.'

"You, too, probably, if they knew what 1'd told you. | shouldn't ought've done that, Sublett.
That's one reason Chevette and | have to get out of here. So there won't be any hassle for you and
your nom'

"Well," Sublett said, 'I"'mnot working for them anynore, Berry. But |I'm/leaving here, too. | just
have to.'
Rydel | | ooked at Sublett, seeing him sonehow, in his full IntenSecure outfit, G ock and all, and

suddenly that big crazy idea-thing sort of up and shook itself, and rolled over, revealing al
these new angles. But you can't get himinvolved, Rydell told hinself, it just wouldn't be fair
"Sublett,' Rydell heard hinself saying, about a minute later, 'l bet | got a career-option here
you haven't ever even considered.’

"What's that?' Sublett said.

"Getting in trouble,' Rydell said.

33 Not ebook

rice

scouri ng pads broom

detergent |iquid sleeping bag
stove fuel oil/gasket

He sleeps now. Rice with the curry fromthe Thai wagon. Asks where the girl has gone. Tell him
Font ai ne has heard from her but does not know where she is or why. The pistol on the shelf.

Rel uctant to touch it (cold, heavy, snmelling of oil, the dark blue finish worn to silver-gray down
the sides of its nuzzle, around the fluted segnments of the cylinder. ('SMTH & WESSON.

Thomasson. ) Toni ght he spoke agai n of Shapely.

How they did himlike that, Scooter, that's just sonme sorry shit. Same shit all over. Al ways sone
of 'em anyway, makes you wonder how these dam religions |last so |ong or what started it in the
first place. Could be he'll be that hinself one day, crazy fuckers out killing people for him or
they'll say it's for him Used to be these Crucified Jesus people, they wouldn't talk at al

except Ol Mondays, and that was the day they'd go and dig O | C spadeful of dirt out of their
grave, Scooter. Every
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little while they'd get one of themthought he'd got the spirit in himand they'd just do it, do
it wth these special chrome nails they all carried, |eather neck-pouch, see, it had to be unborn
| ambskin. Hell, you' d have to say they were crazier than the ones got him Scooter. Put 'em al
away, finally. Wren't any left at all, after about 1998.

"I nner Tube, honey,' Ms. Sublett said, 'Talitha Morrow, Todd Probert, Gary Underwood. 1996.' She
was | eaning back in the recliner with a danp washcloth fol ded across her forehead. It was the sane
color blue as her slippers, and they were terrycloth, too.

"l never saw that,' Chevette said, flipping through the pages of a magazine all about Reverend
Fall on. There was this has-been actress, Gudrun Waver, and she was up there hugging Fallon on a
stage sonewhere. |If he'd turned around, Chevette thought, his nose would ve barely come up to her
breastbone. Looked like he'd had some kind of pink wax injected, all under his skin; had the
creepi est-1ooking hair she'd ever seen, like a really short wig but it sort of |ooked like it

nm ght get up and walk off by itself.

"All about television,' Ms. Sublett said, 'so naturally it's of special significance to the
Church.’

"What's it about?

"Talitha Morrow is this newswonan, and Todd Probert is a bank robber. But he's a good bank robber
because he only needs the noney to pay for a heart-transplant for his wife. Carrie Lee. Renenber

her? In a mature role, honey. Mire like a cameo. Well, Gary Underwood is Talitha's ex, but he's
still got it for her, bad. In fact he's got-whatcha callit?-erotomania, like it's all he ever
t hi nks about and, honey, it's turned pure evil. First he's sending her these chopped up Barbie

dolls; sends her a dead white rahhit, then all this fancy underwear with hlood on it.
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34 Punchi ng out of paradise

Chevette let the old |l ady talk. She could just sort of tune her out, the way she used to do with
her own nother, sonetinmes. She wondered what it was Rydell and Sublett were so worked up about. Up
to sonet hi ng; whispering in the kitchen

She watched a fly buzz around the stuff on Ms. Sublett's shelves. It |ooked slow, |ike nmaybe the
air-conditioning was too rmuch for it.
She wondered if naybe she wasn't starting to fall for Rydell. Maybe it was just that he'd showered

and shaved and put on clean clothes from his stupid-Iooking suitcase. The clothes were exactly the
sanme as the ones he'd been wearing before. Maybe he never wore anything el se. But she had to admt
he had a cute butt in those jeans. Sublett's nother said he | ooked |ike a young Tommy Lee Jones.
VWho was Tommy Lee Jones? Or naybe it was because she had the idea sonehow he was going to do

sonet hing nean to Lowel|l. She'd thought she was still in love with Lowell, or sonething anyway,
but now she didn't think so, not at all. If Lowell just hadn't started doing dancer. She'd thought
about how t hat Lovel ess had got when she'd dunped all that dancer in his Coke. She'd asked Rydell

i f that was enough to have killed him and Rydell had said no. Said it was enough to keep him
stone crazy for a while, and when he got back together, he was going to be hurting. Then she'd
asked Rydell why Lovel ess had done that, banging his gun into his crotch that way. Rydell had sort
of scratched his head and said he wasn't sure, but he thought it had something to do with what it
did to your nervous system Said he'd heard it induced priapism for one thing. She'd asked him
what that was. Well, he'd said, it's when the man is, |ike, overstinulated. She didn't know about
that, but it had given Lowell these total brickbat boners that just didn't want to go away. And
that woul d' ve been just fine, or anyway okay, except he got all nean with it, too, SO she'd w nd

up all sore and then he'd he badmouthing her in front of these people he hung out with, Iike
Codes. Anyway, she

2.61

wasn't going to waste any tine worrying about what Rydell might have in mnd for Lowell, no way.

What she did worry about was Skinner, whether he was okay, whether he was being taken care of. She
was kind of scared to try phoni ng Fontaine now, every tine Rydell made a call out, she worried it
m ght get traced back or sonething. And it nade her sad to think about her bike. She was sure
sonebody woul d' ve gotten it by now. She kind of hated to admit it, but that was starting to make
her nearly as sad as Sammy getting killed that way. And Rydell had said he thought maybe N gel had
gotten shot, too

"And then,' Sublett's nmother was saying, 'Gary Underwood goes through this window. And he falls on
one of those fences? Kind with spikes on top.'

'Hey, Mom' Sublett said, 'you're bending Chevette's ear.'

"Just telling her about Inner Tube,' Ms. Sublett said, fromunder the washcl oth.

'1996,"' Sublett said. 'Well, Rydell and I, we need her for sonething.' Sublett gestured for her to
foll ow himback into the kitchen.

"l don't think it's a real good idea for her to go outside, Berry,' he said to Rydell. "Not in the
daytinme.'

Rydell was sitting at the little plastic table where she'd had breakfast. 'Wll, you can't go,

Subl ett, because of your apostasy. And | don't want to be in there by nyself, not with ny head
stuck in one of those eyephone things. His parents could walk in. He mght listen.'

"Can't you just call themon the regular phone, Berry?' Sublett sounded unhappy.

"No.' Rydell said, 'l can't. They just don't like that. He says they'll at least talk to me if |
call them on an eyephone rig."'

"What's the problen?' Chevette said.

"Sublett's got a friend here who's got a pair of eyephones.'

z6z

' Buddy,' Sublett said.

