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    Like some modern deracinated Diogenes shuffling along in the musty dark without his lantern, Rory Honeyman cursed softly but fervently against a mysterious nemesis or fate.


    "Goddamn Nerfball!"


    This idiomatic imprecation echoed off vaguely hulking industrial shapes wrapped in near-lightless obscurity. At Rory's intemperate words, a pigeon or a similar bird exploded off a rafter into lofty yet roof-circumscribed flight, batter­ing its wings futilely against a window layered with flaking black paint. Dripping water plonked down into some kind of container. Grit crunched beneath Rory's feet.


    But no human voice answered his.


    Clueless as to the whereabouts of his quarry, Rory con­tinued to take tentative steps forward, hands outstretched. He knew that people moved around frequently in this aban­doned structure, changing their nesting locations according to complex social interactions. And since Rory hadn't visited the Beer Nuts in months, he lacked a valid psychogeographical map.


    All Rory wanted to do was reclaim Nerfball, his lost employee, and start building that day's quota of sandwiches. Instead, he was forced to play Blindman's Bluff amidst dan­gerous and unsanitary obsolescent machinery.


    This was most definitely not the way he had envisioned spending his early middle age.


    But then, what had he envisioned?


    Growing angrier and more impatient with both him­self and his errant sandwichmaker, Rory unwisely picked up his pace.


    Suddenly his foot caught the edge of an unseen wooden pallet. Unprepared for this obstacle, he immediately toppled forward.


    His fall was cushioned by a lumpy mass of scratchy blankets and satiny sleeping bags covering one or more hu­man bodies. A man grunted, a woman screamed. At least two bodies then.


    An uninvited intruder, Rory felt that discretion required him to remain still, lest he unintentionally exacerbate the situation. Therefore, Rory did not immediately shift from his position athwart the strangers. Actually it was rather pleasant, lying here as if atop a warm dogpile. Maybe-he would just abandon all his ambitions and duties and lie here for the rest of the day.


    One of the bodies twitched and wiggled now in a vaguely familiar way that reawakened once-pleasant yet retrospectively painful memories. Rory began to suspect the identity of she upon whom he had stumbled.


    A match scratched on its abrasive strip, a squat saucered candle flared.


    Rory discovered that, just as he had feared, he was lying crosswise atop Earl Erlkonig and Suki Netsuke. In their turn the pair were, beneath their mound of coverings, resting atop a stained, bare mattress raised above the damp floor on several pallets.


    The situation would have been less embarrassing had the pair not been completely unclothed, had Netsuke not been Rory's most recent ex-lover, and had Erlkonig not been the scariest person Rory knew.


    "What the fuck you want, molecule?" demanded the justifiably irate Erlkonig.


    Rory pondered that salient question silently for a long time. Just an hour ago, he would have answered confidently and quickly, out of a placidly resigned sense of the self-imposed limitations of his own life. But his clumsy fall across these sleeping people had disarrayed his certitude. Where was that untroubled fellow who just a short while ago strode cheerfully toward the door to his store? It seemed he had just been admiring his sign —
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    The sign read Honeyman's Heroesand featured a hyper-realistic larger-than-life illustration of a Dagwood-style sand­wich. Two slabs of painted pumpernickel — every grain of the blend's rich texture skillfully delineated — separated by approximately fifteen inches of various lunchmeats, cheeses, lettuce the color of crisp new decentered-portrait dollars, onions, pickles, tomatoes, sauerkraut, bean sprouts and hot peppers; dripping with mustard, mayo and the patented condiment known as Spingarn's Dragon's Breath, which had scorched more innocent individuals than Tamerlane. The sandwich sat on a painted paper plate, a painted linen napkin folded into a crown beside it.


    This advertisement was so preposterously toothsome that it had been proven to cause above-average salivation in eight out of ten passersby. Rory had personally conducted polls.


    The name of the artist was scrawled in the lower right corner: Suki Netsuke. In the lower left: Established 1978.


    The sign hung above the door of a small, tidy shop on Washington Street, in Hoboken, New Jersey: a modest store­front on a modest street in a modest town, continually kept humble by its proximity to Manhattan, just across the Hudson to the east. The time was noon on a Riviera-sunny Monday in June. The door to the shop was locked, a plac­ard hanging in the window turned to closed. The placard was flyspecked, and fingerprinted in ketchup.


    Washington Street was busy with two-way auto traffic, with pedestrians and cyclists. Mothers pushed strollers, old women trundled wheeled wire shopping carts, kids pedaled bikes. Moderate-sized buildings lined each side of the broad avenue, businesses below, residences above. Riding atop the scents of exhaust and cooking and simmering asphalt, a faint estuSans-serif odor from the river to the east conveyed natures umbrage at human intrusions. Down where 12THStreet met the Hudson, the former Maxwell House plant — now owned and revivified by Starbucks — diffused an omnipresent odor of roasting coffee, like a Percolator of the Gods. Spanish chatter, hiss of air brakes, thump of offloaded cardboard boxes hitting the sidewalk; infant squalling, teenage brawl­ing, sirens, music — The little city was noisily alive.


    Any of the locals would have certified this a normal day, like any other.


    But they knew nothing of an imminent birth.


    Down the sidewalk a block away from the sandwich shop a man walked absentmindedly along. He sported a thick ginger-colored beard prinked with gray, longish un­tidy hair under a Mets cap. He wore New Balance shoes, jeans and a baseball jersey that bore on its back the legend sponsored by Honeyman's Heroes. His walk was an easy lope, the stride of a man essentially at ease with himself and his lot in life.


    He was trim, gracile rather than muscular. Over thirty years ago he had been certified a world-class platform diver. Good genes, a quick metabolism and a moderate appetite, rather than any strenuous regimen of exercise, had since helped him keep his youthful build.


    The man walked past a French Drycleaner's, a book­store, a bar, a bodega, a botanica. He nodded to those storeowners he knew. His hands warmed the pockets of his jeans, jingling a few coins, and he whistled a shapeless tune.


    When he arrived at the sandwich shop he grasped the worn brass handle of the door without noticing that the closedsign was displayed. Depressing the old-fashioned thumb-plate, he attempted to enter. When the door did not immediately respond as expected, he grunted. Stepping back, he adopted a baffled expression. It took him a moment of concentrated attention to realize he had not mishandled the door mechanism. The shop was indeed locked tight.


    He looked up at the illustration of the Gargantuan sand­wich above the door. The sight only made him hungry. He Studied the fingerprinted placard as if for subtext. Shading his eyes, he peered through the window at the darkened interior of the store. Had he possessed a drivers license, he would in all likelihood have removed it from his wallet and examined it, just to verify that he was indeed Rory Honeyman and that this was his place of business.


    Having made up his mind that the forlorn shop was, after all, his very own establishment and that it was still locked up more securely than a Taliban virgin even though it should have been open already for two full hours in antici­pation of the surging lunchtime rush, Rory stepped back from theoffending door, removed his cap and scratched his thinning hair. He redonned his cap and tugged at his beard. He took took the cap of again and raked the hair off his forehead and back over his scalp, He fingered an old bump on the back of his skull, then put a hand acrosshis mouth and squeezed his cheeks as if taking the role of some over-affectionate aunt. Viewed objectively, he resembled a man who had suddenly discovered that this protuberance sitting atop his neck was not his own, or perhaps only the wrong size.


    Rory's eyes, a shade of hazel similar to tarnished gold, seemed to express both hurt and indignation, a painful com­bination of emotions that made his stomach churn.


    He felt himself growing angry. He hated to get angry, and usually tried to avoid this emotion at all costs. The rare times he did get mad, he knew he lost all semblance of rea­son. This was a lesson he had learned early, as a child. There was that time, at age five, when he had broken every window in the barn after being told he couldn't go swimming alone in the Wapsipinicon. Afterwards he had been confined with a flaming ass to his bedroom for two days. Since youth, then, he had cultivated a serenity he did not always feel. Only occasionally had this artificial persona broken. In Mexico that time; later, when the Baroness died; and now...?


    No, not now. The circumstances did not warrant it.


    Rory got himself under control.


    As he stood wondering what to do next, a black man came out from the store next door.


    The black man was Tiran Porter. He boasted hair like a boxing promoter's, a stiff, upward-flaring crown. Even on this fine June morning he was not to be found without his favorite garment: a hip-hugging white belted acrylic sweater. He wore charcoal-colored pants, black nylon socks and tasseled vinyl loafers.


    "Rory, my man, you got the money for that wiring job yet?"


    Rory replaced his cap on his head for the second time. "Sorry, Tiran, business hasn't been so good lately. It's all these goddamn franchises. McDonald's, Au Bon Pain, Sub­way Roy Rogers — "


    Tiran interrupted with his own indignation. "Tell me about it! The big cats are licking cream, but us little guys can't catch a break. I got the NHD and Home Depot to contend with."


    "That's exactly the pinch I'm feeling, Tiran. I hate to admit it, but I'm still flat broke. But real soon I swear it. That is, if I can ever get my store open."


    "Yeah, I wanted my regular juice and egg sandwich at ten, but your place was locked up tight."


    Rory winced at the missed sale. How many other cus­tomers had gone away disappointed this morning, vowing never to return? And it was all Nerfball's fault. Rory's stom­ach began to do a three-and-a-half tuck off the ten-meter board.


    "Well, long as you don't forget what I'm owed. Forty-nine dollars and thirty-three cents. And that's special rates, 'cause we been buddies all these years."


    Tiran re-entered his hardware store. Mortified at hav­ing disappointed his friend of two decades, Rory looked around guiltily, convinced that the mild public rebuke of his indebtedness must surely have attracted a large crowd. However, no one was paying any particular attention to him. This fact did nothing to alleviate his embarrassment.


    Suddenly possessed by a rock-solid determination to have satisfaction from the real offending party, Rory piv­oted and stalked away.


    Rory walked north on Washington Street until he came to 14TH Street. The smell of coffee grew stronger, then weak­ened, in complex gradients chartable only by chaos theore­ticians. (The Starbucks-nee-Maxwell plant served as a kind of inertial guidance system for the residents of Hoboken. Lifelong inhabitants swore it was more accurate than GPS. The few years the facility had been inactive had proved highly disorienting.) On the corner of 14TH stood an empty neo-Gothic building that had once housed a bank. The only remnant of the institution was a broken clock bearing the legend: deposit your money here.


    At this intersection Rory turned east, toward the river. The neighborhood became dingier, poorer, unkempt. Abandoned buildings alternated with tough-looking lounges (ladies welcome) and apartments sporting broken windows patched with cardboard and tape. People sat dispiritedly on stoops, kids played with broken toys. Despite the annual summertime campaign to repair Hoboken's streets, the as­phalt here was still potholed and frost-buckled.


    As always, the sight of so much poverty depressed Rory, especially when he considered how little he could person­ally do to alleviate it — and how close to its margins his own life wavered.


    Factories and warehouses began to predominate. A fish-processing plant exuded a maritime stench. A cat prowled hopefully outside the fish-redolent building, stepping ten­tatively among puddles. Rory thought he recognized Cardi­nal Ratzinger, a massive, predatory tomcat.


    The stout calico cat turned to look at Rory and the man stopped, transfixed. Yes, it was the Cardinal, there was no mistaking that regal bearing. Today the animal's unblink­ing, all-knowing gaze somehow alarmed the man. That was a feeling Rory frequently experienced when confronting any member — of whatever species — of the Beer Nuts.


    Another cat, gray-striped, slimmer, perhaps female, emerged from behind a pile of cardboard boxes. Rory was instantly astonished to recognize his own pet, Hello Kitty. What was she doing here? As far as he knew, she never roamed this far north....


    A preternatural yowl made the hairs on Rory's neck come erect. Cardinal Ratzinger had whiffed and spotted Hello Kitty as well. Instantly transformed from a fish-scrounger into a furry mating machine, the tom took off after the female. Hello Kitty let out a mouse-like squeak and raced away, her paws momentarily spinning without trac­tion like those of a cartoon cat.


    Rory shook his head ruefully. Bad, bad omen. Inno­cence pursued by libertinism. Should he turn back now? Memory of Nerfball's defalcation, however, roused Rory's anger once again, and he pressed on.


    The crosstown street finally dead-ended at the marges of the Hudson. A chainlink fence separated the street from a flat tidal wasteland of aggressive weeds studded with aban­doned tires, plastic bags, shopping carts, car hulks.... Across the sprawling river Manhattan reared in all its overconfident glory, an impenetrable fortress housing go-getters, instant millionaires and assorted glitterati.


    At Rory's left hand stood a building. Before its impres­sive but shabby facade, Rory paused, his former certainty of purpose again momentarily faltering under the tide of memories the building invoked.


    Kate telling him of her identical maternal and paternal grandfathers, the Stearn Twins.... The first time he had ever heard of Hoboken.... Nights under the patched Pantechnicon bigtop.... The feel of the Baroness's withers.... The screech of brakes on Canadian Route I outside Calgary....


    Rory shook the ghosts away. No time for dwelling on the past now. He had a big decision to make.


    His dilemma: whether to enter the door before him or not. If he entered, he might possibly find his missing em­ployee, and thus still be able to open his store before he forfeited the entire lunch-hour trade. On the other hand, it was just as likely that he would encounter some bizarre playlet or tableau that would draw him, whirlpool-like, into its cen­trifugal embrace, shanghai and waylay him with seductive voices and alluring flesh, drink and dope, mad schemes and convoluted plots, and completely waste his whole afternoon. Maybe even his whole day. A week. A month. A year. The rest of his life? Who could predict? Such life-detours had happened before to others.


    But wasn't he wasting his life now already? Hadn't he been suspended metaphorically in mid-air for over thirty years, ever since that single implosive day under the Mexican sun, where his life had deviated from its imagined course, collapsing due tohis own impulsive actions down to a singularity, infinitely dense, inescapable, poignant with the foreclosure of everything outside itself?


    Hush now, son, why this doubt? These are questions for three am, if ever, not a bright June afternoon.


    Banishing his doubts as best he could, Rory still contem-plated the legendary building before him a moment longer.


    The massive structure was five stories tall, composed all of muted red brick aged by over a century of weather. The uppermost coursesof brick were embellished with deco­rative motifs achieved by the ingenious stacking of master masons whose equals would never walk the earth again. The masonry motifs ranged from herringbone and twill to cross-hatching. Copper flashing, long verdigrised, ran around the eaves, surprisingly unvandalized for a building officially deemed abandoned. The roof displayed slate shingles in decent repair. The windows were all painted black. The building occupied an entire large city block.


    At the corner of the structure closest to the river reared an enormous square smokestack, twice the height of the building and capped at its remote top with more barely visible embellishments.


    There was a door directly in front of Rory. In point of fact, there were three doors. The first was twelve feet high and ten across, actually a double door of two leaves. Made of thick planks once painted green but now peeling to re­veal bare splintery wood, the two halves of this door were secured with a chain fit to leash Cerberus and a matching rusting padlock that appeared at least fifty years old. Inset in this door was a more conventionally sized one with an old-fashioned latch. It was this door that Rory considered entering.


    At the foot of this second door, integral with it, was a third entrance, an oversized modern pet door. Rory might have employed this access had he wished. He knew others often had.This upper-hinged door bore a legend in the lovely calligraphy of Suki Netsuke: The Cardinal. Above the words was painted the Papal crest.


    The lintel of the largest door was a huge piece of Jer­sey limestone, mortared into the brick wall on either side. Carved into the soft stone ran a brief statement of institu­tional founding, purpose, and collapse:


    


    1838 Old Vault Brewery1938


    


    The later date was executed in a stark Futura typeface, the earlier in wasp-waisted Caslon.


    Hovering a few feet now from the triple portal, Rory listened cautiously and intently. No noise emanated from inside. This could be either a good or a bad sign. It paid to remember that some of the most insane schemes of the Beer Nuts had been hatched in relative quiet.Thunder and light­ning, apparitions on the Capitoline Hill, did not necessarily attend the birth of every Cassar. On the other hand, everyone could be innocently sleeping, even at this unseemly hour. Rory simply had no way to distinguish between the possible interior states of this Schrödinger's Box.


    Suddenly he knew how Goldilocks must have felt, shift­ing from foot to foot outside the ursine cottage.


    Tossing caution to the coffee-scented winds, Rory stepped forward and tugged open the middle-sized door, which swung outward easily on secretly oiled hinges. He stuck his head and shoulders into the darkness.


    "Yo, folks! It's me, Rory. Anyone home? Earl? Hilario?"


    No answer. Rory, his eyes sensitized to outdoor light-levels, could register very little inside the midnight-shrouded brewery. He had a vague sense from past visits of vast, hulk­ing shapes: brew kettles, pipes, mash vats, all the original equipment of the long-defunct brewery still in place. En­tering this place felt like stepping into a forgotten museum or carnival spookhouse.


    An image of his shuttered store with a crowd of irate cus­tomers banging on the windows propelled Rory forward, lanternless, Diogenes in search of one particular dishonest man —


    
      
        	
      


      
        	

        	[image: Text Box: ]                                         
      

    


    "Thanks, Rory," said Netsuke coyly. Her half-Japanese features, compact and porcelain-perfect, still appealed Rory as much as ever. With a sharp poignancy, he regretted for the nth time ever losing her. She was one special woman.


    Netsuke's mother had been a war bride, one Yumi Fumimoto, her father a New England Swamp Yankee named Birch Bollingen. Bollingen had demobbed with his foreign mate to a forest-isolated two-hundred-year-old homestead in Coventry, Rhode Island, alter reassuring his trepidatious spouse — an urban girl more accustomed, to glittering To­kyo streets than to lulled barnyard lanes — that they were going to live "within spittin' distance of New York City." Heartbroken by reality, but eventually reconciled toher barbarian fate, Yumi had raised three girls, among whomNetsuke was the youngest, born in 1965 and christened Susan Bollingen. Matriculating from Rhode Island Schoolof Design in 1987, the self-renamed Suki Netsuke promptly decamped for New York, taking up the long deferred bohemian lifestyle her mother had once envisioned for herself.


    Despite Rory's troubles, he found himself indirectly admiring Netuske's topless condition. To mix ethnicities, her skin was a subtle curry color, her nipples a light chapati brown. Propped on one elbow, she caught Rory's gaze boldly, not even reaching for one of her nearby discarded pieces of clothing in any show of false modesty.


    "Hey, molecule," Erlkonig now demanded, "I asked you what you're after so bad that you've got to hurl yourself forcibly like on innocent napping people."


    Hunkered down on his haunches, Rory forced himself to confront Erlkonig's spooky, candle-lit face straight on. The queerly colored, yet not objectively unhandsome visage never failed to disconcert Rory.


    Earl Erlkonig was a young black man who also hap­pened to be an albino. His hair was a thatch of short kinky platinum wires. His patchy complexion was the color of a cup of weak tea attenuated by pints of cream. His eyes were a watery gray.


    Erlkonig's history was a complex and shifting one, not fully grasped even now by Rory. A lot had happened to the albino in his thirty-five years. . . .


    In 1964, John "Wolfie" Erlkonig, Earl's father, had already been a US Navy midshipman for seventeen years. (In that first post-Kennedy year the elder Erlkonig had been serving on the USS John Paul Getty) By all accounts, Wolfie was not an exceptionally industrious or talented swabbie. In fact, according to his superiors he was downright sloth­ful and a bad-tempered malingerer and a cheating cardsharp to boot. His small stature and shifty disposition did not improve the distasteful impression he tended to make onmostpeople.


    At this time, back home in Norfolk, Virginia, lived Charlotte Erlkonig, Wolfie's very pregnant and somewhat errant wife. Fortunately her current condition was just barely attributable to Wolfie, he having been a-sea for a mere eight months and three weeks when Charlotte delivered.


    The first notice Wolfie received that he was a father hit him when he got home on two-week leave and found Char­lotte breastfeeding what appeared to be a little white baby.


    "Woman," said Wolfie ominously, "you got some heavy 'splainin to do."


    "No, John, look closer, he's your boy. See that nose? Doctors say it just happen some time."


    Wolfie bent to inspect the baby's features. He stood erect. "No way. That little ivory monkey ain't mine." Wolfie left the house then, never having even set down his duffel bag.


    The next — and last — thing Charlotte Erlkonig heard of Wolfie came six months later: he had jumped ship at the Brooklyn Navy Yards, having knifed and killed a shipmate who objected to the honesty of Wolfie's Three-Card Monte game.


    Charlotte, bearing infant Earl, set off north, hoping to find her husband and offer him some aid and comfort in his flight from the law.


    Fifteen years later, still lingering in New York, she finally admitted she was never going to hear from Erlkonig any­more. Far from celibate all this time, Charlotte settled on one suitor and remarried, becoming the wife of Chester Hires, owner of Chester's Chattanooga Bar-B-Q on 125TH Street.


    Chester was a short, wiry, gimpy man possessed of a cue ball head and a predilection for noisome cigars. Before opening up his restaurant he had run a highly illicit pitbull-fighting arena. Upon being savaged by a rogue contestant, he had turned to tamer enterprises.


    Young Earl (still going by his birth-father's last name; the legend of Wolfie Erlkonig, as recounted by Charlotte, had acquired a luster the real man never exhibited) did not get along with his stepfather. The extent of their philosophical disagreements was testified to by several badly healedscars each bore. Earl's most prominent was a Lipton colored lateral welt across his ribs.


    Surprisingly, Earl excelled at school. His favorite subject was the sciences: physics, chemistry, astronomy. Naturally sharp, he really blossomed around age seventeen. During that academic year, he had a fine public-school teacher, Mr Welch, who really excited his interest in learning.


    Nonetheless, one day after a particularly violent argu­ment with his son, Chester informed Earl that he was being sent to a military prep school, the Horst und Graben Young Martiner Academy in Haider, Pennsylvania. "They'll straighten you out fast, boy."


    As Earl was later wont to encapsulate that moment, "The door didn't hit my pale ass on my way out."


    The year of Earl's flight from home was 1981. For the next fifteen years, he had lived mainly on the streets of Manhattan, compiling a remarkable record of survival by whatever means necessary


    Earl had hawked newspapers, dope and skin. He had panhandled, stolen, bartered, begged, cadged, cajoled, and, if all else failed, worked. He had slept in culverts, beneath bridges, on docks, in abandoned cars, in parks under the summer stars, and once in a while beneath an intact roof, sometimes even an establishment with hot running water and heat. He had bedded down in Grand Central, Penn Sta­tion, SROs, missions, flophouses, YMCA's and Salvation Army shelters. He had become a doyen of dossing, a swami of surviving.


    Remarkably, he had emerged from this period disease-free — no TB or frostbite or AIDS — and with only a missing canine tooth as memento of all the violent encoun­ters he would willingly chronicle.


    All this time, Earl's mind had been nourished as well, by intensive freeform reading in various city libraries. Earl estimated that he had consumed approximately a book a day over the decade and a half of his peripatetic existence, in any and all fields that interested him.


    Life had been hard, but never dull.


    One day around 1997 Earl Erlkonig had wandered across the Hudson for the first time in his life. He swore to Rory that he had walked through the PATH tunnel during a com­bined flood and power outage. Rory believed him entirely capable of such an insane feat. However Erlkonig had arrived in New Jersey, the place seemed to agree with him, for he had never returned to Manhattan. A month in Jersey City, a few in Weehawken, then he had blown into Hoboken. The sleepy city had offered him some kind of sympathetic accommodation, a place perhaps more in tune with a ma­ture Erlkonig on the far side of thirty.


    With sure-footed instincts Erlkonig had homed in on the abandoned OldVault Brewery, as spacious and weather-tight a squat as any he had ever found. Soon, like satellites accreting around a new sun, the Beer Nuts had spontane­ously formed.


    Netsuke squirmed devilishly under the pile of blan­kets, "I have to pee now."


    This new urgent matter diverted Erlkonig's ire. He glared at Rory and said, "Some privacy, please? Turn around, molecule."


    Rory obeyed.


    "Okay, eyes front."


    Netsuke, wearing a long nightshirt commemorating the final performance of Cats, was already padding off barefoot for the bucket-flushed toilets. Erlkonig had donned basket­ball shorts and a stained sweatshirt.


    The candlelight and conversation had drawn a sleepy-eyed crowd, many of its members bearing their own glowing tapers or flashlights. Soon Rory found himself the focus of acircle of curious faces: a majority of the perma­nent Beer Nuts.


    They were a motley lot, all unconventionally housed here due to a lack of morals, money, manners or motivation.


