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Al magic, it goes without saying,
is illusion. The effect of the
illusion is howit appears to the
audi ence. The preparation

for the illusion is everythi ng—
fromthe crinping of a card

to the practicing of ten thou-
sand hours. If the prepara-

tion has been sufficient and
proper, then the execution

of the illusion is inexorable:

before you're even -started,
the work is done.

By the great ones, and | would
be lying if I didn't include
nmysel f, magic is the ultimte
entertai nment: they, the audi-
ence, will never forget you

or hold you less than kindly in
their hearts. What |'m saying, al
you begi nners out there, is this:

you do it right, they can't |ove
you enough . , ,



Merlin, Jr.

He was ol d, and usually he did not hunt near Mel ody
Lake. But just before dark he had startled a decent
buck, and tracked it, forgetting tine. It was cold when
he gave it up, and across the | ake he saw the main
house lit, and | ower down by the shore, a single lit
cabi n.

The screans started coming fromthe cabin.

4* first he thought they were fenal e screans, but

sound can be deceptive over water, and after a no-

ment, he began to have serious doubts. They coul d

have been coming froma nan, a woman, sone gi ant

cat. Finally, he wasn't certain'they came froma living
throat at ail.

Even with the | oaded shotgun in his arns, he began

to shiver. The screans drew himcl oser, though they

had every reason not to: he was frightened, he was

'old, it wasn't his business, he didn't know t he peopl e,
his own wife would start worrying soon

Still the screans forced himforward.

And slowy, step by doubting step, gun ready, he

noved around the water toward the sound, toward

the one lit cabin and whatever was left inside . . |,

1. EFFECT
1
Trust nme for a while.

| understand that's really the line the spider hit the
fly with, not "cone into ny parlor" as popul ar | egend

has it, and | also realize |I am not al ways your nopst
Walter Cronldte type fella, sturdy, staunch, etc. But

in this particular instance, there is Just no doubt in ny
you- shoul d- pardon-t he-expression nind that | know

wher eof | speak.

Corky thinks |I'mcrazy, natch

Sonebody sure is.

Doubl eSpace.

| don't know quite how to put this without sounding
unduly nel odramatic, but something, and | wish to
Christ | understood what, is happening to Corky.

He i s changi ng.

Look—not hing wong with change. And I'mnot im
plying this is something out of Invasion of the Body
Snat chers and there's some giant pod from outer space

begi nning to inhabit his cranium

And |'mal so aware that he's functioning full out, his
career is rocketing right along and the broads he's al



the tine picking up never seemto have any conplaints

—why he always only sees them once though, ']

never figure, it's like they fall off the face of the earth
or something, but his sex life isn't all that much ny

busi ness, probably he bores easy—and not only is he

doi ng good and screw ng good, he's still as decent and
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t houghtful a guy |I guess who's cone down the pike of
| at e.

But goddanmit, | see signs.

Exanpl e: the nmoodi ness. Never used to be there.

And if he would get down on hinself in the old days,
could always zing hima little, force sone kind of rise
out of him snap himto. No nore. ' x

Now there's these |ong sil ences.

And he's closing oE. He used to be so open you*d
al nost want to advise himto he a little. Wll he's
lying now And not just a little either

My deepest fear? | think Cork/s cracking.
Doubl eSpace.

Query: define for those of us with less intellectua
equi prent than thee, oh w se one, "cracking."

A kosher Freudian would answer thusly: the state of
bei ng bal ny; of having m splaced the marbles, |oos-
ened the screw

Fol | ow-up query: and you actually mean to con-

clude that just because a close friend gets quiet on
occasi on and on ot her occasions fibs—this is proof to
you that he is becom ng | oony tunes?

No, | guess not, but | also can't sit here and ignore
the fact that this very afternoon in front of God and
everybody, he got, for the first time in his life, a n-
grai ne—ean you believe that?—n the igyo' sP—t's right
out of a Joannie Crawford flick for chrissakes.

He was being quiet for what | thought was too |ong

a period, so | asked, "Sonething the matter?"

No, should there be?" Corky answered.

But a little too innocent for ne to buy conpletely,
so | hit himwith a follow up: "You sure been staring
out the window for a while."

"I"'mthinking is all."

" About ?"

He shrugs. "Things."



"That's pretty specific.”
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"Nothing, really, fust a couple little things that are
maybe ki nd of bothering ne,"

"Schmucko," | said logically and soft *Tf things

are bothering you then logically, by definition, sone-
thing nust be the matter. So | sinply ask again,
what ?"

—and he expl odes—

Corky. Yelling, scream ng. The same Corky who is
so sweet you want to whoopse, as | never tire of point-
ing out to him is insulting the shit out of ne.

This is nmy journal, and | can put in what | want to
put in and | eave out what | want to | eave out and
choose to | eave out the details of the abuse. But it
goes on and on and on until finally | say, "Aw Laddie,
pl ease Jesus, | was only trying to help."

He cut off then. Started to pace. Stopped. Started
agai n. Sl owed- Then the blinking. You could sense
somet hi ng. Now he stopped the second tine”T.ittle al-
nost inperceptible pulsing in his tenple area. He
stood there and you could actually see the nonment
when the pain whi pped down, descended |ike a snow
fall.

Do | have to tell you | had tears behind ny eyes?

Tactful comrent: this is starting to seem Just the
least bit flitty. Fats old stick

Honest reply: | know, | know, and we're not, but I
can't help the way it sounds. "Tears." "M graines."
Sonetimes | think that if ne and Corky only had one

of those infinitely conplicated unceasingly sado-mso-
chi stic honosexual relationships, boy, how sinple life
woul d be ...
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In the nmiddle of Manhattan is the Frick, and in the

nm ddl e of the Frick is the Garden Court, many col -

umed, a gently curving glass roof over it all. There is
a small fountain in the center, and the roomis filled
with plants inmbedded in dirt so rich and black it seens
al nost painted. There are a few marbl e benches where

you can sit and rest and | ook at the plants and listen
to the quiet falling of the water. If there is a nore
peaceful place in the central city, it remains thus far
undi scover ed.

And it was in the Garden Court of the Frick Miuseum
at dose to six o'clock, on the nth of Cctober that
Corky Wthers, seated alone in the coner, began
silendy to weep.

The crying gave no warning, had no build. One no-

ment he was staring at the fountain, dry-eyed, the next
he was caught up in quiet tears. He reached for his
handkerchief, wiped a fewtinmes, but it didn't help, so
he buried his face in his hands.

"1 don't suppose you want to talk.**

Corky | ooked up into the old wonan's face. He had

seen her around, sometines helping at the little stand
where they sold books and post cards.

"You cone here often," she said.

Cor ky made a nod.

"You |like the paintings?"

This room" Corky said. "It's so peaceful | feel good
here.”

She pointed to his face. "If this is what you're like
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when you feel good, 1'd hate to see you when you're
happy. "

Corky had to laugh. After a monment, he dried his
eyes. "Thank you," he said.

"Things will get better, you'll see."
"Things are getting better, that's what's so crazy."-,

She sat down al ongsi de hi mon the bench. "I'm M ss
FI anagan, what's your nane?"

"Corky people call ne.

"Way really were you crying—+'ma terrible snoop."



"You'll laugh."
**Never at tears.”

"I got a piece of wonderful news yesterday.*"
*Tm not | aughing,"” M ss Flanagan said. "But thafs

not to say | don't see the hunor."

"Why are you |l ooking at me like that?" Corky said.

"' Because |'ve noticed you before and you' ve al ways
rem nded nme of sonmebody and | just realized who.

You | ook |ike a young Spencer Tracy."

"Big ears and big nose you nean?"

She shook her head. "It's in the eyes. | believe you.
You should run for president | always thought that
Spencer Tracy woul d have nmade a wonderful presi-
dent”

From a doorway, a guard appeared. "d osing up
shop. May."

M ss Fl anagan nodded and stood. Corky did the
same. "Where do you live?" he asked. "You're not the
only snoop on Ac bl ock."

"I have a roomup in Yorkville."

"I go that way. Let me taxi you hone."

Tmnot in the habit of traveling with strange nen."

"I only drink blood on Tuesdays," Corky told her

She studied his eyes. "Just |ike Spencer Tracy," she
said, she held out her arm "It would be ny pleasure."
He smiled his good smile and guided her to the street,
hel ped her into a cab. It was the first time she had
taken one, she said, in eleven years, except once when
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a rainstormhit just after she'd bought a brand new
pair of shoes.

They got out on the conmer of 8/th and First—her
roomwas hal fway in toward York—and on the corner

as he paid, she stopped and stared at the tiny jewelry
shop that was closing up on the coner. She waved to
the little man inside. "He's very nice, M. Shaber, he
lets ne wi ndowshop all | want," she said when Corky
cane al ongsi de.

"You do it a lot?"
"Before I go hone."

"Every night?"

She nodded. "Just for a minute or two." She pointed
to a lovely design of silver chains. "I always tell M.
Shaber |'m saving for one."

Corky took her into the shop. "Gold would | ook bet-
ter on you," he said. He pointed to a slender strand of



gold. "Price, please?" he said.
"For the choker? Hundred and ten plus tax."

"Fine," Corky said and got out his wallet, put two
hundred in cash on the counter, held out his hand for
t he choker. Turn around,"” he said to M ss Fl anagan
"Don't you play ganes with ne."

"Turn around, that's an order."

She hal f turned. "Wy are you doing this?"

"Because | can," and he gestured for her to finish
turni ng. Wien she did he put the choker around her

throat, fixed the clasp properly.

She just stared at herself in the mirror, then at Corky.
"Are you rich?"

He shrugged. "Not yet. Maybe | could be."

M. Shaber returned with the change, handed it
over.

M ss Fl anagan was | ooking at herself in the nmirror
again. "lIt's really mine?"

"Ch stop it"

"You don't think it's too tight or anything?"

"I think it's just the newness of the feel," M. Shaber
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told her. "Wear it awhile. | can always have it nade a
little longer if you. decide."

" "Night," Corky said, and he opened the door for

her.

As they turned onto Syth she said, "Thank you but I
really want to know why you're doing this.” -*

"I don't know. You made ne | augh when | was cry-

ing. | like to please people."
"Have you done this kind of thing before?"
"Never. Probably never will again."

"What can | do in exchange?"

"You don't get it. May—we're even now. "

"Can | at |east make you some coffee?"

"I"'mnot in the habit of coffee-ing with strange
wonen. "

She | aughed, touched the gold. "It does feel tight."*

"Probably just the newness."



*WI1 you have cof fee?"

"I'"l1l walk you to your door. Maybe you'll change
your mnd, not want ne inside."

"No. | trust you."

"Everybody does. **

"I's there any reason they shoul dn't?"
Corky felt bis eyes go cold. "Not for nme to say ,. .*

3

THE MYSTERY OF THE GOLDEN CHOKER

I'"mnot about to knock Georges or Dane Agatha off

their thrones, but right fromthe start, as soon as | saw
the thing, | knew it was weirdo tine. | asked, as cas-

ually as only I can, what the fuck it was.

Cor ky shrugged, as casually as only he can. "Just a
thing. Choker | think they're called."

"And we're wearing gold this year, is that it. Her-
m one?"

"It's not mne."
"Possession is nine-tenths, schnucko."

He | ooked af me. "Please. | would really appreciate
it more than you can imagine if we don't pursue this."

"I"'mnot pursuing, who s pursuing, but when some-
body spends what must be a grand for a hunk of
jewelry, can you blame me since |I'monly known far
and wi de as being that sonebody's nanager, for being
alittle interested?"

"It didn't even cost hardly a hundred." Corky got out
a cigarette. "Want one?"

| said sure and we snoked awhil e.

"Don't do this, huh? | asked please,* he said finally.
"Just snoking is all I'"'mdoing,” | told him

"It's the silence.”

"You want | should put on ny tap shoes and do ny
Annette Funicello routine?"

"It was just an impulse. | bought it for Mss Flan-
agan, she's an old lady."
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"Ch | believe that. | get those inpulses hourly. Tm
acquiring the Taj Mahal for the m | kman tonorrow "



Hes starting to pace now, inhaling tense and deep

"It was too tight for her. She asked ne to take it back
The jewel er said he'd loosen it but when | got to the
store he was shut so I'Il take it in later.” A

"Wy the inpul se?"
He | ooked at nme. "You'll make nore out of it than

| feel like just now "

"Wy the inpul se?"

"You just gonna keep on saying that?"

"Throughout eternity, Heathcliff—-why the inpulse?"

He woul dn't | ook at me and he was tal king |ickety-

rucl dngsplit. "I was at the Frick, | was listening to the
fountain, | started to cry. Mss Flanagan works there,
she got me out of my nmood, | felt I owed her sone-

thing, no big deal, see?"
"You cried? In public?”
"I knew you'd make nore—-

"—ust hold it—day before yesterday, you play Babs
Stanwyck and get a m grai ne—which just happened to
be the day the agency called and said there was sone
tv interest. The next day, weeping, which just hap-
pened to be the day the agency called again to say
things were starting to simrer on the tv deal ."

Corky put out his cigarette. "Wiy couldn't this |eg-
endary M ss Fl anagan take the choker back to the
jewel er hersel f?"

"l volunteered."

"I don't believe you. | think you're biding some-
t hi ng. "

"What would | be hiding?"

"I don't know-eall the Frick and get her on the
phone—

"—no reason—

"—all right, 1'll call her. Flanagan you say?" | start
to dial information for the Frick

He's got his hand on mine, stopping the dialing.
"She won't be there, | just remenbered.”

MAG C ai
I waited.
"She was going on vacation. That's right. She won't

be back for a while. She told nme that. Wiile we were
havi ng coffee. | just renenbered now. "



| still waited, staring at him
"I want you to say you believe ne."

"Ch Laddie, 'course | do," and | hit the sincerity

with all | had and he bought it Then | did a quick

subj ect change. Creasey or Erie Stanley woul d have
probably kept backi ng away, but who can deal with

t hose ki nda consequences, not me. | nean, what if it

was all alie? O worse, what if it was all true, and he's
| osing control bad, tears for the world to see. O worse,
what if it's kind of true. And there is a M ss Fl anagan.
O was, maybe, till yesterday .

Doubl eSpace.
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"I'n that book, ylrmow, you kill me.**

Corky | ooked at the fat girl, smled. He took her
arm when the Iight changed, guided her across 66th
Street

"Did you read it?"

"Looki ng for M. CGoodbarp" Corky shook his head.

It was al most nidnight and they hadn't even gotten to
her pl ace yet

"But you know about it?"

"Sort of by default; any girl in a singles place brings
it up sooner or later. | guess by mentioning it they
figure they' Il ward off evu spirits.”

"Are you an evil spirit?"

**] wish | was that colorful," Corky said.

She didn't smile or anything.

Corky stopped on the sidewal k. "Hey, you're very
frightened."

"Unhmm" Then: "Should | be?"



"I"'mvery gentle," Corky said, very gently. Then

"Al'l nmy victins say that."

She still would not smle.

"Now you please listen, okay? It's late, and you've
probably got to get up early for work tonorrow, and
there's no | aw says we've got to do anything at all,
either with or to each other. Let ne wal k you to your
door and well call it quits. O | can |leave you here if
you'd like."

"Are you always so considerate or is it an act?"
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"I don't know. It's an act" He thought about that
"No, it isnt"

She started wal king. "Come on," she said. "l trust
you. Why do you think that is?"

Cor ky shrugged. "People do."

"Al ways?" ->
"Pretty nuch."

"To their regret?*

"You're still frightened."

*Tm down to edgy."

"Have you ever been picked up before?"

"That's what's so crazy, this is ny forty-sixth tine."
Cor ky broke out | aughing.

"Way is that funnyf

"I don't know, the accuracy surprised ne."

She gestured to the canopy Just ahead. *Tmin
there."”

Corky escorted her to the door. There was an old
man asl eep inside, clad in what was once a uniform
"Up to you," he said.

She studied his face. "You don't even renmenber ny
nane, do you?"

"You said your name was Di ana, but you probably
lied. "

She sort of smiled, did nod. "On the noney. Really



I"m Fern." Now she | ooked at him "111 bet you're not
really Charles, though, are you?"*

"It takes a lot out of you when you lie, so |l try to
avoid it whenever possible. Charies Wthers, that's ne.
Most everybody calls me Corky."

"I can't make you out"

"You're not supposed to, Diana slash Fem MW God,

Fve spent a whole lifetime getting ny disguise on
straight, you think I want just anybody seeing through
it without at least a little effort?"

"Fm not just anybody."

"I can tell that, Femny beloved; it's realy quite
apparent, Diana nmy sweet—you take | onger making
up your nmind than just anybody. But we are now in;
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the crunch. Do we go up or do we part? Because we

have prattled enough in this Cctober night and frankly,
al though I don't know you well enough to be poetic,

nmy ass is freezing standing here.”

She gestured inside. "Ch, we go up. W always go
up. Al nmost always anyway. | just |ike dragging things
out if I can."

"Well feel proud, you've done royally.”

"Corky? You were never an 'al nost

"Gratefully received," Corky said-

"You talk nice and | like your face," Fem said. She
gl anced up at him "Besides," and for a nonent, she

paused.

Cor ky wait ed.

"You |l ook famliar . . .'*
"You're still dragging things out," Corky called from
t he bed.

I nside the bathroom the sink went off, the door half
opened. "What?" Fem from behind the door

"You are awaited," Corky told her

"G ve me one sec nore; |'ve got a cleanliness thing,
you don't m nd?"

"Just so you wear the spike heels and the rubber
suit. 111 forgive anything."

She | aughed, cl osed the door. Again, water from



t he si nk.

Corky lay on his side, studying the door, wondering
i f he should have picked up the one with the body
instead. Fern had a pretty face in spite of her flesh
but the other one, the one two stools down, had been
spl endidly stacked. Corky had wavered, wondering

whi ch he should try for, and fromthe way the built
one had watched him he felt there was a decent
chance she woul d prove accommodati ng. But sorme-

t hi ng about the aggression in her, some shoul der set
per haps or maybe just the way she gripped her gl ass,
made hi m deci de no. The one with the body | ooked

i ke a hbber—you can screw nme, buddy, but |eme
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tell you, you're gom a suffer—sad he was in no nood
for grappling.

The sound of the sink continued. Nothing to do but
wait Corky waited, eyes now dosed*

e o o ~ggy Ann Snow
Peggy Ann Snow

Pl ease let ne fol |l ow
\Wher ever you go .,

Corky blinked. The little poem al ways had a way

of surprising him arriving al nost unbi dden from sone-
where inside. No matter what girl he slept with or how
many, at sone point Peg would appear, just to let him
know she was still around.

"Duh-dumm " Fern stood in the doorway, pretty
face shining, a large towel held in front of her |arge
body.

"Wrth the wait," Corky said.

She nodded toward the bed lanp on his side. *Tm
the shy type."

"You haven't got a conmer on the market, Fmstil
wearing ny underwear." He flicked the roominto

dar kness. She crossed to the bed with the speed of
famliarity and then she was beside him He reached
for her, pulled her close.

She touched him "You aren't either wearing any-
thing," Fern said, surprised, for a noment, childlike.

"Trying to make you happy."

"Make me happy. "

Corky was gentle with women. He had started | ate,
and when he first began socializing, that gentl eness

was probably bom of plain blind panic, but it seened
to work well, and it canme naturally to him so he never



felt the need to change. Now. slowy, he began touch-
ing Fern's body, the tips of his fingers tracing nindless
patterns on her skin.

"Fem " he whi spered,

"What ?"
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"Try and remenber one thing.**
"Tell me."

This isn't a dentist's appointnent”

"Am | that tense?"

"I would say so."

"It takes ne a while to get in the swi ng of things.
"111 be right here waiting."

"Li sten?"

«ri »

Sure.

"I"'msorry, usually | relax faster."

"Time is not one of our major problens,” Corky
said, gently and soft, and then he kissed her, kissed her
again, ran the tip of his tongue al ong her neck. She
reached for him held himtoo tight, feigned passion

He waited for her to unclasp and when she did he

began the soft touching again, his fingertips noving
constantly now, circling her breasts, noving around

wi t hout quite approaching, and she held hi magain,

this time the passion | ess feigned, and they kissed, she
rel axed a bit nmore, and now his fingers grazed her soft
breasts, touching the flesh, not the nipple, keeping a
fine rhythmgoing until her nipple began to distend

and harden and

e o o ggy -~nn Snow

Peggy Ann Snow

Pl ease let nme fol | ow—

/

" Cor ky?"

"Shh. "

"No. Really. Listen, | hate people who ask 'what are
you thinking' but what are you thinking?"

"It doesn't matter."



"I did sonmething wong, didn't IP—that's why you
hesi tated?—what did | do?"

"Agirl I had a crush on, that's alL"
"When?"

"I haven't seen her in fifteen years."
"So why'd you think of her now?"
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Tor sustenance* he couldn't say. 'Because | always
do' wasn't rmuch better. "I guess you nust remind me of
her," Corky said.

"I like that," Fern said.
Cor ky ki ssed her breasts.
That too," from Fern, sorter this tine.

The pace picked up then. She was relaxing easily

and he felt in control Besides, there was sonething oc-
casionally pleasant about being with an overwei ght
worman—especi al |y when they were still young enough

to have f£esh tone. No matter where Corky placed his
skilled hands, there was nothing to jar him nothing
sharp to injure. It was a round world he was visiting,
and getting there was probably a quarter of the fun
Their bodies were in synch now, and when she was

nmoi st he was ready, so he noved in, being careful to
keep his weight off her as he rolled on top, because
she was, if the signals she was sending were to be
bel i eved, enjoying herself thoroughly and he had no

wi sh to add any disconfort; bal anced on his el bows
and knees. Corky moved in happy silence, a silence
that went on for he hadn't really any exact idea, but
it ended when Fem said "The Carson showrF quite

[ oudly.

"Yes?"

"No wonder you | ooked famliar—y God, | saw you
on The Johnny Carson Show, you were a guest after
Don Rickles, that's right, isn't it?"

Cor ky stopped what he was doing. "Right"

"I'"'m fucki ng sonebody fampus, that's just so won-
der f uL"

"I'"mnot fanous."
"Ch but you will be, | know it—you were sensati onal

better than Bickles—+ swear to God |I'mnot just saying
t hat because you're here.**



Cor ky sai d not hing. Coul d-not - say- anyt hng.

"Just wait till | tell themat Brearley—+ teach at
Brearley, that's a school..." Her voice |lost the excite-
ment. "No one would believe nme. 'Fambus Man Fucks
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Fat Grl." | wouldn't believe it either.” She was quiet a
monent "To hell with "em | won't tell anyone." She
nmoved out, groped around for the bed lanmp, turned it
on. "But I'll know, won't |?"

Cor ky made a nod.

She reached up, touched his face. "You know what,
M. Wthers? You are ny menory now . "

Corky waited till she turned the light off. Then he
put his lips to her throat. Her throat was |lovely ..

5

Fats was sprawled in an arnchair, the latest Variety
near by. Corky cane out of the bedroom He had been
lying down in his slacks and button-down, and now

the pants were winkled, the shirt torn. Nobody said
anything for a noment. Corky wal ked slowy to the

wi ndow and opened the blinds. The October sun

wasn't all that strong, but even so, it made himcry out
wi th sudden pain. Quickly he closed the blinds again,
yanked themtight shut

"Schmucko, " Fats said then. "You and ne have got
to have a powwow. "

"No we don't," Corky told him He glanced at his
watch. "Christ, howlong was | in there?"

"I don't know, two hours, nore maybe, what dif-
ference does it nmake?"

"Curious is all."
"What you nean is, are they getting worse?"
"'You bl ame nme for wondering?"

"You're the only one that can answer that.'
pause. "Are they?"

Long

Anot her. Longer. Then; "I think."

"That's two migraines right?—the first mgraines of

your life, let's not forget, and you stand there and say
we don't have to tal k?"

"Nothing to talk about I'mfine now "

"Sure you are: your hands are twi tching, your eyes



are all sunk in, your face is the color of cream of-fuck-
i ng-wheat —e all |ook |ike that when we're fine."

Corky turned away. "Go easy on the sarcasm huh?"
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"Aw Christ, Laddie. |"'mworried, that's all,"
"1 know'

*Butt nme?"

Corky got out cigarettes for each of them Iit them
bot h.

"Anyt hi ng happen | ast night?" Fats asked.

*Tou mean anything so unusual it would cause a
goddam mi grai ne? Don't you think that's reaching?*

"Spiel."

"I picked up a girl, bought her a couple drinks, went
horme with her."

" And?"

"You want ne to get graphic? You want a rundown
on the texture of her thighs?"

"Let me be the smart ass, okay? Now you're with this
girl and it went fine?"

"It did-for ne. | think she was kind of sorry to see

me go. She even asked would | sign her Latin text-

book. "

"Text book—was this a school kid you were boni ng?"

"No, no, a teacher, at Breariey; very fancy pl ace.
"Sounds it—at |east one of their teachers is a hooker
with a signature fetish—+that's just the kind of fine out-
standi ng individual | want getting my kids ready to

face life."

"It's perfectly | ogi cal she caught the Carson show
and liked it and anyway, you don't have any kids."

"I'f I did, I wouldn't send themto this Breariey—ry
God, | wonder what the gymteacher's into?"

Corky started | aughing.

"It wasn't that funny," Fats said.

"I thought it was."

"No. I'"'monto sonmething and you're trying to throw

me off the track—did she know who you were right
of f ?"



Cor ky hesit at ed.

"Before or after-when did she recogni ze you?'
"During."

"Ch, Laddie. That's got to be it"
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"You telling me that's significant, Doctor?"

"You telling me it isn't. . . P Wat happened after
she recogni zed you?"

"She just turned on the lights and | ooked at ne.*
"And after that?"

"When it was dark again you nean? | guess
ki ssed her throat"

"And t hen?"

Corly shook his head. "That would be telling.. .*

' AN

[
J

The Postrman was | and of a | egend. For many reasons,
nost notably two. (i) He was the only agent now op-
erating who had been given his nicknane by Jol son

This was back in the zo's, a sunmer Sunday and the
si nger needed a | arge anpbunt of cash; hard to find
now, harder then. But Ben G eene—the Postnman's

gi ven appel | ati on—had scrounged up the proper

anmount ,

handed it to the pleased performer at a | arge

| uncheon party. Jol son had put his armaround the
then kid, and said out loud, "This one is gonna be
heard from-he's |ike the Postman, he al ways cones

t hrough." For the ensuing half century, the Postman
he had been.

(a) He was the only agent ever operating who had

nmoved through all the branches of show business with
never a renotely bad year carrying all that while the
Single stigmata that had rui ned so many careers; he
wasn't Jewi sh. "How is such a thing possible?" he

woul d thunder. "How such a miracle? Was it because

I was nmore brilliant? Yes, but that wasn't all. Because
I was nmore industrious? Yes, but others |abored and

fel

by the waysi de. The secret was sinply this:"—and

here he woul d pause, drop his voice to as close as it
woul d cone to a whisper—1 triunphed because, with

a nane |ike Ben G eene, how could I possibly be
gentil e?" Then he would wait for his laugh, timng it
perfectly, always.



Probably he shoul d have been an actor—he was, in
fact, a compul sive and not unskill ed amateur magician
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—and he cultivated his theatricality whenever possible.
"You are looking at a fella who is crimnally flanboy-
ant," he liked to say. "Christ, | invented conspi cuous
consunption.” It mght have been true—he was terribly
rich. "For many reasons,"” he liked to say; "nost notably
three: | had big earning years when there weren't a,

| ot of taxes, but that's not as inportant as investing
sensibly, which | also did, but that's not as inportant
as marrying an heiress, which | also did." And then a
pause. "God bl ess and rest her soul."

He becane, on his wife's death, the chief stockhol der
in one of the three |argest hairbrush conpanies in the
worl d, which only proved, he liked to say, that God had
a sense of hunor, since the Postman had been bald

bef ore even Jol son cane into his life. Frail and small,
bal d and weak-eyed, with the energy of the truly
driven. "If they could harness nme, Con Ed could |ight
the world."

He was |ong past retirement age, but the Morris peo-
ple let himkeep his office and work when he want ed.
"They're kind to me," he liked to say. Tor nany
reasons, nost notably one; if they' re not, they know
goddamwel I "1l buy the company and fire the fuck-
ers."

He adored noney. He knew, to the half dollar, how

he had done that day on the market. Wienever pos-

sible he liked getting hourly reports and was constantly
conputing on tabl ecloths, comng out with statenents
like "I lost eleven thousand dollars during coffee.”
Gain or loss, it never bothered him

Because the purpose of money was to spend. "I am
unabashedly ol dveau riche" he liked to say; "nobody

my age is allowed to be nouveau anything." Only the

best would satisfy, and if he couldn't get the best, $(®
got the nmpbst expensive. Wich was why he drove v

white Com che convertible, and snoked only MotV

Cruz Individuals, and drank only Lafite until he. found.
that Petrus was selling for higher, so he swtched brand
al | egi ance overni ght And why, since it had made its
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coneback, he lunched, daily, at least this year, at the
coner table farthest fromthe door of The Four
Seasons ...

Corky hated fancy places. Overstatenent He had

not been to enough of themto devel op anything ap-
proxi mating hatred. But he disliked themplenty. It
was mainly a matter of bel ongi ng—all the other people
in whatever rich roomhe found hinself—their creden-



tials were in order, they understood the dinensions,
got the decorumright Corky sinply felt fal se-he had
no busi ness being there, soon he'd be found out, then
thrown out, humiliated publicly, never the happiest
way.

When the Postman had invited himto |unch. Corky
tried to nake it an office nmeeting but the old man
woul dn't hear of it, sinply said, "The Seasons, tonor-
row, one, gTiye." and rang off.

Now, Corky stal ked the sidewal k across fromthe
restaurant He had waited until he had seen the Post-

man go i n—+f he bad arrived, first, they never would
have seated him they woul d have spotted right off he
didn't belong in a nice place like that, they would have
bl own himright back to the street with their |aughter

But if the Postman was already there, he would be

all right, could just walk right up to the reservations
man and say, "M . Ben Greene is expecting nme, Fm
positive he is," and they would nod and ask for himto
foll ow and then once he got to the Postman's table, no
one woul d ever dare to throw himout, he was safe.

He opened the door to the restaurant, wal ked past
the coat checking room up the stairs to the reservations
desk. Halfway up the stairs nore accurately.

That was when the reservations nman gl anced at
Corky's throat—where he didn't have a necktie.

Corky froze.
N The reservations man went back to his |ists.

Why do you do this to yourself? You shoul d have
Wrn a tie or called and asked if one was necessary.
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Either way. But you do not go to a place like this place
i mproperly attired.

Unl ess you want to get thrown out

Corky began to fidget. The reservati ons man | ooked
up again, again at the bare throat.

| don't want to get throw out. | don't court failure.
Tr ue.

"Were you | ooking for someone, sir?" the reserva-
tions man said from behind his small desk

Cor ky nodded.

The reservations nman gestured for himto cone
nearer.

Cor ky di d.



"Who did you wish to see?"

|"msorry about the necktie. Corky was about to

say. It was Just a mistake, | didn't mean anyt hing,
Corky al most said. Instead he said, "Ben Greene," and
the reservations man said, "Of course, follow ne," and
sm |l ed—sm | ed—

See? You're as good as any of *em

He wal ked across the room passing all the wealthy
peopl e who bel onged t here.

As any of 'en

The Postrman was waiting in the comer. "Have
got news for you. Sit. Want a drink?"

"I figured you did when you called. No, nothing."
"Have a cigar," the Postman said, handing over an

I ndi vi dual e. "Four bucks each. | got a special deal
Dunhill's loves me. | get "emten for forty.

Corky put it into his inside blazer pocket. "For |ater
Thank you. What's the good news?"

"I"mbuil ding the suspense, don't interrupt." He
handed over another |ndividuale. "Take two, they're
big."

Cor ky nodded, slid the second cigar beside the first.

"How s your manager?" the Postman asked, with his

usual sour smile; Fats always referred to him both -in
public and anywhere el se, as "Gangrene," which the
Postman felt a bit undignified for one of his years.
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Tats is inrucldngpossible as always," Corky said,
imtating Fats flaw essly.

"What's that speck on your blazer?" the Postman
asked, reaching across the table and Corky tried not
to smile because there wasn't nuch he coul d do about
it, it was magic tine.

The Postnman's hand burst into flane.
Corky did his best to | ook surprised.

"Pretty good, wouldn't you say?" the Postman said.
"Brand- new fl ash paper—nproved—Fannen's just got

in a shiprment." Tannen's was the best magic store
probably anywhere, with a catal og hundreds of pages
| ong. The Postman owned at | east one of al nost every
trick they sold and spent as many hours per week as
he could talking with the magi ci ans who used the



pl ace as a cl ubhouse when they were in town.

"You really fooled nme," Corky said,

"You shoul dda worn a necktie," the Postman said,
going into his right-hand suit pocket. "Here." And he
pull ed out a blue silk scarf. "This'11 go nice with your
bl azer,"” and he handed it out to Corky, but by the tine
Corky had gotten it, the Postman had run it through

hi s hands and the scarf was now green. The Post man

wi nked at Corky. "Pretty good, wouldn't you say?"

"Yessir." Then: "Do you think we could get to the
good news now?"
"Show is over." The Postnan nodded, and he

reached into his inside pocket. "No nmore magic, you

got ny word. Here's the ternms |'ve worked out— He

st opped suddenly, |ooking at his hand. "Wy, what's
this | found? Look, Corky, it's a sponge ball, | wonder
how it got there? Looks |ike an ordinary sponge bal

to nme, what do you think?" He held it out for Corky

to exam ne

"Very ordinary," Corky said.
"Let's just see," the Postman went on, a certain
practiced note coming into his voice now "l have a
strange feeling this just mght be one of those rare
sponge balls recently discovered off the coast of Ti bet
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—surely you've read about the nysterious di sappearing
Ti betan mracle balls."

"l haven't; nossir."

"They di sappear. Corky. If you squeeze them hard

enough, they turn into atnosphere. Now |'m probably
alittle too old, ny fingers probably |lack the strength,
but let's just see."

Cor ky watched as the Postman put the ball between
hi s hands and exerted pressure.

"Amazi ng," Corky said.
"Hold on, goddanmit," the Postman said, "it ain't

gone yet," and he opened his hands, showi ng the tiny
sponge ball He started to squeeze agai n, naking”tde
grunt sounds as he did. "Now you can say 'amazing,'"

t he Postman said, opening his hands, the ball gone. He
wi nked at Corky. "Pretty good, wouldn't you say?"

Cor ky nodded.
The Postman pulled off his thumb tip with the

sponge ball inside, stuffed it into his pocket Then he
just | ooked at Corky for a long time, studying him



""What's wong?" Corky said finally.

"I"'mtrying to freeze you like you are right now—
you' d be doing the both of us a favor if you' d do it
too. Remenber who we are that's sitting here.*"

Cor ky wait ed.
"You're a good kid, Cork. I've been a little bit around

—+ was Cain's agent when he went in the ring against
Abel —and |'ve seen it a thousand tines out of a thou-
sand: you hit it big, you turn shitheel. Thafs an auto-
matic. I'd love it if you'd beat the odds."

"Maybe | won't hit it big," Corky said.

"Two years ago, you couldn't get arrested; two years
fromnow you' re gonna have it alL | conned CBS into
giving you the pilot special. Wich, as you m ght have
guessed, is the reason |'ve called us all together.**..

Very quickly Corky said, "Wat's a pilot special?"
"How ol d are your

"Just over thirty."

"How can you be so old and so stupid?—My Chri st,
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when | was your age |'d already turned down Jean
Harlow as a client."

Corky put his hands in his | ap, nmade sure they'd stay
there.

"A pilot special," the Postman went on, "is |ike what
they give Rich Little |last year. \Wen they're hot for
somebody—and believe me, | didn't con anybody at

CBS, Col dstone wants you—they do a special that if it
delivers, off you go. Bob Hope does a special, it's part
of a bigger contract. So many shows, so many years.

Wth you, they're kind of testing."

"And it's all set and everythi ng?"

It's set, but it's not set-set, if you follow ne. There's
boiler plate to be slugged out, and they want to know

what kind of publicity will you do free and we got to

find out what kind of publicity will they do free, and

we got the nedical examto go through, and I'mw I -

ing to ganble on taking less for you if they'll go alittle
hi gher on the total budget for the show, and on and

on, agent bullshit. But the bottomline is, we want it

we got it, what do you have-to say? You want to Kkiss

nmy hand, | don't mind."



Si |l ence

"May | quote you on that?" the Postnman wonder ed.
Cor ky began to shake his head.

"What's that supposed to nmean?"

1 don't think | want to take the nedical exam"
Cor ky sai d.

The Postman shrugged. "Ckay, |'Il try and see about
getting it waived. Any special reasoar

"Just principle.”
1 don't get it"

"Ckay. | don't knowif | can explain this but don't
get imnpatient For openers, how | ong have we known
each ot her?"

"What, two years, little nore? You were working
that place in Los Angel es—=

"-the Stardust"
The Post man nodded.
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"Youl I never know how inportant that night was for

me. You cane anbling back, in that shy way you have,
kind of indicating "don't |ook now, folks, but God just
wal ked in—=x"

"l don't do that," the Postman said. "Do | do that?"
He shrugged. " 'Course, it's not totally untrue, go on."

"You cane backstage and said who you were and did

I know and | said of course | knew and you said you
were about to give ne the break of ny life and sign
me up as a client" Corky | ooked at the old nman a

m nute. "Do you renenber what | answered?" ~*

"Effing well | remenber—you said | could represent
you but you wouldn't sign, | had to karate chop the
agency into going along with that."

"That was principle,” Corky said. "I knew what you
could mean to nme but | never woul d have signed—
because if you're happy with ne and |I'm happy with
you, we don't need to sign. Qur word is all we have
and that's plenty. For me anyway."

"But what's with the nedical exan? Wy is that
princi pl e?"

"They're saying there's sonething wong with ne,
don't you see that? | say I'mfine, and they say, we



don't trust you, we want our doctors to go around
| ooking inside. W'll tell you if you're fine.

"There isn't anything wong with you?"

' Cour se not"

The Postman | ooked at Corky for a while. "Are you
serious about this principle thing?"

"Serious?"

"That's right. Is it a deal breaker?"

Corky shrugged. "l guess it is.

The Postman rai sed his eyes to anyone up there.
Terfonners," he said. *T should have been a cesspoo
cl eaner like nmy nmother wanted," he said. Then he took
a silver dollar out of his pocket and turned it into
gol d. ..

7

VWHAT IS TH S PRI NCl PLES BULLSH T?
Doubl eSpace.

Not that |'m upset but WHERE ALL OF A SUD
DEN DO THESE FUCKI NG PRI NCI PLES COVE
FROW?

Cal m down.

Not so easy. When you consider that all we have
busted our hunps for is just a prayer for a shot at
making it big. Wiy has all that sweat been spilled?
try going over and over die ecofucki ngnom cs of it
with him

He won't |isten

"Corky," | say to him "Let's not waste our time con-
tenmpl ating the twenty-five thousand we'd get for doing
t he special That's Just wal ki ng around noney. Just
contenpl ate what happens if the pilot special gets

pi cked up. Gangrene coul d gouge us an easy fifty thou
per show. Fifty thousand. Suppose we only do one
season. Twenty shows. That's a nillion, schrmucko. Six
zeros follow ng the one."

