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From the 55th floor of a high-rise construction project, the city isa 3-D maze of sted and glass and
traffic.

Thirty seconds after the 6 o'clock whistle blares, Tony Ottavino has already secured the welding
tools and sgnaled to Carello down on 50 to bring them down. Time to knock off for the day. It may be
July and hot as hell down on the streets, but up here with the birds and the view, the breeze is strong and
cool. Tony unwraps a Butterfinger bar, carefully folds the wrapper before placing it in his pocket, and sits
on an |-beam next to Frank Stropaugh, who, 55 stories above the streets, stares out into empty space
toward downtown.

Tony watches Frank's eyes move lft, then right, then up, down, and back up again, tracking. Tony
looks with him, then seeswhat Frank sees. "Oh," he says. "Huh." Frank just kegps staring. Frank islike
that.

After about three minutes, Tony points toward where they're looking and says, "My kid did areport
about him in school last week. My daughter, Jennifer, you met her. She says he's six-foot-four, has black
hair, turquoise eyes like Barbie's, and dwaystdlsthe truth. Ain't that the cutest thing?"

Asif snapping out of atrance, Frank turns and saysin that way he has, "Y ou'refull of shit. HE'S
sx-foot-sx, can change hiseye color just by thinking about it, and isn't bound by your narrow definition
of mordlity."

"Ooooh. There you go again with your new college book crap. I'm just sayin' what my kid said she
learned in schoal isdl. | tell ya, from up herel fed like | could fly and bend stedl bars between my teeth
and save whole towns from, y'know, hurricanes and shit. Y eah. But y'know, he's not redlly anything
specia. When you get right down to it, whereiit redlly counts, he'sjust aguy like me and you."

"He'san dien. From another planet. He's plenty different from you.”

"That ain't what I'm talking about,” Tony says. Frank isagood guy, but sometimes he comes off regl
snotty. He goes to some community college at night and sometimes puts on airs. He's 41, but he works
out and till hasthe kind of good looks that women like. Always did, to hear him tdll it. Sure can handle
an arc welder, boy.

Tony shakes his head and laughs.

"What?' says Frank.

"Don't that knock the shit out of them monsters-from-space movies. He lookslike us. No tentacles
or one eye or shit. My daughter, she watchesthat E.T. video every time she'sat my place. Now look at
that guy. Doeshelook like E.T.? No g, not abit. Lookslike you and me. Y ou see Independence Day?
That Will Smithis pretty good. Don't like Jeff Goldblum, though.”

"How come?'

"You know. He'stoo . . . | don't know. Just never worked for me, isdl. Always playsthe same
character.”

Frank nods. "I heard he fucked Geena Davis."

"Who, him?"

"No, Jeff Goldblum.”

"Jeff Goldblum was married to Geena Davis, Professor."

"No shit?'

"No shit. So yeah, they probably fucked once or twice." Tony likesthat he called Frank Professor.
Y ou know, to show the uppity son of abitch. Tony bites off adangling chunk of Butterfinger goodness.
"She'stoo skinny for me."

"GeenaDavis"
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"Yep. | like 'em big enough to hang onto.”

Frank smirks. "Shell be sorry to heer it." Helaughs and Tony laughs with him.

Tony finishes his candy bar and wipes his hands on his pants. "Now he's tall.”

"Who?'

"Jeff Goldblum.”

"Oh. Uh huh." Frank's eyesfollow a purplish streak above the river docks. "Makes you wonder."

"What?'

"If there were any black people on his planet.”

"Whose planet?’

"Who the fuck do you think? Or Asian types. Or even what religion heis. | mean, to ushe'slike
some kind of god or something. So what's God like to him? Or ishe an atheist? And if he'san athelst, is
heredly the kind of al-powerful being we want being taught to our children in school? The watersrun
deep onceyou stir them.”

"Thewaters, Frank, arefull of shit." Tony cocks his head toward the flying figure slhouetted against
the sky. "Him? Heh. He's probably Jewish. Wouldn't that be akick in the bdls, huh?"