"Your buddy?' she asked.

"Name's Buddy,' Sublett said, 'but that VR eyephones 'n' stuff, it's against Church law It's
been reveal ed to Reverend Fallon that virtual reality's a medium of Satan, 'cause you don't watch
enough tv after you start doing it...~

"You don't believe that,' Rydell said.

"Nei ther does Buddy,' Sublett said, 'but his daddy'll whip his head around if he finds that VR
stuff he's got under the bed.'

"Just call himup,' Rydell said, "tell himwhat | told you. Two hundred dollars cash, plus the
time and charges.'

"People'll see her,' Sublett said, his shy silver gaze bouncing in Chevette's direction, then back
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to Rydell

"What do you nean, "see" nme?'

"Well, it's your haircut,' Sublett said. 'It's too unusual for 'em | can tell you that.'

' Now, Buddy,' Rydell said to the boy, 'I'mgoing to give you these two hundred-dollar bills here

Now when'd you say your father's due back?

"Not for another two hours,' Buddy said, his voice cracking with nervousness. He took the nobney
like it might have sonething on it. 'He's hel ping pour a new pad for the fuel cells they're
bringi ng from Phoeni x on the Church's bulk-lifter.' Buddy kept |ooking at Chevette. She had on a
straw sun-hat that belonged to Sublett's nother, with a big floppy brim and a pair of these
really strange ol d-lady sunglasses with | enon-yellow franmes and | enses that sort of swooped up at
the side. Chevette tried smiling at him but it didn't seemto help.

"You're friends of Joel's, right?" Buddy had a haircut that wasn't quite skin, sonme kind of gadget
in his nmouth to straighten his teeth, and an Adam s apple ahout a third the size of his head. She
wat ched it bob up and down. 'FromL.A ?

2. 63

"That's right,' Rydell said.

“I. . . | wanna g-go there,' Buddy said.

"CGood,' Rydell said. 'This is a step in the right direction, you just believe it. Now you wait out
there like | said, and tell Chevette here if anybody's com ng.

Buddy went out of his tiny bedroom closing the door behind him It didn't |ook to Chevette |ike
anybody Buddy's age lived there at all. Too neat, with these posters of Jesus and Fallon. She felt
sorry for him It was close and hot and she missed Sublett's nother's air-conditioning. She took
of f that hat.

'Ckay,' Rydell said, picking up the plastic helmet, 'you sit on the bed here and pull the plug if
we get interrupted.' Buddy had al ready hooked up the jack for them Rydell sat down on the floor
and put the helnet on, so she couldn't see his eyes. Then he pulled on one of those gl oves you use
to dial with and nove stuff around in there.

She wat ched his index finger, in that glove, peck out something on a pad that wasn't there. Then
she listened to himtalking to the tel ephone conpany's conputer about getting the tine and charges
after he was done.

Then his hand came up again. 'Here goes,' he said, and started punching out this nunber he said
Lowel|l had given him his finger com ng down on the enpty air. \Wen he was done, he nmade a fi st,
sort of wiggled it around, then |lowered the gloved hand to his I ap

He just sat there for a few seconds, the helnet kind of swi veling around |ike he was | ooking at
stuff, then it stopped noving.

'kay,' he said, his voice kind of funny, but not to her, 'but is there anybody here?

Chevette felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up

"Ch,' he said, the helnmet turning, 'Jesus-'

Rydell had |iked doing Dream Walls, when he was a kid in high school. It was this Japanese
franchi se operation they set up in different kinds of spaces, nostly in older nalls; sonme were in
pl aces that had been novie theaters, sone were in old departnent stores. He'd gone to one once
that they'd put into an old bowing alley; nmade it real long and narrow and the stuff sort of
distorted on you if you tried to nove it too fast.

There were a lot of different ways you could play with it, the nost popul ar one in Knoxville being
gunfights, where you got these guns and shot at all kinds of bad guys, and they shot back and then
you got the score. Sort of like FATSS at the Acadeny, but only about half the rez. And none of
the, well, color.

But the one Rydell had |iked nost was where you just went in and sort of scul pted things out of
not hi ng, out of that cloud of pixels or polygons or whatever they were, and you coul d see what

ot her people were doing at the sanme tinme, and maybe even put your stuff together with theirs, if
you both wanted to. He'd been kind of self-conscious about it, because it seened |ike sonething
that nostly girls did. And the girls were always doi ng these unicorns and rai nbows and things, and
Rydell liked to do cars, kind of dreamcars, |ike he was sone designer in Japan sonmewhere and he
could build anything he wanted. You could get these full-color printouts when you were done, or a
cassette, if you'd animated it. There'd always he a couple of girls down at the far end, doing
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35 The republic of desire

pl astic surgery on pictures of thenselves, fiddling around with their faces and hair, and they'd
get printouts of those if they did one they really I|iked.

Rydell would be up closer to the entrance, nolding these grids of green |ight around a frane he'd
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drawn, and laying color and texture over that to see how different ones | ooked.

But what he renenbered when he clicked into the Republic of Desire's eyephone-space was the sense
you got, doing that, of what the space around Dream Walls was like. And it was a weird thing,
because if you | ooked up fromwhat you were doing, there really wasn't anything there; nothing in
particul ar, anyway. But when you were doing it, designing your car or whatever, you could get this
funny sense that you were | eaning out, over the edge of the world, and the space beyond that sort
of fell away, forever.

And you felt like you weren't standing on the floor of an old novie theater or a bowing alley,
but on sone kind of plain, or maybe a pane of glass, and you felt like it just stretched away
behind you, mles and mles, with no real end.

So when he went from | ooking at the phone conpany's logo to being right out there on that glassy
plain, he just said 'Ch,' because he could see its edges, and see that it hung there, level, and
around and above it this cloud or fog or sky that was no color and every color at once, just sort
of seet hi ng.

And then these figures were there, bigger than skyscrapers, bigger than anything, their chests
about even with the edges of the plain, so that Rydell got to feel like a bug, or alittle toy.
One of themwas a dinosaur, this sort of T. Rex job with the short front |egs, except they ended
in something a lot nore |ike hands. One was a sort of statue, it |ooked like, or nore like some
freak natural formation, all shot through with cracks and fissures, but it was shaped |ike a w de-
faced man with dreadl ocks, the face relaxed and the lids half-closed. But all stone and noss, the
dr eadl ocks sonmehow stacked from whol e nmount ai ns of shale.
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Then he | ooked and saw the third one there, and just said

"Jesus.’

This was a figure, too, and just as big, but all rmade up of television, these noving inages

wi ndi ng and writhing together, and barely, it seenmed, able to hold the formthey took

sonmet hing that mght either have been a man or a wonan. It hurt his eyes, to try to | ook too close
at any one part of it. It was like trying to watch a nmllion channels at once, and this noise was
rushing off it like a waterfall off rocks, a sort of hiss that sonehow wasn't a sound at all

"Wl cone to the Republic,' said the dinosaur, its voice the voice of sone beautiful worman. It
smled, the ivory of its teeth carved into whole tenples. Rydell tried to | ook at the carvings;
they got really clear for a second, and then sonethi ng happened.

"You don't have a third the bandwi dth you need,’' the dreadl ocked nountain said, its voice about
what you' d expect froma nmountain. 'You're in K-Tel space...'’