    Ped Xing was the only man in the world to profess both Lubavitcher Judaism and Zen monkhood. Long Hasidic sidecurls framing an open face contrasted rather piquantly with his shaven pate. He wore a black robe and a rainbow yarmulke. Ped Xing's father, Murray Zhink, bail been a front-line rabbi during the Vietnam War, where, in a moment of existential doubt, he had fallen deeply under the influence of the famous Vietnamese monk, Thich Nhat Hanh. Sharing Thich Nhat Hanh's subsequent exile in France, Myron had married and fathered a son he rather foolishly named Petal. Upon reaching his own majority, "Pet" Zhink had returned to the United States in search of his own roots. He discovered them in Brooklyn while visiting the Lubavitchers, where a moment of satori informed him that he must become a rootless Jewish monk and adopt a new name from the first object seen after his epiphany: a traffic sign which synchronistically echoed his given name.


    Hilario Fumento, burly and shy, was an unpublished writer with a distinctive philosophy: to craft a novel solely out of haiku-like vignettes. Perpetually unshaven yet never developing a full beard, he dressed in an unvarying outfit: carpenter pants, flannel shirts and PF Flyers. From his capacious stuffed pockets protruded slips of paper scribbled with choice bits of his work-in-progress. A half-dozen pens resided in the side pocket of his workpants normally reserved for tools. His often abstracted smile radiated intel­lectual goofiness.


    Beatbox loudly and frequently claimed illustrious Hispanic ancestors, and boasted the appropriate dark and brooding looks of a Zorro. Depending on the man's mood, these noble forebears hailed alternately from Guatemala, Puerto Rico, Madrid, or Tierra del Fuego. Currently em­ployed as a Balloon-o-Gram delivery person, Beatbox this afternoon already wore his work clothes: a complete clown suit, big feet and all, as well as whiteface makeup. His nick­name derived from his remarkable ability to simulate turn­table scratching and drum-machine percussion.


    Leather 'n' Studs were an inseparable lesbian couple, ex-Downeast gals in search of liberal spaciousness. They had arrived in Hoboken towing a shabby trailer behind a beater car. This rusting caravan still sat behind the Brewery, totally unroadworthy but theoretically available if greener pastures beckoned. Both women kept their chromatically dyed hair short as that of the plebe whom Erlkonig had narrowly avoided becoming. They both favored tanktops revelatory of unshaven armpits, black denims and Doc Martens. Chipmunk-cheeked, Studs was approximately a foot taller and fifty pounds heavier than the gaunt and pe­tite Leather. Leather compensated by displaying a larger number of tattoos, including an obscene rendering of a wide-eyed Keane girl.


    Biker-jacketed, wearing his mirrorshades even indoors, the cyberpunk-era-frozen Hy Rez (once Hyman Resnick, and still given to long Talmudic arguments with Ped Xing) was the Beer Nuts's resident hacker and phone phreak, pro­viding the Old Vault Brewery with certain essential stolen services. A pair of lineman's climbing spikes dangled from his utility belt.


    Prominent among the missing was Nerfball, the one person Rory most wanted to encounter.


    Erlkonig functioned as the Beer Nuts leader, insofar as he was allowed to at all by the anarchic bunch. Under their inquisitive looks, he now felt compelled to reassert himself in the face of this visitor.


    "So, my moll, like I asked you already — what brings you here?"


    "Nerfball was supposed to open the store for me to­day and he didn't. Do you know where he is?"


    The Beer Nuts burst out laughing.


    "I don't get it," admitted Rory when the rude noise had died down. "What's so funny?"


    Erlkonig ventured an explanation. "Well, you know how Nerf believes in that dumb Ayurvedic Nasal Irrigation of his?"


    The hypochondriacal Nerfball was very susceptible to any sort of holistic, organic, nut-and-berry regimen that offered to improve his health and looks. Because he was shaped like a beachball and suffered from a poor complex­ion and perpetually clogged sinuses, Nerf was always on the lookout for ways to lose weight and/or ameliorate his nasal troubles. He blamed his current ills mostly on his welfare-constrained single mother who had reared him on a diet of generic cornflakes, pasta, mock-KooIaid, Cheez Doodles and potted meat. This upbringing had left Nerfball an overpowering addiction to junk food, a jones he constantly battled His plight was not made any easier by working in Rory's shop, with its big glass jars of chocolate-chip cookies, bags of Cape Cod potato chips and individually packaged wedges of cherry cheesecake.


    "Sure, I know all about Nerfball's sinus hygiene routine," Rory replied. "Who do you think has to cover for him every hour while he rushes to the john?"


    "Right. So you dig how someone here — and I don't really care who, I'm not into the whole punishment thing, moll — how someone could get really sick of listening to Nerf snorting saltwater all day, honking like a sick goose at all hours of the night while people are trying to grab some dreamtime. So this morning when Nerf stumbles around half-awake to perform his ritual ablutions, he finds out too late that someone's spiked his water pail with Tabasco sauce. Before he knows what's happening, he's snarfled up a snootful of chilipepper water. Then comes this mega-scream, and we all hear Nerf rocketing up the stairs to the upper reaches of our hideout, like a wounded waterbuffalo going to cover."


    "Ouch," Rory sympathetically offered.


    Erlkonig seemed unconcerned by the possible damage suffered by one of his posse. "So that's why he didn't open the store for you this morning. He's just sulking, I'm sure. He'll come down eventually."


    "But I need him now!"


    Erlkonig shrugged. "Your problem, moll. I suspect you can track him down by his sniffles if you really want to try."


    Someone courteously handed Rory a spare flashlight. "Thanks," he said, and stood.


    Netsuke had returned from the toilets. She jiggled at­tractively as she padded in a barefoot hurry across the per­petually cold and damp concrete floor. "'Bye, Rory," she giggled. "Visit again soon."


    Rory shook his head wearily. Life was always tossing your past follies up in your face.


    The dusty steps of the old enclosed wooden staircase that ledfrom floor to floor creaked under Rory's cautious tread. At each landing he paused, poking his head out into the open reaches of the factory to listen for Nerfball. No signature snufflings greeted him on the second, third or fourth floors. All this empty space and abandoned fixtures! How could the squatters stand this creepy place?


    Nerfball huddled in a far corner of the brewery's top floor. Rory could hear him talking to himself as soon as he exited the stairwell.


    "Gonna book outa this place. No one likes me anyhow. Dead-end job, no girl, and now this goddamn mean trick!"


    A loud nose-blowing followed by a muted shriek of pain punctuated this lament.


    Not wishing to overhear more of Nerfball's self-pity­ing soliloquy, Rory called out in warning of his approach.


    "Hey, Nerf! It's me, Rory."


    A few seconds of silence, then a whining reply. "What do you want?"


    Inside a partitioned office the flashlight beam revealed Nerfball wedged in the kneewell of an old oak desk, his pudgy body filling the space like a Mounds bar in its wrap­per. Nerfball's nose was gorgeously inflamed. It resembled Beatbox's clownish beezer. Employing his sodden handker­chief, Rory's lone employee tried to hide the token of the insulting treatment he had received from his supposed friends.


    Rory pondered the abject fellow. Not the most inspir­ing of sights for any boss, to encounter one's entire workforce huddled beneath the furniture. Still, Rory knew that if he could rally Nerfball's spirits, all would be well. For Nerfball, like Clark Kent concealing his superpowers beneath a nerdish facade, possessed uncanny skills in precisely the one area where Rory most needed help.


    Thrust on his own devices during a neglected child­hood, Nerfball had developed one talent to an astonishing degree: he could craft sandwiches better, faster and more economically than anyone else Rory had ever encountered. The rotund fellow had never benefited from any formal training in the field, never studied under any acknowledged master. The ability seemed god-given, fostered by self-reli­ance, a cell-deep gift. A sandwich assembled by Nerfball emerged from beneath his flashing knife as a thing of edible beauty, guaranteed to draw repeat customers. This salient skill Rory now had to cajole him to apply.


    Squatting to make eye-contact with the victim of prank­ish Tabasco insufflation, Rory said, "Come help me with the store, Nerf. I really need you."


    "Why should I? You never pay me anymore."


    Nerf had nailed Rory there. Lately any spare cash at Honeymahs Heroes had been as nonexistent as a Texan's humility. Whatever receipts came in daily went out just as fast, on supplies and a hundred other standard operating expenses. And just last month Rory had gotten the notice of a significant rent raise, inspired, he was certain, by the ongoing gentrification of the city and the generally boom­ing twenty-first century U.S. economy (Booming, that was, for certain privileged classes.) Rory was barely scraping by, letting bills pile up, wearing old clothes till they practically fell off his spare frame, drinking no-name beer.


    And now an essential human element of his business actually wanted to get paid. It was only fair. But still —


    Rory's thoughts threatened to spin out of control. Money. What made money so special, so hard to come by, so easy to disperse? First Tiran had ragged him on his debts this morning, now Nerfball hurled accusations at him. Filthy lucre seemed at the root of all Rory's troubles. He'd be so happy if he weren't always worrying about money. If only dough grew on trees. If only he possessed the inexhaustible purse of folklore. Even if it disgorged only a steady stream of pennies, it would be enough....


    Desperate, Rory pleaded. "Listen, I will pay you all I owe you, plus give you a raise. I promise, Nerf."


    Nerfball sneered, an expression rendered even more dire due to his bloodshot eyes. "Yeah, I bet. With what? Funny money?"


    Rory opened his mouth, intending indignantly to deny the charge. But he found to his surprise that he just couldn't lie anymore. Why contend against the obvious and inevitable?He'd likely go out of business any day now, owing all his creditors immense sums. Should he compound his im­minent guilt by promising this innocent helper more than he could give?


    Tensions tore at Rory's brain like linked horses strain­ing in opposite directions. Cognitive dissonance held sway, as a sense of responsibility and duty swung in the balance against a fuck-it-all desire for utter abdication.


    Then, without warning, amidst this intense manic despair, inspiration struck. Born from Rory's mental turbu­lence, a genuine vision appeared.


    Clear and undeniable as cancer under a microscope, Rory saw an apparition. A big antique safe, its door open. And spilling out, sheaves of currency. But not standard U.S. bills. Rather, some kind of strangely colored, eccentric scrip.


    Rory would recall this moment for the rest of his life. His ultimate feelings toward this road-to-Damascus experi­ence would be hard to qualify. Perhaps the mingled horror and pride felt by Dr Victor F., upon witnessing the first galvanic twitch in a corpse's stitched muscles, might best convey the emotion.


    His voice oddly confident, Rory said, "Yes, Nerf, I do intend to pay you in funny money."


    This arrogant admission got Nerfball's attention. "Huh?"


    Rory scrabbled in his pants pockets for paper and writ­ing tool. Where was Hilario Fumento when you needed him? The best he could come up with was an old unpaid electric bill and a lime-green crayon some kid had left behind in the store. He tucked the flashlight between chin and shoulder and began to scribble on the back of the electric company notice, reciting aloud what he was writing.


    "This paper redeemable for ten sandwiches at Honeyman's Heroes. Signed, Rory Honeyman."


    For good measure, he sketched a rough sandwich after his signature. The drawing ended up looking like that of a book with loose pages. Rory handed the paper to Nerfball, who look it suspiciously.


    "This will be one day's wages, Nerf. It's worth about forty dollars retail. That's fair, isn't it? No taxes taken out either."


    "What good will this do me? You already give mi free food. More than's good for me."


    Rory, still in the grip of his inspiring daemon, rolled right over this pitiful objection. "Right, sure, enough food for you alone. You'll continue to get that. But isn't everyoni else in this dump always starving? Make them pool theirhard cash — whatever you can convince them ten sand­wiches is worth — and give it to you in exchange for this coupon. Then you make up the ten sandwiches at work just before the end of the day, hand the coupon back to me, and show up here like Ward Cleaver bringing home the bacon."


    "They'd all have to be BLTs?"


    "No! I was just speaking metaphorically."


    "Gee, I don't know — "


    "People will love you for feeding them. No more nasty jokes. Plus you'll have cash in your pocket."


    "Oh, all right! If this is the only payment I'm going to get, I might as well take it. I'm sick of sitting here feeling sorry for myself anyway. I may as well be working at the one thing I'm good at."


    Nerfball made tentative movements to emerge, and Rory stood up to give him room. Somehow the big man twisted around beneath the desk and began to back out, sweatpants-clad ass hippo-wide. He said something that was muffled by his head-down posture.


    "What's that?"


    "I said, 'What's this coupon called?'"


    Rory experienced a total stoppage of thought for just a millisecond. "Does it have to have a name? '


    Standing now, Nerfball brushed dust from his pants. "Yes."


    Three topics have more slang terms associated with them than any other area of human endeavor, a valid gauge of their importance.


    Sex, drunkenness —


    — and money.


    Ackjay, ammunition, bacon, ballast, beans, bees and honey, berries, blunt, brass, cabbage, cash, chink, chips, coconuts, dead presidents, dibs, dinero, do-re-mi, dough, ducats, the evil, fish, gelt, gingerbread, gravy, grease, green­backs, horse nails, jackson, jake, juice, kale, lettuce, long green, lucre, mazuma, moolah, mopus, needful, nuggets, oil, ooftish, pay dirt, pelf, pony, rhino, rocks, rubbish, sand, scratch, shekels, simoleans, smash, stuff, stumpy, sugar, swag, tin, tomatoes, wampum . . . Those are a few.


    Rory reached deep down into some mythic well of American vernacular and came up with a word he would have earlier sworn he didn't even know.


    "Spondulix. It's called spondulix."


    "Is that singular," quizzed Nerfball, suddenly smiling archly, "or plural?"


    Without a moment's hesitation, feeling positively drunk, Rory replied, "Both."
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    A little-known aspect of pop sociology called nominative determinism intrigued Rory Honeyman for a very good reason. Except for a concatenation of historical accidents, he would have fallen under its purview himself. Much as an ant elevated to sentience by genetic engineering might diligently continue to track developments in entomology, Rory collected examples of nominative determinism. He noted each instance with an almost subconscious feeling of brotherly sympathy. The plight of these subjects touched him somewhere numinous, evoking fragmentary ghosts of an alternate Rory from another timeline.


    Nominative determinism was the mock-ponderous designation for the study of people whose names matched their professions. Such folks were legion. Random reading of The New York Times during slow hours at the store had provided Rory with a large file of examples.


    The "sufferers" from nominative determinism seemed mostly a cheerful lot. From the evidence in the newspaper, most of them led quite happy and productive lives. But it could not be denied that they all carried around a certain ridiculous piece of psychic and social baggage. These folks — whose ranks Rory had barely escaped himself — always struck him as akin to a Fifties matron toting around an alligator-hide pocketbook actually shaped like an alliga­tor, complete down to the beady glass eyes. Substance and symbol had been conflated in an unseemly mishmash.


    Not only that, but victims of nominative determinism seemed to advertise the heavy hand of a cosmic fate. As if foredoomed from birth to land in certain professions, these people appeared to deny the great American tradition of self-determination. Or else they appeared weak-willed, gravitating spinelessly toward the most likely career choice. In either case, their cheap date with their surname's destiny disconcerted.


    Surely the Filipino prelate Cardinal Sin held the num­ber one spot of most famous ND sufferer. But just a single year's cursory reading of The Times had provided Rory with the following:


    


    • Sgt Klue, member of the Toronto police force;


    • Professor Starrfield, astronomer;


    • Joseph Badway, mobster;


    • Mr Wardwell, lawyer;


    • James Fish, head of the Great Lakes Commission;


    • Earl Wolf, naturalist;


    • Lt Shotwell, officer in the U.S. Armed Forces;


    • James Breeding, livestock inseminator;


    • John Justice, FBI agent;


    • Fred Sipper, president of a bottled-water company;


    • Dr Fullilove, specialty not mentioned, but undoubtedly


    possessed of a hearty bedside manner;


    • Harold Stall, government spokesperson; and finally,


    • Gary Shilling, economist.


    By no means did Rory read The Times every day. Usually he was too busy. He kept the paper in the store for his cus­tomers, along with The New York Post, The Daily News, and The Hoboken Reporter. Who knew how many such names he had missed? But even the names that presented themselves were enough to cause Rory to pause in his casual perusal, stare up at the grimy antique punched-tin ceiling of Honeyman's Heroes, and muse about the meanderings of his own life.


    If things had gone just a little bit differently for him and his ancestors. . . .
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    Yesterday, June 1, 1932,had been the day of "The Great Change."Four hundred thousand dollars in debt, in the midst of the Depression without an end in sight to these world­wide hard times, the Community of True Inspiration had voted to separate the sacred and secular aspects of their community for more efficient functioning. No longer would the seven Amana colonies of Iowa — Amana, East Amana, Middle Amana, West Amana, South Amana, High Amana, and Homestead — share all material goods communally, according to their spiritual tenets. Instead one Society would handle Church matters, and another Society would handle the Community's business affairs: the farms, the woolen mills, the furniture shops. A closed joint-stock company, this secu­lar arm would count as its stockholders all the adults of the seven villages, each of whom would receive one share of Class A common stock worth $80.69. In addition, further shares of less valuable prior distributive stock would bi disbursed based proportionately on past service.


    The villages would be run like a real business now. Many Amanans registered protests against this heresy. These new fangled corporate practices were a betrayal of the principles that their sect had been founded under, nearly one hundred years ago in Europe. But the plan had passed by majority vote at a meeting conducted by the seventy elders, and even the most vehement dissenters had eventually toned down their grumblings and fallen into line with The Great Change. Really, no other way to deal with the money shortage had presented itself. To insist on other options was to invite fac­tionalism. No one wanted to see the colonies go under for the sake of some rigid fundamentalism unable to meet changing times flexibly.


    Well, almost no one.


    A sturdy buckboard stood outside Horst Honigmann's house in South Amana, a small collection of plain-faced homes and barren-shelved stores and weather-distressed barns plunked down in the middle of a vast flatness tessel­lated with late-spring crops in a hundred shades of green. Hitched to the buckboard was a sway-backed, dun-colored horse named Axel. The horse nibbled grass by the lane's margins in a leery fashion, frequently looking up as if worried about what labors it would soon be called up to perform. It seemed to sense the unique qualities of the day, and consequently suffered from nervous equine doubts about its abilities to live up to demanding new standards.


    Perhaps the unconventional cargo of the vehicle — not hay or livestock or lumber — contributed to Axel's unease. The creaking buckboard was piled high with household goods: cornshuck mattresses, ladderback chairs, a scarred, sidegated table with its wings down, kerosene lamps, several worn suitcases, a black leather-strapped steamer trunk, a few books tied in a bundle with hairy twine. . . . Stout ropes lashed the whole precarious assemblage down.


    Perched upon the high front seat, two people studiously avoided looking at each other.


    Freyda Honigmann exhibited tumbled masses of hair the color of peaches, gold shot with russet. Forty-two years old, she had somehow maintained through the rigors of an often harsh farmbound life the flawless white complexion and unlined cheerful features that had first attracted Horst Honigmann to her twenty years ago, when she had been known as Miss Freyda Storch. Although of course even her adoring husband had to admit that her once-trim figure had undeniably filled out, to the tune in fact of an extra forty pounds. German potato salad, cinnamon bread, ham and sauerkraut, roast beef, cole slaw, thick frosted cakes, rhu­barb pie, Colony-brewed wine and beer.... If cooking had been an Olympic event, Freyda would have taken the gold.


    Freyda wore a look of despair now that sat uneasily on her normally benevolent and happy features.


    On Freyda's left, holding Axel's traces, sat Rudy Honigmann. At eighteen, Rudy patterned his father physi­cally. He had his father's corn-colored hair worn in the same brushcut. He had his father's ruddy skin and bulb-tipped nose. He had his father's brawny arms and straight-shoul­dered posture. Temperamentally, however, he shared his mothers easy-going nature and quirky imagination.


    At the moment, Rudy also shared his mother's unease. Between the boy, the horse and the woman stretched a taut net of sympathetic tension which the boy and his mother sought not to exacerbate by appearing to trade sympathetic eye-contact with each other. Axel exhibited no such wisdom, however, frequently striving to capture the attention of his owners.


    Rudy's nervous caution manifested itself as a wandering gaze. He stared down at the dusty road. He contemplated Axels fly-dotted rump. He lifted his eyes to the translucent Delfi blue sky. In short, he let his gaze roam everywhere except toward his mother or toward the source of their common anxiety.


    Horst Honigmann stood beside the buckboard. Dressed in patched coveralls, faded blue shirt and scratched work boots (from the seams of which protruded a straw or two cemented in place with manure), Horst workedd his beefy jaw like a beaver in a lumberyard. At age fifty, Horst knew himself all too well. He was stubborn as a brace of politicians, dogmatic as a goat. But fair. Fair and pragmatic. He knew when he had lost an honest battle, knew when thetidi flowed against him, knew when he should fold his hand, quit the game, and clear the house.


    Standing uneasily next to Honigmann was Torsten Storch, one of South Amana's elders, but more significantly. Honigmann's father-in-law. Storch, a small man, faced the world with a visage like a dried fruit shielded from further dangerous desiccating exposure by the wide brim of a black hat.


    The cachinnation of crows jagged the clover-scented air. June sunlight — sharing precisely the same quality as that which would almost seventy years later shine down upon Rory Honeyman as he pondered the locked door of his sandwich store half a continent away — now spilled benevolently down over Rory's great-grandfather, grand­parents, and teenaged father.


    Storch and Honigmann seemed inclined to continue a long-running fruitless argument right up to the point of the buckboard's foredoomed departure. No other citizens intruded: the men and older children worked in the fields, the women and babies stayed inside.


    "To leave is to weaken the community," said Storch. "Surely even a stubborn perfectionist such as yourself will admit that."


    "The community has already weakened itself more than I ever could by agreeing to The Great Change. We have severed the bonds between God and mortal work. Nothing I do can have any consecquences greater than this fatal blow. I am leaving now solely for the salvation of my own soul and conscience, and my family's."


    Young Rudy Honigmann looked up from his boots then, as if he might have wished to say something on his own behalf, as a certified member of the Honigmann clan. One peripheral look at his father's stern face, however, thor­oughly dissuaded him, and he resumed studying the woodgrain of the buckboard's footrest.


    "Who will tend your already planted crops?" demanded Storch.


    Honigmann spat into the obliging dust. "Since the Inspirationists seem to care only for money nowadays, I'm sure you will be able to persuade someone to take the fields over. Just offer the wage slaves more shares." The emphasized words reeked of unsavory corruption in Honigmann's mouth. "And also, many outsiders are looking for work."


    Storch removed his hat. His white hair lay thinly across a sunburnt scalp. "Horst, you know your words to be false. We care no more for money now than we ever did. Our heavenly dreams continue to inspire us. But we cannot operate in a vacuum, we do not inhabit a self-sufficient island. We have to deal with bankers and merchants who do not subscribe to our beliefs. If we intend to survive and flourish in this world, we sometimes have to bend our prin­ciples a little."


    "I prefer to abandon the pretense entirely then. Why should I continue to live here, among sanctimonious hypo­crites, when I find unrepentant pagans less disagreeable? The Great Change has made our way of life a mockery. I do not care to be continually reminded of what we have lost. Better to plunge into hell than live in a corrupt heaven. Now are you going to pay out our shares or not?"


    Storch replaced his hat and sighed. "You know how deeply we're in debt. You're cutting the community's cash to the bone by demanding this payment."


    "You should have thought of all the implications of money before you switched to using it then."


    Storch dug a brass-jawed, canvas-bodied clasp purse out of I lis trousers pocket. "For someone who opposes money so fervently, you're eager enough to have some in your hands."


    "You can't shame me that way, Torsten. I'm only play­ing by the same terms you and the others dictated against my objections. Besides, admit it — you'll all rejoice to see an old troublemaker like me leave. All the Storches and Lindblooms and Alquists have been resentful of me ever since I stole your daughter away from that mealy-mouthed pretty boy, Roalf Grafspiel, almost two decades ago."


    "Not true, Horst. Your irrational bitterness is speaking. I've always been proud of you as a son-in-law. Often you can be as hard and fixed as a rock. But that quality stand you in good stead as frequently as it hurts you."


    Freyda began to cry, burying her face in her hands, Rudy felt an implacable frustration welling up inside him. Why was his father so stubborn? Why couldn't he speak up to his old man, make the elder Honigmann see what this separation was doing to his mother? If only he were older himself — But what could he do now except silently obey?


    "Forget the homilies, Torsten. From now on it's cold hard cash we want, not sentimental advice."


    Shaking his head ruefully, Storch grudgingly counted out $242.07, the value of three shares in the Amana com­munity. The money was in the form of silver certificates and big clunky cartwheels, two-dollar bills and fifty-cent pieces and Indianhead nickels. When he had finished, he pondered a moment, then doled out a further sum propor­tional to Honigmann's age, a span of years spent entirely in the bosom of the Amanas.