From the wall-sized picture window in a condo on the 40th floor of a high-rise gpartment building,
come Sunday night the view of Fourth of July fireworks over the East River will be splendid. Nicole says
to hersdlf: Itll be adamn shameto missthat. The view down Broadway has Nicole thinking about Lego
towers and, what with al those cars ant-marching in 6 PM gridlock, a science video she saw in fourth
grade. Turning thirty in three weeks and four days, she hasn't thought of those thingsin, like, twenty
years. She doesn't know why she's thinking of them now. Especialy now.

The condo used to belong to Nicole's father. When his cancer finaly took him, heleft what he called
his"summer cottage” to her. More, she suspected, out of guilt than of genuine fatherly love. It wasa
token save, an atempt to hed physica wounds that vanished long ago, and nonphysical ones that hadn't.
Shenever visited her father in the hospital. By that time it wasfar too late for him to decide to become
her hero.

L ate afternoon sun hits the mirrored surfaces of high-rises throughout the midtown district. A quarter
mileto the east, anew office building is going up. The congtruction crew started work last fdl, usng
explosivesto bring down the old warehouse that had been there forever. Nicole has dready forgotten
what the warehouse had looked like. Now the new building is 53, 54, 55 storiestall, higher than where
she's slanding looking out the window. Girders like bones are being manipulated into position. Some jut
out into empty space far above the streets. She can barely make out the shapes of two men sitting on the
girders. They are big men, but they look tiny from this distance. One of them is good-looking in arugged
sort of way, tanned and muscular from working outdoors. His hands are large and rough, with a scratchy
cdlousontheright pam.

There hasn't been acloud in the sky al day and it's hot. Nicole unbuttons the top of her powder blue
Saks blouse. Sure, the air conditioning ison, but it's hot anyway. She stares out the window another
moment, then loosens another button. Her right bra strap bitesinto her shoulder, so she pullsit down
toward her elbow. Her braisthat nice peach one she bought at a Victorias Secret in an instant of
impulse. She had walked in front of the Victoria's window display on Broadway six times before going in.
Coming out, shefelt her heart beat so hard she had to stop and press her forehead against the wall
outside the store. Now she'swearing that nice peach brain her late (ha) father's condo, and it's hot, and
she loosens another button.

Outsde, amoving flash of color catches her attention. In the middle distance, among skyscrapers that
had been the tallest in the world back in the '30s, or wasit the 40s?, aman-sized bullet circles and darts
and dives among the stedl and glass and traffic, doing what he's done for so long that Nicolerarely
notices him anymore.



From thetiny "bacony" of the tenth-floor apartment, the former Patricia ("not Patty™) Dabrowski
looks west across the river into the city's famous skyline. For months now she's been watching ahigh-rise
going up, girders like toothpicks being swung into place, the pinpoints of arc welding liketiny suns.
Patriciahas lived here enough years she can name every one of those skyscrapers. From theinner
boroughs you can tell the wesather or the purity of the air by how visble the windows are on those clean
and gleaming facades. A little ways beyond the congtruction site, a high-rise apartment building glows
golden and sllver inthe 6 P.M. summer sun.

In her left hand hangs a cigarette, more ash than paper. With her right she raises aglass of Scotch—
the good stuff, from the " private stock™ her husband won in abet and hides in his bottom dresser drawer.
The bottle she's forbidden to open. Sheraisesthe glass, looks over itsrim, finishes her third round. Icea
half-hour old rattles, and through the glass's bottom the city skyline goesdl wavery and distorted and
melty.

She puts the glass down next to the potted plants and tosses the cigarette over therailing. She
watchesit fal, watchesit carried on a breeze half ablock before landing on the sdewak near the liquor
store. Patriciaturns, supports herself on the diding door's frame, and steps back into the apartment. The
ar conditioning isgill out so the placeis hot and smellslike socks.

Should shefix another drink, or wait awhile before finishing off his precious bottle? It's Friday so
hell be home his regular time unless he stopsto talk or have a beer before catching the subway. She
looks at the clock above the couch. 6:05. There'stime.