"W could turn off the enulator,' the thing made of television suggested, its voice nodul ating up
out of the waterfall-hiss.

"Don't bother,' said the dinosaur. 'l don't think this is going to be much of a conversation.'
"Your nane,' said the nountain.

Rydel | hesitated.

"Social Security,' said the dinosaur, sounding bored, and for sonme reason Rydell thought about his
father, how he'd al ways gone on about what that had used to nean, and what it neant now.

" Nane and nunber,' said the nmountain, 'or we're gone.'

"Rydel |, Stephen Berry,' and then the string of digits. He'd barely gotten the | ast one out when
t he di nosaur said 'Former policeman, | see.'

"Ch dear,' said the nmountain, who kept reninding Rydell of something.

267

"Well,' said the dinosaur, 'pretty pernanently forner, by the look of it. Wrked for IntenSecure
after that.'

"A sting,' said the nountain, and brought a hand up to point at Rydell, except it was this giant
granite | obster-claw, crusted with lichen. It seened to fill half the sky, like the side of a

space ship. 'The narrow end of the wedge?'

"They don't come nuch narrower, if you ask ne,' the stormof television said. 'You seemto have
gotten our Lowell's undivided attention, Rydell. And he wouldn't even tell us what your nane was.
"Doesn't know it,' Rydell said.

"Don't know his ass froma hole in the ground, hee haw,' said the nountain, lowering the claw, its
voi ce a sanpled parody of Rydell's. Rydell tried to get a good look at its eyes; got a flash of
still blue pools, waving ferns, sone kind of tan rodent hoppi ng away, before the focus slipped.
"People like Lowell inmagine we need them nore than they need us.'

"State your business, Stephen Berry,' said the dinosaur

' There was sonet hi ng happened, up Benedi ct Canyon-

'Yes, yes,' said the dinosaur, 'you were the driver. Wiat does it have to do with us?
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That was when it dawned on Rydell that the dinosaur, or all of them could probably see all the

records there were on him right then, anywhere. It gave hima funny feeling. 'You re |ooking at
all nmy stuff,' he said.

"And it's not very interesting,' said the dinosaur. 'Benedict Canyon?

"You did that,' Rydell said.

The mountain raised its eyebrows. W ndbl own scrub shifting, rocks tunbling down. But just on the
edge of Rydell's vision. 'For what it's worth, that was not us, not exactly. W would ve gone a

nmore el egant route.'

"But why did ~OU do it?

"Well,' said the dinosaur, 'to the extent that anyone did it, or caused it to he done, | inagine
you mght |look to the lady's

husband, who | see has since filed for divorce. On very solid grounds, it seens.'

"Li ke he set her up? Wth the gardener and everythi ng?

"Lowel | has some serious explaining to do, |I think,' the nountain said.

"You haven't told us what it is you want, M. Rydell.' This fromthe tel evision-thing.
"Ajob like that. Done. | need you to do one of those. For ne.'

‘"Lowel I ," the nmountain said, and shook its dreadl ocked head. Cascades of shale in Rydell's

peri pheral vision. Dust rising on a distant slope.

"That sort of thing is dangerous,' the dinosaur said. 'Dangerous things are very expensive. You
don't have any noney, Rydell."’

' How about if Lowell pays you for it?

"Lowel I ," fromthat vast blank face twisting with inages, 'owes us.'

'Ckay,' Rydell said, 'l hear you. And | think I know sonebody el se m ght pay you.' He wasn't even
sure if that was bullshit or not. 'But you're going to have to listen to ne. Hear the story.'
"No,' the nountain said, and Rydell renenmbered who it was he figured the thing was supposed to

| ook I'ike, that guy you saw on the history shows sonetines, the one who'd invented eyephones or
sonmething, 'and if Lowell thinks he's the only pinp out there, he might have to think again.'
And then they were fading, breaking up into those paisley fractal things, and Rydell knew he was
| osi ng them

"Wait,' he said. 'Any of you live in San Franci sco?

The di nosaur cane flickering back. 'What if we did?

"Wll,'" Rydell said, 'do you like it?

"Way do you ask?

"Because it's all going to change. They're going to do it like they're doing Tokyo.'

269

' Tokyo?' The television-storm coning back now as this big ball, like that hologramin Cognitive
Di ssidents. 'Who told you that?

Now t he mountai n was back, too. 'There's not a lot of slack, for us, in Tokyo, now...
"Tell us,' the dinosaur said.

So Rydel | did.

She had the hat back on, when he took the helmet off, but she was hol ding those sungl asses in her
hand. Just | ooking at him

"I don't think I nade sense of nuch of that,' she said. She'd only been able to hear his side of

it, but it had been nostly himtalking, there at the end. 'But | think you're flat fucking crazy.
"l probably am' he said.

Then he got the time and charges on the call. It came to just about all the noney he had | eft.

"l don't see why they had to put the damm thing through Paris,' he said.

She just put those glasses back on and slowy shook her head.

36 Not ebook (2z)

The city in sunlight, fromthe roof of this box atop the tower. The hatch open. Sound of Skinner
sorting and resorting his belongings. A cardboard box, slowmy filling with objects | will take
below, to the sellers of things, their goods spread on bl ankets, on greasy squares of ancient
canvas. (Osaka far away. The wi nd brings sounds of hamrering, song. Skinner, this norning, asking
if | had seen the pike in the Steiner Aquarium

- No.

-He doesn't nove, Scooter

Sure that's all Fontaine said? But he'd found her bike? That's no good. Wuldn't go this |ong
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wi thout that. Cost an armand a fucking |l eg, that thing. Made of paper, inside. Japanese
construction-paper, what's it called? Usel ess, Scooter. Shit, it's your |anguage. Forgetting it
faster than we are ... Tube of that paper, then they wap it with aramyd or sonething. No, she
woul dn't | eave that. Day she brought it hone, three hours down there spraying this fake rust on
it, believe that? Fake rust, Scooter. And wapping it with old rags, innertubes, anything. So it
woul dn't ook new. Well, it nakes nore sense than just locking it, it really does. Know how you
break a Kryptonite | ock, Scooter? Wth a Volvo jack. Volvo jack fits right in there, like it was
made for it. Gve it a shove or two, zingo. But they never use 'em anynore, those
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| ocks. Some people still carry 'em though. One of those up 'side the head, you'll notice it ... |
just found her one day. They wanted to cart her down to the end, let the city have her. Said she'd
be dead before they got her off anyway. Told 'emthey could fuck off into the air. Got her up
here. | could still do that. Why? Hell. Because. See people dying, you just walk by like it was

t el evi si on?

37 Century city

Chevette didn't know what to think about Los Angel es.

She t hought those palmtrees were weird, though. On the way in, Sublett's electric car had pulled
up behind this big white trailer-rig with A-LI FE | NSTALLATI ONS, NANOTRONI C VEGETATI ON across the
back of it, and the heads of these fake palmtrees sticking out, all wapped in plastic.