    "There! I hope you're satisfied that you've nearly bank­rupted us."


    "My satisfaction has nothing to do with it. Let this be a lesson for you and the whole community in the evils of cash. Freyda! Stop blubbering and say goodbye to your father."


    Storch stepped closer to the wagon. Still weeping, his daughter leaned down and hugged him awkwardly about the neck. Storch patted her broad muslined back. "Come, come, little girl, you can still write to us."


    Honigmann's features registered a blooming chagrin, as if only once irreversibly past the heated moment had he fully internalized the real magnitude of his stiff-necked decision. After a minute the patriarch said, "All right, all right, that's enough. We're not travelling to the moon, for God's sake."


    Red-eyed, tendrils of hair coming unpinned, Freyda straightened up. Honigmann climbed up beside her, and she slid to the middle of the bench.


    "Rudy boy! Let's go!"


    Rudy snapped the reins savagely. Axel jumped as if stung, looked over one shoulder with mute and hurt bewilderment, then began to plod off.


    No one looked back.


    Once outside the town, well beyond the cultivated lands, under a sky as big as God's quilt, the family rolled silently for half an hour. Honigmann spoke first.


    "This will work out for the best. Trust me. You'll see."


    Rudy finally found his tongue then, shocking himself with his brazen, irreligious, unfilial impudence. "I certainly hope so! I really do!"


    Freyda wiped away a final tear, resigned now to their fate. "Rudy, do not speak so disrespectfully to your father."


    Against all expectations, Honigmann seemed pleased by Rudy's forthrightness. "Let him be, Freyda. He is a man now."


    Rudy felt the strangest mixture of emotions he had ever known: pride, anger, remorse, love.


    Heading north, the family followed nebulous rumors of land for sale cheaply, the spoils of foreclosure and fail­ure, the ill luck of other families less fortunate than the Honigmanns. For the rest of that first day, hauling an uncustomarily heavy load, Axel stumped along the deserted back lanes at a pace barely faster than an arthritic man could hobble. Still, employing the horse saved the family from becoming footsore, and insured the slow and steady trans­port of their possessions. Nonetheless from time to time one or more of the family did indeed alight and walk for sonic distance, contributing to Axel's relief. A noontime pause for feedbag and picnic basket did everyone good.


    The first night found them in the midst of seeming wilderness, far from any settlement. For all they knew, they could have represented the first white visitors to this part of the bioad continent. A timeless feeling, as if they were participating in some immemorial hegira, settled over all three people, leaving them disinclined to chatter. After a hearty supper cooked over an open fire, they extinguished their lan­tern and settled down in blankets beneath their vehicle. Luckily the night was unseasonably warm. Rudy lying on his back, head and shoulders extending out from under the buckboard, fell asleep pondering celestial infinitudes.


    During the middle of the next day they crossed the Cedar River near La Porte City, a metropolis of a thousand people. They had made a respectable forty miles from South Amana.


    "Horst," said Freyda, "perhaps we could settle here. The people appear friendly, and the land strikes me as fertile."


    "Too crowded. We'll go further."


    Rudy, driving, noticed first that Axel seemed to be slow­ing down, rather like a wind-up toy in need of a few twists of its key.


    That night, currying the animal, Rudy could not ig­nore Axel's lack of appetite nor uncommon flatulence. He mentioned this to his father, and proposed that they were pushing the beast too hard.


    "Nonsense! Axel's as strong as the day he was born."


    Recalling how tottery a foal Axel had been, Rudy silently thought that his father's statement might have unin­tended corollaries.


    At sunset of the third day approximately sixty-five miles from the Community of the True Inspiration, Axel slumped in his harness and refused to budge. No amount of jerking on the reins, proffering of sugar lumps, chafing his muzzle or whispering into his ears could convince the horse to take another step. Rudy and his father freed the horse from the harness. Apparently only those supports had enabled Axel to remain upright. He stumbled two short steps, fell over onto his side, kicked out his legs, released a pitiful whinny and a gutful of gas, and. died.


    "We will settle here," Honigmann realistically decided.


    Rudy looked around, taking in their surroundings for the first time. Axel's death had occurred not far from the tree-lined banks of a small river, probably the Wapsipinicon. Open wildflower-dotted fields stretched away to distant forest. The land looked as if perhaps it had once been cultivated.


    "How do we know this parcel is even for sale?" asked Rudy.


    "God has willed an end to our pilgrimage upon this spot. The land will surely become ours."


    Rudy experienced certain doubts. But his fathers con­viction bade him keep them to himself.


    That night beneath a towering chestnut tree hard by the water, in deference to a tentative permanence, they erected a lean-to out of severed branches and a musty canvas tar­paulin. This shelter, primitive as it was, seemed to fill Freyda Honigmann with a certain serenity, satisfying her domestic urges to a small degree. Strangely, her deep emotions of distress attendant upon leaving the village had been replaced by a instinctive certitude and calmness, unwarranted by any outward signs. In contrast Rudy remained totally confused about what their future could possibly bring, and even Horst at odd moments exhibited flustered or worried behavior. At such times, Honigmann turned wordlessly to Freyda, and her river-smooth smile soothed him.


    The placid gurgling of the nearby river lulled them all to sleep that first evening, and they awoke refreshed. Soon after breakfast — skillet corn bread, fried eggs, and a flitch of ham — Honigmann made ready to set off to seek a town or farmhouse.


    "Take care of your mother, Rudy," he admonished, before setting off down the daisy-medianed dirt road.


    After his father had vanished down the lane, Rudy won­dered exactly how he might fulfill his father's command. Freyda needed no help in making their camp more homey. Was he supposed to protect her from danger? In what form? Redskins?Hobos? Okies? Panthers? Boredom struck a restless Rudy as the biggest danger, and he had few weapons againstthat menace.


    Rudymissed his friends back in South Amana. He did not regard himself as a hick by any stretch of that word. A rousing town life was his accustomed routine: dances, Liebesmahl services, harvest suppers, chatting secretly with the three or four girls his own age behind the communal silos....This quiet acreage in the middle of nowhere regis­tered on his stimulation-deprived senses as disturbingly primeval and vacant.


    Around noon, Axel, exhibiting an alacrity in decomposition he had never shown in any other activity, began to stink. The loyal family horse had stiffened into a pathetic similitude of its familiar desultory posture, a picture that affected Rudy deeply.


    "Should we bury him, do you think, Mother?" asked Rudy anxiously, imagining the size of the hole he would have to dig and the commensurate blisters the labor would raise. He grabbed a wooden shovel from the nearby buck-board and attempted to thrust its dull blade into the turf.


    The shovel practically bounced off the dense matrix of grassroots. If this land had indeed ever been cultivated, it had long ago reverted to a savage condition. Future years of backbreaking labor to render it productive again loomed ominously in Rudy's swift imagination.


    Busy stirring a boiling pot containing the young shoots of nearby cat-o'-nine tails (remarkably like asparagus when expertly cooked), Freyda calmly said, "No need to under­take such a Herculean task yet, Rudy. Best wait till Father returns."


    Horst Honigmann did not come back that night. A gaudy dawn found a nervous Rudy already awake, eagerly awaiting his father.


    After several hours of straining his eyes uselessly, Rudy grew tired and bored and moved off to shy stones into the river. His mother bent over a fire near the lean-to, and Rudy swore he could smell crabapple pie, tart fruit from nearby trees simmering in Freyda's famous lard crust.


    In a moment that was to enter family legend forever-more, while both Freyda and Rudy had their attention else­where, Horst Honigmann announced his return not by any human speech or shout but by a loud buzzing. The angry insect drone that preceded Honigmann sounded like a Bib­lical plague.


    Rudy and Freyda abandoned their pursuits and ran toward the road.


    A broad smile lighting up his usually dour face, Honigmann carried two sizable cages fabricated out of laths and window-screen wire, holding them well away from his body.


    Inside each cage, the family later learned, hummed approxi­mately ten thousand worker bees, a few drones, and a single queen. So furiously did the honeybees chafe at their con­strained condition that the cages seemed almost to levitate.


    Honigmann made a fervent proclamation. "This land is ours! Our future is assured!"


    After that moment everything happened too fast for Rudy ever to properly reconstruct the sequence of events. Years afterwards he would still spend futile hours trying to sort out the priority and hierarchy of the actions and speeches immediately following his father's return. What Rudy never doubted or failed immediately to discern, however, were his emotions when he saw his father walking toward them and carrying the bees. Rudy experienced exactly the same sensa­tions then which he had always previously empathetically conjured up when hearing about the simpleton son who traded a cow for a handful of magic beans in the tale of "Jack and the Beanstalk."


    Back in camp, setting the bee cages down, Honigmann began to relate his adventures, speaking around mouthfuls of hot crabapple pie.


    He had tramped to the nearest town — a tiny settlement named Independence — through field and forest, pastfarmstead and ranch, all the while carefully noting what thelocals were planting or raising, with a sharp eye towardsupplementing whatever market deficiencies might exist.(Allhough a newcomer to capitalism, Honigmann hadplunged into it with the zeal of any religious convert.)Unfortunately, Honigmann soon realized that the locals hadall the agrarian bases pretty well covered. In fact, later information confirmed his worst suspicions: the economy hereteetered as precariously as that of any other region in theaflicted nation, As struggling newcomers, the Honigmannswould  immediately be thrust in direct and deadly competition wilh their new neighbors, and might find survivalimpossible.


    In Independence itself, Honigmann managed to find the owners of the land where Axel had given up the ghost. The family lived in a house in town these days. A generation ago they had indeed farmed their property by the banks of the Wapsipinicon. But the land had been a white elephant for decades, and its owners proved eager to sell


    Using two-thirds of his cash, Honigmann purchased fifty acres along the river outright. (Now he waved the notarized deed proudly under the noses of wife and son.) He had made a few other arrangements — for a supply of victuals and dry goods to be delivered — and then passed the night sleeping fitfully on the parlor couch in the home of the sellers. That morning he set out on foot to rejoin his family. Any elation at easily securing the desired property had rapidly faded. Honigmann felt no enthusiasm for tak­ing up farming under the prevailing marketplace pressures. He cursed the cash economy roundly for several miles, before destiny intervened.


    A wagon rolled toward him bearing a mustachioed man who introduced himself soon enough as Mack Mackay. The man now conveyed a buzzing cargo covered in canvas. Mackay revealed himself as a honey-farmer returning from an abor­tive rescue mission. A fellow apiarist had detected an infes­tation of foulbrood in his own hives and requested Mackay to supply some replacement bees for the ones doomed to prophylactic destruction. Luckily Mackay had hives about to swarm, and he soon segregated the nuclei of two new colonies, including queens. When Mackay arrived at his friend's farm, however, he found that the dispirited fellow had had a change of heart, deciding to abandon rural life altogether and journey to the large city of Cedar Rapids in search of work.


    Now Mackay was en route home with a useless cargo. He already maintained as many hives as he could handle, and would have earlier let these swarms go wild, had his friend not requested them.


    Honigmann hesitated only a moment. Feeling both as if he were falling down a well and yet floating into the sky, Honigmann bargained with Mackay for his bees. Mackay took only a pittance, and tossed in some solid advice and instruction for the beginner as well, with an offer of more at any time.


    Scraping his plate clean of the last bit of crust, Honigmann concluded his story just as the sound of an approaching internal combustion motor penetrated their fascination.


    "That will be the Parkers," said Honigmann matter-of-factly, forgetting for the moment that no one had met these people save him. "They're coming to build our house."


    A chrome-nosed, beat-up International Harvester truck racketed up, loaded with lumber, cartons of nails, tools and bags of cement. Several long saws whipped up and down with every bump, as if played by invisible hillbilly giants. The slat-sided bed of the truck also held six boys and men of varying ages as well as half-a-dozen dogs. When the truck came to a stop, the human and canine passengers jumped off. Rudy immediately spotted a family likeness amongst the men, and a different shared lineage amongst the dogs. The driver's door of the cab opened, and an older man emerged. Rudy had no trouble pegging him as the patriarch.


    The younger males began noisily unloading the truck, slinging wooden toolboxes and two-by-fours and planks with dexterity and vigor. Honigmann was shaking the hand of the truck's driver, and chatting amiably with him. The dogs scampered and yelped and generally got enthusiastically in the way.


    As Rudy tried to make sense of the chaotic scene, he saw in amazement that the passenger-side door of the truck was swinging open apparently under its own power, as no inhabitant of that seat was visible. As Rudy gaped, a small girl emerged.


    Rudy had never seen such a beautiful child in his life. His heart did tumblesaults in his throat. She appeared all of six years old, but radiated a sober dignity and preterernatural wisdom. Her wild flaming red hair, unlike Freyda's, shone all of the same hue, almost a bronze. Pond-green eyes, snub nose and cupid lips composed a pre-Raphaelite portrait,


    Honigmann called to his son and broke his trance. "Rudy, come meet Mister Charles Parker."


    Rudy advanced unsteadily and shook hands. With half an ear, he took in Honigmann's recitation of Mister Parker's history.


    Charles Parker held the post of lone school teacher for Independence, Iowa. Twenty students of all ages received tuition under his guidance, including his own two youngest sons and his daughter, Rocinante, she of the astonishing feyness. Mister Parker good-naturedly explained the derivation of Rocinante's name: in the confusion and sorrow of her birth, his memory had misfired, delivering up Rocinante as the name of Don Quixote's lady love. Instead, to his chagrin, Mister Parker soon discovered he had named his daughter after the Man of La Mancha's horse. Probably for the best, however, since he had always felt the nag had a nicer name than the dame.


    Mister Parker exhibited a weak chin but a strong voice. Rudy felt he would probably not have minded being in the man's classroom.


    And Missus Parker? She had died during Rocinante's birth, leaving her husband a widower with only six sons and a daughter for comfort.


    Now Mister Parker hailed his oddly beguiling daughter. "Roz, come meet Mister Honigmann's son."


    The girl approached confidently. A few feet from Rudy, she asked boldly, "Why?"


    Mister Parker smiled. "Please don't mind her, it's just a stage."


    Rudy squatted down to level his eyes with hers. Either the swift motion or a more mysterious cause rendered him briefly dizzy. Recovering, he essayed a cautious smile and said, "Hi there! How old are you Roz?"


    Her entrancing expression never altered from its solemn lines. "Why do you want to know?"


    Her question stumped Rudy. Why indeed? Suddenly the trivial mannerly inquiry appeared utterly ridiculous.


    By now the truck had been emptied, and one of the Parker boys drove it off for more supplies. While Mister Parker paid court to Freyda — Rudy's mother scooped up Roz with no resistance, and Rudy felt a weird jealousy — the five remaining Parker brothers fell to furious labor. Hauling rocks from the riverbank, sawing, measuring, surveying a patch of ground indicated by Honigmann, digging, nailing, mixing cement, they resembled a troop of overactive gnomes. Rudy felt compelled to help, although all he wanted to do was stay within the charmed circle whose center was Roz. But an easy, chummy adoption by the Parker boys soon diverted Rudy's full attention to his peers and their noble labors.


    "I truly appreciate your help with the building of our house," said Horst Honigmann earnestly.


    "Our pleasure," replied Mister Parker. "Ernie had no business to speak of, and the boys were getting rusty as rail­road spikes, sitting around with no construction chores. But folks just can't afford new buildings these days. And so long as the lumber yard accepted your downpayment and promissory note, you won't have to worry about any further expense till you bring your first harvest in. We're all just glad to see this land being worked again after so long."


    These words reminded Honigmann that Mister Parker knew nothing of the bees. Honigmann walked him over to the droning cages. "The crop will be a golden one, Charles."


    Mister Parker nodded sagely. "Good thinking. Mackay is over-extended. The area could use a second source of honey."


    "I will pay everyone back with interest," Honigmann seemed compelled to add.


    "Don't worry about money, Horst. That's my outlook anyhow. More people have died from fiscal anxiety than from bullets. Unfortunately the world's economy resembles war, and only the conscientious objectors know any peace of mind.


    The two men now began to tour the property but their progress soon came up against the barrier of a dead horse.


    "Yours, I take it," said Mister Parker.


    "Yes. Poor Axel. Many a good year's labor he gave us."


    "If I take the carcass in trade, you can shave some few dollars off what you feel you owe us."


    Honigmann draught he was hearing things. "What use would a schoolteacher have for old Axel?"


    "I'll have the butcher dress him down, and we'llfeed him to the dogs."


    A sad fate for Axel, who had carried them so heroically to this new frontier. But Honigmann possessed a farmer's realism about livestock, live or deceased.


    "Done!" They shook hands on the deal, and Axel, once winched aboard the truck, managed a visit to Independence before either Rudy or Freyda.


    Luckily, Rudy, who had harbored the most affection for the old beast, never discovered Axel's fate till days later. And by then he was almost too busy to mourn.


    That night the Parkers camped out with the Honigmanns. A bonfire crackled till nearly midnight, fueled by river driftwood and lumber scraps. Honigmann broke out his single bottle of spirits, a gallon jug of piestengel, the Amana rhubarb wine. Freyda whipped up biscuits, mashed potatoes and coffee to supplement the cold fried chicken the Parkers supplied. Full-bellied, the new friends sang songs afterwards: "Camptown Races," "Beautiful Dreamer, "After the Ball," "I Wonder Who's Kiss­ing Her Now."


    The mild weather prevailed, and sufficient bedding was assembled from the Honigmann's stores. Before too long, the weary workers noisily sawed logs of a more intangible sort, each Parker comforted and warmed with a companion dog.


    Suddenly, as Rudy was drifting off to sleep on his back, the fresh scent of cut boards filling his nostrils and an easy wash of tired contentment laving his mind, a small silhou­ette partially blocked out the stars.


    "Did you figure out yet why you wanted to know how old I was?"


    Rudy shot up, alarmed and confused, the veils of sleep dragging off his face like a tattered ghostly curtain whipped in a gale.


    "Huh? What? Who? Roz?"


    In a self-satisfied tone, Roz said, "I guess you haven't."


    Incredulous, Rudy watched her skip back to the side of her sleeping father. Astonishing. What kind of fairy child was this? In the morning before the dew was even warm, the Parker brothers were up and about, bare-chested and briskly washing their fraternal faces in pots of river water. After a breakfast eked out from supper's leftovers, the boys and young men fell to work.


    Framed sections of the house lay in the wet grass next to a stubby completed fieldstone foundation, anointed here and there already with dog urine. (Honigmann had vetoed the work needed for a true cellar, and the few courses of stones were sunk solidly only a foot or two into the loam, providing a future crawlspace suitable for generations of happy skunks and possums.) Huge logs, cut yesterday and hauled from the nearest copse, were already being hoisted atop this foundation to support the superstructure.


    Mister Parker's oldest son answered to the name of Ernie. While Rudy and the other Parkers labored over the house, Ernie and Horst Honigmann were busy construct­ing hives. Although Honigmann currently possessed only two queens, he already planned for an ambitious expansion.


    "Knock together twelve hives, Ernie, if you'd be so kind."


    "A dozen's hardly any more work than two, Mister Honigmann."


    Based on Honigmann's recounting of Mackay's instruc­tions and Ernie's practical wisdom, the hives began to take shape. Built with Ernie's typical attention to fine details, each hive was a stack of boxes following this scheme: atop a footed platform that raised the whole affair hygienically off the ground rested the first box, or "super." The first super did not make full contact with the base along one lower edge, allowing the bees a means of egress and ingress. Inside the super were several vertical partitions, or "frames," capable of being raised completely out of the super. Here the bees would build their combs and deposit their honey.


    A beekeeper could combine supers and frames in intri­cate ways to accommodate and encourage a growing colony in its honey production. By adding new supers at just the appropriate time, a keeper could prevent a colony from swarming. Knowing just how to configure a hive represented a major component of the beekeeper's art.


    Each super had an open top, making for an undividedhive interior. A square lid capped the uppermost super, of course.


    Ten thousand bees with accompanying queen would reside initially in a single super. A full-strength hive would house anywhere from fifty to sixty thousand bees in three supers.


    Soon the first two hives stood finished, white and smooth-planed beneath the sun. Placed some distance off from the homestead, abundant clover and wildfiowers to all sides, the empty hives seemed miniature cities awaiting their citizens.


    "Well, I guess we should transfer the bees now," said Honigmann with tentative assurance.


    Ernie brushed wood-shavings out of his thick locks. "Can't say as I've ever turned my hand to such a thing, Mister Honigmann."


    "Mackay said that if I put the queen in first the rest would follow."


    "Let's try it then."


    Honigmann had earlier carried the makeshift cages to the selected hive site. The bees buzzed inside with restrained dynamo power. For the first time Honigmann peered cautiously within. Through the mass of wing-blurred worker-bee bodies he could make out the queen. Mackay had caged her individually, wiring her personal chamber to the larger cage wall just inside the door. The queen's tiny prison was capped with a thick lid of special sugar candy which her attendants were gradually eating away to free her.


    Honigmann moved one cage closer to a hive. Here goes nothing." The older man's voice quavered slightly, but Ernie, standing well back, pretended not to notice.


    Honigmann opened the door on the vertical face of the big cage. A bee or four flew out, but the mass remained inside. He mostly untwisted the wires securing the regal chamber. Then before he could think about it, he stuck his hand inside.


    Only when his fingers had closed on the queen's cham­ber did Honigmann realize his eyes were squinched tight.


    Miraculously unstung, Honigmann opened his eyes and quickly removed the queen. He deposited her, contrivance and all, into the lower super.


    As if herding cows, Honigmann issued an instinctive command. "Fly out, bees."


    Astoundingly, they did, in a swelling, single-minded cloud.


    What a miracle! Honigmann felt a queer rapture over­take him. He was struck by a conviction that these tiny creatures knew and respected him. They had listened to him, hadn't they? Refrained from stinging him? Certainly some ancient bond existed between Honigmann and his insects. Didn't his very name emblem such a connection? Who knew what livelihood his most distant ancestors in Germany had practiced? Perhaps they had all kept bees, or even belonged to some ancient Teutonic bee cult? Stranger beliefs had flourished down the millennia....


    One hive full and lidded, the second went just as easily.


    "I like this much better than planting corn," Honigmann confided to Ernie. "Much easier. I think keeping bees is in my blood. I was meant to do this."


    Ernie had relaxed once the bees were encased. He stud­ied the few insects already utilizing the hives' entrances, as if gauging customer satisfaction with his work.


    "Gad to hear it, Mister Honigmann. But you'll never catch me slicking my hand in a bunch of bees like you did. That took guts."


    "Or love," said Honigmann, surprising even himself.
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    All morning long Roz had kept busy by Freyda's side. Now at noon she appeared among the men, pulling a toy wagon. The wagon transported a glass pitcher of lemonade (made from river water and sugar and lemons supplied by the Parkers) and a heterogeneous assortment of glazed mugs (definitely and cautiously not Freyda's best ware).


    When Rudy approached for his drink, Roz looked him up and down with a cool precision that lefl him dumbfounded.


    "Your mother's nice," the little girl said. "I like her."


    Subtle tonal emphasis overlaid the words "mother" and "her." Rudy got the message as clearly as if telegraphed.


    How could a sweet lady like her give birth to a biig goof like you?


    Speechless, Rudy watched the child trundle the wagon away. At last shaking his head in wonderment, he smiled. He had never seen anyone like Roz.


    By day's end all that remained lacking on the house was its roof and some interior finishing; also, the windows stared blankly without glass. The Rockefellers might have disdained to take possession of this rude but spacious and protective home, but to the Honigmanns these four large rooms repre­sented a warm hearth laid up with future joys.


    Freyda, standing between her husband and son at dusk, began to cry. Honigmann squeezed her hand while Rudy dug the toe of his boot into the resilient turf. Honigmann turned to Mister Parker.


    "I don't know how we can ever thank you, Charlie."


    Plainly embarrassed, Mister Parker said, "Nonsense. Anyone with six idle sons would have done the same."


    "Not true." Honigmann searched for some adequate response to convey his gratitude. "Charlie — the first honey every year will be yours in perpetuity."


    "If you insist."


    They solemnly shook hands on it, and the Parker boys threw their caps into the air wirh a loud huzzah.


    That night the Honigmanns slept inside their roofless house. Rudy lay awake for hours, frightened that Roz Parker might materialize spectrally again beside him. But she never showed.


    As Rudy was helping to loft the ridgepole into place the next day he was startled to see a bee alight on the beam just in front of his nose. Rudy could see the actual pollen grains on the bee's legs, so close did it rest. When he an­nounced this visitation in an amazed voice, everyone agreed that the omen presaged good fortune.