In their bedroom she puts on her favorite fancy dress, the one she kegpsin the thin plastic wrap from
the dry cleaners so it doesn't get dl dusty in the closet. It's burgundy with black trim, just enough classy
and just enough sexy. She used to fedl so good in that dress. Now she looksin the dresser mirror and
loathes the fat woman staring back at her. Sometime over the past twelve years, she can't figure out
exactly when, thisfat woman replaced the former Patricia Emily Dabrowski.

Sherememberswhét it fedsliketo beinlove. Sheread in amagazine that faling in love was exactly
like being hit by abus: It happens when you're not looking and afterwards you either go to heaven or end
up in abody cast eating whipped shit through a straw. She thought that was funny at thetime. She's
redlized that somewhere during the past twelve years, when she wasn't paying attention, she got moved
out of heaven and put into that body cast.

She smoothes the dress againgt her body with her hands, feeling beneath the fabric every curve of
flab dong theway. She'sacow. It'samazing she can il fit into the dress at all. With age she's gone soft,
all loose-fleshed and pale. It'snormal, it happensto everyone, it happensto everyone. She hates her
thighs most of al. Dimpled and pasty. Like bread dough. To think she wanted a baby through those
thighs. It wasn't her fault she couldn't. What would shelook like now if she'd done that?

It's easy to remember why shefdl inlove with him. He had strength, both the inner type aswell as
the outer type. He was quiet, which she dwaystook asasign of inner depths. He wasn't rich, but she
never had a chance to know what that might be like anyway. She had been done and londly and years of
therapy had not changed that.

Somewhere dong the way she hasfailed him. He says so every time hetells her she needsto lose
weight, every Wednesday night when he comes home after midnight smelling of that other woman's cunt.
Not that he's been able to be aman in their bed anyway. He hasn't gotten it up for ten months, ever since
that trip to the bank he still refusesto talk about.

Patriciarubs her red-rimmed eyes with awrigt that she noticesis puffy and veined, then goes back to
the living room. The dress makes awhoosh-whoosh sound with her footsteps. She thinks of her senior
prom twenty-five years ago. Bobby Reyerson had gone with her. Hetold her she was beautiful and she
let him fed her breasts. Wonder what happened to him. That new young clerk at the market has eyesfor
her, that'sfor sure. Lately she respondsto his subtle flirting by flirting right back. What would the bastard
think of that, huh?

She sits on the couch — whoosh! — and shoves aside a clutter of magazines. A razor blade and a



pile of cuttings spill onto the freshly vacuumed carpet. They're pictures and articles neatly diced from the
daily paper or from People and Newsweek and MetroToday and even a National Enquirer she picked
up at the market just for the fun of it. It'sagirlish hobby, she knows, but lots of peopledo it and it isn't
that silly really, no more than collecting baseball cards or recipes. Still, she hides them from her husband,
who more and morelately fliesinto afitful rage or asulking slence whenever she cuts and sortsthem in
front of him.

From the photos an oh so handsome face Saresright at her. Beneath his obsidian hair, those intense
clear eyesfocus on her above his flawless white teeth and perfect jaw. He can melt stedl girderswith
those eyes. That image makes her laugh and dmost fdl off the couch.

Then she seesthe | etter on the coffee table and all laughter leaves her. Itstwo neatly typed pages
have been torn in half and Scotch-taped back together. She had started drinking while sticking the tape
on, and the corner of one pageis till wet from alittle spill. Her hands had been shaking.

She doesn't fed like reading the letter for athird time. Instead she findsthe TV remote and presses
On. An evening news report about a school bond proposal. She picks up the VCR remote, presses
Rewind until the machine stops, then hits Play. For the second time today the crude video plays on the
25-inch screen. The sound is poor, but that doesn't matter. Her face emotionless, Patricia managesto
waich the tapefor amost Sx minutes before throwing up.