This is just the kind of thing you'll never under-
stand. "

I gointo my big pitch

"What if we don't bonb?" | begin. "Suppose we turn
into Andy WIllianms or Ann-Margaret. Gve us a five-
year run, let's be conservative. Five mllion.-And
Vegas?— nean, a tv head-liner only gets maybe a hun-
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dred and fifty per week.—+orever.—-M God, Dean

Martin was pulling his drunk act on the plebes out
there since before Carlo Ganbino had a police record
and he's still hot.—Fhey're faithful m Vegas. —They're
foul weather friends.—So," | sumup to old buddy
Cork; "so what we've got is enough to pay the bills a
year or so no matter what, and if we charmthe people
enough, all we've got is a mininumsix figures for
life."

"Sorry, it's a matter of principle, | won't take the
nmedi cal exam "

He won't | et sonme anci ent hacksaw see if he's stil
got a knee jerk.

" VWHYPWHYPWHY?

"Pl ease God," | beg, "tell ne."

"Principles."”

"You're not letting me in on sonmething, admt it"

"Don't bug me, principles are principles.”

"Principles,” | scream "are guys you got sent to see
for snmoking in the boys' room™

He | aughs, "I wish I could be funny |ike you."
"I's it the migraines?"
"For the mllionth tinme—=

"—brain cancer?—you think they're.gonna find sone-
thing just terrible inside?"

Si | ence
"I's that it. Laddi e?"
Si | ence

"If there is sonething wong, let's for God' s sake find
it now, while we can do somnething."

"THERE' S NOTHI NG TO FI ND. FATS, NOW
LET ME ALONE. "

"TH S SHOW IS OUR FUTURE AND | WANT
IT."

Doubl e sil ence.
L0o0000000000000000000NNNNNNNG ONE.

Then: Hm "Listen, I"'msure the Postman will get



themto wai ve the nedical."

"Yeah? And if he doesn't?"
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He didn't have the answer and neither do |. Al
know is that if he doesn't, there's gonna be bl ood.

And not m ne.

The W sdom According to Fats
Entry for: i October, 1975

Found at: Gracie Terrace

Pent house One

20 Cctober, 1973

The Contents of This

Entire Journal WII

Be Listed As:

PCLICE EXHHBIT D

*"] coul dn*t budge 'em " cane the Postman's voi ce.
Corkv held tight to the phone.

"You' still there, kid?"

| thought you said CGol dstone wanted ne—*
"—he does but-"

"—did you explain about the principle?—*

"—this is conmpany policy—

"—t was conpany policy when | wouldn't sign with
you-"

"—+this is legal —they're not about to spend half a ml-
l[ion on a special and then find-out on taping day there's
a health probl em=

"—there's no probl em=

"-Corky-"

"—you make them understand! —1 Corky said, and he

sl ammed down the phone. He started wal king crazily

around the desk. "You heard all that?"

"I"'mnot saying doodl edyfucki ng doo," Fats told him
"You dug this hole."

"You're with the Postnman."*
**] know you gotta take that exam"

"Vell | won't."



"Then teU ne what this is all about!"
Corky went to his left tenple, started to rub.

"Don't pull one of those m grai nes now goddam
m t - "

The phone rang agai n.

"Hel | 0?-"

"Listen, |I'mcom ng over—**
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Harder at the tenple. "No reason.”
"W got to talk."

" About what ?"

"Kid, are you afraid to take it?"
"No. "

"And you're telling me everything?" ,
"I don't know, what's everything?"
"I'"'mcom ng right now*

"—+ won't be here—=

"—Kid+isten to the Postman—

** __mean it—you cone and |'m gone—

—Ai take the goddamthing with you—how" that

for an offer—christ, |'ve had cancer, | got enphysens,
my varicose veins are in all the best nedical texts—f
I"'mnot afraid to take it, what have you got to worry-
about ?"

"I'" mot-afraid."

"Just wait right there."

Corky heard the click. He put the phone down. *Tm
goi ng. "

"Wher e?"

"I'"'mnot sure-you coming or not?"
"You want me?"

"Tm not sure—-you com ng or not?"

"Tell me where you're going.**



Quietly then: ". . . honme?"
"You haven't got a hone."

Quieter still: .*" .., tell me something | doa*t
know . .."

1 PREPARATI ON
MJTT

First picture: Joe and his girl standing on the beach
Bully with Miscl es shouts across the sand—Hey
SKINNY1... yer ribs are show ngi"

Corky Wthers, nearing 10, exam ned the Charles
Atl as ad over and over. No point to it, all wasted effort;

he knew the thing by heart. Still, better safe than sorry.

Second picture: Joe and his girl still on the beach
Bully with Miuscles standing with them now. Joe's girl
(worried): "Don't let himhit you, Joe." Joe (to Bully
with Muscles): "Watch what you say, fella . " Bully
with Muscles (shoving Joe in the face): "Shut up, you
bag of bonesi™"

Corky lay on his back and studied the ceiling. What

a terrible thing that nmust have been for Joe. Nothing
you could do but stand there and take it. Sure, you
could try and hit the big guy, but that's what he
want ed, the chance to nake m ncenmeat out of you

| eave you bl oody on the sand, steal your girl, maybe
]s3ss her if it got dark.

Corky got up and wal ked to the mrror. He took off
his shirt and | ooked at his chest. There was no doubt
about it: he was skinny and bis ribs were show ng.

He nmade his armstiffen and flexed it, formng as big
a nmuscle as he could. Holding his right armthat way,
he noved next to the mirror and exam ned the result:

it didn't seem possible but his bleep | ooked snaller
fl exed than normal . Corky skipped back to the bed
and grabbed for his com c book
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Third picture: Joe, alone and miserable in his room

talking to hinself. Joe; "Damiti I'mtired of being a
ski nny scarecrow. Charles Atlas says he can nake ne

a newmani |'Il ganble a stanp and get his FREE

BOCK. "

Corky went over the ad very carefully, because here
was the tricky part: between the third picture and the
fourth there was one | arge di agonal word:

L
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How much | ater though, that was the thing they

didn't tell you exactly. Fourth picture: Joe, still alone,
still talking to hinmself, watching hinmself in the nmirror
only now he had muscl es. Joe: "Boy! It didn't take

long. What a build. Now I'Il take care of that bully."

God, Corky thought, if I could do that overnight,
woul d | knock themon their keisters tonorrow at
breakfast. Mutt would be sitting in the kitchen, blow
ing on his steam ng coffee and big brother Wllie
woul d be spooning in the Weaties and here |I'd cone,
only I wouldn't make any big deal about it, I'd Just
wal k in casually in my bathing trunks and maybe fl ex
a couple tinmes and ask for the mlk and Mutt woul d
say, "Corky, ny God" and I'd say, "Something w ong,
Dad?" and he'd say, "Corky, nmy God, what happened

to you overnight?" and |I'd kind of expand ny chest
until Mitt's eyes practically popped and he'd say,
"Corky, | never seen a build like that, you | ook even
stronger than Wllie and he's eight years ol der than
you" and then Wllie the football star woul d say,
"Wanna trade six inchers?" and I'd kind of yawn and
nod and then he'd creamne on the arm only cheating,
drawi ng his hand back at |east ten inches, slamm ng
all he had and he'd wing his hand and cry " Ow,
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Tesus, Dad, the kid's a rock"” and Fd say, "Wen are

you going to hit nme?" and he'd say, "I did already,
Jesus Dad, he's so powerful he didn't even feel it and
I hit himhard enough to drop nobst guys" and |'d say,
**Here's a love-tap fromyour bag of bones brother" and
zap hima little and Wllie the football star would go
"Jesus Dad | think he broke my arm..."

Overni ght was probably unrealistic. Corky decided,
studying the fourth picture carefully. Even though
Atlas built muscles fast, you couldn't go from being
skinny to a superpower in one day, no matter how hard
you tried. At the very least, it had to take a week.

Fifth picture: Joe and his girl back on the beach

The gu-1 is'watching as Joe smashes the Bully with
Muscl es so hard on the chin there were stars around
the Bully with Muscles' face. And all Joe said was,
casually: "Here's a love-tap—fromthat 'Bag of Bones.*
Remenber ?"

Last picture: Joe standing there, nothing but raw
power. His girl clinging to one arm Joe's girl (love in
her eyes?): "Ch Joel You are a real he-man, after all."



And in the background, two beautiful girls saying at
the sane time to each other: "And he used to be so
AKi nny! ' *

And above themall, in big big letters surrounded
by a sunburst:

VWHAT
A

VAN

Corky stuck his feet up on his wall and lay that way
awhi l e, right-angl ed.

VWHAT
A

VAN
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What rmust the world be |Iike when people actually
said that kind of thing about you? "Wat a man that
Corky Wthers is." You wal k al ong and peopl e j ust
cone up to you and say, "OCh Corky, you are a real he-
man after all." And wherever he went on the streets
of Normandy would be this trailing whisper: \.. and
he used to be so skinny . "

Everyone woul d know i nsi de a day. Normandy j ust
wasn't big enough for secrete. It was your standard
Catskill town, ninety miles fromNew York, nine from
Grossinger's, ringed with nountains, and totally de-
pendent on outsiders for survival

Natural ly, everyone would be | ooking for you to

get conceited, so you couldn't |let that happen. And
you couldn't let your grades slip either, although that
wasn't likely in his case

As good as big brother WIllie was in sports, he was
at whittling. And as good as he was at whittling, he
was twi ce that good in school. It used to bother him
sonmetines that it wasn't harder. For a while, through
third grade at least, he had tried to make it seem
harder, tried to act nervous when it was quiz tine,
used to worry aloud at recess that he'd goofed. But
after awhile he stopped the feigning, it wasn't working
anyway. He wasn't necessarily smart, he decided, but
he was good at school. Even before he was ten, he
knew there was a di fference, which probably neant

that he was both smart and good at school, but he
never much bothered pursuing the thought.

Besi des, Mutt didn't give a dam.
Maybe if his nmother had stayed around, she would

have done sufficient oohing and stuff, but she'd had it
one wi nter evening when Corky was eight, just packed



and fled for Oregon with an equal ly unhappy pl unber
fromthe other side of town.

Corky was the only one she told beforehand. She
cane into his roomlate one night going "shhhh" and
snel ling, as she always did, of sherry w ne. She crossed
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Ac dark room sat on the edge of his bed, and got right
to it *Tm gonna m ss you, Cork," she said.

Corky waited in the night.

Ton gotta promise not to think bad, but when you

get a shot at waking up w thout a hangover 'cause you
don't need the booze, you gotta take it, you'll under-

stand that soneday."

Cor ky nodded.

"Ford's waiting outside in the pickup, | can't take
but a sec', | just hadda give you a wet one for good-
bye. "

She ki ssed hi mthen

"Drunk as a skunk," she said. "Ww, | bent down too
fast, the whole place is spinning."

"Don't go," Corky said. "I prom se 111 be good."

"You are good, Cork. You don't cry, you do nice
tilings, you clean up your roomw t hout no one telling
you. You want the truth why | came back toni ght?"

Cor ky nodded.

"To pick up the nmenagerie you made for nme." He

had given her a half dozen tiny aninals he'd whittled
for Christmas. "That and the heart."” The wooden heart

he'd nade for her birthday. She touched her purse.
""Got *emall in here." She stood. "Gonna m ss ne?"

" oh Jeez-"
"—onme on now. "
Corky got contro
"That's nmy Cork."

"WIl you wite? IT1 whittle you a merry-go-round
for Christmas if youll wite. It'll rumand everything."

"I'f I can, you know | will."
Corky knew a *no' when he heard one.

"Bye. Cork."



"What about then?"

"WIllie don't care about nothing but sports and Mitt
Only cares about Wllie. If you play your cards right
| Md don't tell him | don't flunk Muttll know I'm
gone. "
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The truth if it was she was probably right; at |east
Mutt never nentioned her nane again. At |east not
when Corky w‘s around.

Mutt was small and he was tough and the CGods

had pissed on himall his life-his way of putting it—
and for proof he always showed his | egs—the right was
a good inch and a half shorter than the other. He'd
been born that way and if he hadn't, there wouldn't
have been a stadium big enough to hold his fans. He
knew that in his feisty heart. G ange woul d have been
trash and the Four Horsemen woul d have been dog-

nmeat al ongsi de him Maybe Bronko Nagurski m ght

have been his equal, but no one el se, no one.

Except he couldn't run well, not well enough, not
with his legs, and if the Gods pissed on you, there
wasn't a shelter anywhere you could hide, so he never
heard the cheers, never saw the girls dance and wave,
he gave rubdowns at Grossinger's and tal ked sports
with the guests.

And made WWlie Wthers a star. He fed himright,
nursed hi mthrough nuscle pulls, taught hi mnoves,
drove him drove him and when WIllie was a fresh-
man he ran back a punt for a touchdown the first tine
he touched the ball and by the end of that season he
was Wllie the Wsp Wthers, the biggest thing in

Nor mandy since ever

Corky got off his bed and went into his big brother's
room WIlie was seventeen now, a junior, but already
he had visited Syracuse and Perm State, and Cornel
had as much as prom sed they'd take himif he could
get his grades to an even hal fway decent point.

Corky | ooked at the photos on the wall Wllie

scoring this. catching that, WIllie on shoulders, Wllie
held high. "If brains were dynamite you coul dnt bl ow
your nose." Corky said to the face on die walls, then
ran back to the Charles Atlas ad.

Dare he?

Corky studied the picture of M. Adas standing
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there, one perfect armflexed, nodestly smling by the
CTpdon that identified himas The Wrld' s Mst Per-



«Jfectly Devel oped Man." He read the copy again, about
tow this incredible being was once actually ashaned

to strip for sports. "Just watch your scrawny chest
and shoul der nuscles start to swell. . . those spindly
arnms and | egs of yours bulge."*

Corky exam ned his | egs. No doubt about it. Spindly.
"ni ousands were becom ng husky. The ad said so. Al
over America chests were ballooning and here he was,
afraid.

O what ?

O anybody finding out. obviously. Corky |ooked at
t he coupon.

CHARLES ATLAS, DEPT 605
ii5 East 23rd St.. NY. 10, N.Y.

Send ne- absol utely FREE-

a copy of your fanmous book

Everl asting Health and Strength,
answers to vital questions and
val uabl e advi ce. The book is

m ne to keep, and sending it
does not obligate ne in any way.

Then it |ust asked for your nanme, age and address.
Phis you had to mark if you were under fourteen for
Bookl et A. Corky filled out the coupon, decided Book-
let Awasn't for him didn't check me box, lied, wote
his age as seventeen- He didn't nail the coupon. He
put it in an envel ope, addressed it, stanped it and
stuck it underneath his arithmetic homework in the
bottom of his desk.

If it had said anything guaranteeing a plain brown
return envel ope, he mght have sent it off. As it was.
he felt like a fool, forgot the whol e thing.

Until the Saturday WIllie scored three touchdowns
agai nst Liberty H gh giving Normandy its first victory
ax el even years. There was honking in the streets that
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afternoon. And his coupon was in the nmail that eve-
ni ng.

Wthin a week he actually owned Everlasting Health
and Strength. He grabbed it before anybody eke

| ooked at the mail and ferreted it up to his room and
lay on his bed and before he read anything, even the
letter fromM. Atlas hinself. Corky studied the*
bookl et .

Ch to have a mighty chest. A stomach nmade of iron

Legs that ran forever. Corky |ooked at picture after

pi cture of perfection. And all of them every specinen
had once been skinny and beaten, had been saved only



by dynamic tension for fifteen mnutes a day.

Corky was crushed when he read the letter. It was
friendly. It was encouraging. It talked frankly of his
probl ems—M . Adas sensed Corky's grow ng dis-
satisfaction with the way he | ooked.

But the course cost $64.00.

He cl osed his eyes and lay on his bed. Miutt was

right, the Gods pissed on you and that was the way of
tihe world. Not that M. Atlas was charging too mich—
a thousand sixty-four would have been fair to | ook
like you had to ook to belong in Everlasting Health
and Strength.

But he had—he al ways knew exactly how nuch

noney he possessed—ene dollar and forty-five cents,
period, with no real hope of increasing his fortune til
Christmas when Mutt always hit himwith a fiver
Briefly, he wondered if his rather mght lend himhis
next thirteen Christnmases on account, but that was
fool i sh because who had that kind of nobney.

That night just before he slept. Corky decided that
what he needed nore than anything el se right then
was a piece of good news.

It wasn't long in comng. Two weeks was all it took
And it cane in the formof a letter fromM. Atlas
hi nsel f, nice and chatty, wondering how things were,
wonderi ng why he had not received an answer. If it
was money, M. Atlas went on, that was never a prob-
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lem If you were interested in bettering the condition
of the human race, nmoney was a secondary notive.

Corky could have the identical course for $48.00.

He al nost wote a thank-you note explaining his
position, but he decided that M. Atlas was much too
busy to read letters fromkids, no nmatter how great
their sense of gratitude. Besides, probably his hand-
writing would give himaway. He gl anced at Everl ast-
ing Health and Strength again (it resided beneath his
mattress, obvious but safe—no one el se made his bed),
did a few push-ups, and tried for sleep, deciding that
what he really needed nore than anything el se was a

pi ece of great news.

It came two weeks later. Not only was M. Atlas
lowering bis price for the secrets of Dynamic Tension
all the way down to its all-tinme record breaking | ow
of $32.00—not only that there was nore! Not only
.woul d Corky get the identical $64.00 course, if he
ordered by return nmail he would al so get, -at no ad-
ditional cost whatsoever, M. Atlas' own book on de-
fendi ng yoursel f against all odds plus a photo al bum
portrayi ng The Greatest Feats of Strength of the Cen-



tury.

But this was it, M. Atlas said. There would be, if
this of fer was spunmed, no nore correspondence be-
tween them

Corky put the letter along with the other two under
his mattress. That night at dinner, while WIlie and
Mutt tal ked sports, he listened even | ess than usual .
Was he i magi ni ng things?

O was M. Adas getting nad at him

Two weeks later left no doubt. What is this with

you, M. Atlas seened to be thundering. | spend ny

kfe getting ny systemready so that anybody can have
m ghty thighs and | offer you a chance and you say

no and | offer again and again after that and you still
say no? |Is noney all you care about?

"Well it's not all | care about. | care about you. And
you care about your body, or you wouldn't have
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witten in the first place. Al right This is it. The final,
final offer.

$16. 00.
And because | can tell you're the |land that needs

coaxi ng, here's the deal. You get the $64.00 course. The
i dentical not one syllable changed course. And you

still get the panphlet on defending yourself against all
odds, not to nmention the photo al bum of The G eatest
Feats of Strength of the Century.

But there's nore.

The Atlas Secrets of Success with the Opposite Sex
is yours free. If you can find it in a bookstore, it's

$5- 95.
But you get it free.

Add it up: The Atlas Secrets of Success with the Op-
posite Sex.

The G eatest Feats of Strength of the

Century.

Def endi ng foursel f Agai nst AU (dds.
Plus the $64.00 Original Atlas Course in

Dynami ¢ Tensi on.
That is a saving of unparalleled value. Act Today.

O fer expires mdnight Saturday.



The PS bel ow the signature was when Corky real -

i zed genuine fear. It seemed i nnocuous enough. A sim
ple little additional thought: "If for some reason you
cannot accept this offer, perhaps you would feel better
if one of our many field representatives called on you.'

Corky could not control his heart.
They were com ng after himnow

He tried to imagine what a "field representative" for
Charles Atlas would ook |Iike. A knock at the door
Mutt woul d answer. A pair of shoul ders wi der than
the frame would be outside. A voice |ike gravel would
ask for a certain seventeen-year-old Charles Wthers.
Mutt woul d say, you got it woag, Corky's not even

ten yet.
Tenl" the field representative would cry. "Ten? W
been wasting our stanps on a ten-year-old punk? He
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didn't check that he was under fourteen on the coupon
that's against the |law. " Maybe Corky didn't know he
was doi ng anything wong. Miutt would say but now

the nonster was in the house, roaring. "I DROVE ALL
THE WAY UP FROM DEPARTMENT Sl X- 0- FI VE

ONE HUNDRED FI FTEEN EAST TWENTY-

THI RD STREET NEW YORK CI TY, WHERE IS

HE, WHERE | S THAT LI AR, LET ME GET MY

M GHTY FI NGERS ON THAT LYl NG CHARLES

W THERS. "

Corky coul d not-not—sleep that night till close to
nmorni ng. He just lay there thinking that he hadn't
meant to cause trouble, hadn't wanted any anger, he
was just a kid who whittled and one day wondered

what it mght be like to be strong, please, |I'msorry,
just let me al one.

But they wouldn't. Two weeks later; $12.00.

The Charles Atlas organization was after him now.

This letter was really angry. Angry and hurt and there
woul d definitely be a field representative in the area
in the near future

He hadn't neant to upset anyone. Yes he had |ied,
sure he had clai med age he hadn't earned yet, but
that wasn't worth their anger.

Why were they crucifying hinf

Jail ? WAs that even a renote possibility? Corky

could not stop his imagination. At school it was.relent-
| ess, conming up with tornents and humliations. H's

m nd dogged himday and night; for the first tine,



school was perpl exing, he couldn't concentrate and one
of his teachers even adnmoni shed him which had never
cone cl ose to happeni ng before.

But how coul d you think about adverbs or per-
cent ages when the world's nost perfectly devel oped
man was pi ssed of f at you?

He wanted to talk to somebody, anybody, but there
wasn't anybody. He knew peopl e; everybody knew
people, it wasn't that he was unpopular. But it was
hard for him people were hard for him He was able
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to stay by hinself and he did, he whittled, nade fig-
ures, dogs and horses and cows and faces and that had
been enough to get hi mthrough.

Al'l he ever really wanted was to pl ease people. His
not her had liked whittling and while she was around
that was fine, and after she was gone he kept it up
because at | east he knew how to do it and do it weU.

He began to wonder if they ever came in groups, the

Atlas nen, traveling in pairs in case they ran into tough
customers. Except he wasn't a tough customer, he was

just a kid, |eave kids al one.

When the offer reached $8.00 he waited till very late
and then he told his father. Miutt was |ying propped in
bed wat ching westling on the tube. Wen Corky

started. Mutt's eyes were on the falling figures, but af-
ter a while they began flicking back and forth, from

his son to the fighters; finally he focused on the boy.
"Pal, you gotta watch that imagination of yours."

Cor ky nodded.

"Quit the crying and listen now "

*_ . . listening .

"IBM hasn't got that many field representatives, you
get ne? There's no way sone binbo with nuscles is
gonna come up here after you, now stop the crying
like | said."

they said a man would be in the area .. .**

"Forget what they said, just renenmber Mitt says
don't be afraid. Tell me that"

not afraid
"And you really nean it?"
Corky decided it would be best to nod.

"Sl eep good. "



Cor ky headed for the door

"Hey Pal ? Renenber sonethi ng huh? God gave
you the brains. The nuscles leave to Wllie,"

Corky did that very thing till WIllie was killed.

Stupidly. Drunkenly. In a car crash. At the age of
ei ghteen. Corky had been having di nner alone with
Mutt in front of the tv when the call came. Mitt an-
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swered, nodded, nmuttered a few words, hung up

"They got WIlie" was all he said, and Corky knew he
was tal king of the Gods, they pissed on you, but it you
wer e tough, you survived, and Miutt was tough, he
hobbl ed when he wal ked, but you didn't nock him

about it, and no matter what they did to you, you

had to fight back until you died.

VWhi ch was why, the week after they put Wllie in
the ground. Mutt began teaching Corky foot bal

"He's got the good hands, he's got the good speed,"”

Miutt was saying to the coach. "I'm not saying he's an-
other Wllie, but the kid can help you, that's a guaran-
tee. "

Coach Tyier |ooked across the field at Corky. It was

a steam ng August day and Corky stood awkwardly

in his brother's old football uniform holding tight to
the hel met. "Not nuch size," Tyier said.

"Did | say he was big?"

"I don't know. Mitt-—he's way behind. W' ve been

wor ki ng out all summer." He turned, gestured to the
rest of the freshman team who were runni ng through
the heat, getting their wind sprints done.

"I been working with the kid nyself, Tyier. | been
devoting nyself. | would never bring himover if he

Aowasn't ready.”

Tyi er shrugged. "I owe you. Mitt; what do you want
from nme?"

"Just a chance for my pal over there."
"As a what ?"

"Goddammit, he's got the good speed. He can catch
punts, kickuffs, give hima shot"

"Later," Tyier said, and he jogged back to his team

"Gonna work out just fine for all concerned,” Mitt
sai d, coming back to the boy. "Sit awhile." They



wal ked to the old wooden grandstand, took seats al one
on the front row "Still nervous?"

Cor ky made a nod.

"No one expects miracles."'*
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Cor ky nodded agai n.

Mutt watched Tyier with his players. "Best years
he ever had he owes to me—+ brought himthe best,
didn't 2"

"WI M was sure wonderful," Corky said.

"He was a pal all right” - ,
"Daddy, I'mnot like him™"

"No one expects mracles, | said that, just listen to

Mutt and that's all you have to do. Wat are you
gonna do when they kick to you?"

"Catch it"

"How cone you won't drop it?"

"I"'mgonna see the ball into ny hands."

"That's all there is to it—ya see the ball into your

hands—ever take your eyes off it no matter what til
you got it cradled. Then what do you do?**
"Run fast."

"Why do you think you can do that?"

" 'Cause you said | got the good speed."

"And with that good speed, do you run at *en®"
"No. you juke "em you give 'emthe leg and then
take it away."

"I"'mreally proud of you," Mitt said.
The heat was terrible and Corky contenpl ated faint-

i ng.

"But that don't matter,” Mitt said then

Cor ky wondered how much it would hurt, being

sl ammed around. And what did you do with the pain?
Where did you put it—you couldn't cry, not on the
football field, but the pain had to dram on sonepl ace,
where though? | got the good speed, he told hinself.
Maybe they won't hit me at all. Gve "emthe |leg, take
it away, juke 'em fake, then run for safety. He | ooked
at Mutt then. "Huh? What do you nean, it doesn't

matter if you' re proud. | want you to be proud."

"No," Mutt told him "You got to want you to be

proud. You want ne to be pleased, sure; but you're the
only one you can be proud of."

"Daddy—+i sten-please. | don't want to try this—=+'m
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fust gonna goof it up—tefs go home, naybe there's a
basebal | gane on the tv."



"You got to go through the caldron. Pal. You got to
cone out the other side. WIllie was scared worse than
you. And he didn't just have the speed and the hands,
he had the size and the strength working for him And
he said over and over again. Take me home. Mitt

Until 1 told himabout NagurskL"

"Nagur sl d?"

This was the best thing ever happened to nme, the
hi gh point of my life, y' understand? And | was there,
| sawit all, and | cried, so you pay mnd."

Corky stared at bis father

*Tve read about '"emall and |'ve seen *emall, every
man ever run with a football, you name 'em | nade

it my business to be there. Only not Nagurski. Bronko
Nagur ski and they said he was the greatest ever tucked
a football under an arm He was from M nnesot a,

went to school there, played pro in Chicago, | never

got ny chance to really check himout. But he was so
great that when he wasn't runnm, they couldn't just

let himsit on the bench so they played himin the I|ine,
pl ayed himat tackle, and to this day he is the only one
in the history of the world ever nmade All-Anerican at
two positions in one year—d€o you realize how great

that man nust have been? No one el se ever dreaned

of being All-American at two positions all the sane
year. and he done it. Nagurski. Wighed two thirty-
five. Fast they said. Couldn't be brought down, they
sai d. No one ever cane close, they said.

"But | never got nmy shot to really see. | was east
and he was out there. He played pro, tore the |eague
apart, then went back to M nnesota and | never saw
him Well, you get over things, | got over that.

"Then one Sunday | was passing through Chicago on

nmy way back east—2 did a lot of truckin' during the
war, driving valuable stuff all over, good work, hard,
but it paid, better'n massagin' | can prom se you that,
and | read in the papers that Nagurski was gonna
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play. Now that wasn't the news. See, it was wartine,
there wasn't enough bl ue chippers around, so to fil

out the rosters they brought mwhat they could get,

and | read that Nagurski was com ng back, but only

to play substitute tackle, not to ever run with the ball.

"But this Sunday in Chicago the papers said maybe,
maybe they would have to try to let himrun, on ac-
count of there was only three fullbacks and one was

i njured and another wasn't up to snuff. So if the half
sick one got hurt and his replacenent too, well, they
had no choice but to give the ball to Bronko and they
asked would he do it if that happened and he said



he didn't nuch want to but he'd try.

"Fourteen years. Corky. He'd been out of college
fourteen years. He'd been retired fromthe pro gane

for half that long and for an athlete, that's seven life-
times. He was old. Od I'mtelling you. And I'min

Chi cago, renenber, and |I'm due back east, but |

t hought, | got to see this today, | got to watch, even

if it's amllion to one against himever carrying, | got
to be there if the Bronko gets the ball."

"Nou said you cried," Corky said.

"I took the bus out to old Conm skey Park. See, this
wasn't just an ordinary ganme. this was a city rivalry,
t he Bears agai nst the Cardinals, and Nagurski, he was
with the Bears and it wasn't even an ordinary city
rivalry—the division title was on the Iine. The Bears
had to win to get to the play-offs. The Cardinals were
dying to stop 'em This was sonet hi ng—think of a

Nor mandy- Li berty shoot out and multiply it a hundred
ti mes-and you got sone idea what it was like for the
Bears to be going against the Cardinals, two Chicago
teans, with everything riding. If you' d have given the
pl ayers | ead pipes, they would have all been dead af-
ter the opening kickoff, that's how hard they hit And
| was there to see it allL

"And the Cardinals slaughtered 'em Just really took
it to'em And Nagurski sat on the bench. | tried get-
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ting a look at himbut | didn't have binocs, he just

| ooked |i ke anybody el se. Big, sure, but nothing spe-
cial, and in the second quarter | think it was, the full-
back for the Bears who was feeling poorly, he got

racked up bad and he was done and | thought om -

jesus, aml glad | cone to this, there's only one healthy
full back left.

"Then in the third quarter the Cardinals went to

town. They were the underdogs, see, but they weren't
going to let the Bears go on to glory and when it got
to be twenty-four to fourteen with the Cardi nals stop-
ping the Bears cold, well, sone people even started
getting ready to beat the crowd, and the Bears tried a
run and the Cardinals wouldn't | et nobody go nowhere
and everybody unpil ed—everybody except the Bears
ful | back.

' The whol e park knew it, Corky. You could tell. The
word was whi zzing all around the stands. °He's com n*
in. The Bronko. The Bronko.' And | sat there thinking,
om jesus, what a great spot for a legend to be in,
com ng back after so many ysars, one quarter to play,
the title on the line and ten points behind. You |ead
your teamto victory, you can't ever die after that.

AAnd then the crowd started scream ng |ike nothin'



you ever heard because on the bench, he stood up
Nagurski. And he reached for his helnet. And he cone
onto the field. And right then as | watched himl knew
| was the fool of all the world and if there was one
place | didn't want to be it was Conm skey Park in

Chi cago with Nagurski coming in to play.”

“Wiy. Daddy?"

"Because you could tell when he [ unbered on. He

was sl ow. Fourteen years since college. dd. AOd. It
was gone, every bit of what he had was gone, he was
not hi ng, you could see that when be was to the huddl e
and | knew they were gonna piss on him they brought
hi m back from M nnesota just so they could piss on
him it didn't matter if he was All-Anerican at two
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positions in one year, what matters is how are you re"
nmenbered at the end and this was the end but there
was still one chance."”

"Tell nme, tell ne.

"Well, everybody knew they were gonna give the

ball to Bronko but the Bears, they had this Jew quar-
terback, Luckman, and | don't have to tell you he was
smart do I, and if you're smart and everybody knows
what you're gonna do, well you don't do it, you fake it
and do sonething el se and when they came out of the
huddl e, and when they lined up with Nagurski at full-
back and Luckman at quarterback, well, it bad to be

a decoy thing, they had to pretend to give himthe bal
and then Luckman coul d throw one of his |ong passes
and maybe the Bears woul d be only behind by three
with a chance to winit all."

Mutt | eaned back agai nst the row behind himand
closed his eyes to the sun

Cor ky wait ed.

"Only it wasn't no decoy."

"You nmean they gave himthe ball?"

Mutt nodded. "They gave it to himand he put it

under his armand just kind of ran slow, straight into
the Cardinal line. They were all waiting for him All

t hese bi g guys and Nagurski tried, you could see that,

but they just picked himup, the Cardinals did, and for
one second they Just held himon their shoul ders."

"And then they threw hi mdown?"

"Not exactly, they all fell backwards and he gai ned
four yards."

"He gai nedP—bu-t you sai d—=



"—+ couldn't believe it either. He kind of got up

and shook hinself off and went back into the huddle

and out the Bears cone again and this Lucknman, he

hands the ball to Nagurski and he |unbers up and

they're waiting only this tine he falls forward for eight
nore. First down."

"How did he do it?"
"I couldn't figure it nmyself. But it was starting to get
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alittle eerie on the field. You could see all the Cardina
i nemren sl apping each other on the asses and the Bears
cone out again and this tine they did fake and the

pass was good for another first down and the next

pl ay was Nagurski kind of slipping down for six. He

was |ike an ax hitting a tree. It doesn't matter how

big the tree is, when the ax starts conming, you better

| ook out.

"Now the Bears were inside the twenty. And there
wasn't any doubt about what was gonna happen. It

was gonna be the Bronko up the mddle and all these
Cards, they bunched, waiting, and sure enough, here

he cones, and they hit himand he hits themand for a
second they did what they could but then he bursts

t hrough and he's doing five, six, eight, and then they
knock hi mdown and he's crawling—crawling for the
goal, and everybody's screamnming and there's a Cardina
on his back, trying to nake him stop but he can't, he
can't, and finally about six guys jump himat the one
and stop himshort of the TD. But they were scared

now. They knew he was conmi ng and they knew there
wasn't anything they could do about it, and they

waved their fists and tried to get steamed up but old
Bronko, he just lined up behind the quarterback and
the quarterback give himthe ball and they're all wait-
i ng, Corky—el even fucking Cards are waiting and this
old man starts forward and they' re braced and he

junps sideways at them the old nman flies at them and
they parted |ike water and he was through and the rest
of the game was not hing, the Bears slaughter them be-
hi nd the Bronko who gains a hundred yards in one
quarter and for a while the Card fans were screani ng
"Stop him stop himi but after a little they quit that,
nothing could stop him and after it was over | sat
(here bawling, and | tried to get at it, what was it that
had happened out there, because it couldn't happen

but it did, a man pissed back at the Gods, Corky, and
finally | realized you had to be so proud of yourself
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that nothing else mattered and that's what | taught
WIllie all those years but not good enough because he
got taken, and it's what |'m gonna teach you if you'l
listen | ong enough, and when you go out there today



you just think '"I'"mproud of me I'm proud of me' and
then you'll be pissing at the Gods and won't that be
t he day."

Corky did his best, tried very hard, and in the end
got both | egs broken for the effort.

Not that first scrimrage. He Just caught punts then
and he didn't drop any, being careful always to |ook
the ball right into his hands. He caught and he ran
but they kept himout of real contact until he knew
whi ch way the runbacks went and once he got that
straight he did well enough until the second week

when he was trying to juke, had his left |eg planted

t he grass when soneone hit himfromthe side and be
could hear sonething snap and in the pile up it al
got very nmessy, and the other |leg got bent the wong
way too, and just before he passed out on the grass,
Corky had a nonment left to think, and what went

t hrough his nmind was that he wasn't ever going to

have to do this anynore, so all in all, on balance, it

was a very |ucky day .

The magi ¢ cane out of the pain.

He awoke in Normandy Hospital, a cast fromthe
bottomup. It was dark. Mitt sat in a chair. Corky
managed to nmutter a few things and his father an-
swered back, but it was inpossible to tell who was th
nore subdued. Finally Miutt | ooked at his watch
"CGotta go give massages," he said.

Cor ky nodded.

"Want me to bring anything?"

Corky couldn't think

"Whittling stuff?"

Cor ky shook his head. "Too nmessy. The shavings."
"Cet sone sleep. Pal,"” Mitt said-
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Corky did as he was told.

He awoke several hours later, feeling better and

bored. He asked a nurse for sonething. She brought
hi m what she called the gane box, but it was only a

e

dirty deck of cards, a pair of dice and a |lotto board.

He asked for sonething to read. She brought a pile of
magazi nes, left him Corky thunbed through. Conics.
Romance magazi nes.

And C assy O assics Volume | by Merlin, Jr.

Card tricks? Corky studied the faded panphlet.

al nrost put it down, didn't. He opened it instead, read



page one;

Al magic, it goes without saying,
is illusion. The effect of the
illusion is howit appears to the
audi ence. The preparation

for the illusion is everythi ng—
fromthe crinping of a card

to the practicing of ten thou-
sand hours. If the prepara-

tion has been sufficient and
proper, then the execution

of the illusion is inexorable;

bef ore you're even started,
the work is done.

By the great ones, and | would
be lying if I didn't include
nmysel f, magic is the ultimte
entertai nment: they, the audi-
ence, will never forget you

or hold you less than kindly in
their hearts. What |'m saying, al
you begi nners out there, is this:

you do it right, they can't |ove
you enough .
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Corky reached into the game box, took out the dirty
deck of playing cards. He squeezed thema few tines,
bent them one way, then the other. They felt okay.
But then, he always did have the good hands.

And the good speed didn't matter anynore.
PEG

He wasn't sure she even knew his name until the after-
noon she called out "Corky, can we tal k?" He was

| eavi ng hi gh school for the day, wal king down the

front steps; she was at the bottom surrounded as al -
ways by boys. It was early April, only starting to warm
and she was in her plaid skirt and the white sweater
pl us the oxbl ood | oafers with the dines.

It wasn't one of her best days, she | ooked barely per-
fect. Wth the dark blonde hair and the dark blue eyes
and the incredible this and the glorious that that could
drive you crazy if you thought.about it |ong enough

Poi ntl ess going on. You could not. Corky realized
nmont hs ago at the start of freshman year, explain the
i npact of Peggy Ann Snow by tal ki ng about specifics.

He used to spend a lot of time figuring howto best
i npress her. He rescued her from burning buil dings
and runaway cars. He fought thieves and rapists, not



to nmention snuggl ers and spies, though why the spies
were after her he never quite worked out, or, for that
matter, what it was the smugglers wanted up in the
Catskills. But that was the thing about Peggy Ann
Snow. She put weird thoughts in your head.

And they didn't go away.

"Corky, can we tal k?"

He stopped where he was on the steps, watched as

she left the group of junior boys, hurried over to him
"I guess we've never really met, |'m Peggy Snow,

you're Corky."

Nod.
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"L
He gave a kind of small, casual wave.

**| hear you do ..." and she m ned something, prob-
ably pulling a rabbit out of a hat ". . . stuff.”
Nod.

"Listen, I'"'mfacing a real problemand it would

mean Just the worid to me if you'd kind of help out."
"Depends. "

"See, Lucas—that's my twerp of a kid brother—tucas

is having an eighth birthday a week from Saturday and
Momsaid it was time | pulled ny weight so she's
cooking but I have to handl e keeping them qui et So

if I paid you, would you do a magi ¢ show?"

"Never done one."

"I can spring for two dollars.™
"It's time for ny debut.”

Not much of a line but it nade her snmle
Ahhhhhh.

He spent the intervening days working out his

routining. Start with the flashy stuff or save those for
the end? If you started big, you could |ose interest be-
fore you were half done. If you started small, you

m ght never get half done. Corky did a lot of I|ist-

maki ng. Probably ei ght-year-olds were a tough audi -

ence so what he decided to do was only flashy stuff,

one climax to another, constantly knocki ng t hem dead.
Peg introduced him

Cor ky stood behind the pinned up sheet in the base-
ment of her house by Lake Mel ody. He was weari ng

his top hat and nagician's cape and carrying his wand
and he listened to the commotion out front as the
dozen kids got seated. And suddenly, it was very hard



to breathe. He inhaled a few tines, cleared his throat,
Ahead of him Peg went, "Say heUo to Corky Wt hersn"
unpi nned the sheet, and be was on

"Mawnel l e," he said and bowed to Peggy. He sniled
at the children. "Mes ams."