    Before the newcomers could quite bring themselves to acknowledge the departure of their new friends, they were waving goodbye to the Parkers. The stowed saws oscillated, the dogs' ears flapped, and the town boys waved till the truck disappeared from view. The Parkers had been their guests for only three days, but the Honigmanns already felt they had known them for a lifetime.


    Ernie had promised to return alone to handle any detail work, and Rudy found himself already anticipating the visit of the affable carpenter. But Rudy also recalled with a shiver the closing words Roz had bestowed on him: "I'll see you again."


    How could the trivial farewell of a six-year-old scare the wits out of a grown man?
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    Nine years passed.


    This gray day in the first week of December of 1941 broke no differently from any other. The Iowa light falling from the mattress of clouds like stuffing floated atop the choppy steel-gray Wapsipinicon River. The light rested like blankets swaddling the many rows of hives standing somnolent in the snow-dusted fields. The light filled with flocculent softness the leafless branches of the trees where crows sat and nattered.


    A paved road ran now along the edge of the Honigmanns' property, built by WPA labor. The road led to Independence and the Parkers, and frequently saw traffic by both families in both directions. Off the road ran the Honigmanns' gravel drive. At the far end of the drive reared a small horse-barn, outside of which hulked a second-hand red Ford truck. At the public end of the drive stood a sign on two posts:


    Honigmann's Apiary


    "honey for money"


    Horst Honigmann had adopted this motto as a private and rather caustic reminder of what made the world turn, and what had driven him away from the Amana colonies. The bitter expression on Honigmanns face when he first coined the motto had represented the only sourness Rudy had ever witnessed his father express over the odd turnings his life had taken. Generally nowadays the elder Honigmann found no time to fret, tending his hives contentedly while humming old hymns in eerie synchrony with the buzzing of his charges. And once Freyda had been allowed to reestab­lish contact with her relatives, including an occasional holi­day visit, the last irritant to her own serenity had vanished.


    A poetic observer might have noted that Honigmann's gradual mellowness had increased with the addition of every new hive. The old man's rocklike religious views, soft­ening ever since the shock of his forced defection from his spiritual comrades, had now reached perhaps their lowest possible level of slackness: the nightly Bible readings of Rudy's youth had actually given way to the enjoyment of radio shows, with the money-dispensing quiz programs Pot o' Gold and Break the Bank being particular favorites.


    In short, the demanding reality of shepherding multi­tudinous honeybees seemed to have replaced any idealized visions of celestial flocks in Horst Honigmann's blissful mind.


    Rudy too would have counted himself happy save for one factor. On the positive side of life's ledger, he discov­ered he loved beekeeping nearly as much as his father did. The land hereabouts, beautiful as the region of his birth, offered lots of opportunities to enjoy riding Axel the Sec­ond, their new stallion. Swimming in the Wapsipinicon allured and rewarded him also.


    However, life's red ink spelled out one massive countervailing deficiency: twenty-seven-year-old Rudy was still wifeless. Girlfriendless. Womanless in all degrees. This sad condition threatened more and more to overwhelm all his happiness. Yet no easy solution presented itself. Moving away was out of the question: his father needed his help, and no other avocation appealed. Besides, he had an attach­ment of the heart here, a female who attracted him, whom he thought he could love.


    But she obviously did not love him.


    And this neutral interpretation of her behavior cast her actions in the most positive light. An unaligned realist might have told Rudy that this femme fatale actively disliked him. A close friend trying to shock him out of his misplaced affections might have changed "disliked" to "detested." A vile enemy, had Rudy possessed one, might have gone so far as to claim Rudy's very existence posed an affront to her sensibilities.


    Not an easy burden to bear.


    The calm silence of the December day was broken by the outer door of the Honigmann home slamming open so violently that it bounced off the clapboards. A wild-eyed Rudy appeared in shirtsleeves, clutching a sealed bucket of paint and two brushes, one broad, one narrow. His hair, worn slightly longer these days, resembled an amateur's hay­stack. The radio voice of President Roosevelt drifted out the open door to spice the cold air.


    Rudy took a step outside. Horst Honigmann appeared in the doorway behind him, a desperate pleading look on his aged face. He clutched at Rudy's flannel sleeve.


    "We kept our name despite the invasion of Poland!" shouted Honigmann. "And this one isn't even Hitler's fault!"


    Rudy shook off his father's grip. He spoke with reined but vehement emotions. "Yes it is. Everything is the fault of that madman, no matter who he gets for a flunky. I won't be associated with such barbarians in any way one minute longer. And if you have any shame or pride left, you won't try tostop me!"


    Freyda's voice pleaded. "Must you two fight? Must you fight today of all days?"


    Horst Honigmann held back as Rudy descended the stepsand crunched off deliberately down their gravel drive.


    Rudy reached their apiary sign. He set down his paint bucketand removed a screwdriver from his back pocket. He pried up the lid, set the cover aside and dipped his big brush.


    With one wide dripping stroke that trailed off to jagged streaks at either end, he obliterated the nameHonigmann's. Wetting his smaller brush, he next lettered a replacementname above the defacement: Honeyman's.


    Back inside the house Rudy told his father, "Now when I enlist I won't be ashamed of my heritage or subject totagging. I'm Rudy Honeyman now. You may call youtself whatever squares with your conscience."


    "Enlist?" said Freyda, who had been dividing her atten­tion between proximal family and distant president. She began to sob.


    "When?" said Honigmann.


    "Right now," said Rudy. And with that determined pledge he ran still coatless to the barn, emerging minutes later astride Axel. Sensing the drama of the moment, the horse reared in a perfect Hi-ho-Silver moment before gal­loping off.


    Freyda demanded a party to send Private Rudy Honeyman away in style. Of course the Parkers all received invitations. The family had enlarged considerably once most of the boys got married and had children of their own. Ernie brought Sheila and Roscoe. Dan brought Gert and Danny. Ralph brought Lillian and the twins, Marvin and Martin. Mister Parker, though still unmarried, was seriously court­ing the Widow Blechschmidt, and she hung on his arm throughout that affair.


    And of course Roz came.


    Rocinante Parker, aged fifteen, stood shoulder-high to Rudy. Rudy thought she looked like a movie star. Her boun­teous flaming hair now reached midway down her back. Her figure showed improvements in all the right areas. Her green eyes glowed hot as vacuum tubes with jade filaments in some celestial Atwater-Kent. Rudy had accumulated much second­hand information about her interests. She belonged to the chess club at school, hated Bing Crosby, earned pin money by babysitting and tailoring, and dreamed of some day buy­ing an Indian-brand motorcycle.


    He wasn't sure what she knew about him. The Sphinx faced stiff competition from Roz in the enigma business.


    For most of the evening Rudy steered well clear of Roz, as if she were a razor-edged reef and he a flimsy canoe. He accepted the good wishes and compliments, of his friends with an air of amiable half-wittedness, ate and drank things he did not taste. At last he could stand the lack of contact no longer. He approached Roz with what he deemed a safe compliment poised on his lips.


    "I like your hair."


    "I haven't done a thing different to it since I was six."


    Rudy's jaw dropped.


    "Pull that up before a bird decides to nest there."


    Face burning, Rudy turned and walked away. They spoke no more that night.


    The next day saw Rudy boarding a train out of Water­loo, the Rock Island Line, heading for boot camp. Many people had come to see him off. Leaning out the Pullman window, clutching at farewell handclasps, he spotted Roz hanging well back in the crowd.


    Overnight she had rudely cut her hair short as a man's.


    This insolent willful savagery failed to diminish her attractiveness one whit. Rudy waved tentatively to her as the train began to pull away.


    Although not utterly certain, Rudy had a feeling she chose to reply by sticking her tongue out at him.


    All the way to Davenport Rudy stared at the ceiling of the car, ignoring the roughhousing and jive of his new comrades. Why did Roz hate him so? Perhaps she felt his occupation had no dignity. Beekeeping did seem at times a silly, even ridiculous way to earn a living. A grown man playing with tiny insects! Yet what choice had he enjoyed up till now? The economy was only just recovering. Maybe after the war his options would loom larger....


    At home that spring and summer Horst Honeyman (the name change had been duly registered at the courthouse) tended his hives alone. He missed his only son, but tried not to let his feelings show. He knew blatant grief would disturb the bees. Hoodless and veilless (he had never yet been stung), carrying his smoker, hive tool (a blunt steel blade used for separating frames) and uncapping knife (to open honey-containing combs), he made his familiar rounds. In the barn, only a small portion of which was given over to Axel, Honeyman centrifuged and strained, heated the liquid gold to kill yeasts, bottled the honey and boxed the bottles. Each of Honeyman’s hives produced upwards of one hundred pounds a year. A lot of work in such a harvest. Deliveriestook time too. And then there were the orchard owners who paid Honeyman to bring his hives to their fruit trees for pollination. What with fighting bee lice, waxmoths, mice and termites, the unaided Honeyman experienced a swift passage of the months following Rudy's departure.


    Private First Class Rudy eventually returned for a brief visit. In his uniform, Freyda averred, he looked handsome as Gable. She fed him crabapple pie, a family tradition since its first serving upon their arrival here. Over a glass of piestengel Rudy announced that he had received orders for the European front. Surprisingly this news did not squeeze tears from Freyda. Instead, Horst began to weep. Something about the prospect of his son ultimately fighting on German soil affected him in some ancestral niche of his rocky heart.


    Rudy did not attempt to see Roz before shipping out.


    One day many months later, resting momentarily in a cold Alsatian bunker, a bleary-eyed, stubble-faced Rudy sliced open a letter from home with his well-honed bayonet. Its entire text read:


    


    Hi, how are you? Dad made me write.


    Everything's okay here. See you sometime.


    Roz


    


    Rudy kept this paper pinned to the inside of his ripe undershirt, against his bare chest, until it disintegrated.


    When Rudy's first hitch ended, he re-upped. This time the arcane demands of the war shifted him to the Pacific theater.


    Horst and Freyda Honeyman received a snapshot and a letter one day in early 1945. The black-and-white, blank-bordered print showed Lieutenant Honeyman surrounded by his platoon. On the back Rudy had scrawled "Honeyman's Heroes!!!"


    


    Dear Mom and Dad,


    I can't tell you where I am hut it's better than rainy old France, The sun shines all the time, we get to go swimming just like in the river back home (no sharks in the Wapsipinicon though!), and the native girls are really swell kissers! Just kidding! By the way, how is you-know-who? Still as sweet and beautiful as ever? I betcha! Tell her I kept her letter with me till it fell apart, and could use another. On second thought, maybe you'd better not say anything. We all know about her temper!!! All my love as I am always thinking of you both.


    Love, Rudy


    


    Freyda shook her graying head sadly. "When is he going to see that little chit for what she is? Too good for my son? Hah!"


    Honeyman had always admired Roz's stubborn inde­pendence, which mirrored his own. "Now, now, don't be too hard on her, Frey. Look at the evidence. She hasn't dated anyone since Rudy's been gone, has she?"


    "There are no men fit for dating left in town since the war began!" Freyda countered.


    One day the war ended, like a summer storm unnatu­rally prolonged but just as curt in its departure. Not long after VJ Day, Rudy came home, whole of limb and sound of mind. At least as sound of mind as he had ever been since that day Roz stuck her tongue out at him at the terminal.


    The civilians staged a parade through the streets of Independence for the soldiers. Rudy looked for Roz in the throng but never spotted her.


    For several days Rudy wandered around house and apiary and stables, striving to reintegrate the old homestead within his experience-altered soul. Everything looked at once strange and familiar, like the photo of a distant ancestor. Rudy slept long hours, ate Freyda's big meals, gradually re-involved himself with the routine of the hives.


    At first, uncommonly, he suffered several stings.


    The bees seemed resentful of his long absence, eager to pun­ish his lack of proper attention and assert their priority.


    Rudy pretended every sting was a kiss from Roz.


    Once the bees had made their several points, they stopped. Again Rudy shared his father's immunity. He interpreted this as a good omen, an indication he had fully rebonded with his past. He resolved that now or never was the time to confront Roz.


    That very Sunday Rudy dressed in his best suit (a bit loose on his war-attenuated frame) and drove the family truck into town. The October air freighted scents of transition that somehow subtly encouraged Rudy's spirits.


    At the Parkers' house he found Mister Parker and his daughter in the parlor.


    At age nineteen Roz could no longer conceal from Rudy's worshipful eyes the plain fact that she was the most beauti­ful woman alive. Especially since her hair had grown back.


    Roz was knitting. Her needles flashed and clicked at a frightening speed. Sighting Rudy, Roz had accelerated the deadly instruments to near-supersonic limits. He estimated she'd burn through about a skein an hour at this rate. Roz was evidently attempting to recreate a sweater worn by Dorothy Lamour in a movie. A page ripped from Photoplay layon her knee. Rudy figured she'd have the garment finished by noon.


    Rudy found himself babbling from the get-go. "Dad sent me in with some of the last of the season's honey. The hives are closing down now, but we had a good year. You'll notice this batch is a little darker than usual. It's from hives we set out among Mister Voelker's blueberry bushes. Sort of a boggy taste. Mighty good on pancakes. You, uh — you like pancakes, don't you, Roz?"


    "Don't make me drop a stitch," she said.


    Mister Parker folded his newspaper and stood up. "I'm sure you young folks would like to be alone. Lots of catching up to do. And I've got some papers to grade for tomorrow."


    "No, Mister Parker! Don't go!"


    Too late. Rudy was left alone with Roz.


    Nothing availed but to plunge ahead, just like taking a pillbox in the face of withering machine-gun fire.


    "Boy, does it feel good to be home! I sure missed every­one here. You especially, Roz."


    "Why did you go then?"


    Dumbfounded, Rudy decided to assume the question was rhetorical. "It must have seemed kind of empty in town, with all us fellers away fighting."


    "I can't say I noticed."


    "Did you get my letters? I sent dozens, you know."


    "Yes."


    "Then you must know I got yours. The one, anyhow. Maybe some others got lost — ?"


    No response. Were the tips of the needles beginning to glow?


    "Anyhow, thanks for writing, Roz. It sure meant a lot to me."


    "Everyone had to do their part for the war effort. I collected newspapers and kitchen scraps too."


    "Well, yeah, sure, there was that aspect of it. But on a personal level, that letter helped me through some mighty tough times."


    "That's good to hear."


    Taking this as encouragement, Rudy plunged on more glibly. "Gee, I bet all those foreign places I described must've seemed sort of unreal to you folks back here in the sleepy old Midwest."


    "We saw them all in newsreels."


    "Heck, that's nothing like being there! Sure was an edu­cation for me. Met a lot of nice people despite everything." Rudy tried to inspire some jealousy. "Those French gals now — " He waggled his hand and wolf-whistled.


    "I hear they don't bathe all that often."


    Rudy drew up short. "Well, people do things differently all over the world. But underneath, I think you have to say, we all share the same needs and dreams. Deep down inside, where it really matters."


    "Coming from someone who saw the utmost in horror and brutality, that sentiment strikes me as incredibly naive."


    Rudy discovered he had come to his feet volitionlessly. His fists balled by his side, a nearly palpable veil of blood obscured his gaze. Words tumbled from him.


    "You are the most conceited, insensitive, arrogant, snitty little bitch I have ever had the misfortune to know! If you're an example of what I was risking my life for, then I wish I'd let the whole goddamn country go to hell. I don't know what I ever saw in you. You're as mean as you are beautiful. If I ever thought I loved you, you've damn well cured me of that delusion."


    Roz calmly set aside her knitting and stood up. She loomed nearly as tall as he. Alarmed by the grim expression on her face, Rudy took a cautious step backward. Roz dropped her head and hunched her shoulders as if weary or sad. Then at full speed she ran forward and butted Rudy in the stomach.


    Rudy toppled like a concussed prizefighter to the braided rug, his wind stolen from him. Roz dropped down to straddle his chest, her wool skirt blanketing him, her knees pinioning his ribs. She grabbed his ears and began pound­ing his head against the floor. Grateful for the rug, Rudy could have wished it thicker.


    "You dumb Kraut! You lousy bugherder! You're pathetic! You're pitiful! I think you've got something special inside, but you won't bring it out! You're deep as a teaspoon! You're dull as a drone! You're flat as the prairie and just as bland! I want a man who knows the mountains and valleys and the big cities! Anything but Iowa! New York or Chicago, not Cedar Rapids! What do I have to do to open your eyes, damn it!"


    Just short of inflicting permanent damage, Roz ceased employing Rudy's head as a carpet-tack hammer. His cra­nium felt like it had that time he took some shrapnel upside his helmet.


    Rudy dared to lever himself partway up on his elbows. Roz held two fists to her forehead while she quietly sobbed. "Marry me," he said.


    Roz dropped her fists and glared. "Make me."


    Mister Parker appeared at the parlor door. "Having fun, kids?''


    Four more years of courtship, including two chaper­oned trips to Chicago, were required before Roz set the wedding date.


    The Widow Blechschmidt had coincidentally capitu­lated to Mister Parker around this time, and so a double ceremony was planned.


    Roz scandalized the entire town by getting married in green. Rudy didn't care. The dress matched her eyes.


    Extra rooms had to be added to the Honeyman house, that domicile symbolizing a mundane agrarian existence Roz seemed now moderately reconciled to, so long as she could embellish it at will with frequent trips to more exciting climes. Just like those three days seventeen years ago, the whole Parker family, including a new generation, congregated to raise the add-on. Helping build the new wing, Rudy experienced an immense déjà vu, harking back to that day when the Honigmanns had first arrived on this plot of land by the Wapsipinicon. He tried to imagine imagining then the actual course of those seventeen years, and decided that even H. G.Wells would have had trouble making that speculative forecast.


    Roz became pregnant in the winter of 1949, She insisted on a trip to New Orleans as an appropriate present for her gravidity, and Rudy gratefully complied, too shell-shocked by his imminent fatherhood to refuse. Even Mardi Gras failed to divert his thoughts.


    Back home the couple continued to indulge in many visits to Independence's lone moviehouse. One film they saw, titled With a Song in My Heart, starred the actor Rory Calhoun.


    Leaving the theater, a round-bellied Roz said, "That Rory Calhoun is so handsome."


    Rudy remained silent. He kicked at a lump of dirty ice.


    "Oh, not more than you, silly. He's too Hollywood."


    "Glad to hear it."


    "But still,he does have a certain look..."


    On July 23, 1950, Rory Honeyman entered the world.
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    From the vantage often meters in the air the hives resembled square checkers on a board of grass and clover. "Kingers", perhaps, with super stacked triumphantly atop super, They stretched away north, all of a uniform color, making any hypothetical checkers game appear at an end, one side having conquered magnificently. Beyond this disorderly array theIowa plains stretched interminably to the horizon, broken only by an occasional copse of trees around a farmhouse ortwo. The road that led to Honeyman's Apiary — Lt. Rudy Honeyman, Ret., Prop. — had been widened and repaved in the past fifteen years. It seemed to constrain the greenery like the band on asheaf of fresh hundred-dollar bills.


    Along the eastern edge of the scene meandered the Wapsipinicon, low and muddy this late in summer, too low for even small children to essay a dive into their favorite swimming hole. Lush greenery overhung the water; rocks protruded from the riverbed. A gray desiccated splintered board, caught between two midstream boulders like a tooth­pick between teeth, protruded skyward. It looked like some fragment of a vehicle, a wagon or sleigh perhaps.


    Rory Honeyman stood at the end of his concrete diving platform, surveying river, hives and fields. Up here he always felt rather like one of the early explorers of the formerly virgin continent Columbus, Balboa, De Soto, Calveza de Vaca. New vistas beckoned and inflamed his imagination. Some­where out there Colorado and Mexico awaited his immi­nent inspection. And beyond that, who knew what marvels?


    At age eighteen Rory Honeyman was clean-shaven, muscular and rather ingenuous-looking. His hazel eyes could have belonged to an innocent martyr in a Renaissance canvas. He wore abbreviated European-style swimtrunks patterned with a shell motif. His red hair lay plastered wet to his skull. He had been in the water all day, until he could smell noth­ing but chlorine. Now he prepared to take his last dive, the final one before he had to leave for Colorado.


    Toes securely planted at the edge of the platform, Rory glanced down. The chemical-blue pool below seemed aw­fully small and hard-surfaced. It appeared to be filled not with water, but with a block of tinted Lucite. The muted hum of the filtration system drifted up to his ears. Suddenly, despite having performed this feat thousands of times before, what he was about to attempt appeared flatly impossible, the superhuman folly of some madman. The time last week when he had lost the water returned to Rory with full force.


    "Losing the water" was one of the most dreaded hazards of high-diving. In the middle of a complicated maneuver, you suddenly grew confused as to which direction was down. How many times had you spun? Where was the damn water?!? Under your back? In front of your face? Beneath your feet? Where was the damn water?.? How should you come out of this dive? Did you even have sufficient time to straighten out for a clean entry? Could any motion save you from a painful, perhaps mortal crash? Or would action just aggra­vate your blunder? WHERE WAS THE DAMNWATER?!? Maybe you began to panic then, started to flail awkwardly finally hit the unforgiving surface of the pool with an un­mitigated, embarrassing, stinging, concussive WHOMP!, sending a geyser up where there should be only the lovely, stealthy, silent rip.


    This unfortunate failure of instinct and confidence had happened to Rory a few days ago. He had been practicing a dive with a high degree of difficulty, the single dive he felt he had not yet fully mastered: an armstand, cut-through, reverse one-and-one-half somersault. Partway down, he lost the water. The result was painful and humbling. When he hauled himself out of the pool, he was shaken inside and out.


    Five minutes later he had regained the heights of the platform. Addressing the sky with the soles of his feet, ten meters closer to any putative God than a moment earlier, arms trembling as they supported his weight, Rory swore, then launched himself.


    This time he ripped the water smoother than a kingfisher,with a sound like tearing silk.


    The last dive today would not offer similar potential for trauma. A simple forward one-and-one-half somersault pike, it was the dive with which he traditionally capped off each day's practice.


    As he was flexing his calves, moving ineluctably and reflexively into the complete matrix of micromotions, he heard the screen door bang open on the farmhouse. Up in the air, spinning already, he heard his mother call out, "Rory, telephone! Come on down!"


    Well, gosh, Mom, he felt like saying, What choice do I have?


    In the next thirty seconds of arrowing poolward, Rory Honeyman, knowing himself on the verge of a mysteriously alluring future, felt history rushing through his mind like the wind past his face....


    Attendant on Rory's birth, changes came to the Honeyman household. Horst Honeyman was sixty-eight, Freyda sixty. Rudy was thirty-six, Roz twenty-four. Youth, as it often will, began to elbow aside the elder generation, and the youngest member ruled most completely. Infant Rory's needs dominated all else. As the child's proxy, Roz easily slipped into the role of burgeoning dictator. Long-established routines and habits crumbled, to be replaced by new legislation.


    Horst and Freyda graciously consented to this upheaval. Happy to have all the generations under one roof, the senior citizens proved flexible, willing to fade into the back­ground if necessary. Freyda found contentment in being allowed to run the kitchen, albeit with some advice from Roz. ("Not so heavy on all that butter and cream, Mama.") Horst meanwhile began to grudgingly accept some of the innovations in beekeeping that Rudy wished to introduce. After the War many drugs such as fumagillan and tetramycin became available to fight bee diseases. Reluctant at first to use them — he claimed he could taste a difference in the output of the dosed bees — Horst assented fully after a bout of nosema wiped out nearly a fifth of their colonies. Rudy had taken the first steps toward full sovereignty over the family business, and the ease of the transition shocked him. Where was the rocklike Horst of yesteryear, who had once uprooted his whole family on sheer principles?


    Soon Roz was redecorating the house, replacing faded floral wallpaper with abstract postwar designs, and Rudy was placing phone calls to wholesalers and distributors, arranging wider markets for Honeyman’s Honey. (Each jar bore a label with a picture of the farm and a poem written by Mister Parker: "From the flow'ry banks of the Wapsipinicon / To your happy breakfast table / Golden tributaries run / From bees that are ready willing and able." Roz's father expressed perpetual disappointment with the rhyme between first and third lines, but had confessed himself unable to improve it without total abandonment of his themes.)


    Three-year-old Rory loved to sit in Grampa Honeyman's lap and listen to his stories. At age seventy-one, sitting and narrating constituted Horst's major activities. Arthritis had set in, as well as cataracts that he stubbornly refused to see a doctor about. And although some old-timers had claimed that bee-stings would cure his arthritis, Horst had never been able to provoke his swarm to sting him. The irony did not escape him.


    The story Rory liked best involved how Grampa and Granma and Daddy had journeyed to this place and met Mommy when she was just a little older than Rory was now himself. It seemed like a fine fairytale, better even than "Little Red Riding-Hood," when the woodsman split the wolf's guts open with an axe.