"Oh, he's such ahero!” Tony says. He gestures with his hands for dramatic effect. "He stopsa 747
from crashing and it'sal 'My hero!' He catchesthose crooksin Jersey by freezing that l1ake solid and it's
'He's so brave and courageous!” Or, like last week, he strolls as calm as you please into aburning
building and rescues a couple dozen welfare mamas and their brats and everybody's dl ‘Oooooh! He's
so wonderful and daring and our capita-fuckin'-H Hero!" "

Frank nods. "Mmm," he says. A pigeon lands on agirder below their feet. Frank watches how it
gticksits head under awing when it's scratching an itch.

"Look," Tony saysalittlelouder. "Theway | seeitis, if he can do dl this superhuman shit and it
doesn't cost him anything, where's the hero in that? He stops a runaway subway from going kablooey,
but he doesn't break a swest, so how isthat any more heroic than me saving an anthill from being
stepped on?"

The pigeon flies off again. Frank sudiestheway it banksintheair. "l hear he'sgay," he says.

"Who?'

"What do you mean 'who'? Him."

"Him? No way." From 55 stories above the pavement, Tony looks dl around over the city before
whispering, "Whered you hear that?"

"People. It makes sense. He could have any girl he wants, right? He could have, you know, Pamela
Anderson, or even the Penthouse Pet of the Y ear.”

"Did you seethat video with Pamela Anderson and Tommy Lee? Man."

"Seethere, that's my point. That guy can have any woman, any woman at al. But do you ever —
ever — see himwith afine babe on hisarm?

"Or more than one. Man, I'd like that."

"Right. But no, you don't see that with him. Nobody does. Why do you think that is?*

Tony startsto speak. Stops. He rubs something off the tip of his nose and says, " Just because we
don't seeit don't mean it'snot true.”

Frank checks hiswatch. 6:20. The sun is setting into the top of that high-rise gpartment building a
quarter-mile to the west.

Tony thinks, rather triumphantly, that the conversation has concluded.



Findly Frank says, "Well, I've seen him up close. So | have my reasons for certain conclusons.”

Thisgets Tony dtting up straight. " Oh, yeah. Heard about that. What, some sort of terrorist thing or
whatever, right?' Heisdarmed by Frank's reaction: tense and rigid, avein bulging in the neck, and for a
second hel's afraid that Frank isangry with him.

Frank looks away from Tony. After awhile he says, "Bank job. But they were terrorists, yeah. Had
more heavy artillery than the Montana Militia. Y ou should've seen the Heinsbaum MR-70 the leader was
carrying. It was abeauty, dl right.”

" S0, what happened? Did you get to talk to, you know—? Did he shoot those lasers from his eyes or
what?"

"Wadll, first off you got to know that he wasn't there until late. I mean, those sons of bitches had their
firepower out and couldve wasted everyonein the room before he showed up. In fact, one more minute
and | would've taken out the leader mysdlf. While everyone €lse was on the floor al scared and
swegtin—"

"I'd be shittin' my pants."

"They had everybody on the floor, and they thought | was harmlesslike the rest of ‘em. That was
therr first mistake. | learned afew handy tricksin the army—"

"Likewhat? What tricks?"

"How to kill aman before he knows you're even there. How to move fadt, like acat—"

"What, Specia Forces? Commando training?"

"Something like that. Anyway, there | was, on thefloor but al crouched and ready to spring into
action. | mean, all those people were counting on me, you know? It was al up to meand | had thisplan
where I'd get the leader in aheadlock, take his gun and put the barrdl to hisfuckin' head and tell his
goonsto back off and drop their weapons.”

"Shit, Bruce Willis oughtta play you in the movie."

"Well, that'swhat | would've doneif that son of abitch hadn't flew in and fucked it up.”

"That bastard."

"Boy, | was ready and had everything under control.”

Tony knuckle-punches Frank in the shoulder. "Now that woulda been heroic.”

"Damnright.”

"Y ou coulda got yoursdlf killed. But you risked your life anyway and didn't need that guy comin'in
and messing up your plan.”

"Hell, he coulda caused more danger just by showing up. One of the shooters opened up on him with
amachinegun.”

"No shit?'

"Wheat if one of them bullets hit somebody el se, huh? The place wasfull of old ladiesand little kids.
Onericochet and bam! That's the end of one valued customer.”