She'd seen it all on tv once, with Skinner, how they were putting in these trees to replace the
ones the virus had killed, sone Mexican virus. They were kind of |ike the Bay maglev, or |ike what
Rydell and Sublett said that that Sunflower conpany was going to do in San Francisco; these things
that kind of grew, but only because they were nmade up of all these little tiny nmachines. One show
she'd seen with Skinner, they'd tal ked about how these new trees were designed so that all kinds
of birds and rats and things could nest in them just |like the ones that had died. Skinner told
her that he'd run a Jeep into a real palmtree, in L.A, once, and about ten rats had fallen out,
| anded on the hood and just sort of stood there, until they got scared and ran away.

It sure didn't feel like San Francisco. She felt kind of two ways about it. Like it was just this
bunch of stuff, all spread out pretty nuch at random and then Iike it was this really big place,
wi t h nountai ns somewhere back there, and all this energy flowing around in it, lighting things up.

Maybe t hat was because they'd got there at night.

Sublett had this little white Eurocar called a Mntxo. She
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knew t hat because she'd had to | ook at the logo on the dash all the way from Paradi se. Sublett
said it rhynmed with poncho. It was built in Barcelona and you just plugged it into the house-
current and left it until it was charged. It wouldn't do much nore than forty on a highway, but
Sublett didn't like to drive anything el se because of his allergies. She said he was | ucky they
had electric cars; he'd told her all about how he was worried about the el ectromagnetic fields and
cancer and stuff.

They'd left his nother with this Ms. Baker, watching Spacehunter on the tv. They were both rea
excited about that because they said it was Molly Ringwald's first film They'd get excited about
just about anything, like that, and Chevette never had any idea who they were talking about.
Rydell was just spending nore and nore tine on the phone, and they'd~ had to stop and buy fresh
batteries twi ce, Sublett paying.

It kind of bothered her that he didn't give her any nore attention. And they'd slept on the sane
bed again, in the roomat the notel, but nothing had happened, even though Sublett had slept out
in the Montxo, with the seats tilted back

Al'l Rydell ever did now was talk to those Republic of Desire people Lowell knew, but on the
regul ar phone, and try to | eave nessages on sonebody's voicenail. M. Mmor sonething. Ma. But he
didn't think anybody was getting them so he'd called up the Desire people and gone on and on
about the whole story, everything that happened to them and they'd recorded it and they were
supposed to put it in this M. Ma's voicenail. Rydell said they were going to stuff it there, so
there wasn't any other nmail. Said that ought to get his attention

Wien they'd got to L.A and got a roomin a notel, Chevette had been kind of excited, because
she'd al ways wanted to do that. Because her nother had al ways seened to have real good tines when
she went to notels. Well, it had turned out to be sort of like a trailer canp without the
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trailers, with these little concrete buildings divided up into snaller roons, and there were
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forei gn peopl e cooki ng barbecues down in what had been the sw mm ng pool. Sublett had gotten

real ly upset about that, how he couldn't handl e the hydrocarbons and everything, but Rydell had
said it was just for the one night. Then Rydell had gone over to the foreign people and talked to
thema little, and canme back and said they were Ti betans. They nade a good barbecue, too, but

Subl ett just ate this drugstore food he'd brought with him bottled water and these yell ow bars

| ooked |i ke soap, and went out to sleep in his Mntxo.

Now here she was, walking into this place called Century City Il, and trying to | ook |ike she was
there to pull a tag. It was this kind of green, tit-shaped thing up on these three legs that ran
up through it. You could see where they went because the walls were some kind of glass, nostly,
and you could see through. It was about the biggest thing around; you could see it forever. Rydel
called it the Bl ob.

It was real upscale, too, kind of |like China Basin, with those same kind of people, like you
nostly saw in the financial district, or in malls, or when you were pulling tags.
Well, she had her badges on, and she'd had a good shower at the notel, but the place was starting

to creep her out anyway. Al these trees in there, up all through this sort of giant, hollow Ileg,
and everything under this weird filtered light came in through the sides. And here she was
standing on this escalator, about a mle long, just going up and up, and around her all these
peopl e who nust've bel onged there. There were el evators, Rydell said, up the other two |egs, and
they ran at an angle, like the lift up to Skinner's. But Sublett's friend had said there were nore
I ntenSecure peopl e watching those, usually.

She knew that Sublett was behind her, sonmewhere, or anyway that was how they'd worked it out
before Rydell dropped them off at the entrance. She'd asked hi m where he was going
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then, and he'd just said he had to go and borrow a flashlight. She was starting to really like
him It sort of bothered her. She wondered what he'd be like if he wasn't in a situation |like
this. She wondered what she'd be like if she wasn't in a situation like this.

He and Sublett had both worked for the conpany that did security for this building, |IntenSecure,
and Sublett had called up a friend of his and asked hi m questions about how tight it was. The way
he'd put it, it was like he wanted a new job with the conpany. But he and Rydell had worked it out
that she could get in, particularly if he was follow ng her to keep track

What bot hered her about Sublett was that he was acting sort of like he was comitting suicide or
sonet hi ng. Once he'd gotten with the program Rydell's plan, it was |ike he felt cut |oose from
things. Kept tal king about his apostasy and these novies he |iked, and sonmebody call ed Cronenberg.
Had this weird calmlike sonebody who knew for sure he was going to die; like he'd sort of made
peace with it, except he'd still get upset about his allergies.

Geen light. Rising up through it.

They' d made her up this package at the notel. Wat it had in it was the gl asses. Addressed to
Karen Mendel sohn

She cl osed her eyes, told herself Bunny Ml atesta would bongo on her head if she didn't make the
tag, and pushed the button.

"Yes?' It was one of those conputers.

"Allied Messenger, for Karen Mendel sohn.'

"A delivery?

'She's gotta sign for it.

" Aut hori zed to barcode-'

"Her hand. CGotta see her hand. Do it. You know?'

Silence. 'Nature of delivery?

"You think | open them or what?

"Nature of delivery?
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"Well,' Chevette said, 'it says "Probate Court,"” it's from San Franci sco, and you don't open the
door, M. Wzard, it's on the next plane back.'

"Wait, please,' said the conputer

Chevette | ooked at the potted plants beside the door. They were big, |ooked real, and she knew
Subl ett was standi ng behind them but she couldn't see him Sonebody had put a cigarette out on
one, between its roots.

The door open, a crack. 'Yes?

' Karen Mendel sohn?'

"What is it?

"Allied Messenger, San Franci sco. You wanna sign for this? Except there was nothing, no tag, to
si gn.
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' San Franci sco?

"What it says.

The door opened a little nore. Dark-haired woman in a long pale terrycloth robe. Chevette saw her
check the badges on Skinner's jacket. 'l don't understand,' Karen Medel sohn said. 'We do
everything via d obEx.'

"They're too slow,' Chevette said, as Sublett stepped around the plant, wearing this black
uniform Chevette saw herself reflected in his contacts, sort of bent out at the mddle.

'Ms. Mendel sohn,' he said, 'afraid we've got us a security energency, here.

Karen Mendel sohn was | ooking at him ' Enmergency?

"Nothing to worry about,' Sublett said. He put his hand on Chevette's shoul der and guided her in
past Karen Mendel sohn. 'Situation's under control. Appreciate your

co- operati on.