    Another thing Rory liked was being allowed to comb or ride old Axel the Second, who at age fifteen was docile and slow enough to be trusted with a toddler atop him.


    The January when Rory was six his Daddy and Grampa had a big fight.


    "We need to expand," said Daddy. "That land to the south of us will allow us to increase production to meet demand."


    "I won't sign any damn bank papers," countered Grampa. "Goddamn loans. Usury, plain and simple! Unamerican, that's what they are. Never took a loan in my life. If you want something, save up and pay cash, that's what I say. That's how I started this business, goddamn it."


    "Times have changed. You have to use credit nowadays, Dad. There's no shame in it. Everyone does it."


    "That's what old Storch told me when the colony con­verted to using money, and now look at them. Not a trace of their heritage left. Money's bad enough, but credit's even worse."


    "Hellfire, Dad, you're so out-of-date that sometimesyou're a regular pain in the ass."


    Horst Honeyman catapulted to his feet. "Freyda! Did you hear your son's foul mouth! Is this what you learned in the Army to insult your elders? I won't stand for it. Freyda, get your coat on! I won't spend another night under this roof.


    Rory watched with wide eyes as Grampa and Grannia bundled up and left the house, slamming the door. Eight o'clock at night, and the frozen Iowa landscape stretched away dark as a coal-bin.


    "You should go after them, dear," said Mommy nervously.


    "Oh, we needn't bother. He'll stomp around in the barn for awhile then come back in. Do him good."


    They waited through a plausible cooling-down period. After fifteen minutes Daddy got up.


    "Where the hell is that stubborn old fool?"


    The barn door swung to and fro in the chill wind. Axel and the sleigh were missing.


    Judging by the spacing of the hoof prints, Horst must have whipped Axel into a superannuated frenzy. Unfortu­nately, in the angry confusion all parties had apparently lost their sense of direction. The runner tracks ran toward the river, not the road.


    Rory and his mother ran after Rudy, slipping and floundering in the snow. The tracks went all the way to the riverbank, down a gentle incline and onto the ice.They con­tinued upstream straight down the middle of the river for an endless, frosty-breath'd, aching-lung quarter-mile, straight as a geometry lesson, until they ended at a gaping jagged-edged hole.


    As a teenager, Rory would frequently wince at the re­curring realization that his grandfather had reversed the diver's mistake: instead of losing the water, he had found it.


    Daddy tried to toss himself into the black river. Mommy stopped him. All three Honeymans were bawling their eyes out. Yet somehow they jogged back home. The air felt like bee-stings in their lungs.


    The whole town of Independence turned out to walk the riverbanks with lanterns. Cars lined up with their head­lights focused on the blank-faced ice. Volunteer divers were helicoptered in from Waterloo before dawn. All to no avail.


    Everyone agreed that Horst and Freyda had met a rela­tively painless and quick death, and that their bodies would be recovered in the spring.


    After this tragedy Daddy got quiet and stern all the time. When not working furiously, he often sat looking at old pictures of happier days for hours on end, including the one of his old Army buddies titled "Honeyman's Heroes." Around this time he began insisting that friends and strang­ers refer to him as Lieutenant Honeyman. He lettered the title on the apiary's sign, as if doing so could roll back time.


    Mommy was sad too of course, but she recovered more quickly, never blamed Daddy, and seemed to cheer him up insofar as he would tolerate cheering.


    One day toward the end of that March, Rory finished his usual day at school. (Mister Parker had retired some time ago, and the new school featured a different room for every grade.) The bus let him off at the end of his driveway. Daddy was waiting for him.


    "The ice is breaking up," he said.


    Together with Mommy they walked down to the fate­ful spot and stood on the bank. They strained their eyes to detect amid the jostling floes any sign of the sleigh, or human or equine bodies.


    Rory watched the moving ice until he felt hypnotized.


    The next thing he knew, he had impulsively hurled him-self of the high bank.


    Luckily he plummeted into open water.


    Daddy was pulling him out of the frigid water. Then Mommy was alternately shaking and hugging him, yelling, "Are you crazy, are you okay? Are you crazy, are you okay?"


    Rory said nothing, His mother released him for a mo­ment. He ran and threw himself into the river again.


    After the second rescue they bundled him up in Daddy's plaid lumber jacket and carried him home, took him in the truck to the hospital. He stayed there for one whole week.


    Doctors came and talked to him. They asked him why he had done what he had done. He pretended not toknow what they were talking about. The answer seemed obvious to young Rory and if they couldn't see it, that was their problem. They were too stupid to talk to.


    After a while they let him go.


    By this time all the ice had disappeared wherever winter goes in spring. Neither corpses nor sleigh had turned up, not for miles downstream. Everyone said that Horst Honeyman was so stubborn that he had kept lashing Axel forward underwater, all the way down to where the Wapsipinicon met the Mississippi. Rory tried to picture Grampa and Granma living in the easy sunlight of New Orleans, a city he had seen pictured in a book at school.


    Once home, he faced a stern discussion with his parents.


    "It's just family, now, Rory, you can talk to us freely. Why did you jump into the river that day?"


    Rory studied the earnest expressions worn by his par­ents. Were they kidding him, or were they really as dumb as the doctors? He decided to test them.


    "I like diving," Rory said.


    His father scowled, hard eyes drilling into the boy. His mother snorted and got up to pour herself a glass of piestengel.


    Failing to make Rory squirm, his father turned to faux-naive sarcasm. "You like diving, huh? All right then, okay — diving will be your goddamn hobby from now on."


    So. They were just as dumb as the doctors, Rory decided.


    Years later, he had cause to rethink his appraisal of Rudy's and Roz's intelligence.


    When the ground unfroze completely, Rudy Honeyman summoned Ernie and Dan Parker. The men arrived with a backhoe and began digging up a huge portion of lawn.They swiftly and expertly knocked together wooden forms in the hole. Cement trucks arrived and started pouring their growl­ing slurry. The forms came down and the construction was rendered watertight. Painted depth markings illustrated the slope. A springboard grew to crouch just above the fire-department-supplied water. A regulation diving platform towered into the Iowa sky.


    In a retrospective eyeblink, the Honeyman Apiary had sprouted a swimming pool identical to the ones seen during the recent 1956 Olympics on the tiny screen of the Honeyman's Philco.


    Rudy stood beside Rory at pool's edge during the first week of May. "Okay now, son, there's no need to use the river. You can dive safely right here to your heart's content."


    Rory looked up at his father. Things broke and shifted inside the boy, and he began to cry. The Lieutenant hugged the small trooper against his side....


    A few feet above the water, his mother's voice still ring­ing in his ears, Rory brought his arms gracefully around and down in completion of his dive, palms extended flat to the water's sun-torched surface. He slid into the cool wet otherworld like a greased eel. He did not brake his motion but kept going until he touched the pool's bottom....


    Despite his small emotional breakdown, young Rory did not immediately develop any real affection for the pool. His father's large and dramatic gesture in building it fright­ened him. The bold countermove placed too much impor­tance on Rory's own defiant actions. He knew his parents did not want him to dive into the river because they were scared he would disappear into its depths just like Grampa and Granma and Axel. And truth to tell, Rory shared his parents' fear of the Wapsipinicon. Nonetheless, something still drew him to the river, the safe and permissible pool ignored. He had unfinished business with the flowing waters.


    Knowing this, his mother kept constant watch on him after school all that summer whenever he played outside. Denied his former liberty, he was immediately leashed by Roz's voice whenever he strayed an inch toward the river.


    Roz's vigilance stymied Rory. Finally in June he hit on a new tactic. He would ask outright to go swimming in the river, just as he had been allowed to last year and the year before that. Perhaps his mother and father could be fooled by his apparent honesty. If so, he could continue his pursuit of his grandparents.


    "No," said Roz simply, undeceived.


    Rory felt anger swelling in him like a party balloon. What right did these big people have to interfere with his goals? When had he ever signed any agreement allowing them to boss him around? Criminy, it made him mad!


    Smarting from Roz's refusal, Rory wandered outside toward the barn, quietly seething. The empty barn increased his anger. Where was Axel, whom he had loved almost as much as Grampa? Life wasn't fair!


    Rory took an immaculately clean hoe from its wall rack. He moved coolly from window to window, smashing each one.


    When his father returned for lunch with the hired men (the expanded apiary required extra workers now), he dis­covered the vandalism.


    For the first time in his life, Rory took a thrashing from his father. The novelty of the fierce punishment so astounded him that he forgot to cry until he found himself in bed with alluring daylight leaking in through his drawn curtains.


    Only then did the beating catch up to his spirit, but with beneficial effects. The stone of grief and guilt he had been carrying within bis breast for months seemed to dissolve. No longer did this weight drag him toward the river bottom. No longer did he feel the desire to follow his grandparents south to New Orleans. The physical pain seemed to have re-anchored his soul to the material world.


    That summer Rory was scheduled to join the local 4-hclub, but he declined, saying it was too boring for a kid who spent all his time on a farm already. Thus freed from orga­nized activity, unleashed by a tentatively renewed trust on Roz's part, he surprisingly drifted only toward the pool. After some initial dabbling, he experienced a growing interest in this new medium. Soon he was using the springboard and the lowest levels of the platform with real pleasure. Roz secured instructional books for him from the library, and he studied the stick-figure drawings and photographs, try­ing to improve his technique.


    This unassisted self-improvement continued for six years, until Rory turned twelve....


    Rory burst into the air, stroked easily to the edge. He hauled himself out of the pool and reached for a towel. He canted his head to the left, pounding above his right ear with the heel of his palm. Goddamn left ear was still clog­ging, throwing his balance off slightly. The trouble had started with that infection during the past winter, and seemed intent on becoming a permanent disability. Rory had never worn earplugs while diving. At first he simply hadn't known about them; later he had learned to enjoy hearing the appre­ciative crowd noises when he dived. Now he might have to consider such artificial aids.


    Drying himself as he walked to the house, he regarded his mother standing impatiently on the doorstep.


    Roz Parker Honeyman wore white patent-leather square-toed shoes with chunky heels and gold buckles; polka-dotted pants with flared bottoms; and a paisley-patterned blouse. A dozen large pastel plastic bracelets had slid back toward the elbow of her upraised right arm as she held the screen door open. Her ungrayed red hair was piled elabo­rately atop her head and sprayed into place. She had purchased the outfit and hairdo on her most recent trip to Chicago, a more-than-usually exciting trip. All anybody could talk about was the upcoming Democratic convention.


    "It's Coleslaw Tubas," said Roz.


    "Mom, I really wish you wouldn't call him that. What if he heard you?"


    "I've already called him that to his face."


    Rory studied his mother. Was she putting him on? Im­possible to tell. Sometimes he wished she acted more like other guys' mothers, less freaky. But in his heart of hearts, Rory truly enjoyed his mother's nonconformity.


    Rory moved past her and into the parlor, where he picked up the uncradled phone from the endtable where it rested. Beside the receiver sat a striated block of beeswax. Rory found himself pinching off a small peller of the fa­miliar substance and rolling it between his fingers as he talked.


    "Hello, Czeslaw?"


    The voice of Czeslaw Dzubas sounded funny through Rory's bad ear. He couldn't make out the import of Dzubas's accented speech. Rory switched the handset to his good ear.


    " — excellent news of unprecedented magnitude, my boy!"


    "Really?" asked Rory, somewhat leery. "What?"


    "Did you not pay strict attention to my succinct expli­cation? I have succeeded in obtaining for us the sponsorship of Speedo swimwear. They will underwrite many of your expenses now. Your father will be over-ecstatic. Think of all the money he will save! And all the agreement involves is for you to wear the product while you compete."


    Rory had shaped the beeswax into a miniature egg. "But I don't like Speedo briefs. And besides, hasn't the IOC clamped down on sponsorship? Look at all the trouble those skiers got into at the Winter Games in Grenoble. They couldn't even pose next to their skis with the brand-name showing."


    Dzubas brushed aside Rory's trepidation. "Nonsense. Everything will cohere magnificently! Just leave the details to me. No one knows how to handle capitalists better than a dyed-in-the-wool socialist. I will sell them the gun with which they will shoot themselves in the foot."


    '"Rope that they hang themselves with.'"


    "Rope, gun, whatever, it matters not. Listen my boy — leave your old trunks behind when you pack. And remem­ber — I will be choogling down your driveway promptly at one. Our flight leaves with typical American exactitude at four. See you later, crocodile."


    Rory hung up the phone. Then he stuffed the warm softened beeswax into his left ear. He made it conform to the inner topography of his ear canal with the pressure of his forefinger. It felt good. Certainly the natural plug would make a watertight seal. He dug out the wax with a fingernail, picked up the parent block, and went upstairs to pack.


    At noon Rudy returned with the hired men for a big lunch Roz had prepared. Rory sat down to eat with them. He hoped his father would not talk about the old man's favorite subject during this last meal Rory would be sharing with him for some time. However, Lieutenant Rudy Honeyman, Ret., did as he inevitably did and turned the subject to his lone preoccupation.


    "I hope you've given some more thought to enlisting after all this sports stuff is finally behind you."


    Rory stared down at his peas. They resembled little green cannonballs. "We'll see, Dad. I've got to get through some important and stressful events first."


    His father gestured with his fork as if it were a bayonet. Rory hoped he would not hear about "the Japs" again.


    "Fighting the Japs," Rudy said. "Now that was important, that involved some heavy-duty stress. That's when I learned about the treachery of the Oriental mind. We're encounter­ing the same wily deceit right now in 'Nam. Tunnels, little men in black pajamas hiding in rice fields, women and chil­dren stabbing our boys while their guard is down. We need some smart cookies like you over there. Officer material. Not all this city trash they're drafting. You'd be leading your own platoon in no time, battlefield promotions — "


    Rory pushed back his chair and stood. "Dad, I've got to finish packing. We can talk about this when I get back."


    "I don't care about myself. Just don't let yourself or your country down, that's all I'm asking."


    Rory went upstairs and began tossing articles haphaz­ardly into his suitcase. Block of beeswax, his favorite trunks (Speedo be damned!), his good sports coat, some Sans-a-belt slacks, a few Van Heusen shirts, a wide striped tie. He slammed the lid, flipped the locks, then sat musing on his suitcase atop his bed. He felt lonely and confused.


    Promptly at one a car horn sounded outside. Rory snatched up his suitcase and ran down the stairs.


    His mother grabbed him at the door, squeezed him as tightly as she had that day he had dived into the icy river, and kissed him fiercely. "I'll see you in Mexico City," she said. Releasing him, she suddenly pushed him away as if she hated him and couldn't wait to see him go.


    Only when he noted the city-limits sign for Indepen­dence did he realize he had never said goodbye to his father.


    Rory turned then to regard Czeslaw Dzubas, who was whistling cheerfully albeit tunelessly as he nonchalantly drove...


    August, 1962. Twelve-year-old Rory stood an inch or two back from the lip of his familiar farm-surveying ten-meter platform, He was searching inside himself for the nerve to attempl a 3½-flip somersault. He tried envisioning his grandfather driving underwater to New Orleans. That image usually fortified him.


    Suddenly from below a funny voice called up wilb advice.


    "You are going to whack your head, young man, if you don't get closer to the edge."


    Rory looked down, saw a strange car he hadn't heard arrive and a strange man. "Who are you?"


    "A friend," said the man mysteriously. "Go ahead now, you can do it. Just remember what I said."


    Rory felt embarrassed and a little contrary in front of this busybody. Still he moved closer to the edge of the plat­form. Then he launched himself into space just like John Glenn.


    His splashdown would've rated an "A-1" from Mission Control.


    Hanging by his elbows from the pool's concrete rim, he looked up through dripping eyelashes at the man, who was hunkered down on his hams.


    The unknown advisor had black hair unstylishly hacked as if he had attempted to trim it himself. Lugubriously lined, his face was garnished with a long droopy mustache. Over­all he evoked a walrus. Despite the Iowa summer heat he wore a sweater-vest under a corduroy sports jacket. Even above the chlorine Rory could smell a miasma of tobacco and cheap shaving lotion floating off the fellow.


    The man stuck out a hand.


    "Coleslaw Tubas," he said.


    Or so Rory heard. Figuringthat, however unlikely the name offered, Rory owed his own in return, the boy lofted a hand and named himself.


    "May I speak to your parents?" the man asked.


    "Sure," said Rory, still thinking the guy wanted to buy some honey or something. Why he was being so nice to the kid simply constituted one of those myriad adult mysteries.


    Inside, as Rory later learned, Mister Tubas introduced himself to Roz Honeyman and explained himself.


    Czeslaw Dzubas had defected from Hungary in 1956. He left behind a not-inconsiderable post: top-ranked diving coach in the entire USSR. Behind the Iron Curtain remained a wife but no children. Mrs Dzubas, overseer of a squad of hotel matrons, cared not to accompany her husband. So must such separations arise, however lamentably, when the spark of romance has fled a joyless union. Once in America Dzubas soon learned his past skills and resume meant nothing in the national pecking order. Only menial assignments awaited his best efforts at job-hunting. With the Red Scare fulminating, no reputable institution wanted to hire a Communist, even one who had recanted his alien faith. Thus Dzubas had been forced to work as a janitor, a short-order cook, a truck driver and a newspaper delivery boy for the past six years. Just now he idled between vocations. While visiting some long-natural­ized relatives here in Iowa — they owned a dairy farm near Waterloo — he had heard gossip in a diner about a local boy who was reputed to be a diving wonder. He had detoured to witness this prodigy with his own eyes.


    "Mrs Honeyman," said Dzubas, puffing on a gnarly pipe, sitting on their couch next to a requisitioned Rory (who had changed into his jeans and tee-shirt, but was still barefoot), "Your son boasts certain innate talents. Perhaps a larger share than any other youth I have ever had the felicity to work with. I am sure you have apprehended such a clear truth before now. Naytheless, self-taught as he is, he has acquired some obvious bad habits which, unless soon broken, will prevent him from ever attaining his full stature as a com­petitive diver. My people say that a man who represents him­self before the Central Committee has a fool for a client, and will doubtlessly end up in a gulag rendering Siberian fir trees into toothpicks with his fingernails. Well, the same adage applies to an uncoached athlete. Your boy needs a coach if he is ever to progress to his destined heights."


    Roz Honeyman looked uncommonly nervous. "Well, I don't know.... What would your services cost?"


    Dzubas tossed his hands and arms skyward. "Cost! We are not talking paltry dollars and nickels here, good madam, we are speaking of glory, fame and the celestial perfection of a body in flight! Money must not loom as an impedi­ment, nor mere cash stand as a bogeyman between your son and his destiny. What about a stipend of fifty dollars a week?"

  


  



  
    "Forty-five. And I've got to clear this deal with my husband first."


    "Done!"


    Dzubas reached down to tousle Rory's hair, a gesture Rory usually abominated. But today he only smiled. Rory liked this weird guy. He talked funny, but he seemed to know what was important in life. Although only just met, he seemed already like a familiar uncle or godfather.


    A fairy godfather, determined to make this Iowa hayseed a Prince of Diving.


    Dzubas soon had Rory attending one competition after another, honing his skills, perfecting his technique. They began to travel out of the state, to regional meets. Always Roz accompanied them. In her son's half-chosen, half-acci­dental new career she had finally found an outlet for her love of glamour and cosmopolitan excitement that even trips to Chicago had never provided. She became the consum­mate diver's mother, cheering from the sidelines, snapping endless pictures, giving her son efficient and brisk massages that almost turned into pummeling when she felt he wasn't performing up to snuff.


    The six years after meeting Dzubas had passed as in a twister. Somehow Rory had progressed from an unknown of no status at all in the arcane world of amateur diving to recognition as one of the sport's top-ranked competitors.


    At that point came the moment Dzubas had been aim­ing for all along: Rory's triumphant passage through the Olympic trials and his acceptance on the 1968 USA Olympic diving team.


    Now they were bound for Boulder, Colorado, and the official training camp. From there they would depart for Mexico City for the Summer Games of the Nineteenth Olympiad itself....


    Czeslaw Dzubas ceased whistling. Guiding his new 1968 Plymouth Sports Fury with one easy hand he managed to take his pipe from his pocket, scoop tobacco out of a zip­per pouch (scattering crumbs on his coat and lap), tamp the bowl and light it. He jetted a foul cloud out the window; Dzubas smoked some East European blend available only in homemade packages through a network of fellow emigres with contacts back in Hungary.


    "It is a splendid misadventure we are now embarked on, my boy."


    Dzubas's ominous observation jolted Rory out of his reverie. "Huh? What?"


    "Good Lord, I repudiate my innermost thoughts once again through mangling the Queen's English! I only hope the network newsmen will make allowances for my foreign provenance of birth when taking their interviews. I meant of course only to stipulate that with any luck at all our expedition will culminate with you bending your worthy neck as Mister Avery Brundage bestows the gold medallion around it."


    "Jeez-Louise, will you just lay off talking like that, Czeslaw? I mean, I'm not superstitious or anyrhing but you can't go counting your chickens before they're harched. I'm just gonna give it my best shot, and that's all I can do."


    "A most commendable lack of hubris, Rory. Naytheless, allow please your old coach to vaunt his pride a little."


    "'Misadventure.' Jeez-Louise!"


    The plane left Cedar Rapids airport promptly at four. By early evening Dzubas and Rory were unpacking in their quarters at the Colorado camp.


    Boulder had been chosen in an attempt to simulate the high altitude of Mexico City. Rory noticed the thinner air immediately The change made him lightheaded. He felt continuously as if he had just downed a shot of piestengel. This hazy-brained condition was to persist subliminally throughout his entire Olympic "misadventure," and when-ever in the future he would look back on these days, Rory always pictured himself from outside, as if his sensory cen­ter had been tethered like the Goodyear Blimp above his head, shooting constant film of his actions.


    Rory knew most of his fellow divers, both men and women, from previous meets. Among the men were Bernard Wrightson, James Henry, Keith Russell, Edwin Young. Some of the women were Sue Gossick, Maxine King, Keala O'Sullivan, Ann Peterson. That first day Rory greeted the males warily. He found it hard to switch from thinking of them as rivals to bonding with them as teammates. Besides, he considered most of his peers egotistical airheads. He couldn't say he ever got real friendly with any of them He knew too well that their performances, considered miraculous by spectators, originated solely in the Pavlovian responses of a well-honed body.


    Rory felt the same toward those other natatorial Olym­pians, the swimmers. Puffed-up and transparent glory hogs, especially that kid Mark Spitz. Boasting about all the medals they were gonna win. The way Spitz preened for the newspapers disgusted Rory. He felt no sense of community with those human motorboats.


    Anyhow, practice mostly kept him too busy to socialize during the day, and night found him too tired. Dzubas had heard that one of the Italian divers, Klaus Dibiasi, who was favored for the gold, made one hundred and fifty practice dives per day. He insisted that Rory should make one hun­dred and fifty-one. "We will be that silly little millimeter longer," said Dzubas, parroting a popular TV cigarette ad.


    Whenever Rory did have a spare moment he found himself inexplicably drawn to an unlikely group of fellow athletes: the track and field men. He had discovered some­thing ineffably magnificent about the runners. Graceful as springboks, lean as cheetahs, seemingly nuclear-powered, they struck Rory as the quintessential athletes there. Perhaps their link to the ancient original Greek games — which surely hadn't featured platform diving — added a sense of mystery and immortality to their sprinting and distance-running.


    A lot of the track guys were Negroes. Their exotic nature added to the attraction Rory felt. He had associated with few Negroes in his eighteen years. Hell, he had seen few "Blacks" in that time. Iowa claimed a Negro population of one percent, and that miniscule slice mostly urban. No American diver boasted black ancestry. The sport attracted only white boys. Consequently, the runners possessed a wild jungle allure for Rory.


    Controversy constituted the final dash of spice in the mix. Three of the Black runners had run afoul of international racial tensions.


    Tommie Smith, Lee Evans and John Carlos were stu­dents at San Jose State. Smith had short hair and a roundish face, and held eleven world records. He had married a girl named Denise, had a son named Kevin. Evans had a big jaw, a mustache and longish hair. He too was married, with a son named Keith. Carlos, still single, had grown up in that mythical place called Harlem, and wore a goatee.


    Led by one of their professors, Harry Edwards, these men and some others had spearheaded a movement which had succeeded in banning South Africa from the Games. This anti-apartheid protest success had not come without cost. Many of their fellow athletes disagreed vehemently with the principled stance of the dissidents and snubbed them coldly. Professor Edwards had received both death threats and bribes encouraging him to recant. Someone had gutted his two pet dogs and left them on his doorstep. Much controversy and hysteria attended the Olympian squabble, seen by alarmists as a symptom of the larger Black Power movement.