"Way is he tal king that way?" one of the kids in the
m ddl e front said.

MAG C 75

"Shut up, Lucas," Peggy said. "He's a great French
magi ci an. "

"I thought he went to school right here.”

"He happens to now," Peggy answered, "but he's
spent a lot of tine in France, so Just zip it up. Lucas.

Cor ky brought out two billiard balls fromhis cape

and held themhigh. " 'ooo would like to play zee heel -
yards? Eet is inpossible, non? Farce que zere are
needed three balls for to play zee beel -yards. VoilaT
Corky made a big gesture with his left hand and

while they followed that, he pushed the billiard bal
shell into position with his thunb so that when he held
his right hand high, it |ooked like there were three
bal I s now.
"Terrific," Peggy said, |eading the applause, or doing
her best to, because no one el se did any cl apping.

"I got that trick, it's a shell,"” the one next to Lucas

sai d.
"Mats non" Corky got out
"Then throw us the three baHs," Lucas said.

"Fat lip time is comng up,’
i nterested?"

Peggy said. "Anybody

Corky got out the di sappearing cigar. "Wen some-

one try to snoke in mah pre-zahnce, | am poo-lite.

ask, sil vous plait, out wiz zee see-gar. Eef zay say oui
| do nozzing. Eef zay say non— and he cl apped his
bands together, raising the right one higher, the one
with the cigar, because that activated the gimm ck on
his inside sleeve and pulled the cigar up and out of
sight. You had to do it Just right to give the inpres-
sion of disappearance with any skill at all, and Corky
knew as he made the nove that he'd never done it
better. Peggy cl apped. Corky bowed.

Lucas farted.
Uproar. Shrieks and screanms and when Corky tried

to begin the nystery of the bottom ess m |k pitcher
there was no way of being heard, and he tried going



on until Lucas belched and that set off a chain belch
reaction that went on until Peg struck like an avenging
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angel , grabbing her brother by the neck, dragging him
up to the stage crying, "Get the stuff Corky—sow, " but
Corky didn't get it and Peg said, "The French stuff

for God's sakes, the "stuff you denpbnstrated in science
class, the stuff that freezes your tongue to the roof of
your mout h" and now Cor ky managed, "The French

freezing stuff, right," and as he started off Lucas was
screamng, "Don't do it—don't freeze my tongue" but

Peg was having none of it, saying, "It only lasts an
hour, you'll love it" and then Lucas was going, "1*11 be
so quiet, I will I will, gime a chance pl ease!" Eventu-

ally Peg rel ented.

And the rest of the performance went wonderfully
wel I .

"Sorry it couldn't be nore," Peg said, when it was
over, the basenent quiet now, the children upstairs
eating. She handed himthe two dollars.

Cor ky shook his head "no."

"Cnon, a deal's a deal."

Tl ease. "

She | ooked at him "Hey you nmean it."
Nod.

"How cone you're so quiet?"

Shr ug.

"Boy, you're just as weird as they say—
"—who says |'mweird?—*

"CGotcha that tine." She smiled. "Nobody. | was only
trying to get a rise out of you,"

"Do peopl e?*' he wondered, since it was sonething
he suspected all along to be true.

"You are awful quiet. Corky."
"Not hi ng much to say."

"Ckay." She hel ped himgather up his tricks and
boxes, put theminto a shopping bag so they'd fit neatly.

Then she wal ked himto his bicycle. "Bye, Corky,
t hanks. "

He nodded, started riding off.



"And you're good," she shouted after him

"Gonna be," he shouted back. "Soneday ...
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* * *

After that they always nodded in the halls, and if
there was anything to tal k about, spoke. He hel ped
her with her homework sonetinmes—she spelled atro-
ciously—and tried to nmake hinsel f, unobtrusively,
handy, and there were tines when he was al nost
positive she |iked him

That sumrer Mutt got hima fob chopping | ettuce

at the G A thousand guests a night, salads twi ce a
day, it made for a busy sunmer. He made up his poem

at the start of the second week to stop from goi ng nad.

e o o ~ggy -“nn Snow
Peggy Ann Snow

Pl ease let ne fol |l ow
Wher ever you go ..

., It wasn't nmuch of a poemreally, but then he never
fancied hinmself to be a poet. And regardless of its
nerits, it was a lot better than others he tried.

Beauti ful Peg
Beauti ful Peg

Don't go away and forget ne
| beg...

P. B. Shelley didn't have a lot to worry about.

It was natural that, sooner or later, she would take
up with Ronnie Wayne and that fall, she did. Corky
wasn't even jealous, that's how natural it was; Ronnie
Wayne had it all. H s nicknane was "Duke" and he

was a senior and he had his own car, a convertible.
That was nothing. His father ran the nmpst successful
real estate operation in Normandy. Still nothing. Ron-
nie "the Duke" got decent grades in school without
cracki ng a book, he could shoot pool better than the
poor kids, he was nore popul ar than any other senior
but best of all, at that time, in the year of our Lord
1959, he | ooked shockingly like Elvis Presley.
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"Wthers," he whispered one autumm day. *Take
this to Stuck-up."

"WhoP" They were in the school library, study hall,
everyone in their own seat and no noving around, a
rule that didn't apply to Corky, since he worked in
the library for extra noney and besides. Mss Becknire
the librarian, Iiked him probably because he had a
sweet face and was always polite and could read faster



t han anybody el se in Normandy Hi gh

Duke held out the note for Corky. "Snow, for chris-
sakes. "

Corky took the fol ded paper and strolled the length
of the enornous room dropped it on Peggy's desk
"From the DuKe," he whi spered.

Peggy unfol ded the note, read it, then got out her
pencil and scribbled a reply on a sheet of paper of her
own. She stopped in the mddle, whispered, "lIs con-
ceited i-e or e-i?" He told her, she finished the note,
folded it, and he took it back to Duke.

There were three conpl ete exchanges that study

period, three again the next day, culmnating in Duke
t aki ng Peggy out for Cokes after school. Corky stood
by his bicycle and watched the parking | ot as Duke
tore out toward town. The top was down. Peggy's dark
bl onde hair was blowing. Corky felt, no question about
it, really good about the whole thing.

Peggy's right, you are weird, be told hinself.
And peddl ed horre.

He passed notes between the two of themfor al

that week and well into the next, and if Mss Becknire
suspected, she didn't do anything. And the second
Wednesday, Peggy invited Corky to cone al ong.

They went to The Hut, which was only the biggest

and busiest place in town as far as the high school was
concerned, and they had Cokes and Duke ordered a

plate of crisp fries and they devoured them so fast
Duke had to order anot her

Corky sat there, trying to not | ook inpressed. But
it was hard. My Corky, why shouldn't it be, you're
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sitting between the prettiest girl and the nost popul ar
boy and they invited you.

They did it several nore tinmes that October and
afterwards. Corky nade qui ck notes when be got

hone, because probably he had never had better tines
than those and you never knew how | ong they'd | ast.

Mutt got fired before Thanksgiving. He'd been be-

com ng increasingly norose ever since WIllie's crash
and one day he Just slugged the head of the gym at
Grossinger's and wised off to a couple of the custoners
who tried to intervene, and you didn't do that kind of
thi ng and expect to stick around.

He | ucked out though, latched onto an opening at a
private club in Chicago near the Loop, and it was



amazing, after living all those years in one place, how
fast you could | eave when there was not hi ng hol di ng
you back.

H s |ast day at school. Corky went to Peg's house to
say good-bye, and give her a wooden heart he'd whit-
tled but it was cheerl eading practice afternoon, so he
went to the girls' gymand waited outside. It was after
four when he got there and after five when the first
girl left

It wasn't Peggy.

Corky waited. It was getting cold now Inside the

it building he could hear the cheers going on over
and over, getting perfect so that the Normandy Tigers
m ght sonehow beat the Liberty Wldcats in the fina
grudge gane of the season. The darkening afternoon
was filled with strident voices:

Look out (cl ap-cl ap-double clap)

Here we cone

W' ve got those WIldcats on the run

So

Look out W/l dcats (double clap tw ce)

The Tigers (clap)

The Ti gers have (cl ap-cl ap)

CLAVG.
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(hey- hey)

Cor ky wal ked around the front of the building

awhi |l e, al ways gl anci ng back to the door, checking to
see no one canme out. The wooden heart was burning

in his hand now. It was stupid. Making it was sturyd,
wai ti ng was stupid.

No one cane out.

Fi ve-twenty.

Five-forty-five was when he took the heart, threw it
as far as he could, away for now and ever

Goi ng on si x.
Look out (cl ap-cl ap-double cl ap)
Here we cone

W' ve got those WIldcats on the run



So

Look out W/l dcats (double dap tw ce)
The Tigers (clap)

The Ti gers have (cl ap-cl ap)

CLAV.

(hey- hey)

- Cor ky?"

That you. Peg?" He sauntered over in the dark

smled at her. "Boy am | ever |ucky, running into you."

They started away fromthe gym

**What are you doi ng?" he asked.

"Cheerl eadi ng practice."

Corky nodded. "Well I'msure glad I got the chance.™
" Chance?"

"Fam ly's kind of heading on. Mitt got a big break
i n Chi cago.

Her turn to nod.

He could tell fromthe way she did it that she knew
"You heard | guess."

"About the thing at G ossinger's? I'mreally sorry.™
"Well, he's a scratchy guy, it was bound to happen.™
"I"'mstill sorry."
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"So ni see you. Peg."

She started away.

He wat ched in silence.

She said "oh" out |oud then, and spun in the night,
running into his arnms. "I just realized something
awful . "

"\What ?"

"I'"ll mss you." They stood like that awhile.

(hey- hey)

MERLI N



The giant kept falling up the stairs. He would I and

hard, sit puffing, rise, try another step or two, then his
bal ance woul d go and he would fall again. He never

lost his tenper, didn't seemto mnd the tine the trip

to the second floor landing took. It was as if the only
way to make it was up, then down, gather strength,

t hen onward and upward agai n.

Scared, Corky watched fromthe second fl oor
shadows.

The giant made it to the top step, panted awhile.

Then he reached an enornous hand into a jacket

pocket, funbled around. The hand eventually cane

out enmpty. Now it was the turn of the other hand to

try the left jacket pocket. Enpty. "Fug," the giant said.
Then he grabbed hold of the top of the banister, stood.
H's right hand tried his pants pocket and the gi ant soon
nodded, took out a key, hircbed to the nearest doorway,
pushed the key in the lock. O at least that was the
theory. He m ssed again and again, sometines coning
closer to the keyhol e, never close enough to attenpt

i nsertion. The key slipped fromhis fingers and bounced
along the floor. The giant bent for it, a m stake, tum
bl ed down hard, lay there

"Don't worry, M. Mrlin," Corky said, and he

dashed out of the shadows, picked up the key, unlocked
t he door, helped Merlin up, guided himinside, found

a wall light, flicked it on, noved the slunping giant
to the sofa, went back, flicked the roomto darkness.
The gi ant awoke hours later, parched. He made it to
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his feet, made it to the kitchen, got a glass, drank
Then he returned to the couch and cl osed his eyes.

"Wuld you like me to make you sone coffee?"

On went the couch | anp. The giant | ooked at the
kid. "How d you get in here?"

"I brought you in here." ,
n O,]. "

"Maybe an Al ka-Seltzer? | could run out and try
and find a drugstore. Someplace is sure to be open.™

"What are you, sone kid genie?"

"Nossir, nmy nane's Corky Wthers and | want to be a
great magician |ike you."

"A dunmb genie, just ny luck," Merlin said. Of went
the couch Iight and he slept.



When he awoke next it was late norning and break-
fast was ready. Coffee and toast anyway. Merlin sipped
the dark liquid. "Okay, down to cases, what's all this?"

"Nothing. Only what | told you already. | want them
to never forget me. | want themto hold me kindly in

their hearts."”
"Where'd you hear that shit?" Merlin wanted to

know.

"You wote it. Cassy Classics Volume |I. |'ve got the
whol e series, all four panphlets.”

"Supposed to be twenty. Fuggi ng publisher skipped

on me." Merlin shook his head. "I'"mnot up to private
students anynore. Usually all you get is binbo psychi a-
trists who use it for therapy."

"You don't understand, M. Merlin. |I've got to be

great. |I'mvery good now. Better than practically any-
body. But I'mnot great yet That's why |'ve cone to

you. "
"You do cl ose-up mmgi c?"*

"Yessir."

"Do ne sormet hing. "

Corky got out a quarter, put it in his right hand,
thunb palned it, closed both bands, blew on them
opened hi s hands enpty.

"Shitty," Merlin, Jr. said.
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"When you say shitty, you don't mean shitty, you
mean not great, right?"

"I never saw a worse thunb palm You' re an ana-
teur, kid. Who'd you study wth?"

"Books nostly."

"Do a drop vanish."

Corky did one.

Merlin just | ooked at him
"Shitty?"

Merlin nodded.

"Cards are nmore ny specialty.”



"Amaze ne."

Corky pulled his pack of bicycles fromhis W nd-
breaker jacket, held themout. "Want to exam ne
t hen®?"

"Cet to it"
"Ckay, do you know Paul Le Paul's Doubl e Deuce?"
"Cet to it I said.”

"Ordinary deck. 111 shuffle the cards."” Corky did a
faro shuffle, followed up with the Hi ndu

"Shirty."
"I didn't do the trick yet."

"And you're not gonna, not for me, | got a weak
st omach. "

"I"'mnot that bad."

"I"'msorry ldd; y'are.”

Corky put his cards away in his Wndbreaker jacket
"What's your nanme agai n?"

"Corky Wthers."

"Wthers—ook around you. This pit is my home. The
Collier Brothers would be happy here, but I'mnot."

Corky gl anced around. It was a small apartnent, |iv-
ing room a bedroom Kkitchenette and bath. And
crammed. Corky had never seen so rmuch magi c ap-
paratus in his life. There were shelves full of nagic
books, boxes piled all over. Vent dolls and egg bags
and top hats and gi mm cks, fakes and pulls, escape
boxes, silks of every color and size.

Corky thought it was land of terrific.
86 W LLI AM GOLDVAN

"Magic's on the skids. Wthers. Before ny dunpling

died | ast year— he pointed to a photo of a round,
smling woman "—we had to travel ten nobnths a year

to survive. Ten years ago we had to travel four. Once |
could stay right here in Los Angel es and eat steak
whenever. So what I'mtelling you, kid, is why not get
yoursel f an Edsel franchise, you'll do a |lot better. Cor-
ner the market in cable cars. if you want But ride

dear of this."

Cor ky shook hi s head.

"I"'mtalking to you 'cause you're a handsone kid,



you got a sweet | ook, you nmade nme coffee. |I'mlevel-
ing, believe that I, Hyme Merlin, Jr., amas good as
the gane. That's no shit gospel. | been forty-two out
of fifty years in nmagic. And why have | failed?"

"You haven't failed."

"Il trade you bank accounts blind, the Rockefellers
woul dn't make you that offer. Wiy is because of what
magic is and that's one thing and one thing only;

entertainment. Wiy can't | entertain? |'m charn ng

| got good patter, the magic's as good as the gane."
"I don't know. "

Take a peek at ny face. Wthers."

Corky | ooked at the huge nose and the w de eyes

and the wild hair and the bad nouth with one corner
al ways fumed down.

"I"'mugly. Wthers; | got a puss stops clocks. | can't
get on the tv, |I can't do schtick with kids, | survive on
alimted market. Now, how do we know that if you

get great like ne, if you spend those years, maybe you
won't be ugly but maybe you won't have charm Maybe
you'll eat your guts out seeing guys who can't do shit
getting all the marbles 'cause they got charm You got
charm Wthers?"

"Nossir."

"Then good- bye. "

"I came to you because it began with you but there's
amllion others. You can't stop ne."

"I"mjust trying—
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"—' ce-got-to-do-this-thingr

Merlin | ooked across. "Hey, you're crazy, aren't you,
W t hers?"

" yessir..."

" How ol d?"

"Be nineteen,"

"How much you got; | cost"
"Three thousand dollars."

"Fr om what ?"

"My dad helped run a health club in San Diego the
| ast couple years. It's his life insurance noney."

"We'd have to start fromthe top, unlearn all the
shit you picked up."

"I"'ma terrific | earner."



"You al so thought you were a terrific magician."
"Ckay |I'ma shitty learner.”
A nod fromthe giant "You just started |earning."

Lesson nunber one was hol ding cards in your hands.

That was all. Corky couldn't believe it. But those were
the instructions. You went to sleep with a pack of

cards in each hand and you woke up that way and

when you took the bus, you carried the cards and you
carried themto the cafeteria, putting them down when
you ate but that was all, and in the novies you carried
them and ran your fingers along the edges, getting the
feel, getting the feel, you weren't going no place unti
you had that feel, and Merlin told of Baker, the Prince-
ton kid who was the greatest hockey player of them

all and how he used to flash across the rink in total
dar kness, guiding the puck blind, because if you had

to look for it, if you didn't feel wthout seeing, forget it.

Merlin lived in what the real estate people called an
"interesting" area between WIshire and Pico near Fair-
fax, but what it really was, was a slumon the nake,

t hough there were still enough old Jews and aspiring

bl acks and nusicians and artists to make it bearable.
Corky took a room at the nearest Y and bought a small
mrror and a cl ose-up pad, a thin sponge, and he sat
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and stared at his hands in the mrror holding the cards
and when | esson nunbers two and three cane, they

cane together, strengthening the ring and the pinkie.

You needed the one strong for dealing bottoms and

the other for any kind of decent pass and Merlin said
that with nost, the thunb was too strong if anything,

t he i ndex and m ddl es strong enough. But the ring

and the pinkie were problens, especially with the |eft
hand and both hands had to be the same if you wanted

to be great, so Corky sat in front of his small mrror in
his Y roomand he did lifts with his pinkie, stretches
with his ring, then reversed the procedures, over and
over till his fingers started cranping. That was good,
Merlin said, the cranping showed you were serious

but you had to wash your bands awhile then, get them
warm so the muscles would stop their rebellion-

Then back to the mirror, back to the mrror, you had

to get the pinkie strong, | ook out for the ring, work

the pinkie, work the ring, forget the cranping, keep at
it, keep at it, you had to keep at it if you wanted to be

great,

Merlin was great. Corky could tell that the second

week of his apprenticeship when the giant brought
himalong to an El ks' snoker in the Valley and Merlin
did his close-up stuff, an escape or two, sone terrific
sil k changes, but the audience liked it better when he
tal ked. Merlin made terrible jokes about always getting



m staken for Gary G ant-his jokes seened nmostly to
ki d about his beauty—and they gave hi ma decent
enough round of appl ause before they went back to
their serious drinking and Merlin picked up fifty in
cash fromthe chief honcho, then drove Corky back

to the Y, on the way asking what he thought of the first
Gary Grant Joke and Corky said fine, why, and Merlin
said | was covering a m stake, you always got to have
somet hi ng ready, Leipzig nade m stakes, | make nis-

t akes, renenber the knife throwi ng story and Corky
asked what that was and Merlin said it was froma
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pl ay where an actor had to throw a knife at a wall and
what the actor said was, if the knife stuck, "I'mthe
best in town" and if he missed be said, "I used to be
the best in town." Remenber that advice, and Corky
said he woul d and when they were at the Y Merlin

said, get lots of sleep, tomorrow we begin with the
pal m

There are coin palnms and card pal ns. For coins you
had to know the classic and the edge and the thunb,
those were crucial, but the back pal mand the back

t hunb pal m were handy to have around too. For cards,
you weren't going anywhere wi thout the diagonal palm
and the swing palm the top, the flip over, the cross-
ways and the bottom

When you went on in coins you had to get your

swi tches and your flips and then all the vani shes.

Cards had a different world of sleights: lifts and deal s,
shunmes, slips and, naturally, the passes.

Cor ky was good inside a year, good but not, no one
needed to tell him great, and his nbney was gone but
that wasn't as tragic as it m ght have been since Merlin
had a little stroke after the tenth nmonth and Corky
nmoved in with the giant for what at first was going to
be tenporary, tending him sleeping on the couch

tal ki ng magi ¢, working magi c, reading reading reading

t he bookshel ves through, and when Merlin was around

and active he liked the conpany, he'd always had it,
he'd married the dunpling when he was still in his
teens. So Corky stayed, and drove the old man's station
wagon to Jobs, assisted with the act, and when it cane
time for the maJor swings up along the coast. Corky
chauf f eured and wat ched and packed and | ear ned,

when he wasn't quite twenty, that be was, astonishing-
ly, good at picking up girls in bars, secretaries and
stews and clerks, and at first he thought it was sone

ki nd of fluke streak he was riding, but eventually he
realized it had to do with a pleasing inpression, that's
what they said nostly, he seenmed to be nice.
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He hoped they were right, thought they were too.
And prayed fervently that they never changed their



m nds.

He and Merlin noved all across the West, Nevada,

Col orado, every place big enough to have an order of
El ks or sonme Freemasons, Lion's Cubs, Knights? of
Col unbus, Pythian Sisters. They went to cocktai
parties in Seattle, fund raisers in Ashland, O egon;

trade shows, wonen's clubs, sales neetings, and be-
tween jobs. Corky sat by his mrror and worked, im
proving his forces, getting the estimations down, flour-
i shes of all kinds, many his own. He was starting to in-
vent his own noves now, maybe not better but dif-

ferent frombefore, things that never existed were
starting to flock to him

Once that started. Merlin pointed out the StardusL
"What's that?" Corky asked. They were seated in the
wagon, driving hone after a tough tine in Santa

Monica. Merlin was aging badly. The Cary G ant

j okes were carryi ng hi m now.

“Cub."

"G

"I't's a regular nightclub. Sophisticated. But for you,
speci al . "

"I don't think I'"mgonna like this." Corky said.
"You're getting very good. Corky."

" But ?"

"No. You are. It's tinme you went out on your own."
"I knew I wasn't going to like it"

"You never yet perforned in all your life alone.”
"I'"'mnot ready.

"You're going to have to face it someday. | don't
nmean hel ping ne set up either. | nean goi ng out al one
on a stage. You against them and you cone out cham
peen- It's time."'*

"No it isnt."

"How ol d are you pl ease?"

"What difference does it make, |I'mnot ready."
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"You' re goddam near twenty-six and you are ready.

This place"—-he gestured to the Stardust—it's perfect
for you. Mndays anyone perfornms. No pressure. You



just sign up early enough and the first couple dozen
do an act. Sing, tell jokes. They never get magici ans
hardly. You'd be a novelty. | know they'd take to you.'

Cor ky shook hi s head.

"You're not skyrocketing with me exactly."
"I'"'mlearning."

"Learned. "

"Let's go home."

Merlin started the car. "Wat are you afraid of ?"
"I"'mnot afraid, I'mJust not great yet."
"Remenber what | said that first day?"

"That | was crazy, you nean?"

Merlin nodded. "Don't let me turn out to be right”

The next weeks Merlin's work took another drop

and he raised Corky froma 10 to 25 percent partner
Corky wasn't doing any performning, but everything

el se was his responsibility now Pinning the ginm cks
into just the right places on Merlin's magic suit. (He
couldn't do straight close-up anynore, only stuff with
gi nm cks and fakes.) Making the bookings, driving

the car, setting up the act inits entirety. Merlin got
nore reflective, going back a lot to when he worked
with Cardini getting equal billing, how he stunped
Thurston once with a sleight of his own that he worked
into The Mser's Dream How he, the |last week his wife
was alive, spent all the tine with her in the hospital
got so he could catch her thoughts.

Corky didn't know what was true or wasn't, but on
general principle, he believed it all

They went, to hunor the old man, to the Stardust

on a Monday, sitting in the back, watching the entire
three hour show. The owner-MC introduced the acts,
expl ai ned that none of them had ever performed be-
fore—and if we're lucky won't ever perform again"
"sonmebody shouted fromthe audi ence but the MC
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shut himup with "I thought they got you | ast week for
child nol esting"” and there was | aughter and sone
appl ause.

Then the talent started. The MC read each nane

out froma card, giving an intro the performer had
witten hinmself. Then the MC went to a coner table,

took a big hourglass, and turned it upside down.

"You're on," he said as the hourgl ass touched the table,



and the first talent Junped onto the stage, nodded,
bowed, quickly turned on a small tape recorder, nade
sure it was going, faced the crowmd again and said, *'!
don't want to say that ny wife's a rotten cook or any-
thing but |ast night she woke ne and said, 'Herbie,
Herbie, | think there's thieves in the kitchen, | think
they're eating the pot roast | nade tonight* and | said,
'Go back to sleep, what do we care, as long as they
don't die in the house.""

He was the best conedi an

He was followed by a lit nmaJor from UCLA who
froze hal fway through her Ronald Reagan imtation
After that came a young man who sang, a cappell a,
*What Kind of Fool Am 1?' two m ddl e-aged nen who
pl ayed harnoni ca duets, a black comedi an who said
"nmot her fucker" constantly, three black high school girls
who tried the Suprenes, a piano player/conposer/
com ¢ who sang bis own ballad called "Charl es Man-
son Was a Good Dancer" plus a |lot of other people
who wanted to be Rob Dyl an, Wody Alien and Lenny
Bruce.

When it was over. Merlin just said, "Bullshit you're
not ready."

Corky had nothing to reply.

But fromthen on, he really started to work. He sat
silently in his room hour after hour, studying his hands
in the mrror, producing aces, putting cards into the

m ddl e of the deck only to have theminstantly appear

on the bottom then they were back in the mddle, then
they junmped to the top. He dealt seconds for hours on
end, taking the next to the top card perfectly, and
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Merlin watched hi monce and no one knows how hard
deal i ng seconds is except another nmgician and Merlin,
Merlin said out |oud, "Head of the fugging class.”

Cor ky began polishing his spring flourishes, sending
the cards flying fromone hand to another, then the
drop flourish, the cards al nost reaching the floor. He
did one hand cuts and double cuts and fal se cuts and
triple lifts, which are extraordinarily hard, where you
l[ift the top card only you don't, you take three and
hold the three out pretending they' re only one and
when he had that pat he did the quadruple lift which
is that much harder because when you have four cards
hel d out, they have bul k, they seemthick, and it be-
cones al nost inpossible to handl e them as one card

unl ess your hands are extraordinarily graceful

Corky's hands were that, even on bad days.

Merlin's days got better, strength returned in partial
quantity, they did another hop skip and junp tour up
the coast, to Portland and back, touching base with al
the El ks and Lions and any Rotarian order of any



per suasi on that had even the tiniest entertai nment bud-
get, and when they returned to Merlin's L.A hone it
was the holiday season, party time, and he did a | ot

of private shindigs, sonetinmes mngling with the
guests, usually standing at the end of some room or
other, telling his Gary Grant jokes, doing his routines,
like the Mser's Dream a favorite of his and a classic
pi ece of business where the magici an asks for a hat
fromthe audience and it's enpty and his sleeves are
enpty but then whamwham-he's produci ng coi ns

fromthe air, six, eight, a dozen half dollars, and the
way Merlin worked the trick, he had the hal ves

pinned to the inside of his magic suit and Corky

pl aced the nmoney in piles of four so that Merlin could
msdirect with the hat, flick one of his giant hands to
the fam liar spot, pull out four nore coins, on and on
until the audience, if he did it right, applauded spon-
taneously, and now he had fourteen and now si xt een

and he msdirected with the hat, waving it up and
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jingling it and the audi ence watched the hat as they
wer e supposed to and Merlin's right hand stopped
wor ki ng, he tried another grab, no good, and Corky
was running forward fromhis place in the coner of
the room before the old man really started to drop
conpletely and his right leg was giving on himand al
he said was "I must be getting old" before Corky
grabbed him stopping his crunple m dway.

Merlin finished his fall the follow ng Tuesday when
they put himin the ground.

"You got till the end of the nonth." the |andl ady
said to Corky, who nodded. They were standing in
front of Merlin's apartnent, the day after the burial

"I'f you want to keep it, | don't mnd that if you pay."
"No noney." \
"Till the end of the nonth, then," she said, and went

back upstairs where she |ived. Corky watched her go.
Ten days wasn't a whole lot of tine.

Except that one of themwas a Monday.

He went to the Stardust that very night and asked
for the owner. Eventually the guy cane out. Corky
recogni zed himfromwhen they had been there a year
ago; his beard was grayer now.

"I't's about the amateur night," Corky said,

"That's Mnday. "

"I know. But 1'd like to put ny nane down now.
Corky Wthers."

"We don't work it that way—you show up Monday



afternoon after four—the first two dozen are it. Al
very Anerican."

"How early do | have to be here to be sure to get on
do you think?"

Shrug. "Depends."

"I mean, is it better to go first or in the mddle or at
the end do you think?"

" Depends. "

"Are there ever people here to see you? | nean, if
somebody was terrific, would there ever be maybe
an agent or manager or |ike that do you think?" and
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before the guy could shrug or speak. Corky said, "De-
pends. "

The manager |ooked at him "You don't wanna nmake
t he audi ence nervous, ylcnow "

"Ch | would never do that"
"Yeah?—ael | you're maki ng ne nervous right now "

"Monday, " Corky said. The nanager started to | eave
him He glanced in at the stage. Business wasn't much.
"One last thing? If someone, say, comes on a Mnday
and is, for exanple maybe tenffic, would you hire
himto work here regul ar?"

"Once that should only happen,"” the manager said.

Corky ran back to his cards. Five mnutes wasn't

much time, so you had to programit nght. Start off

easy, end big, but always leave a little something in re-
serve. |If they wanted an encore you had to have a

t opper so—

An encore?

Just get through it. Jerk; just do it right, so they'l
never forget you and always hold you kind in, their
hearts.

Do it right
Do it right

Corky put in sixteen hours on Wednesday before he

br oke, wal ked around the block a little, napped, nade
some coffee, got back to it. Another eight hours was
plenty, didn't want to enpty the gas tank before the
race started. Again he napped, a good one. Friday

anot her eight on, four off, eight on, then Saturday he
hit it big, staying glued to his mrror, watching his



hands, |ooking for the least clue that mght blowit
for an audi ence.

Do it right
Do it right

Sunday he began to taper off. Don't |eave your fight

in the gym He had his routine down so that dependi ng
on appl ause (if he got appl ause—+hm dng about ap-

pl ause was maybe even a little |l ess hel pful than wor-
rying over encores) it would run four mnutes thirty
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to four-fifty-five. No point in stretching for the ful

five or running over. If it only took four-ten, that wasn't
gonna hurt either. Don't push. Al ways |eave 'em

| aughi ng. Less is nore.

He got to the Stardust at el even Monday nor ning.
It didn't open till four. ,

He | aughed out |oud. A good sign. He hadn't pan-

i cked or berated hinself. He thought about going

back to his mrror, working some nore but enough was
enough, he'd done his eighty hours for the week, better
to take your nmind away.

A James Bond doubl e feature was playing in the

area, and that seened just about perfect. He checked
the tine when he went in, saw that if he stayed for
both features he'd be cutting it alittle close, so he
stayed for the first and half the second and got back
to the Stardust at quarter of four.

Thirty people in line.
Pl ease, nol

He counted again. Thirty—wait though—a bunch of

t hem wer e tal ki ng—t+hey knew each ot her—oral sup-
port—and one bunch of four |ooked like a group of
some ki nd—+t was gonna be fine, it was, it was.'Tie'd
wor ked too hard for it not to be.

He was gi ven nunber twelve. The bearded manager
renmenmbered him "I don't knowif it's a good position
or not," he said.
"Depends | guess,"
happens now?"

Cor ky answered. Then: *'\Wat

Fill out the card—nanme—address if you want-

agent if you got one—and how you want me to intro-
duce you. Put that part in quotes. Then you're on your
own. "

Cor ky nodded, wote an introduction on a card,



handed the card to the manager. The manager gave
hima nunber. Ared plastic 12. "I'll call your nunber
and you cone on. Be here by eight-thirty, show starts
at nine."

Corky went back to Merlin's place. A nap would
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have hel ped but too risky, what if he overslept, beat
hi nsel f that way.

In the end he just sat there for two hours. Then he

cl eaned up, changed—ke'd | ong ago decided not to

wear anything fancy. O course, he didn't own any-
thing fancy which made the decision a |lot easier. Gay
slacks and a white shirt and gray cardi gan sweater.
Casual . No munbo jumbo crap. A pack of bicycles in
each pocket and scoot.

He didn't start getting unpleasantly nervous until he
reached the Stardust. He was there at 8:30 on the
nmoney, but in order to make that work he'd had to

take a twenty-mnute stroll around the area. Still, he
wasn't the first. The performers bunched outside in
the bar area. In the nmiddl e was the desk with the
entrance to the club. The manager waited there, escort-
ing people to their tables. It was going to be jammed,
one of the girl performers said.

Good or bad. Corky wondered, then decided, didn't
matter, nothing |like that mattered.

Do it right.
Do it right

What ' s your act? another girl asked a curly headed
boy. Nostalgia, | inmtate Mt Sahl was the reply.

| wonder if he's good. Corky thought. If he is,
wonder if he's before ne. And if he's good and if he's
before me, is that good?

It doesn't goddammit matter. What you do natters.
That's it. It's on your shoul ders. No excuses. You've
spent the tine, you know the noves.

—quit nmaking me nervous—

The show started pronptly which was a surprise.

The first performer never showed. Panic. Neither did
the third. Same. The second sang the "Age of Aquar-
ius" and the fourth did comedy birdcalls.

Christ | wish that guy was just ahead of me. Corky

t hought. After this is over I'mgoima hire that birdcal
guy and have himcome on before ne all over the
country.
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The black girl that was five was funny.
So was the white guy that was sixth.

The seventh person carried a box on stage and for

one mnute of blind horror Corky thought he was an-
ot her magi ci an, but that was Just nerves, imagination
the guy was a singer and the box held his tape re-
corder.

Nurber ei ght. Now nine. The acts were beginning
to blend on him

Ten didn't show
Nor el even
"Say hello to Corky Wthers," the MC read.

Cor ky wal ked t hrough the roomtoward the stage.

Al'l he heard were couples ordering drinks fromwaiters
but that was imagi nati on. Maybe one guy ordering one
Scotch, rocks, no big deal. He stepped onto the stage.
Peopl e were all around him very cl ose.

He blinked fromthe lights. He hadn't expected the
lights. No. He knew they were there, just not so bright
He hadn't expected the heat. They'll think it's nerves,
he realized, and ifs not, I'mfine, | was a fool to wear
the sweater.

"Ordinary cards," he began. "See?" He took one
pack, pulled the cards out, handed themto a pretty
girl at a ringside table. She showed themto her date.

Sonebody coughed.

Corky took the cards back, riffled through, "Now |'d

like you to pick one," he said to the pretty girl, and he
used the Annenmann Force, doing it perfectly, so that

when she took the king of spades she had no idea he

had made her do it. "And you sir," Corky said to her

dat e, doing Can den Barks Force on the guy, so in

case anyone was watching close for himto repeat him
self, they'd never catch him The guy picked the heart
gueen—t was anmazing the way that worked, wonen

pi cki ng kings and nen the other way. But it did.

It was very quiet.

"Show the room your card please,"” Corky said to the
pretty girl.
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She di d.

"Can't see," sonebody call ed.



"Too dark," from sonewhere el se

"It's the king of spades," Corky said. "And his is the
gueen of hearts.”

"He got it right," the girl said to the room

"M ne too," her date said

He noved to the next two tables, gave each a deck

of cards. "Please nake a cut into two piles," he said
to them "Then hold the piles up."

When the four piles were held Corky wondered if

he'd made a ni stake—estimati on was one of his
strengths, but if you even missed a little, you blew it
fromthe audience's point of view If you hit it, though
you had them He took a breath, concentrated, then
pointed to the four piles in turn. "Seventeen. Thirty-
five. Twenty. Thirty-two, Wuld you each pl ease

count your piles and tell ne how many you have.

Thank you." They nodded, started to count.

Corky stood there.

"Five, six, seven," one of the wonen said half al oud.

"Shhh," her date said, "I forgot where | was."

Corky stood there sweating. Wiy were they count-
ing so slowy?

Si | ence

"Unhmm" the first counter done said. "Twenty is
the answer."

"Thirty-two here."
"Thirty-five."
"Sevent een. "

Corky took the cards back, waited for sone ap-
pl ause.

Still the silence.
He wi ped his forehead with his cardi gan sl eeve.
No reaction

Sone girl wanted a Virgin Mary. The waiter nodded
and hurried off.

"For my next trick . his voice trailed

Do it right.
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Do it right

But I am Wy don't they see?

The MC whi spered, "Half your tine's gone."

Hal f ? Corky w ped his forehead again. It was bad,

no question so far there wasn't triunmph in the w nd,
but that was his fault, and w nning them back was

up to himtoo and the best way to do that was go right
for the throat, forget the order, he'd progranmed
wrong, the estimation was wong, a' bad idea, it took
too goddam |l ong for everybody to count their cards, a
m st ake, sure, but not irreconcilable, not if you do it
right, and that had to be his bonbshell nunber, the
encore nunber, the one you lay it all out on, live or
die wth.

"The rising aces," Corky said.

It was as difficult a sleight as there was, involving

a five lift—he'd never done a five lift in public before,
never even for Merlin, just over and over in front of

his mirror, because in a five lift you had to take the
top five cards only you plucked themso it |ooked Iike
one. Your fingers had to be so deft that you casually
grabbed the top card but all the tinme you were betting
four nore but if you slipped, if your hands were wet

or shaky or in any way |ess than perfect, you blewit
all.

He went back to the pretty girl he'd used first. He
handed her a pack. "Wuld you take out the four aces
pl ease?"

It took a while.

Sil ence. O oaking the room But that was all right.
It was build. There was a purpose to it. You had to
make them think you were in trouble for the rising
aces. You had to misdirect them let themthinic you
were scranbling so they didn't watch all that dose.
“Now what ?"

"Put themon top of the deck."

She di d.

"Al'l right now The four aces are on the top of the
deck next to each other, is that right?"
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"Um hmm "

"Now take a card fromthe bottom and cover the
aces."



She put the bottomcard on top of the aces.

Corky reached for the deck, held it out in full view

No qui ck nmoves, no noves at all, just kept the deck
there. "All right. In this trick . . /' Hs voice trailed off
again, this time intentionally. He tried to snile, "I did

that wong. You don't cover the aces yet, that's a dif-
ferent trick." He flicked off the top card.

Wth a five lift.

And he did it right. He had all five cards in one hand
and he waved them a second, his wonderful hands

nmovi ng so gracefully, as if it was really only one card,
and then he casually shifted hands, and while he

di d, back palnmed the four aces perfectly, stuck the top
card into the mddle of the deck. Then he returned the
cards to the girl. "Ckay, what have we got now? Four
aces next to each other on top, right?"

"Urm hnm "

"Ckay. What | want you to do is nake the aces
rise.”

"Me?" the pretty girl said.

"That's right. Just say, 'Aces rise.'"
"Aces rise."

Not hi ng happened.

"Hmm " Corky said, "it doesn't seemto be work-
ing." Sweat was covering his face now. He could fee
his shirt sticking tight to his skin.