"Vally' Divac, Rydell's Serbian landlord, hadn't really wanted to | oan Rydell his flashlight, but
Rydell had lied and prom sed he'd get himsonething a lot better, over at IntenSecure, and bring
it along when he brought the flashlight back. Maybe one of those tel escoping batons with the
wireless taser-tips, he said; sonething serious, anyway, professional and nmaybe quasi-illegal
Wally was sort of a cop-groupie. Liked to feel he was in with the force. Like a |lot of people, he
didn't nuch distinguish between the real PD and a conpany |like IntenSecure. He had one of those
armed response signs in his front yard, too, but Rydell was glad to see it wasn't |ntenSecure.
Wally couldn't quite afford that kind of service, just like his car was second-hand, though he
woul d' ve told you it was previously owned, like the first guy was just sonme flunky who' d had the
job of breaking it in for him

But he owned this house, where he lived, with the baby-blue plastic siding that |ooked sort of

| i ke painted wood, and one of those fake |lawns that |ooked realer than AstroTurf. And he had the
house in Mar Vista and a couple of others. H's sister had cone over here in 1994, and then he'd
conme hinself, to get awmay fromall the trouble over there. Never regretted it. Said this was a
fine country except they let in too many inmgrants.

"What's that you're driving? he'd asked, fromthe steps of the renovated Craftsman two hl ocks
ahove Mel rose.

"A Montxo,' Rydell said. 'lIl~rom Barcelona. Electric.'
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38 Mracle nmile

"You live in America,' he'd said, his gray hair plastered neatly back fromhis pitted forehead.
"Wy you drive that?' His BMN immacul ate, reposed in the driveway; he'd had to spend five m nutes
disarming it to get the flashlight out for Rydell. Rydell had remenbered the tine in Knoxville,
Chri stmas day, when the Narcotics team s new wal ki e-tal kies had triggered every car-alarmin a ten-
nmle radius.

"Vell,' Rydell said, "it's real good for the environnent.'

"It's bad for your country,' Wally said. 'lInmage thing. An American should drive sone car to fee
proud of. Bavarian car. At |east Japanese.'

"I"ll get this back to you, Wally.' Holding up the big black flashlight.

" And sonething else. You said.'

"Don't worry about it.'

"When you pay rent on Mar Vista?

"Kevin'll take care of it.' Getting into the tiny Montxo and starting up the flywheel. It sat
there, rocking slightly on its shocks, while the wheel got up to speed.

Wal |y waved, shrugged, then backed into his house and cl osed the door. Rydell hadn't ever seen him
not wear that Tyrol ean hat before.

Rydel | 1 ooked at the flashlight, figuring out where the safety was. It wasn't much, but he felt
like he had to have something. And it was nonlethal. Guns weren't that hard to buy, on the street,
but he didn't really want to have to have one around today. You did a different kind of tine, if
there was a gun invol ved

Then he'd driven back toward the Blob, taking it real easy at intersections and trying to keep to
the streets that had designated | anes for electric vehicles. He got Chevette's phone out and hit
redial for the node-nunber in Utah, the one Godeater had given him back in Paradi se. God-eater
was the one who | ooked |ike the nountain, or so he said. Rydell had asked hi mwhat kind of a nane
that was. He'd said he was a full-blood Blood Indian. Rydell sort of doubted it.
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None of their voices were real, even; it was all digital stuff. God-eater could just as well be a
wonman, or three different people, or all three of the ones he'd seen there might've been just one
person. He thought about the woman in the wheelchair in Cognitive Dissidents. It could be her. It
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could be anybody. That was the spooky thing about these hackers. He heard the node-nunber ringing,
in Uah. God-eater always picked up on five, in md-ring.

" Yes?'

"Paradi se,' Rydell said.

"Ri chard?'

"N xon.'

‘"W have your goods in place, Richard. One little whoops and a push.'

"You get me a price yet?" The Iight changed. Somebody was honki ng, pissed-off at the Mntxo's
inability to do anything |ike accel erate.

"Fifty,' God-eater said.

Fifty thousand dollars. Rydell wi nced. 'Ckay,' he said, 'fair enough.'

"Better be,' God-eater said. 'W can nmake you pretty miserable in prison, even. In fact, we can
make you really niserable in prison. The baseline starts lower, in there.

I"lIl bet you got lots of friends there, too, Rydell thought. 'How | ong you estimate the response-
time, fromwhen | call?

God- eater burped, long and deliberate. 'Qick. Ten, fifteen nax. W' ve got it slotted the way we
tal ked about. Your friends're gonna shit thenselves. But really, you don't wanna be in the way.
This'lIl be like sonmething you never saw before. This new unit they just got set up.'

"l hope so,' Rydell said, and broke the connection

He gave the parking-attendant Karen's apartnent nunber. After this, it really wasn't going to
matter nmuch. He had the flashlight stuck down in the back of his jeans, under the

z80

deni m j acket Buddy had | oaned him It was probably Buddy's father's. He'd told Buddy he'd help him
find a place when he got to L. A He sort of hoped Buddy never did try that, because he inmagi ned
kids |i ke Buddy nmade it about a block fromthe bus station before some really fast urban predator
got them just a blur of wheels and teeth and no nore Buddy to speak of. But then again you had to
t hi nk about what it would be like to be him Buddy, back there in his three-by six-foot bedroomin
that trailer, with those posters of Fallon and Jesus, sneaking that VR when his daddy wasn't

| ooking. If you didn't at least try to get out, what would you wind up feeling |like? And that was
why you had to give it to Sublett, because he'd gotten out of that, allergies and all

But he was worried about Sublett. Pretty crazy to be worried about anybody, in a situation like
this, but Sublett acted like he was al ready dead or sonething. Just noving fromone thing to the
next, like it didn't matter. The only thing that got any kind of rise out of himwas his

al | ergi es.

And Chevette, too, Chevette Washi ngton, except what worried himthere was the white skin of her
back, just above the waist of those black bi ke-pants, when she was curled on the bed beside him
How he keptwanting to touch it. And how her tits stuck out against her t-shirt when she'd sit up
in the norning, and those little dark twists of hair under her arns. And right now, walking up to
this terracotta coffee-nodul e near the base of the escalator, the rectangular head of Wally's
pepper-spray flashlight digging into his spine, he knew he m ght never get another chance. He
could be dead, in half an hour, or on his way to prison

He ordered a latte with a double shot, paid for it with just about the |ast of his nobney, and

| ooked at his Tinmex. Ten '"iii three. Wen he'd call ed Warbaby's personal portable fromthe notel,
the night before, he'd told himthree.

God- eater had gotten himthat nunber. Cod-eater could get you any nunber ~t all

War baby had sounded really sad to hear from him
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Di sappointed, like. 'W never expected this of you, Rydell.’

"Sorry, M. Warbaby. Those fucking Russians. And that cowboy fucker, that Lovel ess. Got on ny
case.'

"There's no need for obscenity. Wwo gave you this nunber?

"l had it from Hernandez, before.' Silence.

'l got the glasses, M. Warbaby."'

"Where are you?

Chevette Washington watching him fromthe bed. '"In Los Angeles. | figured |I'd better get as far
away fromthose Russians as | coul d.

A pause. Maybe Warbaby had put his hand over the phone. Then, 'Well, | suppose | can understand
your behavior, although | can't say | approve...

‘Can you come down here and get them M. Warbaby? And just sort of call it even?