    These times were not noted for rational and calm dis­cussions. Yippie street theater had replaced the Lincoln-Douglas debates. But the excitement and high passions made the era a great moment to be alive. Everyone had a sense of the high stakes involved in simply living an honest awak­ened life. Rory could feel the unique thrill that signified expanding mental horizons every time he associated with the trackmen.


    One night toward the end of training when Rory was sharing an illicit beer with the runners, he became a minimal part of the following conversation:


    EVANS: "These Eye-Oh-Cee cats burn my ass, man."


    SMITH: "Yeah! Who the fuck are they to tell us what we can say in public? We still slaves, or whar?"


    CARLOS: "The Afro-American Black man will never know true freedcmi until he stand united with his brothers in negritude across the whole world."


    SMITH: "Yeah, right on! Solidarity, we've got to show some solidarity with the wretched of the earth."


    EVANS: "We've got to have some kind of symbolic thing, man, some kinda gesture we can make once we got the eyes of the world upon us."


    CARLOS: "Now you're talking, blood! Some visual thing to catch Mister Charley's boob-tube eyes. Make those honky mofos realize that the exploited Black American athlete ain't no different than some imperialist-slaughtered Biafran."


    SMITH: "What exactly would this move be though? Some kinda salute like?"


    CARLOS: "Obviously we got to give this some more thought."


    HONEYMAN: "Erm, uh, guys — what's a 'honky mofo?'"


    EVANS, SMITH, CARLOS: [general laughter and hoots of derision, followed by exclamation in unison]: "That's you, Iowa-boy!"


    The Olympics were to commence on October 12, 1968.The American athletes left Colorado a few days prior, to settle into their new digs and become accustomed to the even thinner atmosphere of Mexico City.


    On the plane south, Dzubas turned to Rory. "How do you feel son? Have the caterpillars of anxiety made their cocoons in your belly?"


    "No, I feel pretty calm. I figure I'll just do everything like I did in practice."


    "Good, good. Do not allow yourself to grow nervous at the notion that millions of the world's sensation-hungry citizens will be watching every twitch of your Speedo-clad buttocks."


    "Gee, thanks for reminding me of that little detail. I'll try not to let it bother me." Rory stayed silent a moment. "Say, Czeslaw, did you ever consider that every white person in America shares in the continued oppression of the Black race?"


    Dzubas snorted most irreverently. "Rory, my son, you are gathering wool among the upper strata of cloud nine with such kind of wild talk. Those vestpocket anarchists you have been commingling with know nothing of true oppression. They should have experienced my Hungary in 'Fifty-six, or participated in the revolt in Czechoslovakia this very August. Then they would truly know whereof they prattle, and which faction is the real enemy of freedom."


    Rory had no response to this. Eventually he determined that Dzubas, being a foreigner, had a different, possibly warped perspective on North American politics.


    Roz Honeyman dominated the scene at the Mexican airport arrival gates. She wore pink pedal-pushers, backless high-heel sandals, a white blouse knotted above her navel, a big straw hat, and sunglasses. Rory thought she looked nine­teen, not forty-two.


    Roz threw her arms around Rory and squeezed the breath out of him. She even spared a hug for Dzubas, who, once released, seemed extremely embarrassed.


    "Is that the glamorous Roz Honeyman behind those Foster Grants," asked the coach to cover his confusion, "or merely Miss Julie Newmar?"


    Roz laughed wildly. Rory had never seen his mother so high. The Olympics seemed to represent the culmination of her lifelong quest for glory and excitement. Rory won­dered briefly if the rest of her life hereafter would not seem anticlimactic.


    It did not then occur to him that possibly his own would, too. After checking into the Olympic Village, Rory, Dzubas and Roz went out for lunch. "Uh, how's Dad?"


    Roz waved her taco in the air dismissively, spraying shredded lettuce across the tablecloth. "Oh, the same old stick-in-the-mud. All he thinks or cares about is those damn bees. I tried to get him to come of course, but he wouldn't hear of it. The harvest was more important than anything else. It was all I could do to get him to promise to watch you on television.


    "Well, I'm sorry I never got a chance to say goodbye to him properly....


    "Don't worry about it, he never noticed," said Roz casually.


    Somehow that trivial domestic observation failed to console Rory.


    The first day of the Games finally arrived. The torch-bearer ran into the main stadium. The crowd unleashed a multilingual roar. The procession of the athletes took place. Rory felt silly marching with his teammates, waving to the cameras and spectators. He was anxious to get to the actual competition. He only hoped this strange high-altitudinal lightheadedness wouldn't queer his performance.


    Innumerable tedious speeches represented a further immediate hurdle. The eighry-one-year-old Avery Brundage — looking like a wrinkled gnome — offered a particularly tiresome example. President of the IOC, Brundage had favored the inclusion of South Africa in the Games, and as such served as the focus of the wrath of the Blacks. Now he uttered a few mealy-mouthed platitudes about sports tran­scending politics, which the trackmen greeted with bold catcalls. The huge stadium mercilessly swallowed their small taunts.


    Rory was amazed at the courage shown by the pro­testors. To speak their minds amid these massed forces of craven neutrality and outright opposition— Their incom­prehensible bravery struck him as highly admirable.


    The next day saw the start of the preliminary rounds for the springboard diving.


    Rory had never excelled at the springboard. His lack had something to do with that period of autodidacticism, some quirk he had internalized and could not uncover and extirpate. To further complicate matters Rory managed that day to stir the bubbling-under enmity of Coach Tyrebyter.


    George Tyrebyter headed the coaching staff of the USA diving team. He hailed from the Santa Clara Swim Club, nexus of US talent. He had always exhibited a vague dis­taste for Rory, who had edged out one of Tyrebyter's proteges for a spot on the team. A burly, crew-cut, severe man whose constant sucking on mentholated cough drops did nothing to ameliorate his gravelly voice, Tyrebyter could not stand the least sign of what he referred to as "being trifled with."


    Rory stood chatting with some of the trackmen early in the day. Tyrebyter, passing by, chose to focus a hard glare upon Rory.


    "Hey, Honeyman, ain't it bad enough you got a Commie coach, you got to be hanging out with these agitators, too? Why aren't you suited up and practicing already?"


    A red wash occluded Rory's vision. He heard the sound of smashing barn-window glass. He strove to control his voice.


    "Coach Tyrebyter, we come from a free country and these are my fellow countrymen and fellow athletes. I would appreciate it if you spoke of them with more respect."


    "Honeyman, you are one crazy hayseed. Get your candy ass in some trunks and start diving."


    Tyrebyter left. John Carlos said, "Rory, my man, that is a honky mofo."


    "I hear you," said Rory.


    Rory made his practice dives clad in his old favorite trunks with the shell motif. Just before the actual rounds were to begin, Dzubas prevailed on him to change into the new Speedo suit.


    "Satisfying our commercial backers remains a crucial imperative, my boy."


    "But I hate these trunks. They pinch."


    "So does poverty, son. Now, just humor old Uncle Coleslaw."


    "Oh, dang it — all right!"


    Rory emerged poolside feeling angry, uncomfortable and awkward. He carried his block of beeswax from which to adapt some earplugs. Spotting his mother in the stands he waved the book-shaped mass aloft. Later on Roz would tell him that she — and undoubtedly the rest of the civilized world — was convinced that he intended — in a show of coolness bordering on insult — to read a cheap paperback thriller during the more boring moments of the competition.


    Tyrebyter hailed Rory from several yards away. "Doubletime it, Honeyman! You're nearly late!"


    Rory suppressed a sharp retort.


    The afternoon tumbled downhill rapidly from that point. Each of Rory's dives earned fewer points than the prior one. Tyrebyter's scowls and growls destroyed any remnants of his wonted composure. By the end of the rounds Rory felt like an utter novice. Needless to say, he did not advance to the finals in this event.


    After the whole debacle was over, Rory looked for some soothing words from his personal trainer and from his adoring mother.


    "Have you completely abandoned all my teachings, you young dog? Do you want to drag me through the briar patch of infamy?"


    "Where the heck was your mind today, kiddo? This isn't a swimming hole back in Mayberry!"


    Rory pulled the towel hanging around his neck up to completely cover his shameful head. What a day!


    That night the whole Olympic village buzzed with con­versation about what had happened earlier at one of the track events. After the 100-meter final, the three black medal­lists — Jim Hines and Charlie Greene of the USA, and Lennox Miller of Jamaica — had announced that they would not accept their medals directly from the tainted hands of Avery Brundage. This transgression of protocol and sports­manship was already making headlines around the world.


    Rory headed for the runners' dorm to get the straight scoop on the affair. He discovered the place in an uproar.


    Everyone was trying to speak simultaneously. Rory could make out bits of speech, including Carlos saying, "Shee-it! If they think they seen something already, just wait till tomorrow!"


    Having no diving obligations the next day, Rory resolved to be present during the track events involving his friends.


    During the 200-meter run he found himself sitting next to Lee Evans, who was not participating in the event. The hip pocket of Evans pants bulged with some mysterious objects.


    Rory cheered loudly as Smith took the gold, and Carlos the bronze. They disappeared for a few moments after the race. Rory could feel an almost palpable tension building.


    When the men returned for the bestowal of medals they wore their warm-up suits. They mounted the stepped victory stand under the hot Mexican sun. As the band began to play the "Star-Spangled Banner," the men donned African beads and scarves. They removed their shoes (to symbolize poverty, they later explained), donned a single back glove apiece, and raised clenched fists while bowing their heads.


    Rory turned to Evans. Among the spectators the lonely Black athlete stood, similarly clad and similarly protesting, but no one saw him. His face, Rory noted, exhibited a sweaty tight serenity.


    Some Americans in the crowd began to shout and boo. Things swiftly became chaotic. Officials aborted the ceremony.


    That night Jesse Owens, star of the 1936 Olympics, arrived at the trackmen's dorm, sent as a neutral intermedi­ary by the IOC. He announced that Smith and Carlos would certainly be expelled from the rest of the Games, and that the entire American team might suffer a similar fate. Rory was present and he tried to voice his opinions about the unfairness of such a decision. But in the angry confusion he could not make himself heard.


    The following day Smith and Carlos were indeed sent home, but the rest of the team was "generously" allowed to remain.


    The platform diving prelims had a slot that day. In the hours preceding his own event Rory stewed at the injustice done to his friends. When Dzubas reminded him to wear his Speedo suit, Rory snapped at his coach and defiantly donned his old trunks. Dzubas ruefully shook his head and retreated.


    That day Rory dove like an oiled machine powered by ahot core of indignation. He passed easily on to the finals. Afterwards his mother kept jumping up and down and punching his shoulder until finally Dzubas had to exclaim, "Madame, desist! You are raising a bruise the size of a geese egg!"


    Rory himself felt noelation, only a cool determination. He seemed a million miles out of himself


    The day of the final diving rounds arrived. The min­utes of Rory's dual dive comprised a significant portion of that day. The Italian, Dibiasi, held first place. By no means could Rory overtake him. However, by selecting adivi with a high degree of difficulty for his last one, Rory stood a chance to vault from fourth place two slots over his team-mate Edwin Young and the Mexican Alvara Gaxiola — both had finished diving — and take the silver.


    If he nailed the dive almost perfectly.


    Rory chose an armstand, cut-through, reverse1½ somersault. The same dive during which he had recently "lost the water."


    The seven judges distinguished and ranked four stages of each dive: takeoff, height, technique and entry.


    Rory's judges must have been quadruply impressed. His lowest score came in at 8.5.When he broke from the water he could hear his mother screaming cheers right through his beeswax earplugs. He had taken the silver medal.


    When it came time to ascend the victors' stand Rory's mind went blank. Now he operated on some level imperceivable to his own consciousness.


    The Italian national theme played for Dibiasi. When the first notes of the US theme broke, Rory donned John Carlos's borrowed black glove, raised a clenched fist and bowed his head. The expected catcalls followed, but Rory held firm, knowing he was striking a powerful blow against all injustice everywhere.


    Unfortunately, in a moment of network inattention, not a single television camera caught Rory in its lens. Across the city at that exact moment, Lee Evans, Larry James and Ron Freeman, having won the 400-meter event, were mount­ing an identical protest. As genuine Black men, they drew all media attention on themselves.


    The only newsman at the diving event represented an Iowan newspaper, the Independence Daily Gleaner. He snapped a shot of Rory which, reprinted the next day back home, made Rory appear to be sniffing his own armpit. The accompanying headline declaimed local boy shames nation and state.


    The all-seeing IOC officials plainly agreed with the headline editor. The subsequent day witnessed Rory's expulsion from the Games. A pointless and mean-spirited act, since he wasn't even scheduled for further competition. They allowed him, however, to retain the honestly won medal itself.


    The plane ride back to Iowa matched JFK's funeral cortège for gloom and despair. Dzubas, who had ventured no opinion, fractured or otherwise, since the medal ceremony, emitted frequent gargantuan sighs. Finally, nearing their destination, he said, "I have witnessed many self-destruc­tive acts in my days, but none to compare with your Peter Pan heroism, Rory Honeyman. I am sad to believe this, but I confidently predict that your career is at an end, my lad. You will never achieve even a single magnificent dive ever again." Dzubas smiled wistfully beneath his mustache. "Still, it is good for the mouse to squeak, even if the cat of state eventually eats it. I cannot hold your principles against you, boy."


    "I won the silver fair and square, Czeslaw, thanks to your training. That's an accomplishment they can't take away from either of us."


    Roz Honeyman interjected her own hard-nosed com­mentary. "No, they certainly can't. And I'm proud of the way you dived, Rory. But all the endorsements, the com­mercials, the contracts— Poof! Up in smoke!"


    "Aw, Mom, that's all crap anyway."


    Rory could describe his mother's smile only as "wan." "I suppose. But you would have looked so cute on a box of Wheaties...."


    They retrieved Roz's car at the airport. Half into his own Plymouth, Dzubas paused and said, "My continued services are supererogatory now. I will betake myself on my vagrant way, resuming the journey I interrupted six years ago. Perhaps my relatives in Waterloo have need of an extra udder squeezer. Goodbye, Rory, Mrs Honeyman. Think of Uncle Dzubasnow and again, good people, and I shall do likewise for my fair friends." And with that melancholy sen­timent Coleslaw Tubas drove our of their lives in a vicious haze of pipe-smoke.


    This definitive departure of his fairy godfather, a figure he had relied on and confided in so heavilyfor six years,happened so fast — as had the whole Olympics —that Rory didn't know quite what to feel.


    Lieutenant Rudy Honeyman, Ret., stood waiting for them in the doorway of the farmhouse. He held a copy of the Daily Gleaner curled into a tight tube.


    "You should be court-martialed," Rory's father said, then turned and marched off. These words constituted the only speech he addressed to his son for the next week.


    For most of those seven days Rory lay on his bed. He tried to figure out exactly where his preplanned life had gone off its tracks. He had no ambition beyond a mild desire for his next meal. He possessed no idea of what the future might hold in store.


    On the seventh day he learned the score.


    His mother came upstairs, cautiously but with a cer­tain evident curiosity, bearing an official letter for him. Thinking it to be some sort of formal IOC communica­tion, Rory slit it open.


    The letter was his draft notice.


    (Almost twenty years later, sitting in a Hoboken bar, talking with a chance acquaintance who represented him­self as a retired CIA man, Rory learned that those members of the '68USA Olympic team who had been ROTC enlistees had received phone calls in Mexico City warning them not to join the protest. And those defiant ones like Rory with no military strings to pull had afterwards all got­ten draft notices.)


    At supper that night Rory calmly broached his inten­tion to pass an indefinite time in Canada.


    His father spat out a mouthful of mashed potatoes and pushed back violently from the table. "I suppose that's all I could expect from such a gutless wonder!"


    "Now, Rudy, don't you think that's a little harsh — "


    "Harsh! A good strapping with some horse-tackle wouldn't be out of order!"


    Rory jumped up, cheeks hot and thigh muscles quiver­ing. "Listen, Dad, I don't have to stand for this. I'm leaving tonight. And I'm taking my share of this year's profits. I worked hard for them."


    "Take my savings, take it, what do I care! I've already thrown enough money down the sewer on this stupid hobby of yours. You and that goddamn Commie Tubas! He's probably the source for your rotten traitor's actions!"


    "Leave Czeslaw out of this, he had nothing to do with anything. I've got a mind of my own, you know."


    Rory and his father faced each other tautly across the table, as if joined by a stretched elastic. They only faltered in their hostile standoff when Roz began to cry. Both men left the room. On the stairs, Rory could hear the clink of liquor bottle against glass as his mother poured herself a drink.


    Upstairs he tossed some random garments into a duffel. He stuck his bankbook into the breast pocket of his coat. He hoisted his bag over his shoulder and went downstairs.


    In the study, his father was writing a check. Rudy Honeyman passed the slip of paper over silently to his son. Rory took it just as silently and walked to the front door.


    He was halfway out when a work-worn hand clamped tightly around his upper arm.


    "You're just like your goddamn grandfather," said Rudy Honeyman. A lone tear snailed one cheek.


    Rory shook off his grip and strode away[image: Text Box: ]
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    Contrary to all that Rory had heard, Canada wasn't a big country.


    In fact, Rory's Canada turned out to be not much bigger than a single furnished room.


    Seeking to conserve his limited funds, Rory had taken a Greyhound to Chicago. The sleazy bus station with its tacky floors and grimy walls depressed him immediately, and he decamped momentarily to the sidewalk for relief. Outside the station's derelict purlieus a sad autumnal rain curtained the city, sliced by herds of rushing cabs and dawdling delivery trucks. No obvious beacon of hopefulness beckoned, so Rory retreated to the depot.


    Inside the station, hippies and runaways panhandled for spare change. Rory just knew they were all murderous dope-fiends. Seated in an untraficked corner, a skinny girl with a baby in her arms lifted her colorful Mexican poncho and embroidered shirt to give suck. Rory's eyes bugged out and he couldn't help staring. The girl looked up and returned a friendly gaze. Rory flushed and walked off.


    Slumped in a molded plastic chair, legs carelessly out¬stretched into the flow of bustling travelers, hands stuffed into the pockets of his jeans like dead fish, an unshaven Rory thought of the happy olden times when he had visited this city with his parents.


    Half an hour prior to their actual arrival, his mother would begin to exhibit signs of what Rory had privately dubbed "Metropolitan Brain Fever." Studiously oblivious, his father would grow more stolid. Rudy Honeyman would calmly make D-Day-magnitude plans and rigid schedules for their activities, just as if anyone would actually follow them. Once checked into their hotel, Roz Honeyman would launch husband and son onto a whirlwind spontaneous and improvised tour of museums, stores, restaurants, beauty parlors and historical attractions, striving to obliterate a year or two of Iowa boredom in just a few jam-packed days. For the first couple of hours Rudy Honeyman would vainly plead that such-and-such a visit wasn't scheduled till the next day. No one listened. Eventually he would admit defeat and cease cajoling. The trip was Roz's. Nothing in the city held any real appeal for Rudy. At his most excited he would occasionally comment, "Just look at that, will you. Can you imagine? I've seen Paris, but this beats all. Nope, you'd never get me to live here."


    At this point in his life, Rory's own deep knowledge of cities extended only to Chicago. He had traveled all over America and to parts of Europe with Dzubas for various diving meets, but all he had seen on these focused jaunts had been blue-tiled pools and anonymous hotel rooms. Chlorine smelled much the same in Munich as it did back home. In sheer mileage Rory was a world-beater. In mental conditioning he had never left the farm.


    A staticky voice announced the departure of the Toronto-bound bus. Slinging his duffel over one shoulder, Rory joined the line for the bus.


    At the border a spasm of nervousness threatened to unman him. Surely the Customs officials would have a list of potential draft-dodgers against which they would check each and every ID.... Did federal penitentiaries have diving teams...? Black-and-white-striped swim trunks with your prisoner number stenciled across the butt.... But no, the bored Customs official merely asked how long he planned to be visiting Canada.


    "Um, a week? No, two weeks! Maybe three. Yeah, three, tops."


    The man nodded his acceptance of Rory's indecisive declaration. He handed back Rory's driver's license and moved on to the next passenger. Rory surreptitiously reached up under his jacket and pulled his sweat-soaked shirt away from his armpits.


    Within the next few minutes he had left behind the country of his birth, a land ruled by a system that seemed intent on killing him for having dared to indulge in one single symbolic antiauthoritarian gesture during his brief moment of fleeting fame.


    In the foreign city he checked into a YMCA. After a brief time spent orienting himself, he changed hopefully into his swim trunks and visited the pool. He essayed a dive or two, but found his heart wasn't in the activity. The whole ritual seemed pointless. He knew he would not bother with the sport again. Dzubas's gloomy prediction seemed already fulfilled.


    Rory returned despondently to his room. He lay down atop the thin coverlet on his bed. For the next eighteen months.


    Of course, not continuously. But for much of each day Rory felt hog-tied by the same dull inertia that had strapped him the week after his expulsion from the Olympics. With the spine of his existence removed he felt flaccid as a jellyfish.


    When not vegetating in his room Rory forced himself to walk the city. He spent hours staring out at Lake Ontario, the largest body of water he had ever seen (not counting the Atlantic from ten thousand feet). The lake reminded him of an enormous swimming pool. From time to time he went to a movie, a concert, or a rock show. He patronized every branch of the city library. The same cheap restaurant hosted Rory's three daily meals, and he enjoyed a first-name familiarity with all the waitresses. (One of the younger women tried to engage him in conversation, but he only mumbled off-putting responses and boosted her tip by fifty cents.) He made no real friends, especially not with any of his fellow expatriates, among whom his shared guilt would flame into prominence. Every month or so he mailed a curt postcard home, without a return address, so as not to implicate his parents in his heinous crime. Once or twice he contemplated phoning, but always decided against placing a call. He could just imagine what his father would say to him, if the elder man even consented to pick up the phone at all.


    Rory gave up shaving and was surprised by the luxuriance of his beard. This novel feature of his own once-familiar body seemed to betoken the sea-change that had overtaken his whole life. Rory felt he hardly knew himself....


    He had left home with a few thousand dollars, combining personal savings and the check from his father. One day he noticed his money had nearly evaporated.


    Rory panicked. How could he, an illegal alien, expect to get a job? Would he have to formally renounce his citizenship, claim status as a political refugee? Such a permanent step did not appeal to him. This place, however comfortable in its slightly off-kilter way, did not feel like home. Someday he knew he would return to America, although he could not imagine how or when. But in the meantime, he would somehow have to earn a living.


    May of the year 1970 brought alarming news daily from America that only increased Rory's anxiety. Protests, riots, anarchy, repression, the noise and chaos of a deracinated, decentered nation. Where was any solid refuge, some certainty, a locus of cushioning sanity, however temporary?


    A palimpsest of posters plastered Toronto. Ads for coffee houses, concerts and demonstrations. Random screeds, scrawls and rants. (Imported from Paris, circa 1968, the frequent invocation NEVER WORK! met the eye everywhere. Much later, idly mentioning this to Earl Erlkonig, Rory caused a similar rash of graffiti in contemporary Hoboken, as the new motto of the Beer Nuts replicated itself with spontaneous vigor.)


    One day a new poster appeared, pasted crazily all over town. Bigger than most, about two feet by three, it had been printed in smearily garish colors. Charmingly naive illustrations, drawn in the manner of a prior century, included snarling tigers, trumpeting elephants, rearing horses; tumbling acrobats, spinning trapeze artists, teetering tightrope walkers. The poster proclaimed:


    


    announcing the imminent and much anticipated arrival of


    Lispenard's Pantechnicon!!!


    featuring


    the Marvelous Zoetrope Machine!!!


    several Edifying Mise-en-Scènes!!!


    (suitable for viewers from seven to seventy)


    Caged Exotica!!!


    and starring


    Frankie "Third Degree" Burnes, Fire-Eater & Midget!!!


    Mister Jacky Ray, Ductile Enterologist!!!


    Miss Katie Stearn, Ærial Sprite!!!


    and not to neglect


    THAT EQUINE PHENOMENON


    NOWHERE ELSE TO BE FOUND


    The Diving Baroness


    UNIQUE WONDER OF SEVEN CONTINENTS!!!


    -COME ONE, COME ALL-


    (the last source of wholesome family entertainment


    in an age rivalling that of sodom & gomorrah)


    


    Stamped in red ink on a slant across a prearranged blank space at the poster's bottom, a list of times and places beckoned.


    Something about the nostalgic announcement sparked interest in Rory. Memories of dozens of Iowa fairs surged through him.


    He resolved to attend an evening performance that very night.