A guy ordered a bourbon and branch water, no ice,

Cor ky paused until the waiter was gone. He had

them now and he didn't want”“to blow his clinax. Be-
cause the whol e room knew the aces were on top of the
deck in the girl's hands while all the time he had them
palmed in his own. "I can't figure why this trick isn't
wor ki ng, " Corky said, sweat strean ng down, "unless

it mght be because aces don't like cold weather and
it's freezing in here. Brrr." And while he said "brrr"
he reversed the back palm started rubbing his hands
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together as if to get themwarm Only now t he aces
wer e between his bands.

"Brrrr," Corky said again, rubbing his hands harder
giving a quick flick with his thunb. "Brrrr, I'mjust so
cold.™

And the aces started to rise.



"Ch | ook," Corky said, "here cone the aces now.

Look at themrise." He kept rubbing his hands to-
gether, feigning cold while the sweat poured down.
"Two aces. Three aces. Al four." Corky |ooked out at
t he audi ence.

They | ooked back at him

Two girls wondered where the |ladies' roomwas. A
waiter pointed it out

Corky just stood there- They should be appl audi ng.
That was his encore nunber. Not five guys ever in the
worl d could do what he'd just done. WHY WEREN T

THEY CLAPPI NG?

"For my next ." Corky began. He stopped. "I'd
like to do for you now ..." He stopped. "This one
ummm ... it's .. ." He stopped. And then suddenly it

just burst out of him "Jesus Christ," he said to the
room "do you know how hard that was? That's a
t housand hours of ny life you just watched."

The MC was beside himnow 'Tinme's about up,"
he said. "Thanks."

"I didit right," Corky told him
The MC nodded. "Swell."
Corky started off.

"\What about your cards?" came the pretty girl's
Voi ce.

He stopped, shook his head, kept on going this tine
for the door. When he got outside he thought he'd
probably go to pieces or sonething.

It didn't dawn on himfor maybe half a bl ock that
he'd al ready gone .

Corky. The mirror. The cards. Ten fingers. Top card?
D anond four. He did a shift, controlled it to the
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center. Another shift, controlled it to the bottom Dia-
nmond four on the bottom now. Now back to the top

H s eyes. His eyes never left the mirror. The sleights
were right. His eyes could not tell the noment the
shirts cane. It |ooked Iike nagic. Now here, now there.

Corky. The mirror. The cards. The fingers |ike spi-
ders now. He fanned the cards into a perfect sem -
circle. Snapped themtogether. He nade the cards
spring fromone hand to the other, back and forth, the
cards | ooked |ike an accordion



M stake #r. starting with the force on the pretty
girl. Looked too easy. Should have started with a fan.
Make the cards dance. M stake #2: never do the esti-
mations in public. People think it's a trick.

Corky. The mirror. The cards. The fingers noving

on their own now The mind noving too. M stakes #3
to infinity: CORKY WTHERS. He was the only thing
wong. It didn't matter if he started with a flourish
or a force, what mattered was he failed. He failed be-
cause Merlin said what nagi c was, nagic was enter-
tai nment and he didn't entertain. Magic was w nning

t he peopl e and what had he won? Ever? Al the years
of his life, he had wanted nost to pl ease peopl e and
who had he ever pleased. So what did it matter if you
started with a fan, the truth was the truth.

Nobody gave a shit.
Nobody had, did, or would.
Face that.

He shivered. How cold was it? He dial ed weat her.
Not so cold. Wy the shivering then? The nechani cal
voice said it nmight drop down on Wdnesday. Corky
hung up.

Corky. The mirror. The cards. The—Yednesday?

The voi ce said Wednesday and that neant Wednesday

was tonorrow and that was wong, Tuesday was to-
nmorrow, he had come straight fromthe Stardust and

had sat by the mirror and so it had to be still Mnday

eveni ng.
Al the

curtains and blinds were closed. Corky
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peered outside. Blinding. | nmust have sat the night
t hrough w thout knowing it. Weird.

Corky. The mirror. The—he called the nechani cal

voi ce again. Now it told himtonorrow was Thursday.
Coul d that beP Anot her day gone. How | ong had he
been sitting without sleep?

And how coul d he haw shouted at the audi ence

like that? What difference did it nmake the nunber of
hours he'd practiced? That wasn't their problem They
were there to be entertained and pl eased. And that he
woul d never be able to do.

What time was it now? Probably he should eat

somet hing. He went to the icebox. The milk snelled.
What day was it? How | ong had he been sitting at the
mrror? He had to | eave by Friday. He | ooked outside
t he wi ndow agai n. N ght now. Thursday probably. A



hundred hours wi t hout sleep? Smart. Wat a cl ever
way to kill yourself. He'd have to be gone tonorrow
Qut of the place tomorrow. All packed by tonorrow
Packed? What was there? Sone cards and a mirror and
forget it

Corky. The cards. The fingers in the mrror. Look

at the fingers. They never tired. A hundred hours they
nmoved and watch them go. And who cared. Not him

not anynore. He didn't care about much of anything
except he was bored with sticking around. Don't be an
amat eur anynor e.

Do it right
For once in your life do it right

He turned off the lights and turned on the gas and

lay on the couch, starting to drift. Confortable. At |ast
he was confortable. And warm No shivers anynore.

He worried that the gas snell mi ght be bad, but it
wasn't, and as it grew stronger he grew used to it His
body was drai ning now. Enptying wonderfully. His

eyelids flickered. That was fine. They deserved it Af-
ter a hundred hours, they had a right to close. Hi s
breat hi ng was deep now. Deep and regul ar and fine

". . . what is that stink . . ~
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" Huh?"

** .. snells like gas ..

"It is gas." Corky blinked. "Wo are you, how d you
get in here?"

" been here all the time . . . why are you killing
yourself, it seens silly, killing yourself with your
future..."”

"What future—who are you?"
"“. . . that's not what Merlin said . . ."

"*What did Merlin say?"
" he said you were better than Thurston at the
same age . "

"No he didn't"
" and as good as Leipzig ... he said if you kept
at it, you were going to be as good as the gane . "
Corky found hinsel f weeping. "l just don't want to
fail anynore, I'mtired."”

of course you're tired, you haven't slept for a



hundred hours ..

"Did he really say as good as the gane?"

no ...

"I didn't think so."

.. better... if you kept at it, you could | eave them
all behind . . ."

"1 would like that"

of course you would .

"Merlin never |lied. He nust have neant it"

you better get sone rest. . . you have to be in

perfect shape to | eave themall behind

"Yes."

" sl eep . "

I will."

" turn off the gas first, why don't you . « ."
"Al'l right"

"* .. that's a good boy . "

"I hope | don't fail again. | don't knowif | could
take that"

" you can't fail... not anynore ... | won't let
you . "
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"Prom se?"

pronise .

Corky got up, turned off the gas, lay back down on

t he couch again. He shook his head a little, kind of
smled. "Merlin used to think | was crazy. Sonetimes
I think he was right."

no ... you were crazy ... you're fine now ...
THE POSTVAN

The |ine snaked down the bl ock. The Postnan noved
al ong the sidewal k, idly counting. Forty-six. Forty-six
peopl e waiting for what naybe at the nost could be a

hal f dozen cancel | ati ons.

When you're hot, you're hot.



He gl anced at his watch, saw it was nine, noved
to the sidewalk in front of the Stardust because if
not hi ng el se, Gol dstone was pronpt.

At 9:02 the lino pulled up. He was | and of an aging
boy wonder, Col dstone, thirty-eight now, but he'd

been head of progranm ng jor CBS when he was

thirty. NBC stole him ABC tried like hell to crib him
fromthe Sanoffs, and the kicker on the whole thing,

at least fromthe Postman's point of view, was that
wher ever he wor ked, when George ol dstone ran

t hi ngs, eventually your ratings went down.

But he had that survivor's instinct of know ng just
before the Titanic would hit the iceberg, and noved
on accordingly. He was your standard show busi ness

exanpl e of failing upwards, and the Postnman had no

doubts that eventually Gol dstone would be running a
maj or Hol Il ywood film studio into receivership.

They shook hands perfunctorily and the Postman,
who |i ke many bald nen knew nore about w gs than
beauti ci ans, was struck again by the perfection of
Col dstone' s nop. Must have cost a thousand.

They started into the club. The Postman i ndi cated
the line, muttered "sl ow night tonight" and Gol dstone
answer ed not hi ng, just paused briefly and | ooked at
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the sign in the window that said, "Say Hello to Corky
Wthers" and bel ow that, the standard sniling photo.
"So that's your |atest wunderkind," Col dstone said.

"Twenty-si x record breaking weeks," he said nod-

estly.
"Then how cone | never heard of hin®?" -

"You were so busy coming up with a sequel to Bea-
con H Il you probably missed a | ot of things. Tanpax
got invented. The world rockets al ong, Ceorge."

They wal ked into the club. It |ooked even shabbier
than usual. Gol dstone cased it a noment. "Hi gh tone
est abl i shment you booked himinto. Postman."

"I didn't book him he was here. Likes it. |'m break-
ing nmy balls trying to budge him"

"I"m supposed to help with the budging, is that it?"

The Postman | ooked at the taller man seriously.

"Nossir, you are not. You are in the tal ent business and
| amnot selling this kid to you or nobody. But when

a bl ockbuster is about to explode, | don't want you
runni ng around screamnming why didn't | give you a

chance at him"



They were escorted to a table in the nost distant
coner. "l see they know you, ringside and everything."

"We can talk better here, we can see good enough."
"Bl ockbuster you said."

"Fucki ng skyrocket with [uck. Never been a nagi-
cian like him"

"Shit," George CGol dstone said. "You dragged ne
down here for a nagician?"

"Don't start, huh?"

"Magi ci ans bonb on the tube—we can't book *em
into kiddie shows on Saturday anynore."

"Your father was an agent working for me, you little
fart, don't tell me what bonbs."

"That was before you got senile," Gol dstone said.
“"This kid-"

"—Ben, you're always trying to hustle magici ans—
you're a magic nut, terrific, don't inflict your neuroses
on the rest of us."
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"What's mmgi c—don't answer, that was rhetorical -

magic is msdirection. And nmisdirection is getting them
to look in the wong place at the right tinme. Wll of
course magic's had troubles with tv—you can't m s-
direct a goddam canera—gi nger ale," he said to the

wai ter and | ooked at Col dstone.

"Scotch on the rocks. Pinch or Chivas.*"
"W got Clan MacGregor."

ol dst one | ooked at die Postman. "Wat am | doing
here? Wth a lot of soda," he said to the waiter.

The club was full now.
The drinks cane.

Col dstone sipped his Can MacGegor. "Il get you
for this," he said to the Postman.

Now, on the stage, the bearded MC. "Say hello to
Corky Wthers," he said.

ol dst one watched as the magician in the gray cardi-
gan and sl acks wal ked onto the stage. There was con-
si derabl e appl ause. Wthers | ooked around nervously,
nodded a few times. The appl ause quieted then. and he
reached into his cardi gan sweater.



"Ordinary cards," he began. "See?" He took one

pack, pulled the cards out, handed themto a stunning
girl at a ringside table. The girl | ooked at the cards,
gave t hem back.

"He's not exactly |oaded with stage presence," ol d-
st one whi sper ed.

"He warns up as he goes along," the Postnan an-
swered. "And | think he knows you're here."

"I"d like you to pick one," Wthers said to the stun-
ning girl and she did. "Wuld you look at it please?"
She did that too. "Is it the six of clubs?" She nodded.
"Thank you," he said and took the card back

Silence in the club. One or two people clapped
once or twce.

Gol dst one bent close to the Postman. "Dynanmite
openi ng," he whi spered sarcastically. "Does he actually
get better? Hard to believe."

The Postman just gave him a | ook.
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"The rising aces," Wthers said.

The Postman | eaned cl ose to Gol dstone. "This trick
isreally incredible,"

"Wul d you take out the aces please," he said to
another girl at a ringside table, not as pretty as the
first one, but with a better body. She funbled through
the deck, finally got the aces together. "Now put them
on top of the deck and cover themw th another card."
She followed his instructions, handed the deck back
Then Wthers said, "I"'msorry, ny nistake, you don't
cover the aces yet, that's a different trick, and he
reached to take off the top card.

And soneone shouted, "He's gonna do a five lift,
watch him watch hi m=

ol dstone | ooked in the coner, tried to spot the
heckl er. "Fuckin' drunks," he said.

Wthers ignored the interruption, took off the top
card, started to go on. "All right, what we have here
are the four aces on the top of the deck and—

"—bullshit," cane fromthe corner. "They're in your
left hand."

Wthers blinked. He was beginning to perspire
lightly now "Um. .. yes, the aces—

"—show us your |eft hand—that's right, show the



hand not hol ding the deck, go on, go on—*

Wthers glared into the comer. "lI'msorry," he said,
"I'"d appreciate it if you let me do what | get paid for."

"This isn't a charity ward?"

A few people started | aughi ng now.

Wthers was nore flustered. "I'm not capabl e of
working like this—f you know so nuch and you want
to take over, by all neans feel free."

The heckl er said, "Don't wanna break ny neck get-
ting up there, give ne a hand." Wthers nmoved into
the crowd.

And the crowd began appl audi ng.

"What's goi ng on?" Col dstone said.

No reply from the Postman.

CGol dst one | ooked over in the comer where Wthers
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and the heckler were. "You really think you know a
lot, don't you?" Wthers said to the heckler as he

nmoved back onto the stage.

CGol dstone smiled. "Cute idea," he said to the Post-
man. "The heckler being a dummy."

"I"1l guaranfuckingtee ya |I'm an expert,
sai d.

t he dunmy

"What's the dummy's nanme?" Gol dst one wonder ed.
"Fats is what Corky calls him" the Postman said.

"Well you ruined the rising aces," Corky said, stand-
ing there, holding Fats in one arm

Fats | eaned cl ose and started whispering. "Do you
see that beautiful girl, the one you did the trick wth?"

"What about her?"
"I think she |likes nme."
"Don't be ridicul ous."

"I wonder if she does—wmybe she'd enjoy a little rol
in the shavings with ne."

"I don't think you' re funny," Corky said.

"Well they do," Fats said, pointing to the audience,
who were | aughing. "Wnen 7o for ne in a big way



—+ can do everything except get a soft-on. | suppose if
| really needed one, | could al ways borrow yours."

"I don't want to talk about ny sex life," Corky said.

"Tell us all about it, we've got half a mnute to
wast e. "

The audi ence | aughed | ouder. "Don't encourage
him" Corky told them

Col dst one wat ched as the audi ence began appl aud-
ing. "lIs that a punch line of his?"

The Post man nodded.

"I"d like to do sonething for you now," Corky told

the people. "Even | don't know how or why it works,

but for sone strange reason, if | take a dianmond and
hold it long enough, it turns into a heart." He turned
to Fats, and held out a deck. "Choose any di anond."

Fats clutched a dianond six.

"Show t he people.™

Corky hel ped himraise his arm
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"Now if you'll give it back I'll just—=

"—give it back ny ass. If you're a real magician,
change it while I'"'mholding it."

"Moving on," Corky said, "I would now |like to—=
"—you mean you're not gonna make it change?"

"Not with you holding it, obviously. You're really

i mpossible tonight, 1'd |ike to change the subject unti
you sinmer down." Corky stopped, pointed out toward

the Postrman. "Ladi es and gentl enen, a man who

nmeans a great deal to me is here this evening, say hello
pl ease to ny agent, M. Ben G eene, the Postman.

Stand up, would you Ben?"

The Postman stood and everybody | ooked and ap-
pl auded.

"Keep standi ng—pl ease—+'d like to say a few things
about what you nean to nme and Fats."

"He's a great agent," Fats said. "Corky and | fee
honor ed because nostly, the Postnman handl es the big-
gies: Dick Contino—he's the fella told Mario Lanza
to go on a diet—+t's thanks to the Postnman that right
now in Stratford Tab Hunter is playing Gertrude—
that's a coup, folks—and he's not just interested in
show bi z, nossir, he knows his politics too—handl es



Wl bur MIIs"' presidential canpaign, don't you?—
and here's the clinmax fol ks—and renenber you heard
it here first: tonight the Postman has concl uded an
exhausting session of negotiations climaxing in the
foll ow ng announcenent: M ss Vicki has just been
booked into the Superdome. Thanks, Ben, you can sit
down now. *"

The Postman sat down and gl anced across the table.
"Sorry you canme?"

ol dstone drank his Scotch. "Bad's good," he said.
"That was not hi ng—% got maybe the best magician

in fifty years matched with the first X rated dunmy on
t he bl ock. Eat your heart out."

"I"'d like to do sone estimations now, " Corky said.

"Hey wait— Fats said. "I got this six of dianonds.
you said you'd change it to a heart."
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"You ruined that too," Corky said.

"Om god," Fats said then. "Look—= Corky hel ped
himraise his arm "It turned into a heart while | was

holding it." He | ooked at Corky, shook his head.

"How d he doooo that?" Fats called |oudly, and the
audi ence appl auded agai n.

"How did he do it?" Col dstone asked the Post man.
That was before he ordered a double C an MacG egor.

The Postman just sat back and smiled . . -«

On the way to the dressing room between shows,

the Postman said, "It's a funny thing, but he bonbed
here bad on an anmateur night"

"Hard to believe."

"Well he didn't have the dummy then. He disap-
peared about a year, came back again with Fats, and
t hey booked himregular. The rest, as they say, is
gonna be history. | don't think he's hit twenty-eight
yet." He knocked. "Me," the Postman said.
Frominside Fats said, "Ch shit, it's gangrene."

ol dst one | aughed. "Gangrene—that's funny."

They wal ked in. "Just wanted to make an introduc-
tion, Corky. This is George Col dstone."

Corky got up. "How do you do, sir." He held Fats in
one arm



"Nice act," Coldstone said- "Lot of potential”
"Wwuldn't it be nice if you were right,"” Corky said.
"What about ne?" Fats said.

"Behave, huh?" Corky said.

ol dstone sniled. "Lot of funny stuff. Fats."

"Thank you, M. Wgstone." Fats was staring at
Col dst one' s hai rpi ece.

"That's what | call funny," the Postman said.

Fats | eaned close to Corky. "lIs this the same Ceorge
CGol dstone that's so fanous in the tv trade? The one
known as 'Linp Dick George' ?"

"He doesn't nean anything," Corky said.

The Postman was roari ng.

"Youl | strain your pacenaker," Fats said. He turned
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to Goldstone. "I don't know why he's | aughing, he
hasn't had an erection since Coolidge was president."

ol dst one began to go on that.

"I apol ogi ze," Corky said, "He's been inpossible all
day."

"You're a very talented young man."
Corky smil ed.

"Is it true you've never mssed a show of Captain
Kangar 00?" Fats asked Col dstone.

"On that," ol dstone said, and he waved and started
outside. "Can | ask one thing? How did you change
the dianond to the heart?"

"I"'mthe msdirection." Fats said, "Wiile we're bull-
shitting around, he could bring an el ephant onstage."

"Which is why," the Postman said, "this nagician

woul dn't be anything but sensational on the tube. The
canera watches their faces, not CGorky's hands." He

| ooked at CGol dstone. "Be with you in a sec'."

CGol dst one nodded, left.

The Post man shut the door.

"I't went okay?" Corky asked.



"Calling M. Coldstone 'Linp D ck George* may

not have advanced our cause, but on the whole |I would
say, if | play himsmart and don't get pushy, it was
i ncanfucki ngdescent." He | ooked at Fats. "See? You're
cat ching. "

"What happens now?" Cor ky wonder ed,

"Not hi ng very dramatic. A lounge in Vegas for a lit*

tie. I can get you on the Shore and the Walters and the
Giffin. Eventually youll shift headquarters to New
York, better media exposure there. You'll come back

out here, do a couple Carsons, and how s that for
openers, enough?"

Cor ky nodded.

"You're a good kid. Corky."

"The dummy is the talent," Fats said*

The Postman | eft themthen.

Si |l ence

Then whi spering: "Corky?"
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"Remenber the night we first teamed up? Wen you
did that dunb thing with the gas? Renmenber what |
proni sed?"

Corky nodded. "No nore failure."

"Do you believe ne now?"

Nod.

" Cor ky?"

"\What ?"

"You know what | think?"

"What do you think?"

"W're gonna be a star . . .*

3. THE WORK | S DONE

1

"How much farther do you think to G ossinger's?"
Cor ky asked.

"Dunno," the cabdriver said. He was a kid, quick-
eyed, always with a cigarette in the left comer of his



nmout h. He slurred when he spoke. "W'd a been there
now i f you hadn't said 'take the shortcut."'"
"Sorry," Corky answered. "I thought | knew this

area better than | do, | guess. Been over fifteen years
since |'ve seen it."

"Well get there," the driver said.

Cor ky nodded. The sun was starting to drop rapidly
now—n half an hour it would be dark. The quiet road
curved downhill through the remains of a multicol ored
forest The turning of the | eaves was |ust about over.
The Catskills were still pretty, but age was coning
fast.

There were two suitcases on the seat beside him

Cor ky opened the fat bag and reached in for a deck

of cards. He sat back then, did a one hand shuffle. It
was extraordinarily difficult to execute under ideal con-
ditions, but riding fast in a badly sprung car didn't
hel p. The first tine he tried it he got through it, but
not neatly. He tried it again; holding the deck in one
hand, with that hand al one dividing the deck in half;

then the hardest part, forcing the cards through each
other, an ordinary rinmng notion, sinplicity with both
hands, with one al one God knows how many hours of
practice.

Corky shifted the cards, did the stunt again, with his
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left hand this time. For no reason he could ever fathom
he always did this better with the left hand than the
right. Corky watched his fingers dancing. Wat a

dunb thing to be able to do—+t was of no value in

cl ose-up work; there were no tricks that depended for
conpl etion on being able to shuffle a deck of cards

qui ckly and efficiently with but one hand. Sonetines

it held its weight as a kind of flourish, to show dex-
terity, but all in all, it was pointless. There were prob-
ably six around anywhere who could do it with either
hand: the two Japs, the Frenchman, naybe two nore

here in the States. Corky wondered for a nonent if

t hey ever watched their hands and reflected on the
wast e i nvol ved. How many tinmes had their fingers
cranped trying to get the riffle right? Merlin was

al ways after himto give it up, quit throw ng away the
days.

What el se did he have to do with them back then?
"Stop hereF Corky said suddenly.
"Huh?" fromthe driver

There had been a quick flash of blue water to the
left. "Just slow down will be fine."



The car sl owed.

Corky rolled down the wi ndow and stared out at the
water. "I think that's Lake Ml ody."

"I'f you say so."

"Looks just the sane." He continued to stare. *' No it
doesn't, it looks a lot smaller; it's nothing really and
woul d have sworn it was huge."

"You want ne to stay slow?"
"There should be some cabins up around the curve."

There were. Set down in the woods, a good distance
off the road. A larger main house and then, belowit,
maybe two dozen white cabins around the | ake. A
bungal ow col ony. They passed a fl aking sign: FI NAST
BUNGALOAS. And below that, in smaller lettering:

ALONE ON THE SHORES OF LAKE MELODY.

"Now stop," Corky said, and this time, the car did.
The driver |ooked out "Mist have beeo pretty."
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"Ch yes," Corky answered, getting out, quickly

wal ki ng across the road, staring down at the enpty-

| ooki ng buil dings belowin the woods. "I won't be a
sec'," he called to the driver, and with that, be put his
hands in his pockets and started down toward the main
house. The ground was covered with | eaves, and his

steps nmade the only sound. It was col der up here than

it had been back in the city, and he shivered suddenly.
He was wearing just a cotton shirt and his blazer and

hi s shaki ng began to grow. He slapped his arnms across

bi s body, rubbed his hands across his chest, broke into

a half run, getting the circul ati on goi ng.

He was still cold.

"Anybody?" he called as he reached the main
house. "Hey?"

"What do you want?" fromindoors. Femnal e voice;
di st ant

" Cabi n?"

"We're kind of closed.”

Above hi m now, behind screens and gl ass on the

second floor, a face was vaguely visible. "Something
near the lake is really what I'mafter. C ose as you' ve

got



"We're not really set up for guests just now "

"This is just the kind of place I'"mlooking for is the
thing. I won't be disturbed here."

"That's for sure.”
"Pay you for a week, | won't stay near that |long."

From behi nd the wi ndow now, hesitation. "I've got
no services to offer.”

"Pay you fifty bucks a night, how s that?"
"I"'mnot turning down fifty bucks."

"Lemme get ny stuff,” Corky said, and he spun

started back up the long hill toward the road. He
jogged easily, conscious of his breathing, the little
bursts of white hitting the air as he exhaled. It was
getting colder fast, but he wasn't shivering anynore.

The cabdriver was standing by his car, snoking.
-All set?”
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"Little change in plan," Corky told him
The driver |ooked at Corky.

Cor ky | ooked back, then quickly away, because he
had caught the guy studying hima couple of tines
is the rearview nmirror, and usually what that neant,
nowadays, was that they recognized himfrom soine-
where. Corky got his two bags out of the back. "What
do | owe you?"

The driver sat behind the wheel, glanced at the
meter. "Exactly eighty-eight dollars and ninety-five
cents, as you can see for yourself."

Corky reached for his wallet He had gone to the

bank Just before |eaving town, and he took out sone
bills. Now he glanced at the driver again. Corky hesi-
tated. "Whatll make you happy?" he said finally.

"Let your conscience be your guide. | mght get |ost
on the way back, have car trouble, all kinds of things,
but don't let that enter into your thinking."

"Here's a hundred," Corky said, handing over one
bill.

The driver took it, said a very quiet, "Thanks."
"You don't understand," Corky told him "That's fust

for you. This"—and he brought out the second hundred
—this should cover the meter with enough for maybe



a cup of coffee thrown in."

"Hey you're ny nman," the driver said,

"You're wel conme,"” Corky said; "I like the way you
handl e a car. Plus one nore thing."

"What's 'at?"

"You didn't bring me here."
The driver |ooked up at him
"Am | still your man?"

The driver nodded.

"Keep it that way." Corky picked up his |uggage,
smled, "Take it easy."

"Any way | can get it," the driver said, starting the
car, waving, gunning off, gone.

Corky turned and headed back down the hill toward
t he mai n house where the worman he had spoken to
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before was waiting. She wore a blue sweater over gray
sl acks, blue sneakers. "You said near the water, didn't
you?"

"That should be the quietest, don't you think?"
They' re none of them exactly noisy just now "

"Well the prettiest anyway."

She nodded, started | eadi ng hi mdown away from

t he mai n house through the woods toward the water

The sun was al nost gone now, and the remains of it
rebounded off the lake into their eyes.. Corky wal ked
qui etly behind her, carrying his cases. "I'll give you
the best we got," she said, as they approached the
farthest cabin, set very close to the water, a good
hundred yards fromthe mai n house.

"I have the noney ready," Corky said.

"Don't you want to see it first?"

"I"'msure itil be fine."

She got out a key, shook her head. "What a weird

t hi ng, keeping everything | ocked up—ot a whole | ot
to steal ."”

Cor ky nodded.

She opened the door, stepped inside. He foll owed.



"Nothing all that special. Living roomhere, bedroomin
there"-"she pointed. "Bedroomis small but the bed's
good. " Now she pointed again. "And the fireplace

wor ks. You got a view of the |ake out this way, you can
| ook up into the woods across there."

"It's fine," Corky said. "Let nme pay you now. " He
put down his bags.

"Bat hroomin there—kitchenette behind the curtain
there. That's it."

"Like | said," Corky told her. "Fine," He held out
two fifties. "One for tonight and one in advance. If |
stay tomorrow, we'll talk finances then, okay?"

"What ever." She folded the noney, rolled it again,
held it tight in her hand, "If you need— and she
st opped.

"CGo on."

"I was gonna say 'if you need anything, call' but
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there's nothing up at the main place. Wen | said we

were closed, | wasn't whistling Dixie." She started to-
ward the door. "Probably | should have said, 'if you
need anything, don't call.'" She gave a little wave.

"Bye. "
Cor ky nodded.

The second she cl osed the door Fats was sayi ng,

"Open up, open up," in a muffled tone fromthe |arger
sui t case

" Shhhh-"

"—don't you 'shhh' me, schnucko, just open the god-
damlid or there's gonna be major |eague trouble."

Corky got Fats out, then went to the w ndow away
fromthe | ake and wat ched as the girl wal ked up to-
ward the main house.

"I hate the country already," Fats said. "It's quiet
and full of |eaves. AH you hear when you wal k around
is crunch crunch crunch.”

Cor ky sai d not hi ng.

The sunlight hit the girl's long dark bl onde hair.

"I thought we were going to Grossinger's. At |east
Grossinger's got action. This dunp here, maybe it'd

do for a coroners' convention, but otherw se, forget it.



Corky still was silent, still watched.
"Hey, why the silent act, what's up?"

Cor ky shook his head. "She never once renenbered
ne."

"Who? The broad? How can you bl ane her, she's

verging on the gorgeous and you are a pretty forget-
table fella. No. Take that back—actually, your pointy
head is quite distinctive, | wouldn't think anybody
could forget that. Miust have been your acne clearing
up that nade her not know you."

"You're not funny! Not even a goddamlittle."

"Sounds like | stepped on a corn—how cone |'m not
funny?"

Corky *s voice got soft "
Snow. "

' Cause that was Peggy Ann

2

She wal ked into the house and | ocked the door, which
she always did when she was al one around the pl ace.
Then she went to the tv, flicked it on, which she also
al ways di d whenever it got dark, whether she was al one
around the place or not

News.

She | ooked at it vacantly for a nonent; the |oca
news guy was as intelligent as ever but she had dif-
ficulty focusing her attention on what he was sayi ng.
Fi nancial stuff. Cities going bust.

Maybe some nusic.

Of with the tv, on with the radio. She |istened.

Eiton John? It was hard for her nowto tell themfrom
each other. She had a bunch of cousins who were |ike
twel ve, and they always hooted when she said it was

all the sane, every one of them boom boom boom

with the rhythmsection, that's all there was. No words
anynore, why shouldn't they sound the sanme. But

then her fol ks had been like that, unable to distinguish
Anka from Rydell from Fabi an when she'd been a kid

and they were ol d-

Only I"mnot old,

El vi s!

Of went the radio and now, for the first time since
she'd entered the house, she picked up the pace a
little. She knelt quickly by the record shelf underneath
the hi-fi, took out the first Presley she happened to hit.
It was his "Gol den Records" and Peg | ooked at his
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face on the front for a while, then turned the record
over and studied the |istings:

Hound Dog

Teddy Bear

Love Me Tender A
Don't Be Cruel

Those were songs. Peg turned on the machi ne, took

out the record, reached for her special cloth and went
over the disc carefully before she put it on the spindle.
Al'l her Elvis recordings were in perfect shape and that
was not about to change. Now she pushed the start

lever, waited .

'Since ny baby left me'-WHAP-

' Found a new place to dwel | ' WHAP—
'"Down at the end of lonely street
At Heartbreak Hotel. . .'°

She knew exactly who she was and where she was

when that first Presley hit hone. Sneaking a cigarette
in Viola Schenker's car. Closing in on thirteen. Body
already formed. She'd listened then and coul d not be-
lieve—there was no way she could hear what she was
hearing. Never mind what the sentences said, what the
si nger was saying was "Let's screwyou |I'mtalking

to, don't | ook away. Now "

Not in the nood for Elvis either. She lifted the tone
armoff, and in the ensuing silence, put the record
back in the sleeve, then into the envel ope, then back
to the shelf.

Eat sonet hi ng?

Not hungry.

She got out her high school graduation yearbook

Turned to the full-page picture. It was the front of the
sports section, and there she was, caught at the peak of
""" Heartbreak Hotel" © 1956 by Tree Publishing Co., Inc.
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her jump, arms out, |legs spread, smiling. The caption
said sinmply: "Peggy Snow scores one for our side."

She | ooked at the picture awhile. O course the
cheerl eader's costune was ridi cul ous, but otherw se ..

She carried the book to a mrror, lifted up the photo,
put it beside her face. Studied them She |ooked fine.
Fi ne.

But her depression only deepened.



She wal ked to the kitchen, opened sonme cat food,

put it in Sherlock's bow. Then she opened the back
door, knocked the di sh against the knob, called his
nane. He was waiting and inside in no tinme. She put

t he di sh down. Sherlock ate. He was a | arge, powerfu
and totally individualistic beast and he never all owed
her to hold himexcept when he was done eating.

She pi cked Sherl ock up then, wal ked to the w ndow,
stared down toward the | ake and the one |it cabin.

"He didn't renenber nme," Peg said
3

Corky scuffed his way al ong the shore of Lake Ml ody.
In Chicago it nmight get dignified with the word
"pond." Not nore than a mle around probably. But up
here, anything you could get your body into was Lake
somet hing. This one wasn't even all that pretty—the

| and surrounding, yes, lovely, but the water itself had
a mud bottom and even on the nicest days, you al ways
were on the | ookout for snapping turtles. No one had
even seen one around, but you just knew that if you
were a snapper. Lake Mel ody was the kind of place
you'd like to call hone.

He gl anced up toward the main house. The lights

gl owed out, a bright barrier against the surrounding
dar kness. Corky stopped and turned, taking in the
whol e place. Alittle light fromhis cabin; the others,
not hi ng but shapes. Dead beasts.

Wien he was a kid, the Catskills had nmillions of

t hese pl aces, bungal ow col oni es. Mom and Pop oper a-
tions. Oten they made the cabins thensel ves or hired
the local carpenter, usually drunk. And they survived
by their summer rentals. AU the people who coul dn't
afford the big places would conme, and book a cabin for
the sunmer, and let the kids run while the nothers sat
in chairs, rocking and gossiping till the weekends when
t he breadwi nners arrived. You did your own cooking,

cl eaned for yourselves. Wat you rented was the roof
mainly. Usually a game roomin the main house where
the Mom and Pop rul ed.

Only now, at least fromthe way things | ooked on
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the drive up, it was hard tines in the Catsldlls. Sure,
Grossinger's was probably m nting noney and The

Concord was still trying to convince the masses that
they'd stunmbled into Vegas, but the smaller places, the
col oni es, good-bye and anen.

Sad. ..

Corky started wal king faster, heading for his cabin.



When he got there, he unl ocked the door, went inside.
started to undress. He had bis pants half off when he
gl anced into the bathroom saw there wasn't any soap

or towels. He slipped his trousers back on, rebuttoned
his shirt, reached for his blazer. After that he grabbed
Fats and took off. There wasn't much noon, but

enough to nmake out a kind of worn route that |ed

toward the main house. Corky hurried, stunbling

once or tw ce over tree roots, but never enough to nake
him come close to falling. There was no sound com ng
fromthe main house and his knock echoed. "lI'msorry,"
Corky said I oudly.

From above, on the second floor. "Wat do you
want ?"

"No soap."

"I told you you wouldn't like it; you |leaving al -
ready?"

Corky started laughing. "I didn't nean 'no soap' that
way—1 neant there wasn't any. O towels either."

*we never really supplied that stuff."”
n O,]. "
"Hold on a sec'. 111 get you something."

He waited on the steps listening to her footsteps
i nsi de. She was com ng down the stairs. Then, the door
was opening. "C non i n—AO sense waiting outside—

"Thank you," Corky began, and as he took a few
steps inside, he was prepared to say a good deal nore,
to apol ogi ze for being a bother, to—

"—em god, you brought Fats along" Peg cried with
exci t ement

Corky just stood there.

"And you thought Peg didn't renenber,** Fats said.
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She | ooked at Corky. "You knew who | was too?"

Cor ky made a nod.

"Way didn't you two at |east grunt at each other or
somet hi ng?" Fats wanted to know.

"I don"t—+"'mnot really sure," Corky stanmered—
"See, she was upstairs and | couldn't really tell at first
—there was the screen and the sun reflected off the

gl ass—by the tine | thought | knew, | figured she

didn't know who | was or she would have said sone-

t hi ng. "



"What's your story?" Fats asked.
"It's been so long," Peg said; "and | watch every
chance | get—+ see a lot of television so | don't think
I've m ssed you once—+ didn't want to embarrass any-
body in case . "

Fats shook his head. "W're all so goddam sensitive
| could whoopse. "

Peg started | aughing. "He's just as cute as on the
tube. "

"Cutel" Fats said loudly. "Virile, yes; sexy, absol ute-
ly. "Cute' is for Disney, if you, don't mnd."

"I"'mreally excited," Peg said. "C nmon, c¢' non," and
she cl osed the door. Then she | ooked at Corky for a
nmonent Neither of them said anything.

The little old matchnmaker—e," Fats cut through

Laught er.
Then: "Onh, can | hold hin? Wuld that be all right?"

Cor ky hesit at ed.

"The answer is |lemme at her," Fats sai d.

"Be kind of careful,"” Corky said.

"Prom se." Peggy took Fats with both hands. "He's
heavy, " she said, surprised.

"Husky, you thoughtless creature," Fats said.

Peg | ooked at Corky. "Hi s lips didn't nove."
"That's because you didn't work ny |evers, baby."
"What | evers?" Peg asked.

Corky took Fats, laid himface down on a tabletop
"All a ventriloquist's doll really is, is a |arge wooden
head, heavy like you said, with a wooden pipe | eading
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down where the neck should be. There are levers on

t he pi pe and when you work them the dunmy seens

to come to life. At least, that's the theory." He pointed

to Fats' overalls, slit up the back. "Al'l dolls are slit like
t hat —so you can get your hand in to the levers. The

rest of the body is mainly strong canvas bindi ngs an®
stuffing." He lifted Fats back into her arns. "Now try.

Sit in a chair; mght be better. Fats has extra | evers,
‘cause |'ve fixed himso he can snoke and cry, but don't

bot her with those."



Peg sat, took Fats, reached into the slit
Fats began groani ng sexual ly.

Peg broke out | aughing.

"Don't mind him" Corky said.

"Let me | ook at you," Fats said.
"How do | do that?"- Peg asked.

"That same pipe where the |evers are—ust turn it
See?"

Peg turned Fats* head till their eyes net "This is
ki nd of fun."

"Cone wiz nee to zee Kazz-bah," Fats said.
"I still can't get his lips going."

"Up a little," Corky said.

She touched the right |lever and Fats' |ips went up
and down.
"You don't know what life's like till you' ve had your

| evers fondled by a beautiful girl. Ht the |lever just up
fromyour hand," Fats told her

She followed his instructions. H s right eye w nked
at her.

Peg hugged Fats, both arms around himtight Then

she carefully took him handed hi mback to'" Corky. "I
really did enjoy that," she said.

Corky took Fats, said,'"Anytine."

"\Whi sper,” Fats said. Corky brought himup close to
his ear. "She's very nice."

"Thank you. Fats," Peg said. She stood. "How do you
do that? Ifs really like he's talking."

"I'l'lusion nostly. | just turn nmy head and | ook at
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hi m when he shoots off his nouth, he does the same

for me. You follow our eyes. Just illusion and practice
/[ is all."”

"But your lips don't nove."

"Neither do yours. Seriously. Open your nouth about
a quarter inch and keep your lips still and try saying
"H Corky.""



"H Corky."

"See how easy? Now try ' Bye Corky/

" '"Bye Corky,'" Peg said. Then; "My lips noved that
tinme."

"I know. ODthe "B." "B and Y' and 'M and 'Wthey
are the toughies. Gve six months or so to each letter

and you'll be able to say Taeep' wi thout noving your
lips, big deal."
" *Whami is also very hard," Fats said. "I went crazy

till he got those right. 'Wam beep-wham beep.' |f
you're an intellectual sex pervert |like me, that can get
ki nd of nonotonous. 'Pervert' is also hard. Usually

Cor ky chi ckens out and says 'deviate.'"

"You should record all this.." Peg told him starting
upstairs. "l really nmean it."

"That's an interesting idea, thanks."