Tony exhaesasif he's exhausted from the experience. "But no one got hurt, right?'

"Yeah," said Frank. "But that's not the point.”

"And he caught the bad guys, right?*

"Of course he did. What €l se he gonnado?"

"Did you get agood look at him?"

"Sure. He shook my hand before he left and said it's people like me that make hisjob easier.”

"Was he swestin? Did he have ascar where the bullets hit him?"

Frank pauses. "No."

"Then theréswhat I'm sayin'. Heain't no hero if he'snot in any danger himself. However, you, my
friend, were a hero for even thinkin' about taking those bastards out. Y ou coulda doneit, then you
woulda been on the news and in the papers. But for that guy—"

"—it was nothing specid.”

"Exactly. That'swhat I'm sayin'."

Frank watches the sun disappear behind the apartment building. He studiesits backlit facade, and
Tony triesto figure out what Frank islooking for down around its 40th floor. Tony gives up when Frank



says, "l think hesafag."
"How can you tell?"
"Theway helooked at me when he shook my hand. All intenselike"
"Y eah, that's happened to me. Gives me the cregps.”
"But with thisguy, what can you do?"
"Nothin™
"Damnright. Just ignoreit.”
Tony nods. "Y ep. Besides, what'swith that outfit?"
"That too."
"Dead giveaway."

Nicole doesn't feel good about mailing that first videotape. But it wasthe right thing to do. Thereis
pain, and then there is pain. Her conscience would have never stopped speaking if she hadn't made the
copy and put it in yesterday morning'smail. She got hisred address by caling hisboss at the
congtruction site and saying shewas hislong-lost Sster in the city for asurprise vigit. She's never been an
"other woman" before.

The second tape she's making now, this one won't be mailed to anyone.

Shefirst met him last autumn in the least romantic of places: theteller line at the bank during an armed
robbery. She was there to make atransfer from her savings account to her checking account. The ATM
was out of order, so she had to comeinside and deal with people. He was two strangers ahead of her,
waiting to deposit a pay check. He was good-looking in arugged sort of way, tanned and obvioudy
worked outdoors. His hands looked large and rough and that aroused her alittle. Tiny fantasies, nothing
more, just like everyone has. Even now she hasto rationalize the eventsthat led to her, a this moment,
preparing the second videotape.

Likeal bank lines, this one moved with annoying downess. Hurry up! , she thought at the old ladies
and wrinkly men standing in front of thetellers. She knew it wasn't their fault but it felt good to think that
anyway. Two strangers ahead of her, Mr. Outdoors shifted hisweight from his|eft foot to hisright. Nice
butt in those jeans.

Then somebody screamed.

The first robber's face was hidden behind a plastic Charlie Chaplin mask. He shouted that everyone
should lay on the floor now. Y ou mean lie, Nicole said in her head. A panic reaction. With everyoneelse
she dropped to the floor, pamsflat on the coal tiles. Her heart hurt in her chest. Her brand new powder
blue Saks blouse was getting dirty.

The masked robber was armed with awhat looked like an ultra-modern machine gun, one of those
new military things as portable as atoy but very red and deadly. Sheld seen onelikeit in aspy movie.
Another man, she couldn't see him, shouted that everything would be dl right aslong as everyone
cooperated. A third voice mumbled something incoherent to the second. How many were there? Nicole
heard the metal-on-metal rattle of armaments. They demanded access to the safety deposit boxes. Fast!
shouted Machine Gun Man.

Fingers brushed her right hand. Mr. Outdoorslay near her, crying and mumbling don't shoot me
don't shoot me please don't shoot me. His hand twitched as he gulped down sobs, hisfingers
accidentally touching hers. His eyes were clenched shut, so he did not notice her. She could smell his
sweat. During the next few minutes, when fear came close to taking over her consciousness, she
concentrated on the lines of hisface and focused with absolute intensity on the what sheimagined his
voicewaslike.