    The bus at dusk discharged Rory and dozens of other circus-goers in the suburb of Forest Hill, northwest of the city. There a vacant lot had been transformed into a garish gypsy city. A huge patched tent, its peak easily forty feet tall, dominated the center of the encampment. Scores of wooden game and refreshment booths dotted the acreage around the tent, erected according to no discernible plan. A rickety Ferris wheel in some obvious need of alignment constituted the only mechanical ride. Each booth sprayed a pool of light around itself from the colored lanterns strung from superstructures, leaving the trampled alleyways separating them in partial irregular shadow. Barkers barked, children shrilled, adults laughed. Everyone seemed to be having massive amounts of fun.


    Rory wandered up and down the grassy trails. The bigtop show did not open for an hour yet. On the outskirts of the encampment he encountered the private equipage of the cast and roustabouts. A few empty semis, a herd of Air-stream trailers, a car or ten, a horse-caravan, a pickup truck, some empty animal cages on a detached flatbed....


    "Hey, fella, this areas not open to the public."


    Obeying some hazy curiosity, Rory had set foot among the trailers. From behind one emerged the man who had accosted him.


    Of average height, the amazingly thin performer called to mind comparisons with such common objects as broomsticks, beanpoles and spaghetti strands. A long morose face evoked Buster Keaton. The aggressiveness of the man's bristly mustache failed to compensate for the silliness of his abbreviated tonsure fringing an oblate zone of baldness. He wore spangled tights under a dirty terrycloth bathrobe. A hole in one of his acrobat's slippers allowed his big toe to protrude. When this man moved, he exhibited a curious fluidity akin to an eel's, as if his skeleton comprised not conventional bone but merely cartilage.


    "Gee, I'm sorry—"


    The skinny man did not acknowledge Rory's apology. He frowned and squinted at Rory with bent neck and lowered head, as if convinced that this stranger intended perhaps to burn the carnival to the ground. But the look, meant to be menacing, conjured up only the image of an anorexic catfish.


    Rory shrugged and walked away. After a few yards he turned around. The man was continuing to glare at him. For some reason this justifiable but overdone scrutiny angered Rory and raised thoughts of handing out some kind of comeuppance.


    Once back on the midway, Rory idled around a penny-pitch booth for a few minutes, then circled around to the trailers from a different direction.


    The skinny man crouched in a blot of darkness beneath a lighted window in one of the smaller trailers, peering sneakily inside. Fate had presented Rory with the perfect opportunity for revenge upon this Peeping Tom. But upon further consideration, Rory declined to take advantage of his position, deciding that the lurid affairs of circus performers were none of his business. He left the man at his spying.


    A line had formed outside the bigtop. Rory joined it. Inside his pocket he held twenty Canadian dollars that represented a sizable portion of his remaining funds. Taking out a dollar entrance fee, Rory tried not to think about what he was going to do when his money ran out.


    The ticket-taker was a young boy who had two stubby flippers in place of arms. Since he sat on a high stool behind a narrow lectern emblazoned with the circus's name, Rory had to hold his dollar up high so the boy could grip it between two amorphous "fingers." The money went into a special open purse hung about the boy's neck. Then, bending his whole trunk forward, the boy unspooled and detached a ticket and handed it to Rory. Not the most convenient transaction, but the cozily freakish absurdity of the interaction seemed entirely in keeping with the atmosphere of Lispenard's Pantechnicon, an enterprise which Rory had already divined prided itself on a ramshackle and eccentric attitude.


    Lit inside by scattered spotlights in the tent's upper reaches and by widely spaced bare bulbs strung above head level, the performance space boasted wooden bleachers interrupted by two wide alleys allowing performer entrances and exits. A tightrope bisected the air above the sawdust-strewn floor. Several sturdy laddered poles afforded access to the heights of the tent. A musty dank smell, as of wet fur and moldy canvas mixed, filled Rory's nostrils.


    Rory took a seat in the very first row of the bleachers, knees against a low encircling barrier. He still didn't quite know why he had come or what he expected to see, but he intended to get his money's worth, by gum!


    Gradually the grandstands filled up. Rory waited for someone to sit next to him, but no one did. As a matter of fact, the first three or fours rows of seats all the way around the ring remained vacant, despite crowding in the other tiers. Rory grew more nervous by the minute. Everyone but him seemed to know a secret. What could it possibly be? Weren't the front rows always the most popular, especially with children? Perhaps any hapless spectators up front would be forced to participate willy-nilly in some foolish skit....


    As his lonely plight became more and more evident, Rory's unease changed to stubborn indifference. Since by now any attempt to switch his seat would render him the object of massed attention, he made up his mind to tough it out, come clown or sword-swallower.


    After an appropriate interval of jostling for seats most of the lights dimmed. A lone spotlight materialized, focused on the entrance to the tent. Ragged music erupted. A man appeared and jogged heavily into the center of the ring, tracked by the spot.


    Carrying a riding crop, dressed in a top hat and a tuxedo whose every stitch strained to bursting, the short fat man reminded Rory of no one so much as the Penguin, Batman's archenemy as portrayed by Burgess Meredith on TV. All the man needed to complete the illusion was a monocle in one eye. Rory half expected him to emit the Penguin's trademark squawk when he spoke, but his commanding voice turned out to be rumbling baritone.


    "Welcome, welcome, dearest children and honest adults, to Lisepenard's Pantechnicon! I am Leonard Lispenard, your humble ringmaster. I promise you a show tonight that will leave your hearts as light of woe as the games of chance have left your purses and wallets light of cash!" He paused for, and received, some obligatory mild laughter. "Unlike many of my competitors, we offer nothing smutty or risque, only the astonishing and miraculous feats of men, women and wild beasts, trained to perfection in their various arts! In short, a brief respite for your eyes and souls from everyday cares and concerns. As lagniappe we will all view a short fable by means of the marvelous Zoetrope machine! Spicing the major acts, our jolly clowns will offer gay divertissements! But before we begin, you must meet our cast!"


    A fanfare rolled forth and the parade of performers began. Into the ring they marched, rolled and rode: feathered and jeweled, harnessed and caparisoned, extravagant and demure, brawny and lissome, all smiling and waving, the momentary triumph of paste and tinsel and willing suspension of disbelief over hard-edged mundane reality.


    Rory noticed the skinny man who had irked him taking his part in the march. The effort involved in smiling seemed particularly painful for the lugubrious performer, and his was the only unconvincing visage.


    The troupe filed out, leaving Lispenard behind alone. Roustabouts set up various props while he spoke.


    "Now, ladies and gentlemen of all ages, our first act! Andre the Woodsman; Master of Beasts! A hearty round of applause, if you will!"


    Enthusiastic clapping heralded the entrance of a man with the build and rugged profile of a legendary lumberjack of yore. Clad appropriately, he sported a plaid shirt, thick twill pants, high laced boots and a bright green toke.


    Trailing Andre the Woodsman came a pack of waddling beavers and a handful of darting, beady-eyed wolverines.


    The animals expertly and obediently took up their positions on barrels and boxes. Cracking a long whip above their furry heads, Andre began to put the iconic fauna of the Far North through their paces. Jumping over each other, riding miniature bicycles, leaping through hoops, walking on their hind legs, balancing balls, snarling, chittering, they formed a blur of brown fur. One rogue beaver detoured as planned to a tent pole and began gnawing it, setting off gasps of horror in the audience. Andre cracked his masterful whip, seemingly nicking the beaver's broad paddle-tail, and it desisted and ran yelping from the tent.


    When the act was over, Andre took a deep bow. On cue, a wolverine nipped his ass. In mock fury he chased the whole menagerie out, to much applause and laughter. From a loudspeaker came the voice of Lispenard: "Andre the Woodsman! An act as wild and untamed as the brave Canadian populace!"


    Rory sat stupefied. The fairs of Iowa had never presented him with such an act.


    Some clowns tumbled out. One stole the other's underwear from beneath his clothes. The aggrieved victim knocked the thief on his head with a big stick and sent him rolling like a hoop until he eventually collapsed. A scaled-down ambulance, siren warbling, scooted out, discharging a pantomime doctor and nurse. The buffoonish medicos lifted the injured clown onto a stretcher, but, through expert miming, sought payment before loading him into the ambulance. The clown on the stretcher reached deep into his pants and pulled out a wad of funny money, which the male "nurse" stuffed down "her" bosom.


    Leonard Lispenard returned after the chaotic departure of the clowns. "And now, without a shred of rnerciful respite or letup for your pounding hearts or aching ribs, our diminutive swallower of all objects sharp, pointed and dangerous— Mister Frankie 'Third Degree' Burnes!"


    A besuited dwarf walked bandy-legged into the ring. He carried various swords, tordies and poles. Without spoken preamble he began his act.


    All of the various instruments which Burnes proceeded to thrust down his throat measured fully two-thirds of his own stature. By any measure of sanity, Rory believed, the props had to telescope into themselves, dwindling to a foot or less. Yet from Rory's vantage, he could detect no divisions in the objects. And after each swallowing, Burnes solemnly flexed each moist prop and thrust the object into the sawdust-covered dirt floor to demonstrate its solidity.


    When the crosspiece of a rapier met the performer's lips, Rory nearly died himself.


    Burnes made his exit to well-deserved applause. Lispenard took center stage once more.


    "And now, as promised, the exquisite antique yet still instructive fable of Dædulus and his son. You will swear that living actors are moving within your gaze, yet all is accomplished by— the Zoetrope!"


    A pair of burly men pushed the Zoetrope out on its wheeled cart. The device consisted of two huge upright concentric cylinders. The outer featured a series of slits in its circumference; the inner was painted with half-seen murals. Connected to an intricate arrangement of gears and chains, the cylinders seemed capable of movement should a pair of cranks be turned.


    After locking the carriage wheels securely, the roustabouts took up their positions at the cranks. With straining muscles they began to spin the handles. The twin cylinders started to revolve, one clockwise, the other widdershins. Faster and faster they spun. Sweat flew from the men. At a certain speed the cylinders vanished into a translucent blur. In their place shimmered a soundless animated movie, almost three-dimensional in its palpability.


    Dædulus came to Crete, where he was hired by King Minos. A big bag of drachmas changed hands. Minos's wife, Pasiphae, confided her unnatural lust for a holy bull to the master artisan. Reluctantly, Dædulus helped her consummate her pagan desires. (This incident not depicted, but plainly alluded to as an offstage occurrence.) Pasiphae subsequently gave birth to a bull-man, the Minotaur. Enraged, Minos commissioned Dædulus to build a labyrinth in which to secrete his bestial stepson. This was done. Then Dædulus himself and his son Icarus fell afoul of the ruler and were imprisoned. Wings of wax and feather grew apace, to aid escape. Off the two prisoners flew. From a terrible height, father lamenting piteously but silently, overbold Icarus plunged into the sea....


    The spinning cylinders, forgotten in the absorbing story, slowed to a halt. So fatigued were the operators of the Zoetrope that several of their fellows had to assist them to limp from the ring.


    Lispenard's expression connoted both joy and sadness, as did his voice. "A mechanical marvel! And yet the tale it tells belies all human ingenuity! Are we not all sons of Dædulus, with our modern labor-saving devices leading us to untimely dooms? Let us all contemplate our own blinkered, ultra-efficient lives for a moment, with the image of Dædulus and his unfortunate son fresh before us." Lispenard bowed his head for a moment, during which time only the creak of strained ropes and wood and rippling canvas sounded. When he raised his face, however, he beamed, and Rory felt a burst of cathartic relief he was certain the whole audience shared.


    "But enough gloom and morbidity! Tonight we propose in the main only entertainment, not chastisement for common mortal foibles! And with that goal in mind, may I present Miss Katie Stearn, Mistress of the High Wire!"


    Out pirouetted a beautiful young woman. Wholesomely she flaunted her shapely bare legs below a tiny tulle skirt. Her leotard rode high on her hips, and featured a neckline scooped down to the upper slopes of her small breasts. Hair like a puffy golden corona, face heart-shaped with a chin like a tiny apple; eyes the amazing color of melted purple popsicles, and tiny mouth.


    Rory thought her the prettiest, most elfin creature he had ever seen.


    After making a bow she proceeded to one of the big poles that upheld the tent. She ascended hand over hand up a rope ladder to a tiny platform thirty feet in the air. Waiting for her, a long striped pole in its clamp detached easily under her confident hand. Balancing the long rod she stepped unhesitatingly out onto the wire.


    Rory realized only in that moment that no net stretched accommodatingly below her.


    Katie Stearns act featured the following routines: a Chuck-Berry-style duckwalk; a handstand with the pole supported by the soles of her feet; a few seconds of the dance once known as the "bunny hug"; a crane-like pose on one foot only; a "shuffle off to Buffalo" sequence; an imitation of napping on her back.


    Old ladies were fainting in the stands. Grown men were crying. Mothers clutched their children, and sweethearts likewise embraced, more out of sheer terror than any fondness. Rory suspected he would never breathe again.


    After an eternity, the aerialist reached the far platform. She descended, bowed and made her exit, all to utter silence. Thirty seconds later the crowd regained enough composure to trumpet its approval wildly. Katie Stearn returned, smiling like a beacon.


    Rory had no notion how Lispenard could possibly top this.


    The portly ringmaster reappeared. "I confess that Miss Stearns act is the one portion of my own show I cannot bring myself to watch! Youth and beauty in peril of its very existence! Yet, Miss Stearn insists that only these very conditions redeem her maneuvers. In such a fashion is life exalted, through dramatization of its fragility! But now, good people, if all your organs of sense and sympathy are fully recovered, I will now present Mister Jacky Ray, the most accomplished member of that small band known as "enterologists." You all know, I am sure, the feats of those magicians from Houdini onward who claim no sealed apparatus can defeat their escape, however well secured.


    Mister Ray makes the same claim—in reverse! He will enter anything! No locks or barriers offer proof against his ingress! But words convey the merest shadow of reality. Witness for yourselves!"


    Two glamorous showgirls wheeled out a cylindrical frame bearing a black velvet curtain, much like some portable shower stall. Following it came the man who had halted Rory for trespassing. The sour face of the Peeping Tom seemed to radiate the message that he performed only reluctantly, and before his social inferiors.


    Roustabouts brought out a big coffin-sized chest, which they positioned in the center of the shower stall, curtain pulled back for unhindered display. The lid of the chest was opened to reveal its empty interior. The box was wrapped with chains and ropes, then festooned with padlocks, knots and wax seals. Jacky Ray stood next to the box with his hand resting lightly upon it. The girls drew the curtain around the whole tableau. They counted sweetly to fifteen, then whisked back the curtain on clattering rings. Only the box remained in view. Working expediently, the girls broke the seals, undid the knots and locks, coiled up the chains and ropes. It took them ninety seconds. Inside the unlidded box rested a smug Jacky Ray.


    The Enterologist entered several more sealed containers, each progressively smaller: a refrigerator, a safe, a footlocker. Each container, unsealed, revealed his increasingly contorted yet unmistakably supercilious form. Finally the assistants carried out what appeared to be the large glass jug of a conventional office watercooler, although admittedly the uncapped mouth of the bottle appeared enlarged beyond the norm. The audience laughed heartily when the curtain whooshed closed around bottle and performer. Rory joined in. Surely this improbable finale would bring the act to a close with a comic touch.


    Under the girls' hands the curtain clinked back on its rings.


    Jacky Ray's clothing caused most of the bottle to appear to contain a dark liquid. But inside, up near the lip, distorted facial features pressed in a pink smear against the interior of the jug —


    A frightened uproar arose. The girls jerked; the curtain shut, then just as quickly opened it. Mister Jacky Ray stood outside the empty bottle with arms upraised in a gesture of victory. The cheers that followed seemed never to end.


    Lispenard, too, offered profuse praise for the Enterologist. "A lifetime of practice with Oriental adepts of serpentine flexibility, all for your enjoyment! Think on the inconceivable stress and torture his all-too-frail human flesh and bones is subject to, when you climb into your comfortable automobiles on your way home tonight! Rest well, Mister Ray! And now, friends, our grand finish! Citizens, sit up straight and pay heed! Without further ado or needless puffery, I introduce you to the Baroness Von Hammer-Purgstall! The only mare ever to graduate Vienna's famed Spanish Riding Academy, and the globe's most famous diving equine!"


    Clowns occupied the crowd's attention while preparations were underway. A mobile steel tower approximately two stories tall made its wobbly appearance. Affixed to the tower's spine, a large elevator cage drew apparent power from a small engine. Burly men anchored the tower with guy wires pegged into the earth, rendering it stalwart. They next erected a big collapsible pool at the tower's base and filled it by employing a fire hose. The clowns formed a mock bucket brigade and succeeded only in soaking each other. Once the pool brimmed full, the star appeared.


    The Baroness Von Hammer-Purgstall — a gleaming white, barrel-chested Lipizzaner mare — cavorted with proud insouciance. Utterly unlike old Axel of beloved memory, Rory's childhood steed, she yet somehow reminded him of that river-vanished horse.


    The Baroness stepped blithely into the elevator cage, sans trainer or guide. The engine roared into fumy life. The horse ascended into the air of the tent, an unnatural sight akin to spotting a whale in the streets.


    The elevator stopped. Without nervous fidgeting or chivvying, the Baroness stepped out on the platform, which creaked and bowed under the hundredweights of horseflesh.


    The next moment she jumped.


    Pegasus soared. Rory felt nailed to his seat.


    When she landed in the pool, her impact, as planned, flattened the tub in a cushioning effect, spraying hundreds of gallons of water in a circle with a twenty-foot radius.


    Rory got drenched. By the time he had wiped his face and opened his eyes, the Baroness was trotting off, the band was playing a fare-thee-well fanfare, and the audience was filing out. Apparently Lispenard had the good sense to realize that any comment of his would sound anticlimactic.


    Possessed by a notion so spontaneous and extravagant that he could only regard it as divinely inspired, Rory jumped the small barrier before him and raced after the horse.


    He encountered Lispenard just outside the tent, unknotting his tie and swigging directly from a cold quart of beer.


    "Mister, I can ride that horse!"


    Lispenard regarded Rory shrewdly but not ill-naturedly. "Why, so can I, boy!"


    No, I mean going down."


    Lispenard laughed, sensing a joke, then moved to turn away. Rory grabbed him by the arm. Hurriedly he explained about himself, his past career and current predicament. At the end of Rory's capsule biography the circus owner still looked dubious.


    "Listen," Rory pleaded. "Just give me one chance, okay? Tomorrow night. C'mon, please. What have you got to lose?"


    "And what if you break your fool neck?"


    "I'll sign a waiver. Anything you want. But I've got to ride her."


    "Why?"


    The simple question stumped Rory. He stroked his beard, squeezing a pint of water out of it like a sponge. Why indeed?


    "I— I don't rightly know. I just have to. Something in her calls out to me."


    Lispenard considered before answering. "A plummeting horse commands all eyes already. Yet even repeated miracles pall. Perhaps the addition of a rider would flame the public's appetite for novelty, our lifeblood. All right. You may attempt your foolish feat tomorrow night."


    "You won't regret this, sir."


    Lispenard guzzled some more beer. "Such a guiltless decision would represent a first in my career."


    Early the next morning Rory arrived at the somnolent grounds of the Pantechnicon, carrying his duffel. He had checked out of the YMCA, burning his bridges decisively behind him. The room where he had spent a moribund year and a half held no nostalgic allure for him, and he had closed the door upon it with pleasure.


    In the harsh light of day the previous night's glamour had fled. The paths threading the booths slopped muddy from an early morning shower. The booths themselves stood revealed as knockabout affairs of thin wood and painted canvas, patched and pierced, alluring scenes in crack-crazed tempera now somber and dim-witted. The main tent called to Rory's mind a bloated mushroom that had pushed up overnight from the moist earth.


    Rory wondered dismally what he was doing here. His whole inspiration of the night before seemed like the last desperate ploy of a washed-up has-been, someone eager to clutch at any scrap of past triumphs.


    He almost turned back to the bus stop. But in the end some fragment of hope impelled his footsteps forward.


    The silent residential trailers exhibited no activity, no Peeping Toms or carousing roustabouts, no exercising performers or prowling beavers. The air hung as still as that at the bottom of a deep well. From what appeared to be a mess wagon drifted the aroma of brewing coffee. Perhaps, Rory imagined with growling stomach, he could wrangle an invitation to breakfast on the strength of his upcoming participation in the show. Maybe Lispenard would offer him a chit of some sort if he presented himself.....


    The trailer bearing the legend MANAGER was hitched to a big-finned Cadillac pocked with rust. Pondering whether the hour was too early or not, Rory nonetheless knocked on the trailer's door. A groggy, irascible voice called out. "Shatterer of sleep! Come in, then, and curse your unknown father's hide!"


    Lispenard lay on a tatty couch, a coverless pillow supporting his heavy head, a blanket bunched at his bare feet. A couple of empty quart bottles rested on the floor. The circus owner wore a ripped red union suit that stretched to its limits over his stomach but bagged at his skinny calves. The trailer's furnishings included a rolltop desk stuffed to overflowing with papers; a bureau whose top was a collage of framed photos, loose change, handbills, crumpled Kleenexes, and dirty drinking glasses (and one alarming item, a massive, antique, but disturbingly functional Colt pistol). In one corner of the room bulked a big antique safe.


    Rubbing his eyes, Lispenard said, "So, you showed up after all. I had considered that such a foolhardy young man appearing so precipitously out of the night might signal only the concerted failure of assorted brain cells on my part. Well, take a seat— "


    Rory tentatively dropped down atop a vinyl hassock. Lispenard swung his feet to the floor and sat up. The circus owner's face now confronted Rory's own across an uncomfortably narrow chasm. Without warning, Lispenard began to bellow in a voice trained to fill a noisy tent.


    "Now listen to me, you young daredevil! I know I agreed to let you ride the Baroness. But if your insane scheme results in so much as a single hair out of place on her noble hide, I'll have your guts for garters! Do I make myself clear?"


    Rory recovered slowly from the astonishing tirade. "Yes, of course, sir. I— I think she's wonderful myself. I wouldn't do anything that I thought would hurt her."


    Lispenard sat wearily back against his sleeping couch and held his head in his hands. "My skull is not as impervious to my own voice as it once was. Or perhaps someone has shortened the hours of the night, robbing me of my wonted rest. Well, these problems are not yours, boy." Lispenard shot forth his hand, and Rory shook it. "I accept your word as your bond, lad. I hope you credit my concern with its true degree of selflessness. Although the Baroness indeed brings profit to the Pantechnicon, she enjoys a uniqueness of being that merits all protection. The Baroness reigns supreme o'er all her tribe. Not since the heyday of New Jersey's Steel Pier has the world enjoyed such diving abilities combined with such equine grace. If I didn't have a good feeling about you, I'd not let you within an inch of her withers."


    While dressing — not in his showtime tuxedo, but in capacious coveralls — Lispenard proceeded to tell Rory a bit more about the Baroness.


    The Baroness's Austrian owner since her birth had been a second-string breeder from a faltering farm who went by the name of Hugo Gürl. Unable ever to place one of his mediocre Lipizzaner stallions at the prestigious Spanish Riding Academy, Gürl had conceived a grudge against the elite organization. Nursing his resentment, Gürl had recognized in the young Baroness a chance to have his revenge. This horse, phenomenal in her intelligence and abilities even at a young age, would surely have gained entrance had she only been born a male. Gürl contrived to make it so. A discredited plastic surgeon was called upon to fashion a remarkably lifelike prosthesis-dam arrangement, to be secured with surgical glue during business hours. (The Baroness proved uncannily tractable.) A few well-placed bribes greased the plot further. The Baroness gained admission to the Academy, with Gürl constantly at her side to manage the deception round the clock.


    For the next two years the Baroness Von Hammer-Purgstall trained, learning her capriols and corbettes, earning honors and praise from unsuspecting masters. At last came the graduation ceremony. Gürl waited patiently until its conclusion, then triumphantly exposed his own fraud, partially ripping away the prosthesis, which this crucial morning had been affixed with mere spirit gum.


    "You have trained a mare, you blind fools! Not since Pope Joan have so many 'high priests' looked so foolish!"


    The Baroness and Hugo Gürl experienced an unceremonious and rude ejection. Suddenly, Giirl's victory tasted like ashes in his mouth. He had nothing left to live for.


    Wandering dejectedly by the banks of the Danube, Gürl had had to fight an inexplicable tendency of the Baroness to lunge toward the water. What could be causing this behavior? Suddenly the horse bolted, hurling herself off an unfenced promenade and into the river.


    The mock stallion pizzle floated to the top of the waters, beside the paddling mare. That explained it! Chafing under the prosthesis, the Baroness had sought to remove it her own way.


    Her expert, self-prompted dive, however, had additional consequences she could not have foreseen.