"Make a fortune, selling it to insomiacs," Fats said.
He starting intoning like a speech teacher. "The peb-
bl es were nopi ng because—~

"—enough outta you," Corlcy said.

Peg gestured for themto follow "Come get what you
need." They were all noving up when the scream cane.
Cor ky stopped. Peg continued on

Agai n, from outside, the high pitched scream

Peg | ooked down, smiled. "That's just ny big old
cat," she said. "Probably found a dead bird."

"Probably nade a dead bird," Fats said.

"Sherlock isn't any too friendly. I call him Sheriock
because he's always nosing into things. Loves poking

around." She led them al ong the second floor corridor
opened the large closet at the end. "Help yourself."

Cor ky handed her Fats, noved into the |arge cl oset
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Most of its contents were in closed cardboard boxes.
Corky pointed to them "Shutting up for the w nter?"

"Permanent. Trying to get it ready to sell. Not that

there's any mad rush on to buy the place. But the hope
is that soneone'll think the property's val uable, what
with the | ake and all.** o ¥

"Fol ks still around?"



Till a couple of seasons ago—now they've got kind

of a one bedroom condo near Lauderdale in Florida—%
tried keeping the place going, gave it ny best shot,
but the winters are too hard to cut anynore."

Corky took down sone towels, several cakes of
soap. an extra bl anket "You used to have students
during the winter."

"Sure. Married ones fromthat little college over the
way. They closed it up this fall. That's dosed, we're
cl osed, nmost places like us are closed. Pretty soon.
think they'll paint a big sign in the sky: 'Hey, every-
body, the Catskills are closed/ "

Corky took Fats back, started down the stairs. "And
what' ||l you do then?"

Peg shrugged. "Whatever."

Cor ky descended t hrough the ensuing silence. He

nmoved sl owy down, then turned at the bottom nodded
t hanks, turned, headed for the front door. He had his
hand al nost to the knob when Peggy said, "Hey you
woul dn't want any coffee or anything?"

"Thank God," Fats replied, T was just about to in-
vite you to ask us."

"I"'d like that a lot," Corky told her
"Have you even eaten supper?"
Cor ky shook hi s head.

"I Just know |I've got a bottle of w ne around sone-
pl ace."

"Terrific," Corky said. "Let nme just get ny stuff
down to the cabin and—=

"—stuff?" Fats said. "Wat stuff are you talking
about? There's nostly me and | want to stay."

"Qui ck shower and 111 be up."
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Til be in the kitchen slaving." She waved.

He returned it, then headed on out the door. He

| ooked around, hesitated till he found the path, then
hurried on down toward his cabin.

"She hugged ne," Fats said.

"l saw. "

1 suspect she found nme irresistible.™



"Don't we all."
"I wonder why she isn't married?"
"How do you know she isn't married?"

"Because, schmucko, if you weren't so unobservant
you' d have noticed she didn't have no ring on."

Cor ky shrugged. He continued on in the noonlight

until Fats screaned "Christ!" as the giant cat |eaped
out onto the path, the bloody remains of a headl ess
bird in her nouth.

"Say hello to Sherlock," Corky said.
The cat dropped the bird and was gone.
"Look at that-Jesus."

"I think we were Just nmade a peace offering." Corky
sl owed, studying the carcass. "Sparrow?"

"Who cares, let's go, let's go." Corky stepped over

the bird and picked up his pace till he got to the cabin.
Then he put Fats in the overstuffed chair, showered.
Quickly, he dried hinself, put on a different shirt,

took his time conbing his hair. Then he casually tossed
hi s Jacket over one shoul der, headed for the door

"Question." From Fats.

Cor ky wait ed.

"How cone we cane here? | don't nean the Cats-

Idlls, I mean this particular hot spot, Caesar's Pal ace
transplanted to the shores of Lake Mel ody."

Cor ky shrugged. "No reason. Inpulse. Luck. Fluke."

"Good," Fats said. "Then there's really no reason for
our sticking around |ong."

" ' Course not."

"Make damm sure you | ock that door, huh?"
"\Why 2"
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"Because, schmucko, | don't want that beast getting
its claws into me."

Corky got the key. "Whatever you want" He started
for the door again.

This tune Fats said, *THow | ong you gonna be?"

Cor ky shrugged. "Depends."



*Tou could be a little nore specific."
"I don't think late."

That's al so good."

"Why?" Corky asked,

"I'f you were late, old Fats might start getting
jealous ..."

Long beat.

and we woul dn't want that."

A | onger one.

woul d we now..."
4

"You never really told why you were here."

Corky answered, "The truth, | guess, is |I'mhiding.**
She | ooked at him They were finishing dinner in the
living roomwhere she'd set up a card table by the fire.
At first, it had been too hot, but as the meal went on
the fire softened, and they kept moving cl oser and

cl oser, table, w ne bucket, folding chairs. "Fron®"

**] just have to get my head on straight about a few
t hi ngs."

She nodded, took out the wine bottle. "I don't think
Ayou' re supposed to chill it wheo it's red, but | figured
t he bucket added the proper note of el egance. Wen

you entertain a lot, you learn little touches can really
add up." She started to pour. "I was beng funny," she
sai d. About ny entertaining."

"It's very good wine."

"Gall o Hearty Burgundy. Wn lots of blind fastings
agai nst those higher-priced French inmports.™

"I"'mnot really into wi ne nuch."

**When you run a fancy resort, you have to keep

track of the trends," Peg told him "Your head seens on
pretty straight to ne."

"I've been acting weird, believe nme.**

"I'f you say so."

"See | thought I was having an argunent with ny

agent about a matter of principle. But earlier today,

was wal ki ng around the | ake and | realized |I'd been
bAing myself. It's the future's really got ne scared.
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See, | guess |'ve got an outside chance at making it big,
and I|'mnot sure | want to take it"

"I guess you are a little weird."

"Nobody's arguing with you about that But there's a
| ot of hassling that goes along with success."

She nodded. "Should we eat at Sardi's or '21'? Shoul d
we hit the opera or the dance? Should I switch to Hal -
stoo or stay faithful to Bal enciaga? Could be murder."

"I"'ma private person,"” Corky said.

"And if you make it, you think they'll find out al
your secrets?"

Corky smil ed.
"More?" She pointed to their plates.
Thanks, |I'mstuffed, it was delicious."

"I don't like to sound conceited, but anything Swan-

son freezes, | can thaw For dessert there's Mss Lee's
brownies or Ms. Smth's pie." She smled. "Years ago,
Ronnie told me, 'Wenever possible, Birdseye.'" She

stood up, reached for the plates. She was wearing a

white satin bl ouse now, unbuttoned at the throat, and
just the start of her breasts was occasionally visible in
the firelight

"Maybe dessert later, if that's okay."

"What ever." She took their plates and started for the

ki tchen, concentrating on being careful not to spill, so
Corky's "you're really beautiful, took her by surprise.
*Tm not, she said before she said, "I only wish | was,"

followed by "but" and then she turned. "You think
so?" She shook her head, renmenbering. "Hey that's
right, | was always pretty for you."

"I didn't say you were pretty."

"What ever." She finished her trip to the kitchen and
called, "You didn't pick up on Ronnie."

"I's he inportant?"

"Mate. Consort. Spouse. |'mvery big on enlarging
nmy vocabul ary."

"Are you very big on Ronnie?"
She cane back. "How come you ask?"

He pointed to her hand. "No ring."
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"We're separated as of this nmonment. W separate
about every noon phase. It hasn't been your everyday
Debbi e Reynol ds romance. "

"Where i s he now?"

Peg shrugged. "Hunping sone | ocal beauty, | ex-

pect. | don't know where he is, but he'll be back to-
night or a week fromtonight or in between or after.”
She stopped by the couch. "You even remenber who

Vm t al ki ng about ? Ronni e? ' Duke' ?"

"I always figured you'd marry him"
n W]y?ll

"I don't know, just did, does he still look like Elvis
Presl ey?"

The question sidesw ped her. She managed an "Ch-
m —=*' before she sank to the sofa, put her head to the
cushi ons and wept.

Corky hurried over, sat down, reached out, al npst
touched her dark bl onde hair, got up, hurried back to
the tabl e, brought her w neglass over. "Here," be said.
"Hearty Burgundy. Very medicinal."

She continued to cry.

Corky sat there beside her. Again he reached out for
her hair.

, .. Peggy Ann Snow

Peggy Ann-
He brought his hand back, made it go to his lap
kept it there.

Peg got up, kept her head turned away as she ran to
t he bat hroom closed the door. Wien she cane out a
few mnutes later, she'd washed her face hard,
scrubbed it, all nakeup gone. "Admt it," she said,
"now | ' m beautiful."

"Little noist maybe."
She sat down again, began talking |ike Enmly Post.

""Whenever the party shows signs of wi nding down,
a quick burst of hysteria fromthe hostess is a sure way
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to get things giddy again-'" She | ooked at Corky. ''Hey
I"msorry."



"You don't renenber high school nmuch I guess.”

She shook her head. "Never think of those days."
"Not the cheerleading or anything; all the boys?"
"It's like it could have happened to sonebody el se.™

"Thank God | didn't nention Pat Boone, you'd have
really come ungl ued."

Peg thought that was funny. "You wanna know sone-
thing crazy?" she asked after she was done | aughi ng.
"You're di fferent when you're not working."

"What do you nean?"

"Doi ng your act. Like before with Fats. You are
di fferent when he's not around and that's the truth."”

"You're very perceptive—you want to know sone-
thing big | eague crazy, it's this: Fats does nmpst of bis
own lines."

"I don't get that."

"It's like an acting exercise: 'make believe you're a
tree.’” Only | nake believe |'mFats. | do it all the tine.
Not on the bus or in Grand Central Station—people

m ght run for a straight] acket. But when |I'mrehears-

ing, if | get stuck for a joke or an insult, | just call on
old Fats."

"And it works?"

"He's been infuddngfallible nost of the tine," Corky
sai d, doing Fats.

"I wish | was talented,"” Peggy said.

"I don't knowif I'mso talented,"” Corky told her. "I
think I'ma little flaky if you want to know the truth."

Peg stood up and smiled. "You always used to do
that."

"What ?"

"Put yourself down. Why do you think that is?"

Cor ky shrugged, watched her enpty the w ne bottle

into her glass- "Well split this |last, okay? No—tell you
what —+I1 send the somrelier—pretty inpressive, huh?

—+ think 1've got another Gllo job, it hasn't been
breathing but let's open it and live."
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Corky didn't know what to say.



Tmnot trying to get you drunk, don't worry."
Corky smled. "I really oughtta be getting back."

"You have to take the sitter home, is that it?"

"It's been kind of a wild day; |'m beat"
"Sure?"
Corky stood, stretched. "I ought to get back."

"Fats doesn't |ike being al one?"
Corky laughed. "Ya got ne."

She wal ked himto the door, kissed him Quickly.
Up on tiptoe, lips to cheek, no big deal

Still, Corky didn't mind it a bit. He waited outside

a nonent after she closed the door, alnpbst knocked,
turned, hurried back to the cabin and had the door half
unl ocked when Fats asked, "How was the orgy?" from

t he overstuffed chair.

"Ch stop it." Corky closed the door behind him

"What was it, a fifty course neal ? You sure didn't
break your ass getting back here.”

"I could have stayed | onger!™

" Chh- hoo- hoo—st epped on a. corn again."
Corky started getting undressed.

"She got the hots for you?"

"You will be thrilled to |learn that the high point of
t he evening was when | reduced her to tears.”

"Hey schmucko, attaway."
Corky finished undressing, went into the bat hroom
Di stant: "Hey, when are we buggi ng out of here?"

Corky said, "I don't know, haven't given it all that
much t hought Tonorrow, the day after.”

"Well I'ma city boy, the sooner the quicker."
Corky cl osed the door, closed his eyes.

e o o ~ggy *A031 Snow

Peggy Ann Snow

Pl ease let nme fol —

Miffl ed: "Hey, what'd you cl ose the door for?"



*Tm pi ssing, do you m nd?"
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"Qoh- hoo- hoo; dainty, ain't he?"

Cor ky peed, washed, brushed his teeth. He wal ked
back into the bedroom turned off the lights, got
bed, lay there.

"That's it, huh?—o recap of the eveni ng?"

"Not hi ng happened—ro—not totally true—she pecked
me on the cheek when | left"”

"Was it a French peck? Were her |ips open?"

Corky laughed. "A French peck is a funny idea."

"Just don't you ever forget who the real talent is.

Corky rolled over and faced the wal L
" "Night," fromFats

Corky grunted, shut his eyes.

Peggy-

—are you thinking of her?"
"\What ?"

"The truth."”

"Ch, Jesus."

"You were."

"Bul I shit."

"And in the bathroomtoo—that's why you cl osed
t he door—=

"—for chrissakes stop!"
Pause. Then, softer; "You're not |ying?"

"I don't Not to you. Have | ever?"

into

Long pause. "I sound like a fucking fishwi fe, don't
| ?"
"You said it, | didn't."

"I don't know what's with me today."
"It's all this fresh air nost likely."

"Sleep well. Laddie. And I'msorry."



Corky tried a snore. Another
Not hi ng from Fats.

»e o |~ggy Ann Snow...
e o o |Aggy Ann Snow.. .
Pl eese- Pl ease- Pl ease! . .

5

Peg happened to be | ooking at her watch at the tineg,
so she knew it was precisely at 3:35 the foll ow ng af-
ternoon that Corky began to behave, for want of a
"better word, crazy.

"Began" wasn't really it. H s behavior had been
growing erratic for a while earlier, only she had chosen
not to pay attention

M st ake.

But the day bad begun so well. First contact cane

m d-morning, with a knock on the front door. She'd
gone to answer it, asking "who?" all the time know ng
Corky was the one. Only there was no reply. She called
again, "Yes?" and still silence.

Now, a little edgy. There was a tiny hole in the
door, a protective device through which you could
see who was standing there w thout opening. She
peeked out.

No one was standing there. It was enpty space.
But soneone was knocking at the door again.

If it had been m dnight, she would have been
scared. Daylight was courage-maki ng, so she said "Not
funny" and threw open the door.

Only it was. Fats was sitting way down on the step
hol di ng a bunch of fresh-picked weeds in his hand.
Hs lips didn't nove, but his voice cane from around
t he coner of the house, saying "Roses for you, ny
dear."

Corky stepped into view. "He insisted on giving you
" N those; he thinks they're roses." He picked Fats up
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"They are roses, schmucko."

"Hurmor him" Corky whispered. "It's best; he's
scratchy before his norning coffee.”

"Thank you," Peg said, taking the weeds.

"'Before nmy norning coffee,'" Fats said with un-



di sgui sed enphasi s.

"I"msorry—sonetimes |I'mslowwould you by any
chance |i ke sone instant?"

"I hadn't thought of it till now " Fats told her. "But
why not, why not." They followed her into the house.
"You know," Fats explained, "if you plant those care-

fully, they growinto oak trees—
"—erk, you're thinking of acorns®" Corky said.

Fats shook his head. "Life's not so sinple in the
country."

"You're pretty sinple in the country,'* Corky said.

"A joke, listen to that—-schmucko made a funny,
wonder s must be ceasing. "

They went into the kitchen and Peg managed to get
the water boiled w thout once com ng dose to burning
hersel f.

Al the earmarks of a good day.

They chatted a I ot through coffee, nostly just her

and Corky, with occasionally Fats throwing in a zinger
but Corky didn't really need too much hel p, he was
kind of on, not so quiet, not so shy.

They split when coffee cool ed. Corky taking Fats
back to U e cabin to work on routines or whatever
but not before she'd invited himup for lunch if he
want ed. And he seened to.

But that neant there had to be [unch, which neant

the trip into Nornmandy. She bought some | uncheon

nmeat, put it back. picked up sonme cold roast beef in-
stead, put that back and decided to risk a chefs sal ad.
And in case he wanted di nner, a couple of steaks, and
frozen peas and nice frozen fries to go along. She

st opped at Baski n- Robbins so the brownies and the pie
could both be a la node, in case he liked it that way,
al ways assuming, of course, he was even there at all.
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Lunch and supper cared for, she was on her way

back before she did a U (illegal) and headed for the
liquor store. She had enough for a bottle of Scotch
and three bottles of a nice French wi ne- That gave her
the idea for French bread, so back she went to the

mar ket, and got a |oaf that was two feet |ong, a waste,
but if he was there and if he was hungry, it would go,
assum ng, of course, he liked French bread at all

What with one thing and anot her shopping took a
while. She didn't get back to the cabins till quarter of
one, didn't call Corky till half past. Lunch was success-



ful, and so was the wi ne. They finished an entire bottle
just before three.

Just before three was when the nagi c began

She was the one who began it. She could not re-

menber feeling that good that early in she didn't want
to think how long, and she'd al ways | oved tricks, so
she asked himif he'd brought any.

"I don't do tricks."
"But you're a mmgician."

"Yeah, but, | don't know, tricks are Iike when | set
up sonet hi ng—a fake deck of cards or a box with a
false lid. It neans sone kind of secret preparation no
one's supposed to know about. | don't work that way."

"You use whatever's avail abl e?"

Corky nodded. "In a club I have to use ny own
stuff because people just don't wal k around wi th decks
of cards."

"Coi ns though; everybody has them"

"l guess."

"Can you do magic with coi ns?"

Corky waggl ed his hand. "I ain't Leipzig," be said,

and when she | ooked puzzl ed, added, "he was the
master when it came to coins."

"I didn't knowit was so specialized."

"Listen, there are thinble nuts—guys who spend
their whole Iives mainly on that. Cigarette guys. You
kind of have to be a little wird to be a magician."

Peg got her wallet out of her purse. "Ckay; fool ne.
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Corky lit a cigarette; inhaled. "I didn*t know T was
going to have to sing for ny supper.” He went over

sat on the living roomcouch, brought an ashtray, put it
on the coffee table.

Peg cane over, sat beside him "Here's a quarter. Be
wonder ful . "

"That's all? Thanks a lot."
Peg wat ched him He hesitated, holding the quarter
in his right band. She took one of his cigarettes, lit it,

wai t ed.

"I"'mtrying to think what m ght be a good way to



begi n," Corky said.

She sat, inhaling deeply. The cigarette tasted won-
derful after all the wine. Sonetines they tasted |like
hay, but this one was worth the cancer scare. She in-
hal ed again, and then started | ooki ng around because
Cor ky had been snoki ng but now he wasn't, and the
ashtray was enpty, and she didn't want her very best
pi ece of furniture catching fire

"Ckay," Corky said, *Tve got it Could | have a coin
pl ease?"

"I gave you the quarter.”

"No, you said you would but you didn't"

She | ooked at his right hand. He hadn't noved it or
done anything el se. But the coin was gone. Peg

wat ched as he inhaled on his cigarette. Funny, she
t hought, he's snoking again.

"Have you started doing tilings yet?"

"I can't very well do anything until | have sonethi ng
to do it with. Let me have a quarter, huh?"

She gave hima quarter.

And his cigarette was gone. Peg gl anced at the
enpty ashtray.

"I'f you haven't got a quarter, give nme a dine."

She | ooked. The second quarter was gone. And he
was snoki ng agai n.

"Ch you bastard, you have too started."
"What ?" He | ooked very innocent

Peg started to | augh.
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"I'f you' d ever give ne a coin and | flipped it all the
way to the ceiling and had it |and on edge on the coffee
table, that would be incredible, wuldn't you agree?"

"Doit, doit"
"I don't know howto do it," Corky told her. "I told
you, I"'mnot an expert with coins. | think you're sitting

on the quarters maybe."

Peg got up. The quarters were on the sofa cushion.
She | ooked at Corky. His cigarette was gone. She



pi cked up the quarters, handed themto him He was
snoki ng again. "Ch wow, that's wonderful ."

"I'f I ever get around to doing anything, maybe it

will be," He put the cigarette out in the ashtray,
reached over, pulled a quarter fromher ear. Then he
found another on top of her head. He took them back
closed his fist, blewon it, asked her to stand agai n.
The quarters were back beneath her on the sofa

cushi on.

Then he really started putting on a show Peg just

sat there staring because she'd | oved magi ¢ since she
was a kid, |oved being fooled but knowing it was al
going to come out right if you Just waited, and after a
little she went and got nore w ne, opening the second
bottle, pouring a large glass for each of them and she
put all the change from her purse on the table, nickels
and penni es and di nes, and he picked themup idly,
tal ki ng about whether or not he should try the Synpa-
thetic Coins sleight or maybe Thi eves and Sheep woul d
be easier and each tine he suggested sonething he

woul d argue hinself out of it because he wasn't really
secure on all the nmoves and while he was tal king the
coins seened to fly, appearing and di sappearing and
reappearing. Junping fromplace to place as if they
were doing it on their own because he certainly didn't
seemto be doing anything to help them just sitting
there trying to figure out what to do, always deciding
agai nst doing anything at all because he could try the
Tenl da Exchange, sure, any jerk could try it but any
jerk could goof it too, so that was a no-ao and maybe
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the Waiters Tip would inpress her but not if he blew
the flip, if that happened she'd probably | augh at his
fumbling, so finally what he decided to do was not hi ng
at all, he really wasn't a coin man, he'd never really
been into coins enough for public consunption, and
while he went into his final apology he went into a
double roll and Peg stared as the two quarters wal ked
across the back of Corky”s hands—they seened al nost

to be doing that, wal king, as they went fromthe second
finger across the mddle to the ring, then around the
pi nki e and under on the thunb, then back to the index
agai n, chasing each other around his hands in a fina
wonderous flourish and he was done.

Peg just sat there.

Cor ky got up, wal ked to the wi ndow that overl ooked
the |l ake, stared down in the direction of his cabin-

"Have you ever considered a career in magic?" Peg
sai d.

Corky gl anced over at her, smled.

Peg wat ched him He was | ooki ng down toward his



cabin again. "lIs it getting late for you agai n? You have
to | eave?"

"Of course not."

"Then listen, | know magi ci ans never tell and al
that, but how do you do that stuff?"

"I'f you really thought, you'd figure it. People just
don't much want to know the truth. If they did, we'd
all be out of business."”

"I don't know how you did that with the cigarette—
someti nes you were snoking, sonetines it was gone,
and you never once moved your hands up to your
nmout h. "

"If I tell you just the one, can we change the sub-
ject?"

Peg wait ed.

Corky lowered his voice slightly. "That |ooked |ike
a real cigarette, but actually it was rolled in vanishing
paper, you inhale on it a certain way, it gets invisible—
| don't do that one a | ot because the paper costs a
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fortune, you have to cure it for weeks to get it to dis-
appear properly. If you buy the cheap kind, instead of
getting invisible it turns green."

"You're really a crunb."

"Thi nk. "

"C nmon, Corky, you said you'd tell ne.

"Changed ny mind; you do the telling. If it isn't
invisible and I don't use ny hands, where could it go?"

"Your mouth? You just zap it inside and | eave it
there, burning and all? That's got to be it."

"It's called tonguing," Corky explained. "It's a tech-
ni que. Like everything else in magic."

"My God, doesn't it bun®"

"You can singe yourself pretty good when you're
learning, I'll adnmit that."

"When you say everything, you don't mean every-
thing. Like sword swallowers don't really swall ow
swords. "

"Sure they do."

"Don't they get sick to their stomachs?"



"They do that too. If they, keep on getting sick to

their stonmachs, they generally tend to drift into another
occupation.”

"Nerts," Peg said.

"This shouldn't bother you. You were the one who
asked about knowi ng secrets in the first place."

"Can you expl ai n everythi ng?"
"Pretty nuch."

"Pretty much isn't the same as everything though—
what's there you can't explain?"

"You mean what do | know about that's 'magic' —
i mpossi bl e, something that couldn't happen but did?"

Peg nodded, turned her w negl ass.

"Hey, 1'd really like changi ng the subject R ght
here.”

"How cone?"

"Magic's to entertai n—you don't take it seriously.
Don't ook for nore than's there.”

"And you think I'm doing that?"
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"1 think."

"I"'mreally not, I'mhaving a very good tine, it's

just that | get bugged when— She gestured outside.

It was al ready beginning to darken slightly. Peg | ooked
at her watch. "Three-twenty and the shadows getting

| onger. "

From somewhere in the surroundi ng woods now,
another cry fromthe cat.

"Probably got himself a grizzly," Corky said.
"Tell me about the inpossible thing, please?"

Corky came back to the couch, picked up a couple
of coins, began fiddling them around. "Okay, briefly.

I'll thunmbnail it and then over and out, deal ?"
" '"Course."
"I didn't see this, | wasn't there, ordinarily |I would

never believe it, except it was Merlin told ne."

"Who?"



"Merlin, Jr. He was ny teacher. | guess | kind of
wor shiped him if that doesn't sound too unmanly."

"What was the inpossible thing?"

"First," Corky said, and he made a flourish; "the nys-
tery of the Alchemist's Coin."

"Do that |ater—ome on—why are you putting ne
of f ?"

Corky spun the coins on the table. "Because | don't
know where this is going, and it's bad for nagicians
when they don't feel in control."

"Just stop worrying so nuch. "

Corky started talking very fast "Merlin was a great

artist, as good as the game, and | know you've never
heard of himbut that's because he wasn't successful
not because he didn't have the skills-he was ugly;

fierce-looking. Big, powerful. He frightened people.
Kids nostly. He scraped all his life. It nade him
tough. He was a hard man, you better believe that. So
when he told me about this, even though | knew it was

bul I shit, I wasn't so sure it was bullshit, if you follow"'*

Peg had her wi neglass in her hands now, fingers
| ocked.
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*T never knew his wife, but he adored her. He called
her his 'dunpling —you can't believe how weird that
sounded, this giant of a ferocious guy with this dopey
tone com ng into his voice whenever he tal ked about
his 'dunpling.' 1've seen her picture. She had a sweet
face, pretty as hell, at |least for those days, and this
blimp body. A tub. They nade sone col orful team |
guess—they worked together in his act-himwith this
hussar's face and her "looking like a Shirley Tenple
dol| perched on a barrel. Anyway, that's the cast of
characters, the two of them"

"And t he inpossible thing?"

**He claimed he could read her mind. **

The coins started danci ng over Corky's fingers again.
"Not all the tine. And not often. But toward the end,
tile days before she died, that's when he said it hap-
pened. "

"You really believe it, don't you?"

Cor ky shrugged, the coins stopped parading. Tm
not sure. | guess | want to." He shivered. "I'd |love a



fire. "
"Finish up, then we'll have one."

"Nothing to finish. Merlin and his w fe, when they

were doing their act, they used to include the standard
tel epathy crap, with cards nostly, all the fake stuff
that works best in the small towns. Then, toward the
end, in the hospital, they began passing the time with
this and that and they tried it for real. It never worked
until just before the cancer got her. The week she died
it happened. He always bl aned hinself for that—-he

never wanted it badly enough to happen before. He

never concentrated enough to try and grab onto what

she was trying to send him Those | ast days they

both wanted it enough; wanted to touch each ot her
enough, was how he put it They were desperate for

somet hing to renenber.”

* Peg finished her wine, poured sone nore. She filled
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Corky's glass too. "Do you know how they did it?
nmean, the exact procedures and everything?"

"Sure."

*' How?"

"\Why 2"

"Interested is all."

"Well I'mnot and I'd really like a fire."
"l have lots of cards."

1 told you already, | don't want to get into this."

"We're not getting into anything. Corky; we're just
two ol d acquai ntances passing the tine."

"That's not so and you know it"

"Let me just get the cards. It'll be fun."
"You want ne to try it"

"Way woul d that be so terrible?"

"Because |'d fail."

"Don't get so all hot and bot hered. You woul dn't
be the first; people fail all the tinme."

"You woufdnt like it"

"Ch, Corky, | wouldn't care.”



"Believe me on this."
"Are you afraid?"

"Of course I'mafraid,"
"OfF what, dumy?"

Corky drank half his wine. "Let's Just say | don't
want you thinking bad of ne."

"But | wouldn't."

"Good. You say so, | believe you, let's not push it"

"I can't conceive of nme ever thinking bad of you—
frankly, the only thing that mght upset me is if you
woul dn't try, because that would show you didn't trust
me when | said | was only interested in a little fun."
"I'"' munder enough pressure without this. I'mtrying

to get away frompressure, that's why I'mhere, | told
you all that"

"I think we should forget the whole thing."
"Don't use that tone, please. Peg."

"You're already mnd reading ne, aren't you
"Don't use that tone, please. Peg."

MAG C 153

"All | said was let's forget it"

"But you don't mean that."

| ook at him" Peg said, "M nd readi ng ne again."
Corky finished his w ne.

There was a | ong pause.

"Well, what do you want to tal k about now, " Peg
said, finally.

"If you're going to disapprove of ne, | guess it
doesn't matter if | fail or not, get the cards."

She got up right away, went for the foyer cl oset
where the cards always were, wondering why she was
acting this way, making himdo sonething, why was
she being so bitchy. She wasn't, al nost never, it
wasn't her way.

But you are now, she thought as she opened the
cl oset door, started to rummage around. "Any speci al
ki nd of deck, color or anything?"



"Any two."

She grabbed contrasting bicycles, a red and a bl ack
brought themto the coffee table, put them down.
"How did this Merlin do it?""he asked.

"Shuffle both the decks. Get the jokers out if there
are any."

There were. She put them aside. "Now shuffle?"
"First one, then the other."

She shuffled, and he sat beside her watching her do
it. Wien she was done she waited.

"Whi ch deck do you want, red or black?"
She surprised herself and picked bl ack.

"The red one's mne then; push it away from you
and leave it there.”

She di d.

He got up and wal ked away, his back to her. Hs
back still turned, he stopped. "All right, pick a card
fromyour deck."

She reached in, cane up with the ten of hearts.
"Ckay. "

"Now | ook at it"

"I did."
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"You nmust really look at it."

"I'"'m |l ooking, Jesus, don't get nad at ne." Tea of

hearts, ten of hearts; she repeated it half a dozen fanes
to herself. "Ready."

"Put it on the pack and cut the pack."

Peg di d.

"Cut it again, cut it half a dozen tines if you want
Then square it up."

She decided three cuts were enough. Then she nade
t he pack neat. "Ready for orders."

"Take my pack."

She picked up the red one.

"Go through it till you find the sane card in ny
pack, then take it out”
She found his ten of hearts.



"When you're done, put ny pack away. Just keep-the
one card.

When she was finished she said, "What's going to
happen now?"

"Tell me what's happened so far."

"Well, | got out the cards and | shuffled both decks
and | picked the deck | wanted and | picked the card
I wanted and | cut the cards after that”

"And where was | ?"
"Standing with your back turned."

Corky turned around and faced her. ''Well, that's
kind of it. What happened next was Merlin took his
wife's pack with the card in and she held the card

, fromhis pack, and she put it next to her heart and
cl eared her m nd except whatever that card was and

he went through her pack trying to pick up her card
and those | ast few days, he was able to."

"What's ny card?"

"I don't know—'ve got a one in fifty-two chance of
guessi ng. The reason you go through all the rigmarole
—your cards, you doing all the work, me with nmy back
turned—that's so if it works you know it really did,
no one can question any—

"I"mthinking of nmy card," Peg said. Ten of hearts,
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ten, ten, keep thinking of the ten, Peggy old girl, ten
ten ten of hearts ten of hearts. "Wat is it?"

Cor ky | ooked embarrassed, "Sorry."

"Well you're not concentrating, pick up nmy pack, go
through it like you' re supposed to."

He reached over, picked up her pack, |ooked at the
faces of the cards, going through themone at a tine.

Peg put the card by her left breast and cl osed her
eyes wondering why she wanted this so badly, she
hadn't the foggi est, but she did, she did want it
Very badly.

Ten, dammit please, ten of hearts, Christ, just say
ten of hearts. Corky, I'mthinking so hard of the ten
of hearts the ten of hearts the ten of hearts say it.

She opened her eyes.

"Not hi ng," Corky said



Peg stared at himand pushed the card harder

agai nst her body and thought of nothing but the card,
the one card, the ten, the red ten the red goddamten
of goddam hearts.

She saw the expression hit his- face, and then he was
whi spering, " omjesus it's red, isn't it? . . ."

"I+ wouldn't know, it m ght be, maybe not, go on."
She™ started to close her eyes again.

"No," Corky managed. "W nust watch each ot her

And' you' ve got to think harder than you ever thought
about anything because I want this to happen now

Peg and it will. | knowit's red, | saw the color in ny
m nd now | ook at me and pl ease think."

Peg thought. Ten, ten don't think of anything else

but the ten, the heart ten, it nmust be the heart ten, if

/- it isn't the ten of hearts get rid of it, banish it, make
himsee the ten of hearts—

"—you' re not thinking,"
"1 am"
"Harder then," and now he was starting to perspire.

Peg | ooked into his eyes, they were nice eyes. Corky's
brown, sure, but they had a nice shape, they were
friendly and gentle and—
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Omigod, | wasn't thinking about it at all, Fmsorry,
sorry, please, don't guess what | was doing then, | was
wandering, your- eyes don't matter only the tea of
hearts matters the ten of hearts the ten the ten pl ease
God the ten of hearts the ten of hearts I WANT THI S

"Yes."

Ten of hearts, ten ten ten ten—

Tes.

Ten hearts heart ten heart ten heart ten heart heart
om god, he's got it, he's got iti |I can see it in his eyes.

"Turn ..." his voice was very dry. "Turn over your
card, please." They showed their cards at the sane ex-
act time.

She turned over the ten of hearts.

He turned over . . . the di anmond deuce.



For a minute Peg was really surprised, she'd been

that sure, but then she realized it was ridiculous, the
whol e thing was ridiculous, feeling hurt and upset was
ridi cul ous, and di sappoi nted, he was human, that's al
anybody was, and she said, "Hey that was fun," and

her tone was convincing as she quickly stood, said,
"111 Just see about sonme wood for a fire now' and
started to stand.

It was 3:35.
And Corky started acting crazy.

"That ..." he said, and he stiung the word out |ong
—was your fault all your fault," and now the words
wer e running together.

"What was?" She was standing by the couch now.

"Sit back down Peg you will sit back down.'
t he words ran together.

Agai n
Only this tine he was rubbing his left tenple as he
spoke.

And his left eye was beginning to blink.

"Let me just get the fire—=

"—get your dss back downT' and he reached out,
spun her around to the couch again.

Roughl y.
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"You didn't think enough. You started to do fine,

| got the red fine, but then you decided not to go any
further, isn't that so?"

She wat ched hi m paci ng around and around, small
circles, as if in sonme kind of round cell. The bunking
was, Wworse.

"Why did you do that to ne. Peg?"

"Do what ?"

"You made ne try that with the cards. | knew

couldn't get it right but you nmade me try. And then
when | was cl ose you didn't think hard enough. You

hum liated nme. Peg, and | want to know why."

"Corky, my God, it was nothing, a trick—=

*~4 don't do tricks. You think bad of ne, don't
you?"

"No. of-"



"—you're disappointed in me. Tell the truth, | know
the truth so you mght as well tell it."

After a while she nodded. "A little maybe. | wanted
that to happen, | guess.”

"You wanted it—don't you know what it meant to

meP—f | could have made it happen it woul d have

proved that no matter what any man said to you, no
matter how many lies, whatever |'d said you'd have
bel i eved, because we'd have proved it, just like Merlin
did, if you care for soneone enough, if you want sone-
t hi ng enough and you care, you can make it happen.”

"Can | get up now?"

"No. | was in bad shape back in New York, Peg."
"You said."

"Terribl e shape—=

She nodded; he was rubbing his tenple harder now.
Peg shivered fromthe cold.

"I had to run but where do you go when there's no

pl ace to go, you go honme. Only | didn't have a rea

hone, but Father, you know he worked at the G so
thought, 1'Il start there, I'Il backtrack to where | was
okay and try and do it right this time, only when | got
eup here | thought, Jesus Christ, your father was noth-
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ing to you, he never even | ooked at you, so | stopped
here, | had the driver take a shortcut and it brought ne
past here because | wanted to find out what had hap-
pened to you, where you were |iving, what country,

what, world, how many kids, anything. | came here be-
cause | wanted a good piece of news about Peggy Ann
Snow, Fve loved you all ny goddamlife, you never

once thought bad of ne, when | was grow ng up, you

were the only one. And you never did till now "

"I don't think bad of you."
"Di sappoi nted. You said that"

"Al'l right, I did, true, but only for alittle, | don't

anynore, true, | feel terrible | nmeant that, but Jesusi I’

been al one, you were the first person in days |I'd tal ked
to, you always had a crush on ne, it was flattering. It
was then it is now only now you' ve gone and made a
success of yourself and | didn't, ny marriage didn't
work, there's no kids, ny life's been shit, Corky, and it
was very romantic, being able to be so dose you could
tell wthout talking."

"This time it won't be your fault," Corky said then

d



Peg | ooked at him

"We're going to do it right this tinme. Peg. | know
that." He would not stop staring at her. "W both want
it enough. It's going to be fine."

"What if it isn't? Fine."

"I know. You have to trust nme. \When people are
desperate for something to happen it can happen if
they' re desperate enough and I am we are, both of
us. Merlin did it and so can we."

"How . . . upset will you be if you m ss?"
"I won't."
"But if you do?"

"Very. But | won't. Shuffle the cards. Peg. Do every-
thing just like before."

She shuffled, took the black deck again, picked—+the
three of clubs this time—put it back on top, cut, cut,
cut again, then another tine, squared her cards. She
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pi cked the three of clubs fromhis pack, held it to her
heart.

Corky sat beside her on the couch. He'd had his eyes
cl osed from before she picked her card. Now he went
t hrough her deck in silence.

Peg thought of the three of dubs. Thought of it

hard. Then she began thi nki ng about what woul d hap-

pen when it didn't work—+/ it didn't—aould he get

nore strange, start acting crazier, or would they just
do it and do it, spending their lives trying to get the
right card fromone nmnd to another. "Are we gonna do
this until we get it right?" she asked.

"Don't talk.' He was staring at her eyes now
"But are we?"

"I told you. It's going to happen now. This tune. But
you must think."

"“I'"'mthinking."
**No. | can tell fromyour eyes. You're not."
Wl |, maybe that wasn't nmuch of a mind read but it

was at | east accurate. It would be nice if he coul d—
when be got it right Correction. It will be nice when
he gets it right. It was nice that he | oved her, that
hadn't happened to her in a while—she shoul d never

really have left high school, it had been downhill al



the way since then. Wat was my card? Bight, three of
clubs, three of clubs, the ever-loving trey.

"Why are you afraid? You're not thinking."

They were staring at each other harder now. "I
didn't want you getting nore upset.”

"I"'mnot upset anynore. |'mvery serene. Peg. |'m
confident and you should be confident because we
are speci al people, and special people belong with each

ot her-"

« - *e

-yes—

"—are you thinki ng?—=*

"-not like I should-"

"-but you will?-"

"—Aow— she nodded, still staring, still watching his
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nice eyes set in his sweet face, the eyes of someone who
| oved her, who |loved her, and wanted to prove it, that's
all this was really, just—three—proving that you cared
for soneone—three of clubs—and that nothing el se
mattered, just—three of dubs—three of clubs—his eyes

are burning, pinning ne down—naki ng me—three of

cl ubs—aki ng me hel pl ess and pi nni ng—three of clubs
—three of clubs, in all the Wrld there is only the three
of clubs, the three of clubs, the three the three, the
bl ack club three, the club the club dub club three club
three three three three club three club three dub three
dubt hree cl ubt hree dubthree cl ubthree

three of clubs . . ." Corky whispered.
Nurmbl y, she put it down, nodded,’
Cor ky sat back, | ooked about to cry.

Not hi ng really inportant happened then until about.
five till four, when Ben G eene the Postman cane
knocki ng.