A longer pause. 'Well, Rydell,' sadly, 'l wouldn't want you to forget how di sappointed I amin
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you, but, yes, | could do that.'

"But just you and Freddie, right? Nobody else.'

"OfF course,’ Warbaby had said. Rydell inmagined himlooking at Freddie, who'd be tap-tappi nhg away
on sone new | aptop, getting the call traced. To a cell-node in Qakland, and then to a tunbl ed
nunber .

"You be down here tonorrow, M. Warbaby. I1'll call you at your sanme nunber, tell you where to
cone. Three o' clock. Sharp.'

"I think you' ve nade the right decision, Rydell,' Wrbaby had said.

"I hope so,' Rydell had said, then clicked off.

Now he | ooked at his Timex. |'ook a sip of coffee. Three o' clock. Sharp. He put the coffee down on

the counter and got the phone out. Started punching in Warbaby's nunber.

It took themtwenty mnutes to get there. They cane in two
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cars, fromopposite directions; Warbaby and Freddie in a black Lincoln with a white satellite-dish
on top, Freddie driving it, then Svobodov and Orlovsky in a netallic-gray Lada sedan that Rydel
took for a rental

He watched them neet up, the four of them then walk in, onto the plaza under the Bl ob, past those
ki netic scul ptures, heading for the nearest el evator, \Warbaby |ooking sad as ever and |eaning on
that cane. Warbaby had his sanme olive coat on, his Stetson, Freddie was wearing a big shirt with a
lot of pink init, had a | aptop under his arm and the Russians from Hom cide had these gray suits
on, about the color and texture of the Lada they were driving.

He gave it a while to see if Loveless was going to turn up, then started keying in that nunber in
Ut ah.

' Pl ease, Jesus,' he said, counting the rings.

"Your |atte okay?' The Central Asian kid in the coffee-nodule, |ooking at him

"It's fine," Rydell said, as God-eater picked up

' Yes?'

' Par adi se."’

"This Ri chard?

"Ni xon. They're here. Four but not Snmiley.'

Your two Russians, Warbaby, and his jockey?

"Got 'em'

"But not the other one?

"Don't see him.
H s description's in the package anyway. Okay, Rydell. Let's do it." dick

Rydel | stuck the phone in his jacket pocket, turned, and headed, wal king fast, for the escal ator.
The boy in the coffeenpdul e probably thought there was something wong with that |ane.

God-eater and his friends, if they weren't just one person, say sonme denented old lady up in the
Cakland hills with a couple
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of million dollars' worth of equipnent and a termnally bad attitude, had struck Rydell as being
al rost uniquely full of shit. There was nothing, if you believed them they couldn't do. But if
they were all that powerful, how cone they had to hide that way, and make noney doi ng crimes?
Rydell had gotten a couple of lectures on conputer crinme at the Acadeny, but it had been pretty
dry. The history of it, how hackers used to be just these smart-ass kids dicking with the phone
compani es. Basically, the visiting Fed had said, any crinme that was what once had been call ed
white-collar was going to be computer crinme anyway, now, because people in offices did everything
with conmputers. But there were other crinmes you could still call conputer crines in the old sense
because they usually invol ved professional crimnals, and these crimnals still thought of

t hensel ves as hackers. The public, the Fed had told them still tended to think of hackers as sone
kind of romantic bullshit thing, sort of Iike kids noving the outhouse. Merry pranksters. In the
ol d days, he said, lots of people still didn't know there was an outhouse there to be noved, not
until they wound up in the shit. Rydell's class |laughed dutifully. But not today, the Fed said;
your nodern hacker was about as romantic as a hit nman fromsone ice posse or an enforcer with a
dancer conbine. And a lot harder to catch, although if you could get one and | ean on him you
could usually count on landing a few nore. But they were set up nostly in these cells, the cells
buil ding up larger groups, so that the nost you could ever pop, usually, were the nenbers of a
single cell; they just didn't know who the nenbers of the other cells were, and they made a point
of not finding out.
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God-eater and his friends, however nany of themthere were or weren't, nust've been a cell like
that, one of however many units in what they called the Republic of Desire. And if they were
really going to go ahead and do the thing for him he figured there were three reasons: they hated
the idea of San Francisco getting rebuilt hecause they liked an infrastructure

2.84

with a lot of holes in it, they were charging himgood noney-noney he didn't have-and they'd
figured out a way to do sonething that nobody had ever done before. And it was that |ast one that
had really seenmed to get them going, once they' d decided to hel p himout.

And now, clinbing the escalator, up through all these kinds of people who |lived or worked up here,
forcing hinself not to break into a run, Rydell found it hard to believe that God-eater and them
were doi ng what they'd said they could do. And if they weren't, well, he was just fucked.

No, he told hinmself, they were. They had to be. Sonmewhere in Utah a dish was turning, targeted out
toward the coast, toward the California sky. And out of it, fed in fromwherever God-eater and his
friends were, were com ng these packages, no, packets, of signals. Packets, God-eater called them
And sonewhere, high above the Bl ob, up over the whole L. A Basin, was the Death Star.

Rydel | dodged past a silver-haired man in tennis whites and ran up the escal ator. Cane out under
the copper tit. People going in and out of that little mall there. A fountain with water sliding
down bi g ragged sheets of green glass. And there went the Russians, their w de gray backs headi ng
toward the white walls of the conplex where Karen's apartnment was. He coul dn't see Warbaby or

Fr eddi e.

3:32. "Shit," he said, knowing it hadn't worked, that God-eater had fucked him that he'd doomed
Chevette Washi ngton and Subl ett and even Karen Mendel sohn and it was one nore time he'd just gone
for it, been wong, and the last fucking time at that.

And then these things cane through a long gap in the glass, just south of where the handball -
courts were, and he hadn't ever seen anything |ike them There were a bunch of them maybe ten or

a dozen, and they were bl ack. They hardly made any sound at all, and they were sort of floating.
Just skimm ng al ong. The players on the courts stopped to watch them
285

They were helicopters, but too small to carry anybody. Snaller than the smallest mcro-light. Kind
of dish-shaped. French Aerospatiale gun-platforns, the kind you saw on the news from Mexico City,
and he guessed they were under the control of ECCCS, the Emergency Command Control Comrunications
System who ran the Death Star. One of them swuing by, about twenty feet over his head, and he saw
the clustered tubes of sone kind of gun or rocket-I|auncher

"Damm,’' Rydell said, looking up at the future of arned response.

" PCLI CE EMERGENCY. REMAI N CALM'

A woman started scream ng, from sonewhere over by the mall, over and over, |ike sonething
nmechani cal

" REMAIN CALM '

And nostly they did, all those faces; faces of the residents of this high country, their jawines
firm their soft clothes fluttering in the danci ng downdrafts.

Rydel | started running.

He ran past Svobodov and Ol ovsky, who were |ooking at the three helicopters that were nmuch | ower
now, and so clearly edging in on them The Russians' nouths were open and Ol ovsky's hal f-frane

gl asses | ooked |ike they were about to fall off.

"ON YOUR FACES. NOW OR VE FIRE.'

But the residents, slender and mainly blond, stood unnmoved, watching, with racquets in their
hands, or dark gl ossy paper bags fromthe nmall. Watching the helicopters. Watching Rydell as he
ran past them their eyes mldly curious and curiously hard.