Wind mussed her hair. Wind? She looked away from Mr. Outdoors and turned her head dightly, just
enough to look up and see him standing before Machine Gun Man. Histights and cape looked more
impressivein red lifethan they did on TV or in magazines. The muscles beneath thetights bulged in
beautiful smooth lines like a Renaissance statue. His black hair glistened under the fluorescent ceiling
lights. He was superb. His gaze was coolly fixed on Machine Gun Man.



Pow! Hisleft arm moved so fast the air snapped. At that same instant a gunshot exploded behind
her. Y ou couldn't tell which happened firdt: the gunshot or the blurred flash of hisarm. Didn't matter —
hisleft fist was extended at shoulder height, and he opened his fingers and dropped a flattened wad of
lead to the coal tilesinches from Nicol€e€s right hand.

A smeary streak of color blew like a benign tornado through the room for four seconds. On thefifth
second, five plastic-masked men sat unconscious and propped doll-like againgt the wall of teller stations.
Their weapons had been pretzel-twisted together and placed near the security guards who, Nicole found
out during that evening's news, had been deep-gassed before they could take action. The hero helped the
bank manager and the elderly patronsto their feet, told everyone that the danger was past and everything
wasfine, then flew out the front doors and up out of sight. A walling police Sren grew nearer.

Minutes later, she asked Mr. Outdoorsif he wasdl right. He turned away from her, hiding hisface
and wiping it with his hands. Then he turned to her and said yes. She said she wastoo, covering the
anxiety and fear that ill dug itsteeth into her. Hishand still shook. She surprised herself by reaching out
and patting it and telling him that she sure was glad that was al over. He nodded. She said her namewas
Nicole. Hetold her hiswas Frank. His voice was degper than she had imagined. When she noticed his
wedding ring, her heart sank alittle. Figures.

Now, today, ten months later, Nicole stands half-naked looking out the window through avideo
cameramounted on atripod. She aimsthe camera on the two tiny men on the high-rise girder. She
zoomsthelensuntil the features of the bigger man are dmost recognizable.

Petriciawatches the video, the one she received in the mail, watches its entire 40 minutesfor athird
time, athough now her finger is on the Fast Forward button alot. She compares her body to the younger
woman's on the tape and it doesn't make her feel one way or another. The tapeis not particularly
flattering to Frank, who's put on the pounds in spite of histime at the gym and on the job. Frank's pride
in his body was part of what attracted her to him twelve years ago. Patriciastudied psychology during the
two years she went to college, so she understands these things. Psychology and counseling, because
she'd wanted to help women who were like herself. Well, alot of plans can get pissed away over twelve
years.

The video had been hisidea, she's sure of that. He had suggested similar "spice” to her more than
once after he bought that damn camera. She dways said no. It was sick for him to even think it. Well, he
findly found atootse willing to beimmortaized (asswell as other things) on tape for him. According to
the time stamp, they recorded these activities three weeks ago. A Wednesday night, of course. It'sina
private bedroom, afancy city high-rise (the curtains aren't completely closed, probably an extrakick).
From the few moments of conversation before they begin, it's clear that they've been here before.

She watchesimpassively. It'sasif both figures moving on the screen are strangers. Sometimes Frank
brings home tapes from the adult video rental place down the block, and that's fine (she considers herself
broad-minded) though two or more strangers going at it on the TV screen just doesn't do it for her. Now
inthisone, thelighting is bad and the single unmoving camerameakesit dl that much more tacky and
amateurish.

And what do you know? The son of abitch managesto get it up again. Though it's obvious what
doesthat for him: power games and displays of macho dominance. Patriciadmost feds sorry for that
young thing with her hushand. He ways did like asserting his "dpha’ quaities. For years after their
marriage, Frank had occasiondly hinted at new kinds of "play” during their own love-making. She gently
refused, finding no pleasurein that sort of power shifting. Recently she talked him into taking one of those
magazine persondity quizzes. It had dubbed each of them a"warrior" and they both had agood chuckle
over that. Privately, it confirmed what she has cometo believe: that she has changed during the past
twelve years. Her dependence on pills and hotlines and the wrong men has been over for — for along
time now. She enjoysredizing that.