6

Cor ky was out back by the kitchen, bringing in a sup-
ply of wood for the fire and never heard the first raps.
Peg said, "Who is it?" and when the answering

"Greene" sounded friendly enough, she opened the

door. "We're kind of closed,” she said to the tiny bald
man in the probably tan cashmere overcoat.



"Thriving wasn't the adjective | would apply to your
enterprise. Wuld you tell M. Wthers the Post man—
| happen to be his representati ve—has conme to fetch
him"

Peg just | ooked at him

"Fraulein, | don't seemto be getting through to you.
Is it a matter of your thickness or ny ineptitude?"

"You're kind of funny," Peg said.

"I'l'l show you ny revi ews soneday; 'riotous' —At-

ki nson, Tines. Get Corky, huh, |I'mnot doing nmy aging
bohunkus much good out here."

"I went to high school with Corky Wthers," Peg
sai d. "Whyever do you think he's here?"

"Know he's here."
*'You haven't answered."

"Because, signorina, a very corrupt and eager young
taxi driver called me and asked was | Corky's agent
and | asked himhow he found that out and he said, 1
caught his act on the Merv driffin show and | called
t hem and asked who his agent was and they said
you.'"

"I"'msure this is all very interesting, M. Geene, but
Tmtrying to get the place ready for sale and—
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"—you are wrong, mny pigeon, what | have thus far
explained is not interesting, but it gets that way, so
have patience. This young and corrupt cabdriver says
to ne, *You can rest easy, he's safe.' 'Safe?' say |?

' Saf e where?* And he replies, 'He bribed me not to tel
and | could never break my word, not when a guy's
given me an extra hundred.' By now, since | have been
dealing with charlatans since ny early days when |
handl ed Rasputin on his Russian tour, | knew exactly
what had to be done and who had to do it. | doubled
Corky's bribe, salved the cabbie's conscience with soft
words about it all being for everybody's own good,

met himin front of nmy apartnment, exchanged cash

for whereabouts. Those whereabouts, according to ny
informant, are where we fence at this nonent.

"Cee |I'msorry," Peg said. "But | haven't seen Corky
in what nust be fifteen years."

The Post man nodded.

"I'f I do though, I'Il be sure and say you're | ooking
for him M. Geene."

The Postman | aughed. "Sonmehow that mi sses being



reassuring. |If he hasn't cone for fifteen years, why
woul d he change habits now?"

Peg shrugged.

The Postman didn't go, just watched her

"Probably that cab man was |lying," Peg said.
The Postrman went into his Jol son routine. "Sone-
body sho' am™

"What ever." Peg said. Then: "Good-bye."

"Until we neet again might be nore accurate,” he
replied, and then he turned, his disbelief open, and
took a few snmall steps away.

"Were you a friend of his or sonething?" Peg called.
"Why does that matter?"
"You haven't answered me again."

"I was a good acquai ntance, but my question stil
stands. "

"Because he's under a lot of pressure and | woul dn't
want anybody but a friend to see him™"
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"He's here then?" -

"Was. He cane in yesterday afternoon not |ong be-

fore dark. | was kind of a school pal. He asked could
he spend the night in one of the cabins and | thought
"why not?' even though we're kind of closed. W had a
bi g night |ast night—-hours of talking, school stuff- He
told me he was being pressured bad. He seened

nervous | thought."

"He was fine with ne when we tal ked in person—but
then he did this disappearing act. He's a very delicate
nmechani sm that happens with talent,”

"See, on account of this pressure, | don't think he'd
want anyone but friends to be with him | don't want
to sound conceited but | think all the talking we did
about the old days, that nmade himfeel better."

"You' re an undeni able norsel, and | can't imagine
you having an adverse effect on the general public."

"It didn't last though is the thing. This norning he
was all edgy again. Upset about whatever it is that's
goi ng on back in the city."

"When did he | eave?"



"I had to go into town to get sonme stuff for ny hus-
band. Corky asked would | take himto the G G os-
singers."

The Postman nodded. "Being an agent, | suspected
what the G was."

"Corky didn't have much | uggage. Just the two

pi eces. | drove himover. H s father used to work there.
Rubdowns. Stuff like that. If you want to know what |
think. M. Geene, | think Corky's going after his past.
| 1 ooked up one of ny dream anal ysi s paperbacks—

"—he told you his dreans?"

"No, but those are the only kind of books | have
that tal k about when you' re whacked up. He's at the G
now, but |'m guessing he's going upstate.”

n W]y?"

"' Cause he said sonething in passing about his
not her and how he'd never visited her grave. His
not her was from the Bi nghamton area.™
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The old man made a face and rubbed his bal d head.

"Bi nghant on, Jesus, That's all | needed." He started
away agai n, then stopped. "Wen you dropped him off,
did he say he'd get back in touch with you, anything?"

"Nothing like that. The usual 'thanks' and 'take cares
and when he/was out of the car, he cane around to

my side and | rolled down the wi ndow and' he said,

"Il tell you something crazy. Al nmy life | fought to
get successful and you know what? Success is a fail-

ure.
"Perforners." The Postman shook his head. "Wuld

you believe | was once six-foot-six, blond, and I'monly
thirty years old? It's dealing with perforners that's
made nme what | am"”

Peg smil ed.

The Postman sighed. "Back to the chase." He | ooked

up at Peg. "May | tell you sonething? The first part of
our talk, you were not convincing. You're a rotten liar
I like you nuch better |ike now, when a few truths get
t hrown around. "

"I just didn't want anyone bad going after Corky."

The Postman pushed his old body into an attenpted
bow. "Joy to thee and ne," he said, and then he left.

Peg stood in the doorway watching until he was



gone. Still facing out, she said, "How nmuch did you
hear ?"

Frominside: Corky. "I think all."
- "What did you think?"

"Bi nghant on was an inspiration."
Peg broke out | aughing.

"Hey. "

"Huh?"

*T owe you."

Peg stared out at the edge of the sun. " Something
will come to ne."

They made | ove for the first tinme early that evening.
She came down to his cabin and asked coul d she cone
in and he said it's unl ocked and she said the weat her
report is for cold so | brought you a sweater and he
sai d thanks but they both knew it was bullshit.

He wondered how cold did they say it mght get and

she answered she couldn't quite remenber but pretty

and he said again, thanks, and tried the sweater on and
she said seens to fit okay and he said feels warmtoo
as the bullshit continued.

She told himit was Duke's and he said the-sweater

and she shrugged yeah and he said well that was

t hought ful of himeven if he doesn't know it and she
said well that was always a strong point of his and he
sai d good ol d Duke and she shrugged yeah agai n and

he wondered if he grabbed for her what if she re-
jected him better not to try and she hesitated too | ong
before turning to go which Ied himto think otherw se,
it was worth the ganble so he grabbed and they em
braced and Christ it was clunmsy but when they broke
she didn't try going anywhere, only laughed a little
and he said is that at me and she told himno, at ne,

I was gonna say we nustn't and then | thought dum

ny, that's why you cane down here in the first place
so they enbraced again, not so clunsily this tine.

They wal ked in silence past the curtained kitchen-

ette toward the little bedroomand still in'that silence,
started taking off their clothes, and Corky knew he
shoul d be caressing her or at |east keeping the con-

| 66 WLLI AM GOLDVAN

versational ball sonehow going but his three fears

shut himup so they just went on, the silence building,
their clothes piling garment on top of garment. Hi s Brst
fear was the least of his worries, that after all his day-
dreans, she wouldn't neasure up, die body only seen
before in fantasy wasn't fifteen and thi ngs happencd-Jbo



you, gravity and di sappoi ntnent etch and change you
but when he finally turned and faced her, both of them
wi thout clothing, the first fear went and then she
noved into his arns as the second fear took hold,

that he woul d be inconmpetent, |acking in sexual power,
but that fear di sappeared as they lay "together on the
bed and he went inside her which left the third fear
only, that he would expl ode instantly, or soon there-
after, and then there would be that awful colloquy
that was really the nal e national anthem

Tm sorry*

listen, it's all right*

no, i'mreally sorry
*don't be'
i feel like such a jerk*
"you did fine'

'you nean that?"
*would i lie to you?*

But many minutes later they were still |ocked and
rhythmc, and the third fear vani shed | eaving Corky

wi th not hing. but the realization that what he w shed
for he was getting, which didn't happen to everybody,
not every day, for there he was, deep w thin Peggy

Ann Snow and wherever her body went on the'bed,

he followed her with his, firmy, gracefully, all of it
proving only that sonetines, when you really needed
Hm God put in an appearance after all.

In the next room in the overstuffed chair, eyes w de,
sat Fats, his head slightly turned, as if |istening.
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"I'"1l bet they don't give service |like that at G os-
singer's," Peg said, inevitably, later

Corky lay quietly, his arnms around her

"That was nore fun even than a Tupperware party."
Corky smil ed.

"Drop in again in fifteen years."

"Why the jokes?"

"I"'mkind of feeling nmy way along, | never played
around before. True, I'mnot claimng that 1'mso pure
.and virtuous, | just never gave that nuch of a damm.

Sex wasn't a big thing in ny famly; | don't think ny
not her was ever absolutely positive what her vagi na



was for. That's what nmy old man used to indicate,
anyway. "

"What about Duke?"

"Mainly he blows in ny ear a lot."
Corky started | aughing.

"True."

"How conme?"

"I deceived himinto thinking it drives me mad; |

feel crumy about that sonetinmes. He's tonguing

away and |'mdoing my best to nmoan while | think

about shopping lists. | can be a very crappy lady if |
put nmy mind to it."

"Why' d you fake in the first place?"

"Ah. 1've done a lot of thinking about that and you've
got to renmenber that when | graduated from high

school, there were nine different guys who cl ai ned

they were boffing me regular. Here | was, eighteen

years old, undeniably the town punp, and still virgin.

So | had a very good inkling that ny future didn't

have ne sticking here in Normandy. Of to coll ege.

Dumb. Not so much that maybe, as distracted. One
senester and now |'moff to be a stew Bad nove. I'm
terrific on the ground, in the air, not so hot. Shuffle off
to Buffal o- Doctor's assistant. G ve shots, console, and
I"'mreally not bad. But big city life isn't for me. Back
to Normandy. Twenty-two now. Getting a little long in
;;< the tooth. Dah-dum in his white charger, conmes Duke.
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Drives a Lincoln, looks like Elvis, due to take over his
old man's real estate office and his old man is old. W
date. Hints, lots of sex talk. He's confident. He knows,
according to himanyway, his wonen- No real noves.

Still hints. Chitchat. But he's getting interested in roe.
| give himthat. Once he cared plenty. So, as it nust
happen, we arrive in his apartnment one ni ght al one.

This nove, that fake. 1 wasn't all that in the market.
He can sense |'m not succunbi ng. Proposes. WIIl | tie
the knot? Well lenme tell ya, that was the best offer
I'd had that day. Not so terrible being married to a

ri sing young executive that |ooks like Elvis Presley.
And then, in desperation, he's going to it with ny ear.
It was so sad | didn't know whether to | augh or fake

it, but I knewif | laughed, it was Elvis g bye. So |
nmoaned and eventual ly spread and a coupl e eventu-
alities after that, we got married and Duke's ol d nman

di ed on schedule, and there he was, his own man at
twenty-five, and in less than five years he nanaged
with no help fromanyone, to not only go bankrupt but
bal d." She ki ssed Corky on the nmouth. "Now you

know all ny secrets. Fair is fair. Tell ne a sex story



back. "

"l don't even have to think. It's not even nuch of a
story."

"If it's not juicy, forget it. If I go to hell for this, I
want it all to've been worth it."

"Shut up It's not |ong Freshman year, the end of

class, the teacher is calling us up to hand in our hone-
wor k assignnents. | was Just sitting there, not a
thought to nmy nane. That's what's so incredible.

went fromzero to sixty and no tine passed.”

"I don't get you."

"What | mean is, | wasn't thinking about cards or
coins or anything Just a kid waiting for class to be
done. |I'd handed in ny paper. If | had an enotion, it

was just bored. CGetting on in the day. Ckay, now
you've got to picture this. The teacher calls for this
broad's paper and she gets up and wal ks to the front.
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And Fm wat chi ng. And as she wal ked, she passed

bet ween ne and the outside sun. That's inportant. The
sun is behind her. I"'mstill watching remenber. And
this girl wal ks past me. She's wearing a white sweater.
And the sweater bulges out some in the front, because
this one is land of stacked. And as she passes ne, |
realized this amazing thing; the sweater bul ged out,
brit with the sun behind her, | could see through the
thing, and | could see her breasts curving back. You
get it? 1 was just thirteen and 7 saw this girl's breasts.
| don't want to oversell it, but ny heart—3 nean this—
it pounded. Fromnothing to sixty—+t just started
smashing around inside ne. It was the nost power-

ful thing | think | ever sawin my life."

n W]y?"

"Because that was the first nonment | knew what ny

cock was for. | understood it earlier, but that was the
second that | realized the world had changed and it
wasn't ever going back. To this day, | can tell you
everyt hing about that room and the sun and the col or
white the sweater was."

"I guess that's kind of sweet," Peg said.
"I't was you, dumry; that was you wal ki ng past ne
in French class.”

"Well why didn't you say that before; nowit all
makes good sense. The sight of mnmy boobs woul d un-
hi nge anybody permanent." She paused a noment



"Was it really me?

"Ch yes."

"That's just terrific."”

"Z thought so."

"Il tell you the truth, Cork. Things have sure no

shit changed a little around here since yesterday after-
noon." She rolled her body gently against his. "Wat
exactly do you call what we've been doi ng?' *

"Fokki ng," Corky told her

"I think it may catch on," Peg said. "Let's do it
until we get it right"
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"I don't think I'mready."
She touched him "Surprise.”

Corky stood in the living room called out to the
ki tchen, "How cone you have all these sane kind of
books?" .

"Whi ch?"

"Two weeks to learn this, thirty days to build that"

"That's my self-help collection. I'man addict."

Cor ky wal ked out into the kitchen. Peg was unw ap-

ping the frozen peas and fries. "lIt's how come | speak
funny—ay granmar sucks but | can spell 'antedilu-

vian.' It's a-n-t-e not a a-n-t-i. | forgot what it neans

t hough. Right now|l'minto creating a better menory."
"Why' re you such a sel f-hel per?"

Peg shrugged. "I started a couple years ago, when |
realized no one el se was gonna give nme a hand."

"Want mne?" Corky held out bis right.

She kissed it, touched the fingers to her cheek. "Don't
think I'mnot appreciative, but I'ma basket case in the
ki tchen—should | put the steak in first or start to warm

the French bread? That's why | |ike one-dish neals;

it's the only way | can get everything to come out to-
get her. 6

In a very corny voice. Corky said, "Let nme take you
away fromall this, Mdel eine.’

"Ch Cuthbert, dare we?" She picked up the French
fry wapper, reread the instructions.



Seriously, Corky said, "Seriously."

" Huh?"

"Let's take off. | got a lot of nmobney with nme. W ool
could go no place and stay awhile. Just us," »
"I should dunp Duke and you'd | eave Fats. is that RJ

your offer?" |

"That's exactly my offer—t's not so crazy—you don't i
care a crap for Duke-he probably wouldn't even real - , N
i ze you'd gone fromwhat you say about him And I 4"
-woul dn't work on ny act. See, that's why Fats is hel p-

ful, practice, to stay on top of things, but today, when
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| did those coin sleights for you, all that patter about
should I try this stunt or that and deci ding against it
while | was doing it— never came up with that kind

of thing before you—you give ne confidence, Peg—

don't need anything el se around—+ could do maybe a
whol e different kind of thing if you were around for
support—aybe | wouldn't need Fats at all, | could

ki nd of please people on ny own."

"You're on your own when you're with Fats."

"OfF course | am | know that, but the audience, see,
they think Fats is the funny one—eal | y—peopl e | augh
at himputting me down."

"I"'mgqguilty of that, I admt it."

"I"'mthe talent though—that's the real truth .of it but
now | ' mgonna tell you something that's gonna rock
you—sonetinmes even | get to think that Fats is the
talent. Wthout himand those wi secracks, |I'mjust an-
other schlepper. | didn't feel that way with you

t hough. When | was maki ng those coi ns dance, that

was me getting the smle- Let's not nmake nore of a

deal out of it than it is. Peg, |I'mjust saying, throw
away the first thirty years of your life and cone w z
me to zee Kazz-bah."

"That's very sweet, | appreciate it, it's probably only
the best offer 1've had all decade, but the answer has
got to be no way, can't be, inpossible."

It becane inprobable over the Scotch and water

Whil e they rescued the French bread fromthe snoking
oven, it nmoved to a distant but not inconceivable pos-
sibility. The steak was raw, but the offer she agreed to
at least put on the back burner. It got to the front
burner when they finished the wine. By the time Corky
left after the Baskin-Robbins, she said she'd give an
answer soon. That week, that night, who knew, she

had to ponder. At the door, Corky kissed his own index
finger, noved it to her nipples, touched them He had



seen sonmething like that once in a French filmand
wondered at the time what it would feel like doing it
to Peggy Ann Snow.
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Al in all, not bad.

"What' d' ya say. Sports Fans," Corky said as he
wal ked into the cabin living room

Fromthe overstuffed chair. Fats Just grunted.

Corky hung his jacket up in the Iiving roomcl oset.
"What's up?"

"Kind of blue."

" About ?"

"Al'l ~his atnosfucki ngphere has got me down."
"The country grows on you."

"So does cancer—hey pardner?"

" Speak. " ,

"Ah thank the time has conme fer you'n me-to be
noseyin' on. Let's haul ass, Shane."

"W will, we will."

"Qur work is done here. Masked Man—there's no

reason to stick around—and rustlers is causin' a ruckus
i n Dodge—

"I said we'd go."

"I'" m speaki ng of an inm nent departure, schnucko
—that's our bone of contention.”

"Sorry," Corky said.

"I want to blow this crib, goddanmt."
"Si nmer down. "

"What's so great here?—
"—not hi ng, but—=
"—screwthe "buts'—<+ want out—

"—po and that's it—

"—tisten. Laddie, there's no reason for us to have a
confronfucki ngtati on over sonething as easy to sol ve



as this; you want to stay, terrific, stay. Just get me back
to New York. You come when you want."

Corky started unbuttoning his shirt.

"I take it your silence indicates a | ack of enthusiasm
for ny suggestion.”

"The di scussion's over, period." ,
"I don't think I've been getting through to you—+
want to hit New York in the forfucki ngseeable fu-
ture—
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"I told you before. Just simrer the hell down—=
"<+ won't—+ won't—

"—you will-—=

"—won't won't won't won't won't-—=-

"ewi LI

"—ust because some bitch of an aging ingenue puts
out for you—=

"—you watch it mster—

"'—h Corky, you do it so good, oh Christ Corky,
you are some hung stud, oh God don't stop—"

"You stopi Right nower there's gonna be conse-
quences! =

That was when Fats screaned
Ashen and trenbling, old eyes wi de, the Postnan
stood staring fromthe doorway .

**How do you like it?" Corky said brightly. "I think it's
gonna be terrific."

The Postman coul d only shake his head.

"I haven't got it to performance level yet, but it's
got the potential to add a whol e new di nensi on; at

| east | hope so."

"How | ong you been like this, kid?"

"Li ke what?" Corky started | aughing. "Ch cone on

You don't think that was for real? Christ, how do you
think I rehearse?”

"No good."

"You been in the business half a century-how can
you not tell a routine when you hear one?"



"Gangrene never was the brightest,"” Fats said.

"It's for the art—you're really getting senile. Postman

—here's ny reasoning: Fats insults ne, | do tricks. Fats
insults nme, | do tricks—eventually that's got to get a
little repetitive wouldn't you say? So what | decided

to do was expand the format, add nore give and take,

i ncrease the banter, use the sleights nmore for climax

or punctuation. Lenme give you an exanple." He

grabbed Fats, held himin position. "Ladies and gen-

tl emen, for your view ng enjoynent, ny version of The
Mser's Dream”

"Was it a wet drean?"* Fats wonder ed.

"No—shut up—tadies and gentlenen, imagine if you
will-"

"—when | have a wet dream all that happens is
wake up covered with sawdust," Fats said.
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' Corky | ooked at Fats. "If you don't stop interrupting,
there's a Mafia woodpecker who'll go to work on you."

Fats | ooked at Corky. "I would Iike very nuch a
wood pecker."

"Don't encourage himplease, |adies and gentlenen
—Aow, once there was a mser, and |like many m sers,
this one had managed to secrete a fortune—=
"—would trade ny fortune for a penis.”

"You haven't got a fortune."

"that's all right, | havent got a penis either." Corky
| ooked at the Postnan

The old man just shook his head. like | said already
once, no good."

"I don't get it," Corky said. "What's going on in your
head? How can you not see what great stuff |I'm work-
i ng up?"

Is this why you woul dn't take die medical exanf?
You figured someone would find out?"

"Bull shit—+'11 take the stupid exanm+ just needed to

get ny head on straight; | was afraid of success, as
dose as | can figure. But now ny mnd s nmade up one
hundred percent. 1'Il take the exam do the show, what-

ever you want."

"What | want," the Postnman answered, "is for you to
see sonebody. "



"See sonebody? Who would | see?"
"Quit with the games!"
"Quit the goddamyelling," Fats said.

"Shut up," Corky said.

"He shouldn't yell at you," Fats went on. "You been
up here busting your hunmp coming up with new stuff
for the act—that was bl ockbuster material, mister-
when he says about the Mafia woodpecker and | cone
back with wanting a wood pecker, they 11 how in
Vegas on that. That was mgjor |eague funny."

"Not hi ng' s funny anynore,"” the Postman said, and

he started for the door

"What ' re you gorma do?" Corky said.

"Ask around. Make a few phone calls."
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Tell people, you nean."

"Corky you're not in control—yes |I'mgoing to tel
peopl e—qual i fi ed peopl e—ae got to do what we can

to help you."

"Put me in the hatch, that's what you' re saying.

You' re so fucking old you can't tell a rehearsal from
real conversation and on the strength of eavesdropping,
you're going to spread the word that |'m bonkers."
"No one's going to spread any word. Whatever | do

J do for your good, not mine. | just want to help you,
kid."

"Somebody play *Hearts and Fl owers/ Fats said.
"C ose your goddam hol e, " Corky said.
"Butt me," Fats saidL

"Listen, for just one second," Corky said to the Post-
man. "Don't you owe mne that?"

The Post man nodded.

Corky gestured toward the couch. "Please."

The Postman sat

"CGot any of themjazzy see-gars?" Fats wondered.
*T was kind of out of control —-back in the city-

not hi ng | oony tunes or anything, but | could feel ny-
self beginning to cone apart at the seans a little."



"So you took off."

"That's right," Corky said.

"And now you're telling nme you're fine."

"That's right again."

The Postman sadly shook his head, rubbed his eyes.

"I owe it all to Peg is what you've got to understand,"
Corky said. "She makes everything different"

"The one with the knockers," Fats said.

"Shut up," Corky said.

"Just wanted the Postman to keep the cast of char-

acters straight," Fats said. "Once you hit senility, twd's
conpany, three's inpossible."

"I remenber this Peg plenty well," the Postman said.
"She sent ne hal fway to effing Binghanton."

"She was just trying to | ook out for ne, protect ne."
"Make your point, kid, it's closing tine."
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"Maybe | was too much with Fats, maybe | fUd take

the act too serious, but | swear to you. | got a way out
now. Peg. Tne. She believes in nme. She no shit does.

And that's why she's ny ticket out of here. And if you
told her all lands of lies, if she heard bad things about
me, stopped believing—that would be kind of hard “or

me to take. | really don't nuch want that to happen.™

"Corky, listen to the Postman, huh. | listened to you,
you listen to ne. You gotta let this settle into your
cerebel lum Kkid: you ore not, right now, as we sit here,
responsi ble."

"I am though."

"Sorry."

"And that's what you're gonna do, right?—go al

"around, tell everybody, take out a full-page ad in

Variety. 'Corky Wthers is not as we sit here responsi -
ble."

"Kid, you've got to let me hel p—+'ve got friends,
know peopl e, great doctors—

"—he neans headshrinkers." Fats cut in.

"Shut up," Corky said,



"Kid listen to the Postman! —ith your talent comnes
problems, | know, |'ve seen a half century easy—+ knew
Houdi ni —Ehrich Weiss, and he was a card man before

he got into the escape racket—but you're a bigger talent
—-yes—with talent cones probl enms and Houdi ni was a

frui tcake, believe me—=

"—he just called you crazy— Fats saidL

"—shut up— Corky said.

"—he said, schnucko, that Houdini was a fruitcake
and you were bigger than Houdini which makes you a
bi gger fruitcake—=

he didn't say that, he's on our side—=

"he's the rucking villain, don't forget that—ew
forget that-'

"1 can prove it," the Postman whi spered.
"Prove what?" Corky asked.

"That you're not responsible.”
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" How?"

"Easy. I'lIl make you a deal. Til ask you to do”a little
somet hi ng that anyone ought to be able to do, and if
you can do it, we'll forget the whole thing, and if you

can't, well think about you seeing sonebody fast, is it
a deal ?"

*"Nane it," Corky said.

"Make Fats shut up for five mnutes,” the Postman

sai d.

Corky couldn't help but |augh. "Five mnutes? | can
make himshut up for five years."

"Good. You sit in the chair with Fats and 111 sit here
on the couch and we can pass the tine."

Corky sat in the chair. "I feel like a jerk if you want
to know, " he said,

The Postman got out an Individuale.

"Is it okay if we tal k?" Corky wanted to know. "Or
does it have to be like we've | ocked our nouths and
t hrown away the key?"

"At your service." The Postman lit his cigar, blew a



st ream of snoke.
Cor ky asked, "How | ong so far?"

The Postman | ooked at his watch. "Thirty-five sec-
onds. "

"CGosh," Corky said, "that gives nme four mnutes and
twenty-five seconds to go, think I'Il make it?"

The Postman tried to smle.

Corky said, "You don't happen to have anot her one
of -t hose?" He pointed to the cigar

The Post man handed over the package.

"Take two, they're big," Corky said. He | aughed a
little. "Renmenber when you said that?"

"A pro never forgets his good lines," the Postman

sai d-
"How | ong now?" Corky asked.

The Postman | ooked at his watch again. "Over a
m nute."*
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"Do you think we'll |augh about this someday? If
the special works and | get a series, we could give a
big article to TV Guide."

"Maybe, " the Postman said.

Corky said, "I wonder what we'll call it?"

The Post man shrugged. ,
"How | ong?" Corky said. "Two m nutes yet?"

The Post man shook his head.

Corky smled, sat back, inhaled deeply on the cigar
The Postman drunmed his fingers.

Si |l ence

Si |l ence

Corky sm |l ed again.

The Postman flicked sonme ashes.

"This is very cruel of you, you know that," Corky
sai d.

The Postman said, "I don't nmean it to be."



Corky went on; "l don't knowif I'll ever be able to
forgive you."

Quietly, the Postman said, "Wl just have to see.’

Corky explained, "It's the principle—there's only
trust, and once that's gone, what else is there?"

The Postman flicked sone nore ashes. "Not a whole
[ot. But we never signed, renmenber? On account of
principle. I got no hold on you, kid. You're free.'

"How much | onger?" Corky wondered

The Postman gl anced at his watch again. "Two nin-
utes or alittle nmore to go."

Corky closed his eyes. "I can't nake it"
The Postman answered softly back: "I didn't think
you coul d."

"Hell o everybody, this is Ms. Nornan Miine," Fats

said. "My not her thanks you, my father thanks you

nmy sister thanks you and | thank you," Fats said. "You
have nothing to fear but fear itself, nothing to give but
bl ood sweat and tears, nothing ventured nothing

gai ned, nothing to | ose but our souls. Here | am boys—
here I am worl| d—-here's Fats!"

The Postman stood sl owy.
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"Where the fuck you think you' re going?" Fats said.
He turned to Corky. "You're not letting himthe hel
out of here?"

"No nore ganes," the Postman said.

"I think you better sit down," Corky said.

"Kid, | lived through Tallul ah Bankhead and the
death of vaudeville, | don't scare easy." He stared at
t he door.

"I"mnot gonna |let you out of here until you prom
ise not to tell,"” Corky said

The Postman started wal ki ng.
"1 need my chance," Corky said.

"The only chance you got is to get help, kid, and
that's what's gonna happen. "



Cor ky grabbed for the old man, spun hi m back to-

ward the couch, but the Postman never |ost his bal ance
and then he was screanming at Corky, |ouder than

Corky had ever heard from himbefore, screaning

"Don't you ever raise a hand to ne again."

Cor ky sagged.
The Postman resumed his journey to the door

"You're taking ny one chance," Corky pl eaded-
"Not taking, giving," the Postrman replied, and then

he was out the door with Corky standing in the mddle

of the room slunped, watching the outside night, and
bef ore the door was even shut Fats was on him going,
"He's right, he's goddamright, you're some crazy fuck,"
and Corky said, "I tried" and Fats shouted, "Tried?
Trwdy You fail ed"

Corky started pacing while Fats bl asted on—Ever

since we got together we knew one thing—ene thing—

we were special —different, sure, to them to all those
pi ssant drones who make up the western world but not
us—and they'll never understand us special ones, they
never have, the world' Il | ook |evel before they ever
do—and—and—coddanmit | ook at ne—

Cor ky stopped the pacing.

"You know it's the hatch for you."

"Maybe not He only wants to help, you heard—=
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"Dream on—

'There's nothing wong with me—*

"—+ know that and you know that but those pissants,
they hate the special ones—they doa™t know what to do
with us—so they hide us—they put us sonewhere deep
and | onel y—and keep us there till they kill us or -we
die-"

"—don't talk that way—t's not true—=

"—+ don't understand you anynore—truth is all Fm
t al ki ng—why does it bother you to bear it, don't you
care about anythi ng anynore?—Jesus, don't you even
care about the girl?—=

"-Peg?-1 | ove Peg-"

"—well maybe if she really |loves you back she'l

bring you Crayol as on visiting day and you can col or

t oget her—= Corky covered his ears. "Ch that's good,
that's hel pful, that's gonna acconplish a |ot—Peg's
gonna see it all, gonna see themconme for you here and

put you myour nice white jacket and cart you off to



the hatch and that'll make her feel swell, you'll both
have a lot to be proud of, you can face the future great

that way, you in your padded cell, her outside trying to
mout h words |ike ' How doyou feel this week. Corky?

Are they treating you nice. Corky, well I'mglad. Corky
because | can't take it anynmore. Corky, |'mnot com ng

back to see you ever, Corky, good-bye, good-bye, gooor-
byeeeeeee.'"

"What do you want from ne?"
"—you know*

"-1 don't-"

"-liar-"

"-tell me-"

"—waeakl i ng—#>

"4+'mnot, I'mnot, tell me—
"—stop him=

"-1 can't-"

"—stop the Postman—*
°-1 tried-"

"—gutl ess fuck—=
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"-1 did try-"

"—stop him=

"—how—

"—stop him=

"—How? How? Wth what?" and before the words

were barely spoken Fats was goi ng " MEE- MEE- MEE-

MEE- MEE— and before the Postrman was barely hal f-

way up the path the first bl ow sent hi m backwards but
not down and he | ooked anazed, managed "Huh?"

bef ore Corky swung agai n, holding Fats by the feet,
swinging himlike an ax, and this tinme Fats' heavy
wooden head crashed into the Postman's nose and it
cracked and now there was bl ood as the Postman

started staggering, tried raising his ancient arnms but
Fats penetrated the defense as if it wasn't there and
this blow started blood fromthe right eye and the Post-
man was on his knees now and Fats smashed the top

of bis bald head this tine and now the Postman could
only craw giving Fats a chance at the back of his neck
and now they were off the path in the trees and brush
and Corky swung again and agai n and the bl ood was



sprayi ng now but Fats kept crying "A-gam a-gaira"

and each time he connected there was | ess fromthe
Post man and when there was nothing left fromthe

Post man, nothing at all. Corky dropped the dummy
beside the old man and fell to his knees in the under-
brush until he could control his tears

Groani ng. Intense and continual. Corky Junped up.

The ni ght was dark enough so that even though he
wasn't far froirfthe Postman, Corky coul dn't make him
out clearly. He scranbl ed back.

The Postrman lay silent. The sound cane from Fats.
". . . Laddie... Laddie ..."

"\What ?"
" my head . . . you broke it..."

Corky grabbed Fats, tried to see. It wasn't |ight
enough to see so he put his hands beneath Fats' w g.

The skull was starting to splinter.
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"What'I'l | do?"
" can't think . .. help nme. Laddie . "
"I will, I will," and he ran the di stance back to the

cabin, lay Fats down on the sofa. He stripped Fats
naked, carefully took off his wg.
u i n

hurry. .. o*
"I"'mtrying"
Corky went to Fats' special fitted case, took out a
change of clothes, sone extra canvas strips. He ripped
the strips into thin pieces, like |ong shoel aces, deftly
bound them around the skull, knotting themtightly
until the fit was right. Then he replaced the wi g, went
back to the case, got out a railroad cap that natched
the overalls outfit Fats would now have to wear, pulled
it down tight. "Better?" He picked Fats up
"Ch Christ, | guess so. Does it show?"

"Not with the cap down tight. Let ne get you into
t hese ot her clothes."

"Get off that shirt first. You're blood all over. | don't
want to risk getting it on the new clothes."

Cor ky nodded, tore off the bloody shirt, threwit in



the cl oset, grabbed the sweater Peg had brought down
earlier in the evening, pulled it on. Then he went back
to Fats, made sure none of his levers had been dam
aged, began getting himinto his clean outfit.

"We' || have to dispose of the body," Fats said.
Cor ky said "How?"

"I"'mnot sure yet, | can't think straight yet, but 1'Ill
cone up with sonething."

"I know you will, you've got to." He buttoned Fats
into his kid' s-sized coveralls. "I think maybe the best
thing would be to bury himthere's mllions of acres of

woods around here."

"Ch that's good," Fats said. "That's a hunfuckng-

di nger of a notion-why don't you just anble on up to

t he house and ask for a shovel -Peg woul d never think
that was a strange request or anythi ng—hell, everybody
goes around here digging in the nmddle of the night.**

"Pl ease don't be sarcastic."”
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"Just go get the goddam Postman and let me do the
t hi nking, all right."

"Anyt hing," Corky said, and he carefully propped

Fats back into his overstuffed chair and then ran back
out into the dark. It was getting colder, or maybe it had
al ways been and he hadn't noticed it earlier, but even
with the sweater on he was shaking terribly. He hur-

ried up the path and noved into the brush where the

Post man was, only the Postman was gone ..

When Cor ky had touched her nipples with his index
finger and then gone out the door, at that noment Peg
felt, no pun intended, snowed. The barrage of affec-
tion he had, no pun intended, laid down, well, it
wasn't the kind of thing you listened to every day.

And he meant it.

Didn't he? Peg went into the main roomand got the

fire going, sat in front of it, stared. Wl |l he would have
to be some kind of creature fromthe black |agoon if

he was |lying, since the whole point to b.s.ing wonen

was to get themto put out and he'd done nobst of bis

after the deed was done.

Twi ce.

And | don't even feel guilty, she decided. | feel ter-
rifw. For years she had wondered about the aftereffects
of unfaithfulness and to her horror, there weren't any.
You coul d have been doing this for years, she told her-
sel f. Wyuld probably have been good for your com



pl exi on.

But | eave her husband? Leave Duke? For a wander -
i ng magi ci an she hadn't seen in fifteen years? Peopl e
just didn't do things like that.

Why didn't they?

Peg stretched out, watched the wood. They didn't

because a bird in the hand you could at |east grab hold
of and hang on. It was there. Wat if she decided

okay, screwny life. 111 zoomoff into the wild blue etc.
with Cork and it didn't work out Sure, he said they'd
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go of f alone. Just the two of them but eventually he'd
have to go to work, there'd be agents like that old guy
fromthe afternoon, and workouts with Fats getting
their routine honed and tension and naybe he woul dn't
make it, it was the iceberg era for magi ci ans nowadays,
so she'd end up stranded sonepl ace maybe with a m Sc-
erabl e Corky and some sl obby dumy staring down
fromthe mantel pi ece

Stay where you are. sister, Peg decided. Maybe

you're forlorn, lost, unnoticed, but at |east the man
selling you tv dinners knows your nanme. And that
nmeans sonet hi ng.

Don't ask what

She got up and went to the self-help section of her
library. There was a time when The New You was

kind of a bible to her, but that was a while ago, when
she was consi dering going back to coll ege, commuting
to Rockl and maybe twi ce a week, but Duke had ridi-

cul ed the notion and she had to adnmt it, he was nore
t han probably right.

The truth was, she decided all on her own, that s)ae
was linmted. Not such a terrible thing. Better than
bei ng bright but cruel Better than a | ot of things.

Limted.
Limted.

She bored people eventually. O she would if she

hung around them | ong enough. Corky she'd bore too,

Oh for now she m ght nmake hi m happy. He dreaned

she was fifteen, and when she was fifteen she was, and
she knew it, sonething, and as long as he kept that old
i mge fresh, they'd be fine.

O herwi se, forget it. Forget it, forget |eaving, forget
it .all, keed.

She t ook down The New You



She went back to the fire and thunbed around unti

she got to the chapter on men. The particul ar sub-
section that came as close as any to her situation was
called "Two |Is Less Than Half as Much as One," and

the point of it was sinply that when you were torn
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you couldn't give yourself to anybody the way The

New You wanted to. So what you had to do was make

alist and add it up and rmake a choice. The book was
very big on lists. You wote your problenms down, nade
script of your enotions, so you could judge them bet-
ter. Lists of ten. And you put the lists side by side to
conpare. Peg got a |large piece of scratch paper and on
one half wote CORKY in capital letters and on the

ot her, DUKE. Then she scribbled down qualities.

Wien she was done, she studied her work;

CORKY

i) I don't |ove Corky.
a) | like Corky a | ot
t hough, (From what

|'ve seen of him)

3) Corky under st ands
ne.

4) Corky | oves ne.
(Says he | oves ne.)

5) Corky and | see

t hi ngs the sane way.
6) Corky's attractive.
7) Corky is sweet and
ni ce and kind and
gentl e.

DUKE

1) | don't |ove Duke ei-
t her.

2) Duke's okay.

3) Duke doesn't give a
- shit.

4) Duke doesn't give a
shi t

5) Duke and | don't talk
so much. (Not to each
ot her anyway.)



6) Duke doesn't | ook
so nmuch like Elvis
anynor e.

7) Duke tries.

8) Corky is a good fuck. 8) Duke tries.
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9) Corky is a success.

10) Corky is romantic.

9) Sorry about that,
Duke.

zo) Duke couldn't spel
"romantic."

She was thunbing through to the List Analysis seo
tion when the phone rang. She got up and answered,
knowi ng it was Duke, because when he was away on a
selling trip or whatever, whenever he was com ng
hone, he always called an hour before he got there,
so if he was hungry she could have time to get sone-
t hi ng heated. "Finast Cabins," she said.

"It's the Duker on the hom"
"H honey."
"Be honme in *bout an hour."

"Be waitin'." She could hear the Jukebox going in

t he background. Probably he was with a woman, nore

than probably he was drinking. Just to hear himlie she
asked, "Were you calling fronP"

"Your friendly Standard station.”

"Sell lots of cutlery?"

"Never doubt the Duker."

"Never have, never will. Hungry for anything spe-
cial ?"

"Thaw me out sone chi cken, maybe. No, wait-—you
got any of those ham steak di nners?"

"Better'n that—-how would you like a real steak din-
ner? | bought a couple today."