He ran past Freddie, who was flat down on the granite payers, doing what the helicopters said, his
hands above his head and his | aptop between them

" REMAIN CALM '

Then he saw War baby, slouched back on a cast-iron bench |like he'd been sitting there forever, just
watching life go by. Warhahy saw him too.

2.86

' POLI CE EMERGENCY. '

H s cane was beside him propped on the bench. He picked it up, lazy and deliberate, and Rydel

was sure he was about to get bl own away.

" REMAIN CALM '

But Warbaby, |ooking sad as ever, just brought the cane up to the brimof his Stetson, |ike sone
ki nd of sal ute.

' DROP THAT CANE.'
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The anplified voice of a SWAT cop, bunkered down in the hardened sublevels of City Hall East,
working his little Aerospatiale through a tel epresence rig. Warbaby shrugged, slowy, and tossed
the cane away.

Rydel | kept running, right through the open gates and up to Karen Mendel sohn's door. Which was
hal f-open, Karen and Chevette Washington both there, their eyes about to pop out of their heads.
"Inside!l" he yelled.

They just gaped at him

"Cet inside!

There were a bunch of big plants beside the door, in a terracotta pot about as high as his waist.
He saw Lovel ess step around it, raising his little gun; Loveless had on a silvery sportscoat and
his left armwas in a sling; his face was studded with mcropore dressings that weren't quite the
ri ght shade, so he | ooked like he had | eprosy or sonething. He was smiling that smle.

"No!" Chevette Washington screamed, 'you nmurdering little fuck!

Lovel ess brought the gun around, about a foot from her head, and Rydell saw the smile vanish
Wthout it, he noticed, Loveless sort of |ooked |ike he didn't have any |ips.

"REMAIN CALM ' the helicopters remnded themall, as Rydell brought tip Wally's flashlight.

Lovel ess never even managed to pull the trigger, which you had to admit was kind of inpressive.
What that capsicumdid,
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it was kind of like when Sublett got an allergic reaction, but a |lot worse, and a | ot quicker

"You crazy, crazy notherfucker,' Karen Mendel sohn kept saying, her eyes swollen up |ike she'd

wal ked through a swarm of hornets. She and Chevette had both caught the edges of that pepper-
spray, and Sublett was so worried about the residue that he'd gone into a closet in Karen's
bedroom and woul dn't come out. 'You crazy, outrageous notherfucker. Do you know what you've done?
Rydel | just sat there, in one of her white Retro Aggressive arnthairs, listening to those

heli copters yelling outside. Later on, when it all cane out, they'd find out that the Republic of
Desire had set Warbaby and them up as these bonb-buil ding nercenaries working for the Sonoran
Separatist Front, with enough high explosives stored in Karen's place to blow that nipple off the
tit and clear to Malibu. And they'd also worked in this hostage-taking scenario, to guarantee the
SWAT guys nmade a soft entry, if they had to. But when the real live Counterterrorism Squad got in
there, it would' ve been pretty hairy, at least if Karen hadn't been a | awer for Cops in Trouble.
Those were sone angry cops, and getting angrier, at first, but then Pursley's people seened to
have their ways to cal mthem down.

But the funny thing was, they, the LAPD, never would, ever, adnit to it that anybody had hacked
the Death Star. They kept saying it had been phoned in. And they stuck to that, too; it was so

important to them evidently, that they were willing, finally, to let alot of the rest of it just
go.
But when he was sitting there, listening to Karen, and gradually getting the idea that, yeah, he

was the kind of crazy notherfucker she liked, he kept thinking about N ghtrmare Fol k Art, and

what ever that woman's nanme was, over there, and hopi ng she was copi ng okay, because God-eater had
needed an L. A nunber to stick into his fake data-packet, a
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nunmber where the tip-off was supposed to have conme from And Rydell hadn't wanted to give them
Kevin's nunber, and then he'd found the N ghtmare nunber in his wallet, on part of a People cover
so he'd given CGod-eater that.

And then Chevette cane over, with her face all swillen fromthe capsicum and asked himif it was
wor king or were they totally fucked? And he said it was, and they weren't, and then the cops cane
inand it wasn't okay, but then Aaron Pursley turned up with about as many other |awers as there
were cops, and then Wellington Ma, in a navy blazer with gold buttons.

So Rydell finally got to neet him

"Always a pleasure to neet a client in person,' Wllington Ma said, shaking his hand.

'Pl eased to neet you, M. Ma,' Rydell said.

‘I won't ask you what you did to nmy voice-mail,' Wellington Ma said, 'but | hope you won't do it
again. Your story, though, is fascinating.'

Rydel | remenbered CGod-eater and that fifty thousand, and hoped Ma and Karen and them weren't going
to be pissed about that. But he didn't think so, because Aaron Pursley had already said, twi ce,
how it was going to be bigger than the Pookey Bear thing, and Karen kept saying how tel egenic
Chevette was, and about the youth angle, and how Chrome Koran would fall all over thenmselves to do
t he nusi c.

And Wl lington Ma had signed up Chevette, and Sublett, too, but he'd had to pass the papers back
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into that closet because Sublett still wouldn't cone out.

Rydell could tell fromwhat Karen said that Chevette had told her pretty much the whole story
whil e she and Subl ett had kept her there, and kept her fromhitting any IntenSecure panic-buttons.
And Karen, evidently, knew all about those VL glasses and how to get themto play things back, SO
she'd spent nost of the tine doing that, and now she knew all about Sunflower or whatever it was
call ed. And she kept
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telling Pursley that there was a dynanite angle here because they could inplicate Cody fucking
Harwood, if they played their cards right, and was he ever due for it, the bastard.

Rydel|l hadn't ever even had a chance to see that stuff, on the gl asses.

"M. Pursley? Rydell kind of edged over to him

"Yes, Berry?

"What happens now?'

"Well," Pursley said, tugging at the skin beneath his nose, 'you and your two friends here are
about to be arrested and taken into custody.'

"W are?'

Pursl ey | ooked at his big gold watch. It was set with dianmonds around the dial, and had a big |unp
of turquoise on either side. 'In about five mnutes. W' re arranging to have the first press-
conference around six. That suit you, or would you rather eat first? We can have the caterers
bring you sonmething in.'

"But we're being arrested.

"Bail, Berry. You ve heard of bail? You'll all be out tomorrow norning.' Pursley beamed at him
"Are we going to be okay, M. Pursley?

"Berry,' Pursley said, 'you're in trouble, son. A cop. And an honest one. In trouble. In deep
spectacul ar, and, please, | have to say this, clearly heroic shit.' He clapped Rydell on the

shoul der. 'Cops in Trouble is here for you, boy, and, let me assure you, we are all of us going to
make out just fine on this.'

Chevette said jail sounded just fine to her, but please could she call sonebody in San Francisco
named Font ai ne?

"You can call anybody you want, honey,' Karen said, dabbing at Chevette's eyes with a tissue.
"They'll record it all, but we'll get a copy, too. What was the name of your friend, the black
man, the one who was shot ?

"Sam ny Sal,' Chevette said.
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Karen | ooked at Pursley. 'W'd better get Jackson Gale,' she said. Rydell wondered what for
because Jackson Gale was this new young bl ack guy who acted in nmade-for-tv novies.