With her he could, when hetried, be genuinely tender and giving and sharing. There's none of that on
display here. Watching, Petriciafeds nothing. Certainly not surprise.



She doesn't bother to rewind the tape when it's over.

"My daughter, Jennifer,” Tony says, "She got an A on her report. She cut pictures of him from
magazinesand madea. . . what'sshecal it?. . . acollage. Y ou shouldaseenit. Shejust loveshim.”

Frank grunts, dismissing Tony with asound. Tony seesthat he'stouched anerve. " She says she's
going to marry him. Isthat cute or what?"'

Frank says nothing, but his face goes hard and Tony changes the subject. "My little girl. Sureis
growing up. Things have changed since her mom and me divorced. Y eah. Everything has. Thingswould
be different now." But Frank isn't listening. Instead, he'slooking out over the city. Tony waves ahand out
toward the south, toward the crowded heart of the metropolis. "Makes you wonder what he does on his
days off. Y ou know, they say helivesadoublelife, asared person with adisguise and a secret identity
and shit. So maybe he does have girls and, you know."

Frank finaly speaks. ™Y eah, maybe he's me. Maybe I'm his'secret identity’ and dl | havetodois
push you off this beam and down you go, and | have the choice of flying down and saving your sorry ass
or letting you grease the sdewak."

"Hey, rdlax, man. I'm just sayin'isall.” Tony thinks about what it would be like to have a secret life.
To be one thing to some people and something completely different to other people. That would be
swest, you bet. If you did it for theright reasons. Tony recalls the years when his daughter wasjust a
baby, and the reasons why her mom wanted to divorce him.

For what fedslike along time they watch the city from their superior vantage point. Below them, for
milesin al directions, agrest city gets ready for the evening and the Independence Day weekend. From
up here city noises blend and roar like soundsinsde agiant seashell.

Suddenly Tony points due south. "Look!" Frank follows his point and seesthe flying man heading this
way, flying a path as straight as an I-beam and higher than adiddly 55 stories. "Up in the sky," Tony
sing-songs. "It'sabird! It'sagoddamn plane!” Helaughs.

"He could haveit dl," Frank says. "What kind of aman isit who could have everything — he could
take what he wants, be President of the United States, hell he could be king of the whole fucking planet
and no one could do adamn thing abouit it. What kind of aman lets that go to waste? He could have
every thing and every body he ever wanted. And what does he do? Saves goddamn old ladies and
makes asses out of the rest of us, makes uslook weak and, and—" Hisvoicetrails off. He looks avay
from the sky, begins packing up his gear for histrip home,

Tony shrugs. "Like you say, hesafuckin' dien, so who knowswhy? But, | dunno, maybe that's what
it'sdl about, bein' ahero." He stops. Gauges hiswords with effort. "It's not what you can do, it's what
you don't do, y'know, even when you can. Maybe that'swhat it really means. Y'know?"

Frank ignores him.

Tony smirks and saysin adeep voice, "The waters run deep when you stir ‘em.”

Frank scowls. "The waters, asshole, arefull of shit.”

They both laugh asthe flying figure passes directly over the gpartment building aquarter-mile to the
wed.

Nicole hasthe cameraamed at hersalf. Sheis on the bed and naked. All thelights are on so the
camera can see everything, including the fading bruises around her right eye and the blacker bruiseson
her aams and thighs.

She speaks to the camera, addressing Frank by name. She rambles from thought to thought without a
plan for what she's going to say. Shetalks about what first attracted her to him: His good looks and
maturity. His revedling vulnerability in the bank, which made her want to comfort him. Sheé'sagiving



person, everyone says 0. His explosive animal energy during their sex that first evening, aggressive and
forceful and so masculine asif he had something to prove. Three months after they began the effair,
during the only rendezvous where they got really drunk together, hetold her to never mention his"failure"
in the bank. So she mentionsit now. Shewantsit to hurt. Why not? It's not asif he's happily married, so
this past Wednesday, when she brought up her need for areal commitment from him, he shouldn't have
gotten so angry. He said crue thingsto her, things meant only to hurt. Although she had long ago grown
used to little tortures, she ended up in tears and agreed with him that it was dl her fault. He cdled her a
pity junkie. He accused her of manipulating him like she did other men. Hewasright. She dwaysdid
that.