"Cettin' awful fancy in our old age."
"They were on special and | just wanted to surprise

you; you've been working hard enough, you deserve
it"



"Aren't you the smart one?" he said, and they hung
up.

Peg went back to the List Analysis. Being a new you
meant change. But the trick was to know when to do

it. Because, the book said, the reason we were unhappy
and want ed change was because we made oursel ves
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unhappy on purpose, only we didn't knowit, and some-
ti mes we nade changes thinking we were naking good
changes only what we were really doi ng was maki ng

t hi ngs that nmuch worse, forcing the old you to stick
around.

Inalist of ten, if it was five-Bve or six-four, the ad-
vice: stay where you are. If it was seven-three; think
hard about changi ng. Anythi ng over seven-three the

new you was calling and you had to go. Peg went back

over her list, totaling it up

Duke lost, nine-zero with one even, the first, she
didn't love, really love, either of them M God, Peg
realized, nothing's supposed to be that high, the book

doesn't even have it listed. If sonething s that one-
si ded, you changed.

Go with Corky.

Leave with someone you haven't seen for fifteen
years and then for less than thirty-six hours.

Run away wi th someone who | oves you

Go with soneone who renmenbers what you were.

Pray be never sees what you are.

Li m ted.

And don't you dare ever grow ol d.

More confused than ever. Peg put the book back,

got out Johnny Mathis' Geatest Hits, had the record
all cleaned and the needle in place before she realized
her bl under.

Wt hout even grabbing a coat, she ran out the door
And down along the path toward bis cabin, hurrying

t hrough the trees, not stopping until she heard Corky
crying out, "No closer," and why was he standing off
the path in the bushes, sounding that way.

"Corky, listen-"

"—go0 on back up to the house, please—

"-Duke called."



"Tell me later. Peg, huh?"
"What's the matter?"

"I"'mjust trying to get my head on straight, nothing's
the matter."
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Peg took a step back, away from him

He noved out onto the path. "1*11 come on up in a
while."

"W don't have a while."

VWhat's so goddam i mportant about your husband
calli ng?"

"I didn't tell himyou were here."

"G

"He's going to know why. The second he gets here
and finds out, he's going to catch on—+ told himthere
was steak and he thought that was funny, | could tel
fromwhat he said, and there's Scotch and French w ne
and he's going to know what we did. Corky, and I'm

afraid.’

"Youl | get sick, standing around w thout a coat—get
back to”the house, it's cold."

"Why are you acting so funny?"
"How am | acting?"

"Why were you wandering around outside if it's so
col d?" -

"I had sonme thinking to do."

" About nme?"

"No. | swear."

"If it is, say so—we've got to be honest with each
other, Corky— don't |ike what's happening all of a

sudden—+ don't know what |'mgetting into."

"Hey ..." He put bis armaround her. "Cone on. Let
me wal k you back."

"He's going to know. "
"You're Just nmaking trouble for yourself."

"I can't hide it. It's going to show all over my face."



"Not if you don't let it."

"You were thinking about me outside, weren't you—
you were havi ng seconds thoughts."

"Not about you."

"Tell me. | never did anything unfaithful before,
Corky—+'m not very confident just now— and then her
voi ce got strident again—that's Duke's sweater. If he
sees you in that, he'll know what we did."
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Corky started rubbing her shoulders. "If he sees us in
bed, he'll have a good chance of know ng; otherw se,
it's kind of circunstantial. The way you're going on, if
the sun comes up tonmorrow, he'll know what we did.

If the tides go out, heTl catch on. God forbid the stars
shoul d conme out"

They were by the front door now. "You think | can
lie nmy way through?"

"You did great with the Postman."
She nodded- "I did, that's right”
"Everything's okay then?"

"You woul dn't feel |ike maybe conming in for a night-
cap or coffee or anything?"

T; don't think it's too smart for me to be up here in
case be cones early. My God, if he saw us havi ng
Yuban together, he'd be sure to catch onto what we
did."

"You maki ng fun?"

"Little maybe."

"Deserved." She |ooked at him "But, see, | never
acted like a whore before."

"Look on the bright side," Corky told her. "At |east
you don't feel guilty about it"

Peg started | aughing. She noved into his arms and

he held her until it came fromdown in the brush, the
terrible screamof the cat "Don*t be frightened, it's just
a bird."

Wt hout meaning to shake his head. Corky shook his
head: the cat had found the Postman.

10

"Wanna bet ?"



Cor ky blinked. "Bet?"

"' You were shaking your head | was w ong when

said it's a bird. Ill betcha I'mright—'nmon, 111 prove
it." She took a step down the path.

Corky puUe4 her to a halt

Peg | ooked at him

"Go inside. Peg."

"What's the matter with you?"

"You want to know the truth, | don't think it's very
smart for us to be seen together. | think if he sees us
toget her, we might not be able to pull it off."

"You're scared too then?"

Td love for you to show nme Sherlock's bird, but I

t hi nk our cause would be better served if you went in-
side and di d whatever you ordinarily do when your
husband comes hone. "

"Christ," Peg said, "the list. | wote sonme things
down on a piece of paper. | didn't throwit out yet. It
woul dn't be so hot if he saw them"

"I think we both have things we have to do, don't
you?"

"l guess."

"Let's do themthen." He opened the door for her
she slipped inside, he closed the door

Then he broke into a wild run down the path, a

m st ake because he tripped on the goddamroots, fel
headl ong, didn't care, got up again, ran on. \Wen he
reached the area he stopped, |ooking around, trying to
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figure out where the cat scream had come from
turned around and around on the path, staring at the
woods and brush and then he saw the cat's eyes gl ow
i ng and he plunged toward them and the ni ght was
dark, but when he got there he could see the ani nal
sitting on the Postman who |ay facedown and still»
Cor ky | ooked back to where the assault had been and
it was amazi ng he'd been al nost dead, the Postnan,
but he was |ike Rasputin, when they tried to kill Ras-
putin he kept popping back fromdeath on them al-
nmost but not quite taking the final plunge and the
Post man had been tough like that too, at his age and
with what he'd taken, he'd sonmehow been able to
craw , what, twenty yards through the thick brush
maybe nore



Corky came close to the body but the cat didn't

like that. He kept sitting on the Postnman, perched
there ready to spring, his claws digging into the back
of the Postman's tan overcoat. Corky knelt down and
the cat snapped—+t was his toy, this body. it bel onged
to himand he was going to drag it somewhere and
devour it like the dark birds—he stared at Corky, eyes
i nsanely bright, hissing, and for a nonment Corky
wondered if it would be safe to reach for the Postman
but when he tried the cat junped at his hand, he
knew it wasn't so he grabbed blindly for a stick, swung
it at the animal, mssed, but the cat at |east was ten
feet away now. Corky grabbed the Postman's feet,
dragged hi m qui ckly back to the cabin with the cat
tracking themall the bl oody way.

The bl ood was going to be a problemand he asked
Fats about it once he was back inside.

"You're just going to have to beat everyone else up
in the norning," Fats said. "You're rising with the
dawn, schrmucko, and doing your best to cover up
Need | say your best has only got to be perfect?
Wiere's the Postman now?"

"' Just outside—the goddam cat thinks he's a toy."
"Bring ne any identification," Fats said so Corky
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went outside into the dark, took off the Postman's
wat ch, took his wallet and bill clip thick w th hundreds
and brought theminside, put themon the arm of the
overstuffed chair. Take off your clothes," Fats said
t hen.

n W]y?ll

"The Postman's going for a swm"

"I can"t."

"Not only can you, you're on your way."

"I"'mnot a strong sw nmer," Corky said.

"You're going to have to be strong enough to get
himout in the mddle before you I et himsink,"

"I can't do that-see, I'mreally not at hone in the
wat er —and besi des, | know this | ake—there's snapping
turtles in there—+t's true—and there was a water noo-
casin scare once—

"l don't care if the Loch Ness Monster's out there
and ravenous—

"-don't talk like that-"



"I don't want to go out in the water—'mnot sure
what | want to do but maybe . "

"Don't trail your voice off on ne. You think I'm
going to beg you to tell me what follows your 'maybe.'

Vell, I"'mquite content w thout know ng, thank you
very much-"

"Maybe | shoul d give nyself up," Corky said then
Fats made no reply.

Tou t hi nk?"

"Fine. Do it"

"I"'mafraid is the thing."

"You're kind of scared of everything these days,
aren't you?"

"I killed sonebody, for God's sake— took a life—=*
Fats got ministerial. "Dearly Bel oved—

"—+the Postman is dead, don't nmke jokes."

"Why is he dead? Do you renenber your |ogic?"

"He was gonna have nme put away."

"And now, what do you think would happen to you
if you gave yourself up?"
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"They'd put nme away, | guess."

"Kee-rect. And since you have just proved con-
clusively you're not thinking logically, let ne take
over. Situation: a corpse outside the door. Problem

how to di spose of said object. Now, since corpses tend
to sink when given the opportunity, if we had a | arga
enough body of water in the vicinity, we could dip

the one into the other and all our troubles would be
over. But wait—what is that liquid mass just beyond

the cabin edge? It is a |arge enough body of water
Solution: even to a pointy head like yourself, it should
be cl ear enough."

"I"'mreally scared, don't you understand that?"

Tm SCARED TOO- YOU THI NK | WANT YQU
GO NG TO PI ECES ON ME. GODDAM YQU. DO
VWHAT YOU HAVE TO DO, "

Corky got undressed down to his shorts, turned, left
the cabin. The cat was still by the body but he shooed
it away easier this time, picked the Postman up under



the arns, dragged himto the edge of Lake Ml ody. As

he got closer, his feet began to sink slightly into the
noi st sandl ess shore. The air was terribly cold now,

but the water was worse, and Corky stopped for a

nmonent when he was up to his knees and genuinely
wondered if he could go on, but since there wasn't

any choice, he went on, moving slowy along the nud
bottom of the dark [ ake until he was up to his waist-
Then he tried noving the Postman into a |ifesaving
position, one arm around the body, over the shoul der
curving around the chest, gripping tight under the
arnpit Once the grip was secure he pushed off, and
slowy, very slowy, began to sidestroke out toward

the nmiddl e of Lake Mel ody. The | ake was shal |l ow for

a good portion of the way, not really getting deep for
wel | over a hundred yards. Corky continued ki cking,
tried to ignore the incredible cold, tried to figure just
how far he woul d have to go before it was safe to un-

| oad his cargo and get back to blessed | and. He was
probably fifty yards from shore nowhe could only
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guess by the receding light fromhis cabin-Aot nearly
far enough, and for a nonment he thought his left calf
was starting to cranp but he noved it very fast severa
times and the disconfort went away. The Postnman

was getting heavier and heavier as he stroked slowy
al ong, the tan overcoat sponging up water, and that
made it slower, harder, and Corky was starting to |abor
now, starting to shake terribly fromthe cold and when
the snapping turtle struck at first he was so nunmb he
didn't quite know what was happeni ng, but then when
the jaws started pulling at his thigh flesh, when the
bl ood began pouring fromthe wound—

—stop it—tney sleep—they sleep at night and thero
aren't any after you, don't think—

Corky kept his m nd blank, and when the turtles

bunched for an attack he thought them away and kept

on and when the fangs of the water nobccasin dug into
hj s neck, he thought that away too, just kept on and on
and nothing frightened himat all until he realized that
in the mddle of the nurky | ake surrounded by dark-
ness and cold he was no |onger the only one alive,
there wasn't any doubt, and he wasn't going crazy, the
Post man was breat hi ng and Corky screanmed, and the

cry skinmed al ong the slick surface and he dropped his
bundl e and was about to start for shore except the Post-
man woul d not | et go—+the old man woul d not die and

he woul d not let go, his thin fingers held to Corky's
wrist and Corky struck out with his free hand but no
good, the old man was indestructible and now t hey

were facing each other and the Postman's eyes were

open and blinking slowy like a withered crocodile's
and now hi s hands were noving up Corky's body and

when the thin fingers reached his neck they | ocked on
tight and Corky pounded but the Postman was beyond
pain, and as his fingers continued to constrict around



Corky's neck he realized om god, om god, he's trying
to kill me and they sank bel ow t he dark surface then
Corky trying to grip the old man's fingers, trying to
break themlike stiff twigs fromhis Jugular but they
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woul d not | oosen, they held, they held, and Corky

hadn't gotten a decent breath, the surprise had taken

hi mtoo quickly and he could feel his heart already
trying to break fromhis chest and his tenple was
poundi ng too and the old man held, held, he had been
alive a mllion years and he had no intention of going
quickly or quietly or at all and Corky began to think
he was about to drown and he fought hard and sorme-

how ki cked briefly to the surface and they thrashed
awhile for air and then down again, and Corky, re-

j uvenat ed, reached out his hands and grabbed the
Ancient's and as they sank deeper and deeper into the

| ake center he began to get |everage and nen he had

one hand | oose and then the other and ny God he'd

done it, he was safe, safe, he'd won and he kicked to
the surface, panting but alive and that was the object
of it all wasn't it, staying alive, and he treaded water
before he realized that somewhere in this chilled dark-
ness the Postnman was alive and swi mri ng nore than
likely for shore but where—where—and Corky tried
listening but he couldn't hear because he was panting
too terribly and he turned around in the water, around
and around, and this tine he really did feel something
around his legs, but it didn*t nmatter, there wasn't tinme
to fill your mind with wildness now, now there was an
old man to find in a dark sea and Corky realized that
what had been around his | egs had been his nuscles
starting to surrender to the cold, cranmping, and if they
got bad enough, good-bye, but until that happened he
had to keep | ooking, keep |ooking, and now his

stomach was starting to tighten slightly and that would
have been funny, getting murdered by a corpse, cone

epi taph, except he wasnt going to get nurdered and

t he Postman wasn't a corpse, yet, and Corky turned

in the water, turned and spun and there he was, at |ast,
t he Postman, swimm ng feebly for shore, and oh

Cor ky thought as he covered the di stance between

them oh oh oh, he thought as he overtook the Ancient,
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pushed and held himdown till death and after, and as
at last the Postman sank at |ast forever. Corky could
only shake his head in awe at the things we do for

| ove .



11
"There's breakfast anytime you want it," Peg said

Corky stood in the doorway of the cabin. "Wat's
wrong?" The norning was chill.

"Just make believe everything' s fine—buke' s watch-
ing us fromthe house | think."

n W]y?"

"Because what | said woul d happen happened—ae

had a steaner |ast night—=Wy didn't you tell ne
someone was here? You lied, why did you lie? | said
didn't | only forgot. | didn't tell him anything about
yesterday. Not word one."

"You think he wants me up there now?"
"I think he wants to watch us together."

"Gve nme five mnutes, |'ll be there, can he read
[ips?"

Peggy shook her head confused.

"Then I1'd like to say thank you for the invitation, and
| adore you, and | appreciate the opportunity of having
br eakfast, and rucking you was just maybe the experi -
ence of my lifetime, and | take ny coffee black, and
your breasts belong in the Louvre which is a nmuseum

in Paris which is a place | would love to visit with
you once you decide to | eave that suspicious asshol e
up in the house."

"Are you ever sonething," Peg said, careful to stop
smling before she turned, faced the house, headed up

Corky hurried inside, started shaving. "Getting very
suave with the words there," Fats said. "Urfuddng-
bane. "
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"Praise from Caesar." Corky glided his razor down
al ong his cheeks. "Wanna come al ong?"

"I got nothing el se on the agenda. Besides, | wanna
see what the old ear-blower |ooks like."

Corky was rocked by the change. The Ronni e Wayne

who had himtake his notes across the library, the sen-
ior with the convertible and the Elvis hairdo; not a
remmant |left. The one sipping coffee at the kitchen
tabl e was al nost conpletely bald, beer-bellied, with

t he puffiness under the eyes that only an excess of

al cohol suppli es.



"My God Ronnie how are you," Corky said, crossing
the floor with Fats, right hand out.

"The Duker's doi ng okay," and he stood, and they
shook, then they sat

"You take your coffee— Peggy began, about to say
"black," but the quick turn of Duke's head warned her
and she ended with the word "how?" which was fine.

"Not hi ng, " Corky answered, and she nodded, poured
hi ma cup.

"Sorry | wasn't here to greet you yesterday. Help

with the entertaining and all. But sonmebody's got to
earn a living, | guess."

"You're still in real estate, isn't that right?" Corky
asked.

"I gave that up," Duke said. "Dull. Who needed al

that bullshit, the goddam pressure all the time when
what | really love is just to fish and hunt, take your
pi ck. Wien | want to think, | just go out on the I ake
here and cast a plug around and let my mnd cl ean
out."

"He fishes every chance he gets. God knows," Peggy
sai d.

Duke | ooked at her. "I'mout of real estate awhile
now. Just doing a little selling nowadays. Surprised
Peg didn't bring you up to date.™

"She may have, the truth is, | was so whi pped when
| got here she fed ne and the wine hit nme fast which
| should know by now it al ways does/'

"t

AN
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"CGorky's a lot of fun when he's bonbed,"” Fats cut

in. "He spends half his time trying to be witty—you
m ght cafl hima half-wit."

Corky | ooked at Fats. "You can do better than that"
Fats | ooked right back at him "Why bother, you'd

m ss the punch lines." He turned to Duke. "Corky here
is afflicted with diarrhea of the nmouth and consti pa-

tion of the brain, very rare.”

"I"d Just like to drink my coffee in peace, do you
m nd?" Corky said.

"He's that dunb?" Duke asked.

Fats answered, "Dumb? If it started raining soup



and we all quick ran outside to eat, Corky would be
the one carrying a fork."

Duke began to | augh.
"Don't encourage him'* Corky said.
"Clever," Duke said to Corky. "It really is."

"Don't tell himthat, tell ne that," Fats said. "I'm
the talent"

"My m stake," Duke said.

"So what are you selling," Fats wanted to know.
"I"'min the market for a penis, ny |last one caught
Dutch el mdisease, it's nmurder getting an erection.”
Bot h Duke and Peggy went on that one.

Corky sighed. "No one is interested, | assure you."
"Corky," Fats said, "you just don't understand—sure-

|y soneone of your acquai ntance nust have had an
erection sonetine, ask them about it"

"Back to the lunberyard with you, |I nmean it."
"Tell us about your sex life. Corky, we all |ove short
stories.”

Corky put his hand over Fats* nmouth and asked,
"What kind of selling do you do exactly?" while at the
same time. Fats was goi ng " Mmm nmm nmm "

Duke just shook his head. "My God, how do you do
that? Your lips don't nmove or anything. You're terrific,
you are. I'mreally glad you' re here for ne to see.”

"Thank you," Corky said. He | ooked down at Fats.
"WIl you be good now?"
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Fat s nodded.

"I mean it; prom se?"
Fat s nodded harder.
Corky took his hand away.

Fats whi spered, "Ask himif he's glad that I'm here
too. " ,

Duke sniled. "The both of you," he answered back.

And after that, whatever tension there mght have
been at the begi nning was gone, and it turned out

Duke sold kitchen items to housew ves, nostly door-to-
door, he liked personal contact work was why, and he



had a terrific line of only top quality nerchandi se,
everything fromcan openers to cutlery, and he al so
sidelined in baby things, an addition he had thought of
because a | ot of young nothers had trouble finding
time to get to the store, and Fats got excited about

t he baby cl ot hes, since he was running short of under-
wear and asked what the | argest size Duke sold was

and Duke said 111 give you a dozen pairs free so Fats
sai d how about throwing in some cutlery, Corky's a
great whittler and Duke said sure, why not, but Corky
i nsi sted that whatever he took he was going to pay for
and Duke said let ne get ny line, pick what you want
and he hurried upstairs where his suitcases were.

"How d | do?" Corky whispered when it was safe.
"Just unbelievabl e, *' she whi spered back

"Too bad Fats wasn't here," Fats said, hurt in his
tone; "Fats night have been a little hel p now and
then getting the old conversational ball going."

"You' re always unbel i evabl e," Peggy said.
"Brains as well as boobs." Fats turned to Corky.
"No wonder you | ove her."

"Shhhh, " Peggy sai d.
But she was smiling.

Duke canme back with his nmerchandi se and Fats was
crushed because none of the baby stuff would fit him
but Corky liked the cutlery and Fats insulted Corky a
few tines about things in general, and they talked
some about selling techniques and Duke expl ai ned
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where the skill canme but in spite of his success with it,
enough was enough, the main thing was to cl ose up the
cabins and get the house in the best order possible

and just sell the whole place, property and all and
nove on, so while Corky finished his second cup of
coffee and Peg set to work tidying the kitchen Duke
excused hinsel f, put on his Wndbreaker and went out -
side to work on the grounds awhile, and when they

were safely alone again Corky applied a little pressure
on Peg to get out, but not in a pushy way, and she
responded gently, explained she was really confused,
really trying to get her head on straight now, and they
tal ked quietly, nothing rmuch of inport happening at

all, until Duke canme in a little while later with the
news that he'd found the Postman's Kol |l s-Koyce in

t he woods.

He didn't know it was the Postman's of course. He was
sure it was a Rolls though. "Strangest thing," Duke
said. "I thought | was losing ny mnd. There | was,
wal ki ng along, trying to figure out which | should do



this aft, go hunting or stay around here and fish, and
' mnearing the back road—

"—wheres that?" Corky wondered.

Duke pointed out past the cabins. "It's not even

much of a road. It's just kind of a rutty path that |eads
al ong the edge of the property. Down out of sight
fromthe nmain drag you take to get here. And then

saw this thing. And | thought, son of a bitch, what is
that, that |ooks |like a goddam Rol | s-Royce but that's
ridiculous, only when | got closer, it wasn't so ridic-

ul ous, because there it was bigger'n life. Somebody

took that stupid rutty back road into here and got
stuck—+t's nmuddy as hell—and left it Left if"

"I wonder who it could be," Peggy said.

"Shouldn't take me long to find out," Duke told her
"It it was a Ford or sonething, yeah, but a white
Rol | s-"

"—wAtte did you say?" Corky cut it, and now his
voi ce sounded excited.

"Wiite. Of-white—around in there—=
"—was it a Com che?"

"-what's that-?"

"—did the top cone downy

Duke nodded.
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"Show el " Corky said and he took off out the door
Duke behind him

"That's gotta be the Postman's," Corky said when

they got there. He wal ked around the car. It was side-
ways on the al nost invisible road, and the front wheels
were stuck in deep nud. "Wy would he | eave 4

(hough?" He | ooked at Duke. "A car like this nust cost
over fifty thousand. | know he's rich-he snokes not h-

ing but four-dollar cigars—but this is ridiculous. |I hope
nothing's the matter with him"

"Can you find out?"

"Goddamright | can and |I'm gonna." He pointed
to the car. "Can you get it unstuck without hurting it?"

"I"d sure love to try," Duke said. "I never even sat
ina fifty-thousand-dollar car, nuch | ess drove one."

"Don't force it, huh?"

"I won't. Corky. | know cars pretty good. You can



trust nme."

"Be back in a couple mnutes," Corky said, and he
started runni ng again.

Peggy was waiting in the kitchen when he got there.
Tve got to call New York right away, is that al
right? That may be the Postman's car and |'ve got to
check that he's okay."

"Where's Duke?"

"Cetting it unstuck."

"Did he say anything about me or anything?"

"Not now, huh darling? This could be kind of im
portant Living room phone okay?"

She nodded, stayed in the kitchen. She had the
broom out and was starting to sweep the place when
she heard Corky. She swept a little nore.

"Sadie it's nme, let me speak to the boss.™

Pause.

"I know he's worried about nme, tell himto worry

about the stock market. | just got atip IBMs about to
go into receivership. Tell himthat, it'll give himcar-
di ac arrest. Now would you put hnn on?"

Pause.
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Peg went over and poured herself a speck nore
cof f ee.

"Never mind where | am |'m peachy, you're the
one's causing all the trouble, you okay?"

Pause. Then, | ouder:

"Don't conme on to nme like that. Postman—+ don't
need your views on ny erratic behavior, ny behavior's
just fine, thank you—

Pause. Very |oud now.

"So what if | ran away, running away's good for the

soul, read the Bible, Postman, and if you want to know
what | think, you're the one with the erratic behavior
mster, at least I'mnot senile, at least |'mnot |eaving
fifty-thousand-dollar cars all the hell over in the god-
dam woods—

Short pause.

"Forgive me for insulting you, | didn't knowit was



an ei ghty-thousand-dollar car."
Now a | ong pause. Very | ong.

"What do you nean how do | know where your

car is, | know because ... because ..."
Quietly now. "
Teah. Yessir, that's right I'mat that place, |'ve been

here all the time. Boy am| smart, here | call you to
find out how you are and you nmake nme slip and tel
you where I am"

Pause.

"No, Fm not coming back, not yet, not till | get ny

head really on straight once and for alL Wwen it is. 111
be there, you can count on that"

Loud.

"Don't even think about com ng for nme—'m stay-
ing."

Sof t
** . . because . ¢ . because . o."
Whi sper ed.

there's this girl..."

Peg nmoved across the kitchen to the sink and poured
out her coffee, washed the cup, put it upside down to
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drain. She picked up a washcloth next, fiddled with
it, then couldn't help herself, got quickly back to the
near door, out of sight.

** . . quit saying it's ridiculous, | told you, it's not
some nmoonstruck thing like | just met her. Postnan,

went to school with her—+ don't care what you say,

it isn't crazy—yeah, she's the one you tal ked to yester-
day, the one that told you | night be in Bi nghanton,

was listening right behind the door."

Peg couldn't help but snile.

".. . | know she's beautiful, she always has been ..

I think she likes nme, yeah, she was glad to see ne, |I'm
positive of that"

Long pause.

"No, she isn't marri ed, never was."

Laugh.



"You' ve got sone fantastic menory for an old fart,

| forgot she told you she had a husband. It's not a. good
marriage though, | swear. |'mnot breaking up any-

thing that wasn't in trouble to begin with. I'mnot a
honme wrecker, I'mjust a guy with his fingers crossed,

| got hopes, and | don't want to tal k about her anynore
just now, | haven't got that nuch privacy."

Peg went quickly back to the broom busied herself
with getting the floor done, got the dustpan, swept it
full, enmptied it all into the wastebasket. She had her
back to Corky when he cane in a little later. He put

his arms around her, gently raised his fingers till they
cupped her breasts. "W got troubles, baby," Corky

said then. "I goofed on the phone call— let slip where
I was."

"You nmean he's comi ng back?"
"I got himto promse not to at the end."
*VelIl then."”

"Tie's not a patient man. Peg. The Postman gets his
way. He's just as liable to linb on up here as not so
what |"'msaying is | don't want to put on any pressure
but there's nore pressure now, you' ve got to make up
your m nd about |eaving."
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<t! will. Soon."

* Today?"

She nodded.

Corky kissed her. "I think you better cone al ong

when | explain about the car to Duke. |'m gonna have

to start lying and | need all the help | can get. | don't

want Duke knowi ng you told the Postman | wasn't
here. Wth his suspicious nature, that doesn't help our
cause a lot. Cross your fingers."

She kissed himgently. "You are a terrible liar. It al
shows in your face."

"There you go, insulting me again."
Duke was waiting when they got there. "Got her out
easy," he said, pointing to the car. "Wasn't stuck bad

at all. Just started her rocking and out she cane."

"I shouldn't have let you do it," Corky said. "It's ny
fault."

n W]y?"

' Cause the Postnan happens to be hysterical about



hi s goddam Comi che. He yelled at nme for saying it
only cost fifty, it was eighty on the hoof."

Duke could only shake his head and mutter, "Eighty,
Jesus." He turned to Corky then. "Wiy'd he leave it
behi nd?"

"Because like | told you, he's richer than Croesus
and he's probably got it insured to the teeth, it's no
nmore than if you or nme abandoned a flexible flyer."

Duke studied Corky for a while, waiting.

"I'f I tell you something can | ask you not to nose it
around?"

"l guess."

"I"'min hiding. Fve got a |ot of career problenms and
Fm not behaving all that normal. | took off when the
Post man was conming to ny place to pressure ne—

"—what is this Postman nanme?"

"It's just what he's called in the business. Ben
Greene. 'Gangrene* Fats calls him drives himbatty.

"CGo on."
"What he just told me was this: he cane up here
214 WLLI AM GOLDVAN

| ooking to go to GrossiBger's—'ve been doing a | ot of
tal ki ng about coming back to nmy beginnings |ately—
nmy dad gave massages at the G"

"Ch that's right, sure."

"Well, the Postnman took a shot that I'd be at G os-
singer's so he tooled on up in his chariot here, only
when he passed this place, he said he renmenbered it
but he'd gone by the main entrance and he spotted the
back road here and took it."

"Whoa-why in the world would he renmenber this
pl ace?"

"I talk about it all the time, Ronnie. | gave ny very
first magic show here. In the basenent Peg's kid

brother's eighth birthday. It was where it all started."

"I'd forgotten that," Peg said.

"I hadn't," Corky said, "not a bit of it You saved
me. Your brat brother farted and no one was wat ching
my act and you came up with sone nutty threat—=

Peg got all excited. "W were gomw glue his
tongue. "



"That's it" Corky cried. "Scared himinto shutting
up. | still remenber the tricks I did."

"Hey hold it, huh?" Duke wal ked over to Corky. "If
he cane here | ooking for you, why didn't he find you?"

"I't nust have been when Peg drove ne into town—
told you | got out of New York in a helluva hurry—+
needed stuff, toothpaste, toothbrush, that kind of
t hi ng. "

"You're still not telling ne why the goddam car's
herel "

Corky smiled. "The Postman didn't plan on | eaving

it, obviously. He snooped around, decided this place
was shut, came back, got in the Bolls, found out he

was stuck. So what the hell else was there to do but
what he did-—walk up to the road, get a ride to the G
and call the Rolls people in Manhattan. | just told him
| thought he was crazy, |let sone Exxon-jerk do it and
he al nost cane through the phone wires at nme: ' No-
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body touches ny Rolls but a Rolls mant He told them
to come get himand they said it was a little late,
they'd be up tonorrow. " Corky | ooked at his watch
"They should be here within a couple hours. Anyway,

t he Postman wasn't about to be caught dead in a tacky
pl ace |i ke G ossnger' s—he's what you mght call snob-
by, as you can kind of guess by what he drives—and he
hired one of their linbps to get himback to town."

Duke | ooked at the car awhil e.

"Frankly, | think the whole story's crazy," Coriy
sai d.

"Well," Peg told him "it nakes perfect sense to ne."

Corky | ooked at Duke and shook his head. "Wnen,"
Cor ky sai d.

"You must be getting hungry, let me fix sone |unch,"
Peggy sai d.

Duke said nothing, sipped his Scotch. They were
al one in the house now, in the living room and Duke
woul d not stop pacing.

"What difference does it make for God's sake? So a
car's here, who cares?"

"There's sonething crazy and | think you know what
it is, and | care."

"Ch Jesus, I'msick of that record.”



Duke finished his drink, poured hinself another

"That's smart," Peggy said.

"What's the matter, you bought it with noney I
earned, or is it reserved only for the rich and speci al
guests around here?"

"Go ahead, get drunk, if Fmlucky youll pass out, at
| east then it'dbe quiet."

"He's really tricky—at breakfast all that shit with the

dunmy, | really believed it. But noww th the car, I'm
not buyi ng not hi ng anynore. People do not |eave
ei ghty-thousand-dollar cars lying around, | don't care

what anybody tells ne."

"Well what, then?"
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"Maybe it isn't this Postman's car. Maybe it's his.
Maybe he's hiding it there just waiting for the chance
to take off with ny wife."

"Good thinking. Really using the old bean. | hope

you noticed | didn't even bother getting nmad at your
crack about ne going off into the sunset W had

enough of that kind of talk already."

"Why goddanmit, there's gotta be sone expl ana-
tion-"

"—there is and you've had it—=

"-bullshit-"

"—oh bull shit yoursel f—=

"—don't wi se off back to ne—=

"—+'mover twenty-one |I'll do what | damm pl ease—=

"—why didn't he get the car out of the rmud, | did, it
wasn't that hard answer me that goddammt—=

"—maybe he tried, naybe he couldn't, he's old, may-
be he was a rotten driver—

"-ol d?-"
'-that's right-"

"—how do you know he was ol d. Corky never said he
was ol d—=

"—tast night he did—e were tal king about why he
cane up here and he said this agent was pressuring
hi m and he said how old he was—



"—you told nme you never tal ked about anything

and he said the sane—you didn't even tell him]l
changed jobs and wasn't in real estate anynore—you
fed himand be went to bed now what happened | ast
ni ght ?"

"I won't go through this again."

"Did this Postman stop by? Did you see hin? That's
how you knew he was old, wasn't it?"

"Coddammit nol "
"Was this before or after you fucked for Corky—

"—you stop this Duke—=

"—before or after or was it during, did you invite the

old guy in to watch?" He put his drink down then and

sl apped her in the face.

AN

-i A

M i

MAG C 217

Peg tried running.

No chance. Duke sl apped her again. "Did you fuck
him you did, you did goddamit, didn't you?"

"\M/ "

"I"mgonna pound the crap outta you till we get to
the truth, did you fuck hinP"

*No."

He backhanded her. "Did you fuck hin®"
"No- Jesus-"

" Di d—you—fuck-hi n?"

"NO BUT | WANTED TO."

He pushed her down into a chair then. "Ckay," he
said quieter now "At |least we know the truth."

Peggy was cryi ng.
"Those don't work with ne, dry the baby bl ues,

don't cut no ice with the Duker." He sipped his
Scotch. "I'd like to check out his cabin | can tel

you. "



Duke shrugged. "M ght be interesting, that's alL

M ght clear up the car thing and who knows, if you
wanted to fuck him maybe you will when ny back's
turned—who knows, -it would sure save a |lot of tine

if you had everything nice and ready, a nighty hanging
m t he cl oset, your di aphragm handy by the bed. That
way you could just zip on down there and rip off a
little somet hing whenever your nice pure little heart
desired.”

Peggy dried her eyes and stood, "I'm going out."
"Down to the cabin, pay a little visit to the star?"

"No," Peggy said, and her voice was dry and brittle.
*Tm going to town, |I'Il shop and then I'mgoing to
drive for a long long tinme. Hours. |'ve got some deci-
sions to make." She | ooked at her husband for a while.
"Except maybe you' ve nade themfor ne ..."

"C non," Duke said; "it'll be fun." He stood outside
t he open door to Corky's cabin and gestured to the
rowboat he'd brought to the edge of the | ake and the
Hshi ng pol es and tackle resting inside.
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"I"'mnot crazy about fishing," Corky said fromthe
door way.

"You can row then, itil be nice and quiet and we can
talk. I Just had a good talk with Peg and now |I'd Iike
one with you. | told you how fishing just cleans out ny
m nd—who knows maybe it'll do the same for you.**”"
"Where is she?"

"I'n town. Making a 'decision,' she said."

"You seem upset, Ronnie."

"Why should | be. Surrounded by a good wife, old
friends. Peg and |I did sone tal ki ng about you. M ght
be interesting if we did sone tal ki ng about her."

"Til just get a jacket," Corky said, and he quickly

went inside. Duke noved into the doorway, started
| ooki ng around but Corky was back right away. "Lefs

g/\
They went outside. Corky stopped. Duke watched

him "Wat are you |l ocking the door for? Ain't nobody
here but us chickens."

"Habit," Corky said.

"I could take that as an indication that you don't



trust ne. | don't, of course. We trust each other, don't
we?"
"Sure," Corky said

"Make certain it's really |locked up tight and every-
thing," Duke said. "Gve it a good shake to be posi -
tive."

"l don't have to do that"

"Let me then." He rattled the door hard. "Safe as a
baby," he said and they started for the boat. Duke

held it for Corky, then got in hinself, gave it a shove
and they starred drifting out toward where Corky

had gone sw nmi ng.

"Let's row over that way," Corky said. "Gve ne

the oars, |I'lIl do it"

"I know the best fishing spots,” Duke expl ai ned.
"When | get us to the vicinity, you can take over."

"Fine," Corky said. He |l ooked into the water. It was
not clear nore than a foot or so down.

ft
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"What are you | ooking for?" Duke wonder ed.

Corky jerked his head up. "Nothing."

"You were sure exam ning the water awful close."
"Habit. | like staring down, see what | can see.”
"You're full of habits, aren't you?" He brought out
the bottle of Scotch. It was al nost enpty now. He of -
fered it to Corky who shook his head. "It was bought
for you special. | don't get Scotch."

"I'"'mnot much of a drinker, | told you that." He
was staring down at the water again. They were get-
ting very cl ose now

Duke put the oars up, picked up a rod, opened the
tackl e box for a plug. Peggy told ne you fucked her
| ast night."

.Corky smled. "Bullshit."

"She went into detail."

"Did she tell you how we snashed the chanpagne

gl asses into the fireplace? W thought that was pretty
romantic at the tine."



Duke weighted his plug, cast it out, let it sink
started reeling in slowy.

"I's that-"
"—shit," Duke cut in. "Snagged on something."

"I's that why you brought nme out here? To try and
trick nme into admtting sonething that never hap-
pened? 'Cause if it is, 1'd like to go back in now "

"Heavy," Duke said, pulling with his rod.
*Td like to go back in now Duke."

That's got it," Duke said, and he reeled in his line.

, He looked at Corky then, cast again, reeled. "Wat she
said was she wanted to go to bed with you. X nade

her say that. | acted like a fucldng ani mal and she—=

He stopped, trying for words. "lI'mafraid |I'mgonna

| ose her and I don't want that to happen."

"Come on," Corky said. "Get bold of yourself. You' ve
got to stop going around accusi ng peopl e. Duke. M

CGod, you gave ne just about the happiest times | had

in this towm. You don't even renmenber but | was this
not hi ng and you were everything and a couple of tinmes
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you took me along for fries at The Hut and | sat there
with you and Peggy and | thought, 1'Il never forget
this, and | haven't."

Duke shook his head, kept on fishing. "I don't re-
menber any of that, you're right"

"Sure | had a crush on Peggy, mnmy CGod, everybody

had a crush on Peggy. | wasn't even jeal ous when she
started dating you, it was fitting. Shit, | renmenber
carryi ng notes between you two during study hall and
| felt so goddam proud. That soneone |ike you would
see fit to even use ne as a go-between. That was a
nonment for nme."

"I't hasn't gone so good for me since then," Duke

nut t er ed.

OCh Jesus, Corky thought, I'mtrying to steal your

wi fe, don't go getting human on nme pl ease

"I fuck around a lot. I'mnot proud of it | just hate
it; when | touch Peggy all | feel is | don't deserve her

so | take anything | can get from anybody | can get it
from™

Tormorrow you' re not gonna be happy you got into
this so let's bag it, don't you think?"



"It's inportant you know. See, that period when you

t agged al ong, that was kind of the high point tor ne.

I never finished college, | wasn't the greatest thing to
hit the real estate business. | hate the goddam selling
door-to-door. But Peggy, she cane in at the top and
she's stuck with ne all the way, and I'mafraid that it |
lose her now. . . well what is there?" He said "Shit,"
then and tried to get his plug |oose but it was stuck
agai n.

"It's cold," Corky said. "Let's go in and build a fire or
somet hi ng. "

"I can't get it |oose," Duke said. He pulled and
pulled. "Christ it's like a whale."

Cor ky picked up the oars, put themin the water
"Don't do that, youll break nmy pole."
"Just trying to help."

"Well don't help, it's coming, |I"'mgetting the whole
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thing up now." He put his pole down and took hold
of the strong line, pulling it hand over hand.

Corky stared down through the water because sorme-
tiling was begi nning to becone visible.

Hand over hand Duke kept at it.