Then Chevette canme over and hugged him all of her pressing up against him and just sort of

| ooking up at himfromunder that crazy-ass haircut. And he |liked that, even if her eyes were al
red and her nose was running.

On Saturday, the fifteenth of November, the norning after his fourth night with Skinner, Yamazaki
wearing an enornous, cape-like plaid jacket, nmuch nended and snelling of candl e-grease, descended
inthe yellowlift to do business with the dealers in artifacts. He brought with hima cardboard
carton containing several large fragnments of petrified wod, the left antler of a buck deer
fifteen conpact discs, a Victorian pronotional novelty in the shape of a fluted chi na nug,
enbossed with the letters 'OXO,' and a danp-swol |l en copy of The Colunbia Literary History of the
United States.

The sellers were |laying out their goods, the norning iron-gray and cl anmy, and he was grateful for
the borrowed jacket, its pockets silted with ancient sawdust and tiny, nameless bits of hardware.
He had been curious about the correct manner in which to approach them but they took the
initiative, clustering around him Skinner's nane on their |ips.

The petrified wood brought the best price, then the nmug, then eight of the conpact discs. It al
went, finally, except for the literary history, which was badly nildewed. He placed this, its blue
boards warping in the salt air, atop a mound of trash. Wth the noney folded in his hand, he went
| ooking for the old woman who sol d eggs. Al so, they needed coffee.

He was in sight of the place that roasted and ground coffee when he saw Fontai ne com ng through
the norning bustle, the collar of his long tweed coat turned up agai nst the fog.

"How s the old man doi ng, Scooter?
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39 Cel ebration on a gray day
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'He asks nore frequently after the girl..." "She's in jail dowm in L.A ,'" Fontaine said. 'Jail?

"Qut on bail this norning, or that's what she said last night. I was on my way over to bring you
this." He took a phone fromhis pocket and handed it to Yamazaki. 'She has that nunber. Just don't
go making too many calls honme, you hear?

' Hone?'

"Japan.'

Yamazaki blinked. 'No. | understand...

"l don't know what she's been up to since that dammed stormhit, but |'ve been too busy to bother
thi nki ng about it. W got the power back but |'ve still got an injury case nobody's bothered to

claimyet. Fished himout of what was |eft of sonebody's greenhouse, Wednesday norning. Sort of
down under your place, there, actually. Don't know if he hit his head or what, but he just keeps
comng around a little, then fading off. Vital signs okay, no broken bones. Got a burn along his
side could be froma bullet, sone kind of hot-shoe load..."'

"You woul d not take himto a hospital ?

"No,' Fontaine said, 'we don't do that unless they ask us to, or unless they're gonna die

otherw se. Lot of us have good reason not to go to places like that, get checked out on conputers
and all.'

"Ah,' Yamazaki said, with what he hoped was tact.

"Ah" so,' Fontaine said. 'Sone kids probably found himfirst, took his wallet if he had one. But

he's a big healthy brother and sonmebody' || recognize himeventually. Hard not to, with that bolt
t hrough his johnson.'

"Yes,' Yamazaki said, failing to understand this last, "and | still have your pistol.

Font ai ne | ooked around. 'Well, if you feel like you don't need it, just chuck it for ne. But |'l|

need that phone back, sometime. How | ong you gonna be staying out here, anyway?'
293

‘. . . 1 do not know.' And it was true.

'You be down here this afternoon, see the parade?

' Par ade?’
"Novenber fifteenth. It's Shapely's birthday. Sonething to see. Sort of Mardi Gras feel to it. Lot
of the younger people take their clothes off, but | don't know about this weather. Wll, see you

around. Say hi to Skinner.

"Hi, yes,' Yanazaki said, sniling, as Fontaine went on his way, the rainbow of his crocheted cap
bobbi ng above the heads of the crowd.

Yarmazaki wal ked toward the coffee-vendor, renenbering the funeral procession, the dancing scarl et
figure with its red-painted rifle. The synmbol of Shapely's going.

Shapely's nurder, sone said sacrifice, had taken place in Salt Lake City. Hi s seven killers,

heavi ly arnmed fundanentalists, nmenbers of a white racist sect driven underground in the nonths
following the assault on the airport, were still inprisoned in Uah, though two of them had
subsequently died of AIDS, possibly contracted in prison, steadfastly refusing the viral strain
patented in Shapely's nane.

They had remained silent during the trial, their |leader stating only that the di sease was God's
vengeance on sinners and the unclean. Lean nmen with shaven heads and bl ank, inplacabl e eyes, they
were CGod's gunnen, and would stare, as such, fromall the tapes of history, forever.

But Shapely had been very weal thy when he had di ed, Yamazaki thought, joining the line for coffee.
Per haps he had even been happy. He had seen the product of his blood reverse the course of
darkness. There were ot her plagues abroad now, but the live vaccine bred from Shapely's vari ant
had saved uncounted mllions.

Yamazaki prom sed hinself that he woul d observe Shapely's birthday parade. He would rernemher to
bring his notchook.

He stood in the snell of fresh-ground coffee, awaiting his turn

Acknow edgnent s
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Thi s book owes a very special debt to Paolo Polledri, founding Curator of Architecture and Design
the San Franci sco Museum of Modern Art. M. Polledri conm ssioned, for the 1990 exhibition

Vi si onary San Francisco, a work of fiction which becane the short story 'Skinner's Room' and al so
arranged for me to collaborate with the architects Mng Fung and Crai g Hodgetts, whose redrawn nap
of the city (though | redrew it once again) provided me with Skywal ker Park, the Trap, and the
Sunfl ower towers. (From another work comm ssioned for this exhibition, R chard Rodriguez's
powerful 'Sodom Reflections on a Stereotype,' | appropriated Yamazaki's borrowed Victorian and
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the sense of its nelancholy.)

The term Virtual Light was coined by scientist Stephen Beck to describe a formof instrunentation
that produces 'optical sensations directly in the eye without the use of photons' (Mondo 2000).
Rydel | 's Los Angeles owes nuch to ny reading of Mke Davis's City of Quartz, perhaps nost
particularly in his observations regarding the privatization of public space.

| amindebted to Markus, aka Fur, one of the editors of Mercury Rising, published by and for the
San Franci sco Bi ke Messenger Association, who kindly provided a conplete file of hack issues and
then didn't hear fromnme for a year or SO (sorry). Mercury Rising exists '"to inform anuse, piss
of f, and otherw se reinforce' the nmessenger community. It provided
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me with Chevette Washington's workpl ace and a good deal of her character. Proj on!

Thanks, too, to the follow ng, all of whom provided crucial assistance, the right fragnent at the
right time, or artistic support: Laurie Anderson, Cotty Chubb, Sanuel Del any, Richard Dorsett,

Bri an Eno, Deborah Harry, Richard Kadrey, Mark Laidlaw, Tom Maddox, Pat Murphy, Richard Piellisch,
John Shirley, Chris Stein, Bruce Sterling, Roger Trilling, Bruce Wagner, Jack Wnack.

Special thanks to Martha MIlard, ny literary agent, ever understanding of the |ong haul.

And to Deb, Graene, and Claire, with love, for putting up with the time | spent in the basement.

Vancouver, B.C.
January 1993
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