Shetellshim that she feds so sorry for hiswife. What's her name? Patty, he had said. Shetellshim
that Patty hasthefirst tape they made three weeks ago. And aletter telling her everything. Nicole says
she doesn't want to cause any more unnecessary pain, but sending the tape and the letter, that was
necessary. Patty needs to know what kind of aman she's married to. Nicole hears her voice getting
durred and blurry.

Fiveyears ago, living with aboyfriend in Michigan, on aday when something brought back the black,
shattering depression for thefirst timein dmost ayear, she swalowed what was | eft in abottle of
degping pills. The boyfriend came home from work to find her semi-conscious on the floor. He rushed
her to the nearest hospital, where they pumped her somach and made her fill out alot of forms. She
refused to see acounselor. Days later, talking about the incident had led to aquarrdl. He said she
obvioudy hadn't meant to kill hersdf or else she would have taken alarger dose. Thisenraged her and
her tantrum was s0 loud the neighbors called the police. They broke up that week. Ever since, she has
had to prove that she can follow through with anything she puts her mind to.

This, now, is no exception. Twenty minutes ago she popped the pladtic lid off another bottle of pills.
A half-empty glass of water ison the nightstand, leaving aring on her father's expensive wood furniture.
She pours the other haf of the bottle's contents into the glass and wraps her fingerstight around it.

The phone on the nightstand rings. Slowly she turns her head to look &t it. It's probably awrong
number or atelemarketer or someone from work wondering why she didn't go in today. Maybe she
should answer it just so the last voice she hearswon't be her own. Or not. She hasto follow through, to
show her father and Frank and al the others that she doesn't need them anymore.

The answering machine is unplugged so the ringing goes on and on and on. Shewishesit would just
stop. Then, asif someone had read her thoughts, it does. She looks beyond the phone and out the
window. The sky isdarker now, but she can see afamiliar flying shape high above the skyline. Flying a
graight path from south to north, the perfect man islooking for victims more deserving of his attention.
Just like &t the bank, he's not looking for her at al. Within aminute he approaches this part of the city, a
graceful missile. He passes directly over her building and is out of Sght. So much for goddamn heroes.
Sheraises her glasstoward the ceiling. Thanksfor everything. She laughsalittle and istoo tired to wipe
her mouth though sheld redlly like to and the video camera catchesit al and the goddamn phone rings

agan....

Patricia Stropaugh has her luggage packed. On the TV isanote she has written to Frank, along with
the taped-together letter that arrived this morning. She can imagine how hard it must have been to write
that letter. The videotape that camewith it isin her purse, which isin her hand. Her note mentionsthe
name and number of her lawyer.

In amagazine, maybe it was Time, she had read about an experiment involving two groups of mice.
The mice were under scientific observation, both groupsin identical conditions and trained to perform an
identical task. The task was that somewherein their cage there was alever they must press or nudge or
move in someway. Thefirst group of mice got an dectrical shock whenever they moved thelever. Every
time. The second group got the same thing, only every oncein awhile, whether at regular or irregular
intervals, they got apiece of cheese or atreat of some sort.

Thefirst group, the one that got el ectrocuted every time, they eventualy stopped performing the task.



That group learned to stay away. The second group always went back. They just kept going back. Until
they died.

Nothing in the article said whether or not amouse from thefirst group ever tried to help amouse
from the second group. Probably didn't. They were, after dl, only mice.

In the taped-up letter is a phone number that Patriciadialed just moments ago. Shelet theringing go
on and on and on before giving up. She should just get the hell out and forget about that girl — that dut,
that bitch — in the letter, on the videotape. Instead, something pushes her to dia the number a second
time. She walksto the bal cony carrying the phone. Above the construction site and other high-rises
midtown, atiny moving speck is silhouetted againgt the early evening sky. Thistime the phone on the
other end picksup. . ..