Corky | eaned far over, continued staring down.
"Fuckin' logs," Duke said, grabbing his plug, pulling
the hook fromthe log, letting the |og sink back down

into the dark water.

Corky cleared his throat and asked, "Anything |eft
in that Scotch bottle?"

Duke handed it over. "You look |like you could use
*.on

it

"Freezing ny nuts off," Corky said, and he drank

wai ted, drank again. "Ckay if we go in now?"

Duke nodded. "I've said ny piece," and he took the
oars, and they were well on their way back to shore
when Duke spotted what | ooked |like a body, half in
water, half on land, not all that far away.
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Corky | ooked down at the tiny bald man. "I wonder
A who it can be?"
Duke knelt by the body, turned himover. "I was

thinking it m ght be your Rolls guy."

"You kiddi ng?" Corky said. The Postman's only

A about six-foot-three. See what his wallet says."

| Duke went into various pockets. "Nothing. Stripped
" dean.

A "Doesn't make sense, there must be sonething, be
A sure before—=

? "—Cchristomghty," Duke cut in. "I think he's stil
alive—=
"—fantastic-"

"—+t's just a wild chance but it's worth a whack-
can you do artificial respirati on?—=
"—don't think so—=

"—all right, goddanmit, 1'Udo it, get up to the
house, call Normandy Hospital, tell themto haul ass
over—

* "-right-"

"—and stay at the house tiU they get there so you
can bring them strai ght here—=

"—gotcha," Corky said, and he got in the boat, got
right out again, said "Faster if | run" and took off
around the | ake going |like crazy.

Duke straightened out the body, tilted the head

," back, opened the mouth. He checked to see that the
tongue was all right and it was, not swallowed. Then

,* he glanced at the teeth to see they weren't dentures.

&
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Finally he put his fingers together, pinched the old
man' s nose shut, tilted back his head and bl ew hard
down his throat He blew a second tinme. Then a third.

The heart cavity was swelling.

Duke bent down, pressed his head agai nst the aged
chest, tried to catch a beat Nothing. He knelt over t"Q
old man then, started pressing very hard on his heart,
every second a press, not enough to crack the rib

cage, but damm near.

He bent down after a mnute of that and |istened
agai n.



Not hi ng

He started regul ar nouth-to-nouth resuscitation af-

ter that, trying to do it twelve tames a m nute. Breathe,
two, three, four, five, six; breathe, two, three, four, five
six. He kept that up for several mnutes.

Still nothing.

He'd been wong; the old nman was dead. Still, as he
stood and | oaded the corpse into the boat, he felt bet-
ter for the try. He |lowered the body gently down,

began rowi ng across the | ake.

Toward Corky's cabin.

Because there was just no doubt in his nind, this

one he was ferrying now had to be the owner of the
Rolls. It didn't nmake sense any other way and there had
been a tone in Corky's six-foot*three line that rang
false. O maybe it had cone too quick. O maybe any
nunber of things.

What ever the case, Duke wasn't buying.

He was careful when he drew close to shore to keep
Corky's cabin as much as possi bl e between hinsel f and
the main house, trying to keep the chances of Corky
spotting himas | ow as possible. He glided the | ast
yards, pulled the rowboat up less than twenty feet from
t he cabin.

Then he got out, reached into his pocket for his
mast er key, and noved quietly to the | ocked front
door. He had trouble getting it to fit, his hands were
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trenbling, which was the first tune he realized he was
afraid. He didn't really know what”of, didn't know,

for that matter, what the Christ he could find in the
cabin that would prove nmuch of anything.

But it was worth the whack.

Corky was |ying, about something or everything or

i nbet ween, and wouldn't it be nice to et old Peg know
that kind of info. Peg hated liars, always had, and
Duke wanted to be first to spread the news.

He got the door open, stepped fast inside, shut it
just as quickly, and the place was darker than he
figured, blinds drawn and all, and he waited a no-
ment by t”~e door. relocking it, getting accustoned
to the di mess.

He was several steps into the cabin before he cried
halt al oud, because the goddam dummy was sitting
there, watching the door, sitting in a chair by the little



kitchenette area and it seened, for the nonent, hu-
man, ,with its staring eyes.

Duke took a breath, got down to business. There

were four places he had to | ook. The bedroom cl oset,

the Iiving roomcloset, the desk out here and the
dresser in there. The living roomcl oset was cl osest, so
that's where he began. Not much really. Corky's clothes
on hangers and not many of them Two suitcases. He
opened the first Enpty. Put it back. He opened the
second. It was full of dummy crap. A lot of |ong canvas
t apes and changes of cl ot hes.

It scared hi magain.

There was sonet hing rucking | oony tunes about

wal ki ng around carryi ng kid-sized coveralls for a piece
of wood. Probably Edgar Bergen felt |ike an asshole
whenever he went traveling, because he didn't just

have Charley, there was the hick, Mrtimer Snerd.

Duke cl osed the cl oset door, started on the desk
Not hi ng, nothi ng nothing. Not a goddam shred.

Shi t
The kitchenette was between the bedroom and |iving
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room and he noved past Fats quicker than he bad to,
because the dummy was voodooi ng him DO question
about it.

The bedroom wasn't quite as dark. He went to the

closet but it didn't have anything at all so that left the
dresser and if that had nothing, he could always give a

gl ance at the bathroom and the kitchenette maybe—

—but the dresser had everything.

In the top drawer, under sone shirts. Duke flicked
them over to one side and the first thing he saw was
the watch. He brought it close. "Patek Philippe" it
read, and he didn't know if it kept decent tine or not
but it sure as hell |ooked expensive.

Next to the shirt was a bill clip. Duke sat on the bed
staring at it. He pulled the noney | oose and started
counting the hundred-dollar bills.

Three thousand dol | ar si

Duke Just sat there. It was incredible, there were
actually people in this world who wal ked around wi th
that kind of bread in their pockets.

Could it be Corky's? Wat kind of noney did you
make when you did guest shots on the tube? Plenty,
probably, but this nuch?



Maybe. Duke wasn't sure.

The wal |l et was what nade up his mind. It was in

t he next drawer down, deep in the corner. Fat. Duke
opened it and | ooked at the credit cards. American
Express. Diner's Club. A dozen nore. Al nade out to
M. Ben G eene.

Duke cl osed his eyes. Wat the fuck was this Post-
man's nane. Was it Ben Greene? He couldn't renem
ber.

"' "Gangrene," Duke said out loud. It was the Postman.
Cork) had told that out by the Rolls, how the dunmy
call ed the Postman that, gangrene.

Now he started studying the photographs.

A dozen of them snapshots all of two people, one ot
t hem al ways fanous, the second one al ways the sane.

r-"t -
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The sane little bald guy with Bing. Crosby. Wth
Berle. Wth Sinatra and Hope and it was the sane
little bald guy who was dead out there nowin the
r onwboat

It was the Postman. And he wasn't six-foot-three.
But Corky lied. Wait, Just wait till little old Peg got;

the news. Maybe at dinner. They'd all be sitting around
and he'd bring out the evidence one by one, the watch
—and then the bill clip and then—

—wait a mnute, why bother with the bill clip, tfeat
woul d be great, he'd keep that out, and if Corky asked
for it, he'd be proving hinmself guilty and if he didn't
ask for it, wefl the Postman didn't need»the three

t housand anynore now, did he.

Duke stood up, stuck the watch and wallet in one

trouser pocket, the bill clip and the nmoney safely in his
shirt pocket, one that buttoned, and started out of the
bedroomin a hurry now—

—and then Fats raised his hand—

—buke screaned, frozen by the kitchenette curtain
because it was nmoving now and the hand had a knife
init and Fats struck straight ahead, stomach |evel

and the knife slid in easily above Duke's belt and now
the curtain was noving again and here cane Fats'

other hand and it had its own knife and it curved into
Duke's side and Duke bent double and Fats' first knife
jamred into the shoul der and the second hand, the

| eft, caught the neck and now Duke was screamn ng



but Fab kept on, right left right left, like a kid's toy
beating a brass drum only those weren't drumnsticks,
they were knives, and they kept slashing and hitting

and Duke thought I'm going blind, Fm going blind but

he was wong, it wasn't that, there was just too nuch
blood in his eyes for himto see ..

Cor ky stepped out from behind the curtain, stared
nunbly down at the corpse.
Take these goddamthings," Fats said and Corky
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took the knives carefully, laid themin the sink. "The
guy was right, he sold top quality merchandi se," Fats
sai d.

Cor ky bl i nked.
"Those were his knives, schmucko, get with it."

Corky ran to the door, unlocked it, |ooked out..
"What am | gonna do," he said, "Christ, | got the
Post man out there and now the ot her guy and what if
Peggy comes home?"

"Il tell you just what you're gonna do you—

"—maybe | should get the Rolls— could fit themin
the trunk and—=

"—goddanmit listen to me—you go right into ny

sui tcase and you take some pieces of that canvas tape
and you take these two and you stick 'emin the boat
and you put a rock fromoutside on their |egs and tape
"emthere and row right out and over the side they go
and if you're not back in fifteen nminutes you' re a big-
ger ni nconfucki ngpoop than even | give you credit

for—=

Corky was back in twelve.

He | eaned agai nst the inside of the door, closed his
eyes. "They dropped like they were being pulled.”

"Did you tie a rock to each of thenP"
Cor ky managed a nod.

"Nuts," Fats said; "now !l can't say 'two birds with
one stone.'"

"Stop with your goddam j okes for once!"

"I'"ll be glad to if you'll quit standing around wth
that faraway sensitive | ook plastered on your face,

I got to shock you to get any activity—you're not doing
what's got to be done, get to work on this place, clean
t he knives, get some towels and wash away this bl ood,
you want Peggy to walk in and find out what a sl oppy



housekeeper you are, nove."

She didn't walk in. She called rather, standing on the
path hal fway down. It was over an hour |ater and
Cork)' had finished showering. He hurried up to her

It was cold and getting dark and she | ooked tired.
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you' ve been through a lot," he said.

She shrugged. "Whatever. Were's Duke?"

"We had kind of a scene. | guess you told himyou
were interested in me. He wants nme outta here. He
went hunting. He said he was going to take his tine
but I got the inpression he didn't nuch want me here
when he got back."

Peg nodded.

"Are you going to be here when he gets back?*
Corky asked. "Or are you conmng with ne?"

That's what | wanted to tal k about,"” she said, and
turned, led himup into the house where they sat across”
fromeach other by the firepl ace

"Ckay," Corky said. "Who wins? What's the answer?

| don't want you to think |I'm pressuring you because
I"'mnot really, the fact that I'Il kill nmyself if you pick
hi m shoul dn't enter into your thoughts one way or tho

ot her."

She smled. "You're really wonderful, y'know that?"

"I feel my chances just went up a notch.”

"Well you nust be sonething pretty special, because

we' ve been together for a fat forty-eight hours after a
little absence of fifteen years and we weren't exactly

intimate then, and you get ne to lie for you and sl eep

with you and the nost incredible thing of all, you got
me, today, to thinking, which | have been avoi di ng
with ease for nost of ny natural life."

"I think I Just lost the notch,” Corky said.

"You gotta try and understand my decision, Cork
‘cause it didn't come easy. |'ve drunk nore coffee in
nore | uncheonettes and driven nore niles and argued
with nyself and screamed out 'loud in the car—true—
and let nme get to it"

Cor ky nodded.

"Ckay. Duke: married all these years, not the best
advertisement for the tradition but till today he never
hit me and | think—don't |augh—he cares. | narried

hi m when he was riding high, now he's pretty | ow,

makes me kind of a terrific fella to do that. That's what
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Duke woul d thi nk anyway and Tm not sure he's

wr ong. "



"Can | say sonethi ng?"

*"You can shut up, please, |I'mdoing ny best Ckay.
You; talented and terrific and on the cone and |listen
it wasn't |ust that for a second there our thoughts
touched like you said it happened with your Merlin
and his wife, that was inportant, sure, but the truth
is, | don't know a whole lot in this world but if you
don't love nme, | don't know anything. Question: for
how | ong? Answer: none possible. Problem what if it
stops. "

"It wont"

"You cant know that. People change when they get
famous and no doubt about it, you' re gonna get

famous and ' mnot fifteen anynore. Corky, you think

| ambut I'mtwice that and my breasts are starting to
-sag. "

"I can prove otherwise with my own hands."

"You don't see ne, that's the damm point You see

her, Peggy the cheerleader; well what happens when

that stops? Don't say 'it won't stop,' |I'mworking to ny
cli max.

"Ckay. It crossed ny mind during nmy endl ess driv-

ing that here's the situation; Duke's not perfect and
you' re maybe not gonna be perfect either. But, then it
hit me: 1'mmiserable anyway. Corky. So why shoul d

| stick around, it's ny life. I"'mtaking off."

"Wth me, right?" -

"Cet this please: |I'mleaving, and you're | eaving,
so it happens we'll go together but |I'mnot running out
on Duke because he's at the bottom |'m going because

Tmat the bottom so it happens by coinci dence that

you and | are heading the same direction, out, and if it
wor ks that we stay headed that sane direction, terrific,
but if it doesn't, the world' s not ending for me, which
is what | was afraid of, going off and | eaving one guy
and then getting dunped by another and not having

the first one around to take nme back but that's no
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problem not anynore, 'cause if | get dunped, Tm no)
coi ni ng back."

Corky blinked. "My God, you mean | w n?"
"If I"'ma prize, then you're the w nner.'

She | eanec
back wearily, closed her eyes. "And as soon as | finis!

explaining all this to Duke, we can take off

14



"Cee**' Corky said, "do you think you ought to put
yoursel f through all that?"

"l owe himthat much."

"But you're tired, you know you are. | think you're
jnst letting yourself in for a real enotional bl oodbath.
Can himwhen we're settled somewhere decent. O

wite hima long letter; that's what 1'd do."

She | ooked at him "I've done dunb things all ny

jiris, not faced up to stuff. Today's about the hardest
day | ever had but | feel really good about it. Corky.
|'ve got to make Duke understand this—for my own

good as well as his pride. He's got to know he didn't
get dunped for another guy. W failed together. He's
got to hear that fromne." She | ooked at her watch.
THel I be hone soon, it's getting dark, you can't hunt a
whol e [ ot when that happens.”

**| wish you'd Il et me convince you | was right"

She went into his arns, held hima nonent. "You

go on back to the cabin and get ready. I'll pack too.
.Jlell come in and we'll talk and then I'll cone get
you and g' bye."

"Hell o, Corky said, and kissed her.

She ki ssed him back, then broke it. "Go on now.
Pl ease." He started for the door. "How cone the Roll s-
Boyce peopl e never showed?"

Corky smled at her. 'That was gonna be ny sur-

" prise. | called the Postnman when you were gone and
said could he cancel them and would he trust ne to
take the car awhile—=
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"And he said yes?

"He's awfully fond of me. He's only chargi ng ne
£fty cents a nile."

Peggy started | aughing. "Peggy Snow riding off into
the sunset with a man who | oves her and an eighty-

t housand-dol l ar car." She sighed. "Into each life sone
rain nmust fall."

"I love you," he called as she started upstairs.

"You better, you bastard." He waved fromthe front
door, left, closing it behind him

"What was all that about?" Fats asked when Corky
got back to the cabin.

"Not hing inportant. Just the future.'*



"And. Avwtr

Corky got his suitcase out of the cl oset

"She's | eaving hinP?" Fats cried out. "Fantastic."
Corky made a little bow

"Unbef uckngl i evabl e. "

"You think I"'mnot a little shaky?"

*"So what now?"

"I figure we kind of tool off in the Rolls and get to
know each ot her sone."

"\Wher e t hough-where are we goi ng?"

"Don't get enotional, but | was kind of wondering
if youd mind if it was Just a honeynoon for two."

"What's the punch |ine?"

"Dead serious."

"You nean | eave ne behi nd?"

"I asked you not to get enotional. | fust think it

woul dn't hurt for me and Peg to get to know each

ot her al one."

"You drive a hot white Comiche around youll get

to know the inside of a jail cell, period. You can't go

wi t hout ne. Cork—Jesus, who'll do your thinmng—
admt it, you hadn't Bgured that about the stolen car."

Cor ky shrugged, started packing. "So I'll dunp it
somewhere in a couple of days, big deal. No one's

looking tor it now I'lIl leave it in a nice slum area, be-
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me, soneone*!! find a use for it and Pee aad
be I ong gone. | want to show her Paris."

u sound |ike Mauri cefucki ngCheval i er—you' ve
been to Paris yourself, schnucko—what is this
her' routine?"

"LU"AN just want to be with her. The rest of the world.
W take care of itself."

, "Hey, you're serious."

"\ Corky nodded.

"' "Aw corme on. Corky, this is ne."
,> 1 know. Don't think this is easy."



"Then why are you doing it at all?"

Cor ky sighed. "Because, frankly, there've been tines
when you' ve been al nbst too strong for me. You're a

very inposing force and it's scary— want to try getting
alittle objectivity."

"You don't dare |eave ne."

"Pl ease don't nmake this terrible.”

TU tell 4+ swear—n the mddle of the act sone

flight when you don't expect it I'Il tell every goddam
thing you' ve done up here—+ nean it. Corky—=
Quietly, Corky said, "I don't think so."

"What makes you so goddam confi dent ?"
"Because |'mdoing a single fromnow on."
Fats didn't say anything.

"I think I'"ve got the confidence to try it now Peggy

gives that to nme. | did sone coin stuff for her that was
really charnming. It's her. Fats- That's what she can do
for me. I'mgoing to grab it while | can."

"You want ne to beg?"
"Don't go on—=

"—christ, kid, remenber where you were before |
Cane on the scene? The gas was on."
<t. . . | know. "

"You're killing me, you know that ?—+ saved you—+
was present at the creation—you just can't dunp ne
now that you're on top—

*Tm not on top—'ve always bombed wi t hout you
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before, maybe | will again> all I'"'msaying is | want to
try:"

Hey Cork . . . puh . .. please . . . keep nme around

at least... | can help . . . throwin a few hues maybe
now and then . . . thafs not sonething you can't live
with ..."

Cor ky kept on packi ng.

" I"mpraying . . . please God change your m nd
pl ease God say okay. Fats, you can tag al ong

pl ease ..."
Cor ky shook hi s head.

"Christ, do you know what | oneliness is?"

Corky | ooked at Fats and nodded. "I been there ny-
self," Corky said. "But no nore . "

An hour | ater Peg came knocking. "I don't under-

stand. |'m packed, |'mready, |'ve practiced nmy speech

till 1'm getting bored with it, where is he?"



"Maybe he Just hiked a long way and it's taking
| onger to get back than you figured."

"Possi ble." She nodded. "Usually he just tronps
around this area but sonetines not"

"I really feel nore strongly than ever that you're
faci ng sonething you don't have to face. Be better for
us all if we were gone."

Peg shook her head. "It's gotta be ny way. But.. .**
She st opped. "

Corky | ooked at her to go on
"I don't like waiting up there al one, too many
menories, kind of scary alnost, you mind if | stay

down here till he cones?"

"Ch, yeah," Corky said smling. "I'd mind that |ike
anyt hi ng. "

"And in honor of your stay with us," Fats said, "I'd
like to sing a little song of my own conposition. It's
cal | ed, 'Duke.’

'Duke is a spook
Who nmakes sone of us puke
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But I won't sing no nore
"Cause | ain't got ny uke.'"

"Not one of your better efforts,” Corky told him
"Just trying to help little Peggy pass the tune."

A just hope he's not out drinking sonewhere.”

There a oar around here?"

"No, but twice |last year about this time he went out
and he net a couple of other hunters and they had
their car and went into Norrmandy and Duke didn't
cone rolling intill one in the norning."

"What time is it now?" Fats asked-

"Not even six," Peggy told him

Fats did his Bette Davis. "Fasten your seat belts
everybody; it's going to be a bunpy night"

"Who was that supposed to be?"

"That sound you heard was ny ego breaking," Fats
said. "That was Ezio Pinza, ny dear."



Peggy broke out | aughing.

"Don't encourage him" Corky said.
" "Okay, all right, I can tell when I'm not appreciated,
1 just locked my mouth and threw away the key."

"Thank God for huge favors," Corky said.

Peggy got up, |ooked out a wi ndow across the |ake.
"Did" he take a flash along, did you notice?"

"AH I noticed was the el ephant gun be was carrying

—+t was probably a peashooter but it |ooked mighty
convincing to nme. He just indicated like | said, that
maybe it would be pleasing to all concerned for ne

to consider vacating the prenmises. And if he'd just get
back, would | ever vacate."

"He can't be much | onger," Peggy said. "Patience
above all things." She sat down at the desk. Corky took
fee chair. They waited

At six-thirty Peggy wondered if she should start to
Wrry. Corky said that was up to her

At seven Peggy said should she call the cops do you

t hi nk. Corky said he thought she should call the bars.
Peggy decided to hell with it.

&38 W LLI AM GOLDVAN

But she was tensing.

"Goddammi t," she said at seven-thirty.

"Well let's get the hell oirf," Corky answered.

" NO"

"It's sensel ess just waiting—=

*Tm awar e of your opinion. Corky, you don't have
to say it agai n—

"—a little common sense never hurt, Peggy."

"Ahh, sweet nystery of life at last |I've found you,"
Fats bl asted. "AHHHHHHHHHH at | ast | know t he
meaning of it all."

"I thought you were |ocked," Corky said.

"Well somebody's got to rescue you two from your-
sel ves. "

"And you're a guaranteed ray of sunshine, is that it?"
Cor ky sai d.

"Well | don't want to brag, schrmucko, but they
didn't make ne social director at Devil's Island for



not hi ng. "
"Not so good," Corky said.

"I could always sing ny 'Duke* song again."

"Spare us," Peggy said.

"You're a tough house but—wait—wait—'ve got it,
wel | have a Vera Hruba Ral ston festival —hno, nuts,
forgot ny projector.”

Peggy started smiling. "God she was terrible. My
not her was a novie freak-—she even named nme after
Peggy Ann Ganer."

"I didn't know that," Corky said.

"Well nmy God, you guys are just beginning with each

ot her Peg probably doesn't know you save your toe-
nai | s—-he does—fabul ous col |l ection—he's been witten

up in Nails Unlinmted®-thsA s kind of the bible of the
toenail crowd—t's a minor subculture, like Star Trek
freaks and people who keep Ring Ding wappers."” He

| ooked at the two of them "Things are warm ng up a
little, right, right?"

"Some," Corky adnmitted.
] | ,
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Fats said to Peg, "Get Corky's cards, I'll read your
fortune."

"Does Corky have cards here?"

"Does a bear evacuate in the woods?—notice how
fmtoning up ny | anguage?—+ got to, the Pope's hot

for me to play the Vatican next Holy Week and | don't
want the Pontiff getting pissed at ne." Pegg\ | aughed.
"Tfl the case. There should be half a dozen decks."

"I need to keep in practice," Corky said as Peg
brought back several decks of cards.



"Security blankets and you know it, schnucko." Peg
held out die cards. " Gve nme a hand," Fats said, and
Cor ky came up and hel ped.

"Spread the cards," Fats said, "so | can concentrate."

Cork) fanned wi th one hand.

"Hmm " Fats said, studying the cards. The cards
ten all."

"Li ke what?" Peg asked.

Fats shut his eyes. "Your name ... is ... it's coning
through clearly, yes, your name is Peggy Ann Bl ow—
oops—

The Pope's gonna love slips like that," Corky said.

Fats | ooked at the cards again. "Snow, and you're—
die sex is conm ng now-a wonan."

"Host definitely," Corky said.

"And you're scared," Fats went on, "about are you

doing the right thing, going off with the king of the toe-
nail hoarders but the cards say chances are pretty good
because he is a drooler, true, but an honest one, and

you are a |lady who digs honesty so all in all 1 would

say if you can teach himto take a bath once a week

whet her he needs it or not, you got as good a shot as
anyone of wal king off into the sunset together."

"Thank you," Peggy said softly.

"Enough treacle. Fats said. "Corky, entertain us,
make a little magic."

Cork\ shook his head. "Not in the nood."

"All right, H do it then."

"You do mmgi c too?" Peg asked.
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Fats shook his head. "Corky does nagic, | can only

do tricks, self-working stuff nostly, the garbage end of
t he | egerdemai n busi ness. HowTll | start? Hnmm " He

cl osed one eye, tilted his head, paused. Then he said,
"'"What the hell, let's start with a You Do as | Do."
"Awwy from Peg. "

"Time passers is all, a series of tricks all with the
same basic ginmmck, they work great if you don't

know, once you do they're a yawn."

"Show ne. "



"You want the patter or just the trick?"
"What ever . "

"The bare bones are kind of nothing, you take two
decks and shuffle them separately and then you pick
a card fromone of the decks and cut the cards and
hand ne that deck and you take mine and find your
card and | take yours and pull the sane card from
your deck."

"That's not a trick," Peg said.

"It is, believe nme," Fats began—

"4+t is not atrick—*

"You' re gonna make me give away the gi mm ck, you
keep on like that," Fats told her

"Magic," Peg said. She was starting to slunp down.
"It's so sinple you' re gonna whoopse." Fate said.
"See, die whole secret is that when you shuffle |I peek
at the bottom card of your deck when you're shuffling
and then when you pick a card well, you' ve put the

card you picked on top and conplete the cut and that
brings the bottom card which ZKQOWon top of your

card that you know so when you give me your deck

all I have to do is find the card bel ow the bottom card
and that's your card."

* % 1 . A "

lying .
**] know you can't believe it," Fats said, "'cause it
sounds too dunb to fool anybody but Corky, he makes
a big production out of it sonetines, especially when
he wants to fuck sone broad he's picked up and he
gives a big spiel about how they were meant for each
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other and he can read her mnd and usually the first
(fane he suckers her in by nissing and so when he does

ft she thinks, nmy God, this is kisnet, let's hit the sack
you can't believe how nuch people want to believe in
magi ¢, ny God, CGorky's fucked stews from coast to

coast with that one and . "

And then Peg stood and her determination to wth-

stand attack had been so strong that when it crunbl ed,
there was nothing left behind it. no defense, so the
hysteria came fast and her face fell apart and she spun
for the door and was halfway up the hill before Corky
could grab her but she was a powerhouse by then and

he oondn't keep hold, and he couldn't get a word m

at the door of ne main house and he couldn't hold her
tightly enough in his arms on the stairs and when she



| ocked herself in the bedroom he pounded, pleading
till his hands brui sed but she was weeping far too out
of control to hear or care or understand and when
Corky finally realized she would not let himin, would
never let himin, he found his way back to the cabin
and Fats was staring at himas he entered and before
Corky could get a word in Fats was screani ng. "That
Was fust the beginning" |oud and cl ear

Cor ky shook his head. "That was the end-"*

"l don't think so."

"I would have left you nice before. Confortable. A
warm pl ace, decent, safe. Now | don't care if the cat
gets your eyes."
"Listen to him"

"Done tal king."

"Hear me out"

"Sorry"

"Yott' oe got to hear ne"

"Makei tfast"

"I will, I will. nmore Jesus, but don't stand hovering
like the Frankenstein nonster, sit down."

"No nore jokes either," Corky said, as he sat in the
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desk chair. Fats was in the overstuffed one, eyes wide
open.

"Why do you think |I blew the whistle?"
To cause pain."
"That's not the main reason though, why else?"

"Because you were jeal ous. Because | was | eaving
you. You were angry. Want nme to go on?"

"You're mssing why | did it"
"Educate ne then

"You ready?"

"Ready as I'Il ever be."
"It's alulu."

"Ht me, |'mbraced."



"I DIDIT BECAUSE | COULD."
Cor ky bl i nked.

Fats started | aughing. "You don't get it yet, do
you?"

Cor ky shook hi s head.
"WWHY DI DNT YOU STOP ME?"
Corky just waited.

"YOU DI DNT BECAUSE YOU COULDNT." Fats

was roaring now "He still doesn't get it He's such a
maj or | eague di nfuckmgwit numskull he's sitting there
and he doesn't understand. Renenber a |ine ago

when you were dunping ne you said | was a very

i mposing force and it's scary? You said there were
times when | was al nost too strong for you? Schnucko,
|'ve been too strong all along, all those stupid goddam
wi sdons you hel ped ne hunt and peck. Tin worried
about Corky' 'Corky's afraid of success* "What hap-
pens to all those girls Corky sees only once,' you

t hought you were faking me when it was ass-back*
wards, | was faking you,

"You got your rocks off now?"

"Not quite. |I laid low, kept the quiet profile, tilings
were goi ng good enough, | don't mind alittle linelight
shari ng when there's comon gain, but then tonight,
when | begged you, when | hunbl ed mysel f and you

sai d tough buddy. |I'mout for nunber one now, well,
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that tore it. \Wiere was she when the gas was on?

took a-nothing, a technical whiz with the charm of
Dick Nixon and | created a dazzler. And no two-bit
hunk is gonna cone along and | adle off the cream It's
you and ne, not you and her, only fromnow on, it's
gonna be nme and you."

"Think it's maybe tinme to change the record?"

"'If you're bored sitting there, by all nmeans wal k
around. "

Corky started pacing.

"Go in and splash some water on your face, nmaybe
that' Il help arouse your interest.”

Corky went in to the sink, turned on the cold spigot,
spl ashed some water on his face. When he came back
out. Fats was laughing. "I must have mi ssed the joke."

"You are the joke."



"You're too fast for the room!| guess."

Fats was | aughing so hard nowit was hard for him
to get tile words out "Those tricks—the ones we told
Peggy about, those are called You Do as | Do."
"Vl | 2"

"You could call our trick You Do as | Say. Sit down,
Corky. "

"I don't feel like it"

"Have a chair, keed."

Corky sat in the desk chair.

- Yawn. "

Tin not tired."

"Sure y'are."

Cor ky yawned, and stretched.

**Attaboy. Craw ."

Corky started craw ing around the floor.

"Imtate ne."

"Hey this”is fanfuckingtastic," Corky said.

'"eUp and at *em"

Corky junped to his feet

Fats picked up the rhythm=Ckay skip, okay hop

okay spin around, okay touch the ceiling, touch the
floor. Fats says giggle. Fats says stop," and CorKky,
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after skipping and spinning and giggling stood there
cat ching his breath.

"Beli eve me now, sdanucko?"

Cor ky nodded.

"It's our secret, yours and mine. Ill handle it snooth
in public, well never let on. And then in private, 111
have ny little ganmes like this just to rem nd you that
it was a little bit of a boo-boo when you decided to
dunp nme for the broad."

Corky continued to breathe heavily.

"You can talk now, say whatever you want, as long
as | want you to, when |I'm bored, well play sone



nor e.
"Lis-"
"—+'"mbored, let's play, get the knives."

"Kni ves?"

"The Duker's, go get 'em

Corky went to the kitchenette, brought out the
kni ves.

"What do you think we ought to do with 'en?" Fats
sai d.

"Want nme to whittle somethi ng?"

"Maybe. "

"I"'mvery fast. | can make things in a flash. Really."

"I"'m | ooking for something with a little nore pizzr
azz."

Cor ky Just stood there waiting.

/ Fats had to laugh. "Wat is that whittling shit?
Trying to fake nme out? Those days is gone, schrucko.
I"'mwith you every step of the way. Now. Tell ne.
What do you think we ought to do with those nice
sharp knives of old Duke's?”

"Don't," Corky said.

"I don't feel any passion in your tone yet"

"Pl ease don't kill her."

"I woul d never deprive you of that pleasure, you
think I'mcruel or sonething?"

"I can"t."
| got faith in you."
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"She won't let nme in. The door's |ocked. It's thick
"can't break it down."

"You'll use the old noggin. I'mjust gonna wait
dowa here nice and confy and then when you get
back, you can tell ne all about it"

"1 WAONT."

"How s your head, Cork?"

"M/ head?"



"Yeah. | think you're getting yourself a little m -
graine."

"No. I'mnot." But his left eye was starting to blink

"Feels like it could be a bad one. One of those gut
wr enchers that can go on for days."

Corky's hands went to his eye, pressed hard,
"Drop your hands"

Corky put his hands down.
f "It's getting bad fast, Cork, | can tell. You're losing

I * if*

*s col or.

"Pl ease stop it."

I It's really drilling deep, isn't it?"
g "Yes. Yes."

"Surprise!"

Cor ky stopped blinking.

"Goi ng away now?"

Cor ky nodded.

"Not deep at all, right? A npbst gone?"
A Nod.

*Tot aly gone?"

Nod.

"Want it back? Want it back a hundred tinmes worse,
a hundred tines worse and a hundred days | ong?
Yes?"

Shake.

"Then get a wiggle on."

Corky put the knives in his back trouser pockets,
started for the door.

"And do it beautifully,"” Fats call ed.
15

"Duke?" Peggy called when the knock came. She was
lying across the bed, tears past, past tears, enpty.



Peggy stared at the ceiling.

"I left schnucko down at the cabin. | had to talk
to you Peg, open the door, huh?"

" Duke doesn't want you here when he gets back
that goes for me now ..."

"Duke's got nothing against me. He | aughed at ne
at breakfast."

** .0 mean it, Corky . . ."

"I told you, he's down at the cabin, we're the only
ones that can straighten this out. Peg. That's why I
cane up al one."

To her amazenent. Peg started to cry again. Funny;
she didn't think there were any left.

"I"ve got a present that'll make you smile.™

go 'way. Corky

"Fat s"

all right, go away. Fats."

"Well, at least that's done, at | east we know who we
are."

Peggy began wonderi ng about Duke, pushing her

mnd to him trying to figure how it mght work out.
They'd sell this place, get beans for it, but maybe
enough for a canper, a trailer, sonething so they
could live cheap. Head west maybe to WAshi ngton

The country was supposed to be beautiful. Rainy a

[ ot, but-
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"Don't you want ny present, Peggy?"
"I don't want anything. Fats."
" Peggy Ann Snow
Peggy Ann Snow

Pl ease let ne foll ow o*
Wher ever you go..."

—but so what if it rained, she'd still have a roof over
her bead, a man-she groaned. The man woul d be
Duke. Blowing in her ear forever

"That's a little poem Corky made up about a jillion
years ago. | wanna tell you sonething: it's kept him
warma lot. Please take his present. He nmade it for
you to remenber himby. He's |eaving, Peg. But would
you keep this thing?"



"What thing?"

**A heart. He whittled it for you before he sent ne
up here. It didn't take himlong, he's quick with his
hands—+t's the second heart he made for you—the first
was when be left in high school but he threw it away
in case you laughed at it or something."

She was monentarily, goddammit, touched.

"I'l'l just say this last and then 111 go. The reason |
told about the mind reading. Corky was too enbar-

rassed to tell you hinself. | lied when | said he'd done
it before, that was just to nmake it as bad as possible.
He felt that crappy about hinself. But, see, Cork hasn't
got a lot of confidence and he did the m nd reading
because he didn't think anyone as perfect as you woul d

| ook at hi m ot herw se."

She said nothing but it was true; Corky was al ways
runni ng hi msel f down.

"And Peg, he never thought you'd actually care for

him Then when you did and he'd lied, well, it killed
him It just destroyed himbecause you hate liars and

he hates liars but for love he'd lied and he couldn't go
off with you for the rest of his life with alie at the
foundation. So that's it Wuld you take his heart. Peg?
MAG C 249

At least if you did, he'd know you understood and
didn't feel contenpt for him"

"Ch | never felt contenpt.”
"At least that's sonething."
"Leave it outside the door."
"You won't open it then?"
"Just leave it"

There was a pause. She heard sonething touch the
bottom of the door. "G bye."

Peg waited awhile before she said, "You didn't walk
away. "

"Brains as well as boobs."
Peg caught herself before she sniled.

"—he needs you. Peg. He did stuff for you be never
did for anybody—the coi ns dancing around his fingers
—he doesn't need ne anynore—that's what you nean

to him you give himthat much confidence, now take
t he goddam heart or he'll die?



It was really stupid not to at |east take it. She'd been
tal king, was there any difference really in talking to
someone through a door or with it open? W was she

ki ddi ng? Take the heart, nod, say good-bye. She got

of f the bed, unlocked the door, opened it and was

twi ce surprised. Once was how | ovely the heart was.

But why were the knives in his hand . . . P

Cor ky dropped the bl oody knives on the overstuffed
chair beside Fats. Take a load off," Fats said.

Corky wal ked slowy to the sofa, sat.

"You seema little glum a bit norose, don't be,
got a piece of good news for you."

Corky only shrugged.

"A: | wanna apol ogi ze. | was too rough before. It

had to be done, things had to be got shi pfucki ngshape
fast, but all in all, | wasn't any too delicate and Im
sorry. But the biggie is this: |I'mnot gonna nmake you
remenber. "

Cor ky nodded.

"I"'d like alittle nore enthusiasm please. My God,
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if I wanted to | could have you seeing her corpse and
hearing her cry out and all that but | don't carry a
grudge |i ke sonme people, so | hereby give you ny
promise | won't let you remenber. Say Thank you.' **
"Thank you."

"Now don't you feel better?" e

Cor ky shook his head and started to ay. He
stretched full out on the sofa and sobbed.

"—aw Laddi e, come on now-**

"—pl ease—

"—don't go to pieces on ne—*
Corky could not stop crying.

"Al'l right, it's been a big day, get it out of your
system **

Cor ky kept on sobbi ng.
"Wanna tell Fats about it?"

"She . . . liked the heart . . ."



"You're a great whittler, she damm well shoul d have."

** .. . | pleased her... no tricks . . . just ne ..

"Sure, sure. Feeling a little nore under contro
now?"

Cor ky nodded.

"Ckay, good, pay attention now because | think it's
time we did a little serious changing in the act, so let
me hit you with a couple notions: what say we cut

down on the magic and replace it with me doing a

coupl e of snazzy musical numbers, say you like it.

"I like it"
"Good, | kind of had a feeling you woul d because
because . "

"What's wrong?"

"I don't know how to say tills since | haven't got a
stomach, but my stomach hurts.™”

" Bad?"
"Cetting . . . bad.”

Corky's armslipped to the floor

"Cetting . . . real bad now . "
"Yes . "

** .. what—s this . .. ?"
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we're dying | think is what it is ..

" dying . . . ?"

Y. . after | gave her the . . . heart ... on ny way
back down ... | put themdeep in ne . "

".. . Christ it's spreading . . . getting worse..,"'
** .. 1 know ..."

".. . don't leave ne here alone..."
"... | would . .. never "
* on

<*,.. can you get over ... %

Corky slowy used his arnms, got across the floor
** .. what now.. . ?"



put me . . . flat.
Corky did his best. ". . . help any . .. ?"

Fats lay on the soft chair cushion.”... | hope | don't
go first is all. "

Corky had to close his eyes. **... Fats ... ?"

right here. Laddie .

" she really liked ny heart . . *"

". , . why didn't you. . . take off with her then ... ?
you had control... why didn't you just go ... ?"

" cuz . . . she would never have left with me ., -

I couldn't face failure again . . . see, | couldn't even
make her open the door alone ... it was never ne ..

al ways us ..."

" schrmucko ... us was you ..."

“... huh ... P"

it was you all the tine ..

you sure . . . ?"

trust ne for a while ..
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Peggy lay on the bed for a Ipng time and studied the

| ovel y wooden heart. God he had wonderful hands.

She stayed on the bed, turning the heart over and over.
Then she got up and exami ned herself in the mrror

She | ooked fifty easy, what with the puffy eyes and the
wri nkl ed cl othes, but a change of wardrobe could fix
the one. Max Factor could go a long way toward hel p-
ing with the other. Wen she was pretty again, she

put on a nice dress because even though she didn't

love him Corky's kind of talent you had to string
along with, and with that thought firmy in mnd, she
went down to the cabin to tell himso ..
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