    Gürl embarked on a gypsy life throughout Europe. He and the Baroness sustained themselves through the money earned from impromptu diving performances. It was a hard life, but a rewarding one. The pair became inseparable, the welfare of each linked to the other.


    One day on a whim while in Liverpool (Gürl later maintained to Lispenard that he and the Baroness had swum the English Channel), Gürl approached a United States sailor down by the docks. The year was 1964, and the sailor was one John "Wolfie" Erlkonig. For a quickly arranged fee, Erlkonig agreed to smuggle the horse and man aboard his ship for a trip to America. The fee seemed less important to Erlkonig than the chance to thumb his nose so outrageously at the officers of his ship.


    A cloistered trans-Atlantic passage in the deepest recesses of the naval vessel, their presence an open yet protected secret among the lower ranks, soon landed Gürl and the Baroness on Americas shores.


    Lispenard had encountered the extraordinary pair in Tampa, Florida, where the Pantechnicon traditionally wintered from December to March. Recognizing the value of the act, Lispenard had easily prevailed upon an aging Hugo Gürl to abandon his loner ways and toss his lot in with the circus. Ever since, they had been an integral part of the Pantechnicon.


    Lispenard hitched up his overall buckles more securely and scratched his butt. "Have you eaten yet, boy?"


    "No, sir."


    Lispenard clapped a meaty hand on Rory's shoulder. "You exhibit a commendably old-fashioned sense of manners, lad. What did you say your name was?"


    "Rory Honeyman, sir."


    "Well, Rory, let's get some sustenance in us first. Then you can meet my whole mad family, including Hugo and the Baroness."


    Outside under a broad canopy nearly the entire complement of performers and workers sat on backless benches flanking long tables. Lispenard made Rory stand at the head of the assemblage. The circus folk regarded him with a courteous coolness and a calm disinterestedness which plainly implied that Rory would have to do something quite exceptional in their line before they would take more than token notice of him. Jacky Ray represented the only exception to this genial neutrality. The contortionist and enterologist glared vindictively at the newcomer.


    Lispenard explained Rory's tentative admission to the circus. Everyone listened cordially enough except Ray, who manifested a facial malleability entirely compatible with the ductility of his torso.


    Lispenard next subjected Rory to a barrage of introductions. Most of the names slipped through his mental grasp. But he needed no mnemonic to hold onto Katie Stearns name. The petite rope-walker flashed him a dazzling smile that left his head spinning.


    The flippered boy from the ticket booth, Lothar by name, stood out for obvious reasons also. Rory would soon learn that Lothar had been born a thalidomide baby, and deaf-mute to boot.


    The legendary Hugo Gürl proved to be a short, un-communicative, graying man of indeterminate middle-age. His watery yet whimsical eyes floated behind round wire-rimmed glasses, lending him the air of a lesser Kafka protagonist. Rory instantly read in Gürl a certain Teutonic stolidity familiar to Rory from childhood. He shook the hand of the Baroness's owner firmly, and was rewarded with a curt nod.


    After a gargantuan breakfast Lispenard instructed Rory to stow his duffel in Gürl's trailer, as they would thenceforth bunk together, should Rory's performance that night prove up to snuff. And for the rest of that day, Rory had only to become intimate with his co-star.


    When Rory emerged from Gürl's trailer — scrupulously neat, but redolent of a tobacco heartbreakingly similar to Dzubas's brand and of secondhand horsy sweat — he ambled over to the Baroness's portable corral.


    Gürl was currying the horse with a matched set of ivory-inlaid Austro-Serbian hand brushes. He acknowledged Rory's presence with a grunt that seemed to convey that Rory had best not do anything to upset his precious charge.


    Rory moved to stand beside the Baroness's big head. He gently patted her neck, and the horse whickered quietly. Her snowy thrusting nose quickly found the sugar cubes from breakfast which Rory had secreted in a jacket pocket. Munching these treats with sovereign dignity, she seemed to say, Very good, Jeeves. Your presence is tolerable.


    When Gürl had finished, Rory vaulted bareback astride the Baroness. She never trembled, faltered or bucked. Rory had not ridden a horse in fifteen years, since Axel had plunged into the Wapsipinicon, yet all his old instincts seemed intact. Gürl silently bridled the horse, and Rory spent the next hour cantering about the fairgrounds. Gürl did not appear jealous — his bond with the Baroness extended back firmly through long years of mutuality, and he had never been much of a rider himself — and things could not have fallen into place more swimmingly among the threesome.


    Well before showtime Rory and the Baroness had formed a coordinated partnership.


    Late in the afternoon the tempo of the Pantechnicon, heretofore slow and relaxed, began to speed up. Excitement became palpable; splendor seemed to descend from the heavens onto the tired lines of the show and its citizens. Conversations became both animated and fragmented, words seeming to convey both more and less than in normal speech.


    Lispenard called Rory into his office around six.


    "One small matter yet undiscussed, Honeyman. We use circus scrip here as pay. The ducats are redeemable at the commissary for a variety of goods at reasonable prices." Lispenard displayed a handful of multicolored coupons, as blurrily printed as the Pantechnicon's posters. "You draw these chits against your recorded earnings as you need them. Room and board are free, of course. I faithfully keep the books on your accumulated wages, using Canadian dollars as my benchmark. This system, while not initially obvious, simplifies life incredibly. Performers do not piss away their money in the local fleshpots and then approach the much put-upon owner for loans they will never repay. Nor, since the commissary sells only beer — and that only after the show ends — do my hirelings become elaborately stewed prior to the performance. I hope this time-tested system agrees with you."


    Rory had never heard of the like. But he was too excited to quibble.


    "Good," Lispenard replied to his agreement, "since otherwise we could not have entered you on the payroll. Now, I assume you own some attire suitable for your act."


    "I've still got my lucky Olympic swim trunks."


    "If circumspect, those will do nicely. Much as I argue against smutty costuming, our staff seamstress would undoubtedly chose to cobble together an outfit that only enhanced your natural male endowments." Lispenard sighed sadly and shook his head. "I must strive even in this relative Arcadia of my own making to battle the decay of morals so prevalent in the outer world. So! What are you waiting for? Get into your costume!"


    Rory hurried off.


    Watching the show from the wings, a towel draped over his bare shoulders, as gaudy men and women rushed in and out of the big tent, Rory experienced a curious type of disorientation, as if his still-burning memory of last night's show was now unreeled again from a mirror-world perspective. By the time Jacky Ray left the tent and the roustabouts began to push the diving tower forward, Rory couldn't tell what side of the looking glass he inhabited.


    Gürl had arrived punctually with the Baroness. Putting a hand dazedly on her neck, Rory entered the bigtop. The lights blinded him, and the roaring audience remained in darkness. Thank God he had had some experience with performing before!


    Lispenard was still spieling. "Never since Phæton plunged to earth with Apollo's horse-drawn chariot has such an aerial yoking of man and steed offered such thrills. Tonight, for the first time anywhere, you will witness a brave rider risking life and limb, testing his mettle against the implacable forces of gravity, as he and horse, conjoined in centaurish union, plummet toward a tiny pool!"


    This colorful yet technically accurate description made Rory's stomach churn. Diving solo from this height held no terrors for him. But helplessly to ride —


    "Gentlefolk, I now present the Baroness Von Hammer-Purgstall and her intrepid flight jockey, Olympic gold-medallist Rory Honeyman!"


    The crowd bellowed. Rory winced at this deliberate misstatement of his accomplishments. On his way out of the tent, squeezing past Rory, Lispenard whispered, "Just remember — guts for garters!"


    Somehow Rory found himself squashed into the elevator cage with the Baroness as the box made its rattling ascent. On the lofty platform, mindful of his proximity to empty space, he boosted himself atop the horse. The world had contracted to the feel of her mane-draped shoulder muscles and her clean scent.


    Without any hesitation at this novel amendment to her act, the Baroness launched herself. Rory experienced no sensation of falling. Instead he impossibly enjoyed the delusion that he was going up, up, up, straight into the empyrean. The rush had no equal in his old life, which dropped away in pallid pieces.


    Too soon an ear-blasting splash and an Old Faithful geyser signaled the end of his flight.


    He never knew whether he rode or walked from the tent that night. There next came a transitionless moment backstage, with Rory the center of a congratulatory crowd, a tornado of backslaps and handshakes and kisses. One minute Katie Stearn was hugging him — a sensation nearly as delightful as his enhorsed dive — and the next minute Lispenard was pumping his arm off. Only Gürl's wordless assistance insured that Rory found his proper trailer in the darkness that night.


    A week later, while Rory could not say that the unique sensations associated with dropping through.twenty-five feet of space toward an oversized bucket with one's legs and arms wrapped around nineteen hundred pounds of horseflesh in front of an audience of several hundred people had paled, Rory had somehow managed to accept the notion as a regular part of his life. What he was doing now represented his only possible vocation. He was immensely grateful to Lispenard for rescuing him from the prospect of becoming an indigent illegal alien, and he had determined to do his best by the circus and its owner. He held no thoughts for his future. For the first time in over a year, since the debacle in Mexico and its Iowa fallout, Rory felt at peace.


    All of Rory's fellow performers had accepted him into their fraternity. He became particularly friendly with Frankie "Third Degree" Burnes, the bantam sword-swallower. Together they would play horseshoes during the day. If Burnes won a match he would cap the game by the peculiar ritual of yanking the scoring pole from the earth and victoriously swallowing it. Luckily, no one expected Rory to do likewise.


    Jacky Ray constituted the only burr under Rory's nonexistent saddle. The Enterologist had inexplicably conceived a violent dislike for Rory ever since their first meeting, when Rory had circled back to spot him peeping. Ray would go out of his way to leer at Rory and make snide remarks about his lack of real skills and talent. Rory tried not to let the taunts get under his skin, and generally ignored the man.


    Early one morning soon after his hiring, Rory woke to find his new world being dismantled around his ears. They were moving north, to their next gig. No performance tonight.


    Not possessing a Canadian driver's license, Rory could not helm one of the many circus vehicles. Once the circus had been fully struck and packed, Rory found himself climbing into the passenger's seat of the cab of the truck pulling the Baroness's trailer. Behind the wheel sat Hugo Gürl, another iffy non-Canadian to be sure, but one whose papers had been expertly falsified by Lispenard some time ago.


    The cavalcade set off.


    After six hours of silence with the hermetic Gürl, Rory thought he would kill for some human speech. When the circus stopped at a roadside rest area to allow the lunch wagon to dispense sandwiches and drinks, Rory clapped Gürl on the shoulder in a no-hard-feelings gesture and said, "Hugo, I've enjoyed your company, but I need a change. See you at the next stop, okay?"


    The enigmatic Gürl made no protest at losing his passenger, and Rory strode off with a muted sigh of relief. Once he had scored a ham sandwich and a beer — Lispenard relaxed his daytime alcohol prohibitions during travel days — Rory wandered through the crowd searching for Frankie Burnes.


    "Tough luck, Honeyman, but I already got a full load. You shoulda spoke up sooner."


    Andre the Woodsman's car was packed with restive beavers. Lispenard's Caddy carried clowns. Lothar drove an automobile equipped with special flipper controls, and beckoned eagerly for Rory to join him. Rory declined politely, retreating with a nervous grin. Horny-handed roustabouts filled the back of a pickup. Jacky Ray rode in the rumble seat of an antique car, his knees comfortably cupping his ears.


    Rory had resigned himself to returning to Gürl's company when he came upon Katie Stearn. Today the diminutive ropewalker wore sandals, cuffed Western-cut jeans, and a white, man-tailored Oxford shirt, tails out. Her thick amber hair, although partially constrained with an elastic, framed her face in wavy strands. Sitting alone in a lawn chair, she was finishing the last bite of her sandwich.


    "Bee Man, what's shaking?"


    Rory took a moment to realize the woman was addressing him. He found his attention fixed on Katie's toes: she had painted her nails the color of lemon gumdrops. When he finally raised his eyes to her face, he encountered a large smile.


    "I recognize that shell-shocked attitude. You've been riding with Hugo."


    "Um, yeah. What's with him?"


    "Nothing complicated. He's ashamed of his English. It's practically nonexistent."


    Rory had been conjuring up elaborate scenarios that evaporated upon this simple answer. "Oh. Well, he sure knows horses, whatever language he speaks."


    Katie cocked her head. "You do too, I'd say, judging by your act."


    "Well, a little. Not like Hugo though."


    "Say, want to ride the rest of the way with me?"


    "Oh, gosh, I—That would be swell."


    Katie laughed, and jumped to her feet. She clapped the aluminum chair shut, grabbed Rory's hand and pulled him along toward her car, a Lifesaver-green Impala convertible towing a toy-like trailer.


    They passed Jacky Ray in his rumble seat, a rude stringbean half out of its shell. Face between his shanks, he frowned with frightening malevolence at both, of them. Katie stuck out her tongue in reply.


    Behind the wheel of her car, Katie kicked off her sandals and flexed her feet against the pedals.


    "I hate wearing shoes. I need to feel everything. If my cable didn't spit wire slivers I'd do my act barefoot instead of with slippers."


    Rory grew hotly conscious of his own sneakers, big as personal flotation devices on his feet. "Boy, that act of yours— I nearly died the first time I saw you up there."


    "It's nothing special. Everything's always under control. But what you do with the Baroness, that takes real nerve. What if she ever landed on top of you?"


    Rory had never even considered such a possibility. "Well, she just wouldn't, I can sense it. Anyway, the whole thing's a cakewalk. Diving on your own requires a lot more talent."


    The caravan was reforming for further travel. Katie started her engine. "What's the story about that? Is Lispenard full of shit as usual, or were you really in the Olympics? The rumor-mill claims you got the boot for some kind of political shit."


    Rory had never heard a woman utter the word "shit" before, and now he had heard it twice from the lips of an attractive gamin. Over and over, life with the Pantechnicon threatened to reconfigure his sense of reality.


    Trying to appear nonchalant, Rory explained a bit about his past to Katie.


    "Far out!" she said, shifting gears and nosing forward into the slow-moving procession.


    "What about yourself?" asked Rory. "How did you end up here?"


    "Since you're my captive audience now, and since you foolishly asked, and since we've got to pass the time somehow, you'll get the full nine yards."


    "I'm happy to listen to you talk," Rory said. And he was.


    New York City during the winter of 1888, A stumbling woman, hugely pregnant beneath layers of shabby clothing, hands concealed in a ratty muff, boarded a ferry-boat at the Hudson River pier at 23RD Street. She coughed with a deep rattle. Her worn high-laced shoes threatened to split with every step. From time to time she would groan and bend over, clasping her swollen womb.


    Having secured this rude shelter with the last of her money, she rode the ferry back and forth across the chilly river a dozen times. Finally she bestirred herself to disembark. The ferry had docked at its western terminus, in a city called Hoboken.


    Snow, having threatened all day, now made good its assault The woman wandered the waterfront streets in a growing storm. She passed single blocks that contained fifty saloons. She received catcalls and whistles to which she seemed oblivious. The snowfall thickened. She continued to wander.


    The Great Blizzard of 1888 would immobilize the entire metropolitan area for a week under literal feet of snow. Horse-drawn traffic would be exiled from the blocked streets. Pedestrians would move through blue-tinted tunnels and chutes carved through the drifts. No business would be conducted for days.


    By midnight an accumulation of several inches already cloaked the city. At least a single inch covered the form of the pregnant woman as she lay unconscious in a doorway.


    At one in the morning a Salvation Army squad searching for drunkards chanced upon her. With much travail they secured her conveyance to a hospital, where after no long interval she gave birth to robust twin boys, then expired.


    A locket around her neck bore the inscription "To Amelia Stearn." A charitable nurse saw to it that the infants received christening, as Douglas and Diederick Stearn, these Christian names deriving from two of the Salvation Army rescuers.


    Once Douglas and Diederick had earned a clean bill of health they were transported to a Hoboken orphanage known as Elysian Fields, named after the adjacent big public park that bordered the river and where the very first baseball games in America were played. There the twins grew up in a rough-and-tumble fashion typical of such Victorian institutions.


    At the age of twelve, as if in commemoration of the birth of a hard-nosed new century, the pair were both apprenticed to the same local businessman.


    Hoboken claimed a signal honor: the first commercial brewery in America was built in Hoboken in 1642. The original structure, of course, had long vanished. In its place stood a distant ancestor, the Old Vault Brewery.


    Owen Maltby had founded the Old Vault in 1838. A failed but resourceful banker who had lost nearly everything in the Panic of 1837, Maltby had gone more or less arbitrarily into brewing, influenced perhaps by nominative determinism as much as by rational prospects. In the year 1900, his son Owen Junior ran the firm.


    The Stearn twins started work on the bottling line. As the years passed, finding the work congenial, they moved from one job to another, quickly mastering each aspect of the trade. They seemed to possess a natural bent for fermenting. In fifteen years they were practically running the brewery as Maltby's assistants.


    Secure in their profession, the Stearns — formerly content to rely on their own close company alone — decided they should now marry. Plotting their pursuit of brides logically, they began to frequent the beer gardens and amusement parks that lined the Hudson and which attracted gay crowds from across the river. In one such pleasure park on a lush June night they experienced a start. Two unescorted identical females occupied a nearby table. The Stearn twins quickly capitalized on this fortuitous proximity. They ambled nervously over and introduced themselves.


    The women responded with giggles and their names: Dora and Dolores Schnackenberg. Over glasses of birch beer (ironically, given the Stearns' profession, the women had taken The Pledge), the foursome chatted. At night's close, they resolved to meet again. After a period of courtship — involving some small difficulties concerning the means whereby the Stearns earned their livelihood — the two couples set a wedding date. The days ahead seemed bright.


    Then Prohibition arrived as the law of the land.


    Despondent, an aging Owen Maltby Junior sold the Old Vault Brewery to the Stearns. They switched over to the production of birch beer and other sodapops and made a precarious living.


    The Hoboken of this era had a reputation as a wild town. Bootlegging flourished. Twenty theaters of varying levels of legitimacy contributed to the raucous atmosphere. Waterfront dives offered to supply any vice the customer demanded. Temptations to earn a quick illegitimate dollar abounded, but Dora and Dolores kept Doug and Diederick on the straight and narrow.


    In 1929 both of the Stearn wives became simultaneously pregnant.


    Defying a potent combination of paternal and maternal genetics, Dora gave birth to a lone boy soon named Francis; Dolores delivered an unaccompanied girl christened Claire.


    All the Stearns lived in the same big house on 12TH Street, near the famous mansion of Hetty Green, "The Witch of Wall Street." The new generation of first cousins were thus raised together.


    In 1933, upon the repeal of Prohibition, the Stearns eagerly switched back to brewing. With cruel irony, this move signaled the start of their decline. They held out bravely for five of the worst years of the Depression until, finally, flagging sales forced them under. They padlocked the Old Vault in 1938 and chiseled the sad date above the door, next to the foundation year. In the depressed economy, no buyers for the building manifested. The middle-aged and stolid Stearns knew no other trade. They sold their mansion at a loss, moved to smaller quarters where their accumulated savings would stretch longer, and began a long retreat from the world.


    In 1947, three years before Rory's birth, Claire Stearn became pregnant at age eighteen by her cousin, Francis. A hasty marriage ensued, with the young couple choosing to remain in the home of their parents.


    Seven months later Katie Stearn entered the world.


    "My folks were weird," Katie told Rory as she tooled expertly down the highway, wind slipping around the windshield and ruffling her hair.


    "Uh-huh."


    "So was I, for a long time. Like, until I went to school," Katie continued to a wide-eyed Rory, "I thought everyone had twin sets of grandparents. You know, like some kind of evolutionary thing. You can't imagine my shock when I learned differently."


    "No, I sure can't," Rory admitted.


    In their later years the Stearns became junk dealers, earning just enough to maintain their rudimentary lifestyle. They maintained a shop below their living quarters. (Katie's father drove a milk truck, rising early and napping afternoons.) Despite protests from Dora and Dolores, the stock from the rag and bone shop began to creep into the upstairs rooms, turning the household into a warren and firetrap.


    On a glorious spring day in 1963 Katie returned home from high school to an inferno. In the unquenchable blaze she lost all four grandparents and both mother and father.


    Placed in a foster home, Katie stayed only six months before running away. She drifted south, to Tampa. Hitched up with the winter-quiescent Lispenard as a mere animal-tender, the very same month Gürl and the Baroness joined. Learned rope-walking from her predecessor, who eagerly awaited retirement at the advanced age of thirty-six.


    End of story.


    "Wow," summarized Rory. Hours had passed like minutes. The caravan neared its new encampment.


    "I don't think much about my past," said Katie. "Everybody's got a crazy story, if you can just drag it out of them."


    Rory considered his own past, and had to agree. He felt a deep bond with Katie, especially where lost grandparents were concerned.


    The lead semis wheeled onto a vast vacant lot. Katie deftly steered her car and trailer to a halt on the fringes of the grounds. She turned the key and the persistent, almost subliminal growl of the big engine died away to sudden silence. Katie looked into Rory's eyes. They sat unmoving for a slowly unfolding eternity.


    "Want to come in for awhile?"


    "Uh, sure."


    The dusky interior of Katie's pint-sized trailer did not strike Rory as particularly feminine or overly individualized. Only a small collection of souvenir paperweights from places the Pantechnicon had visited made a small personal display. The bed wore a worn blue chenille spread.


    "Let me change into something fresh," said Katie. She walked to her bureau and moved to open a deep bottom drawer. The drawer did not respond to her one-handed tug, and she frowned, switching to a more forceful two-handed grip. Peering into the yanked-open drawer, Katie screamed and slammed it shut.


    "Rory, you — you have to leave right now. Please don't ask me why. It's nothing personal, nothing you've done. I— I just have to be alone now."


    Rory stood, disappointed but eager to please. "Sure, I understand," he said, although of course he didn't.


    He left the trailer. Outside he paused. He heard Katie banging on the bureau. Then she began to yell. Rory had trouble making out her words. He thought he heard her invoke the name of someone he had good cause to detest. At this point he understood.


    The next day after breakfast Rory cornered Katie alone.


    "Kate, I have to know what's going on between you and Jacky Ray."


    Katie slumped against the bars of an empty cage. She brought her left arm across her midriff below her breasts, gripped her right elbow and dropped her forehead into the support of her right palm.


    "There's nothing going on any longer. At least from my end. But Jacky obviously thinks differently."


    Rory felt awful interrogating Katie like this, but his heart demanded he probe for a clearer picture'of her love life, to gauge what chance he himself might ever have with her.


    "Were you two an item once?"


    Katie straightened bravely. "Yes. Jacky joined the show about two years ago. Six months after that we became lovers. Our affair lasted another six months before I broke it off. But for the last year he hasn't been willing to let me go. He keeps haunting me."


    Rory suddenly realized whose trailer Jacky Ray had been peeping into all those nights ago. He recounted the chance encounter to Katie.


    Katie chuckled grimly. "Oh, I realize he's out there. But there's no point in my pulling the shades. If I frustrate him, he'll just creep inside. And I'd rather have him outside looking in than inside looking out, if that makes any sense."


    Rory tried imagining what had ever attracted Katie to the mean-spirited and spider-limbed contortionist, but failed. As if divining his thoughts, Katie explained.


    "You have to talk to Ray quite a bit before you can develop any sympathy for him. But once you know his story you start to pity him — and in my case pity turned somehow to having sex. He was beaten and abused very badly as a child. He started to develop his special talents then in response to the torture. He used to hide anywhere he could to escape his drunken parents, his father only slightly more brutal than his mother. Jacky's limbs were broken and reset several times, and often he literally starved. When the state finally took him away from his folks he underwent some kind of crazy rehabilitative therapy from a quack who had wrangled a state contract. The doc dosed Jacky with this herbal patent medicine which Jacky claims permanently softened his bones. His joints still pain him greatly, and his act only aggravates his discomfort. But performing is all he knows how to do.


    "When I learned all this I felt so sad for him that I wanted to take care of him, ease his pain a little. But I found you can't love someone you're always feeling sorry for. I tried to let him down gently, but he freaked. He still imagines I'll take him back if he's persistent enough."


    This account stunned Rory. He suddenly saw Ray in a different light. "Gee, now you've got me pitying him, and I never thought I would. But all that trouble still doesn't give him the right to bug you."


    "I figure he'll snap out of his obsession before too much longer. But he has made life rough for me this past year. I haven't even dared get romantically involved with anyone else." Katie regarded Rory earnestly. "Not that I had any strong feeling for anyone else. Until you showed up."


    Rory felt some kind of jagged obstruction in his throat. "Kate, I— I really like you too."


    Katie pressed herself against Rory, her chin digging into his chest, and hugged him. "Show me."


    Technically speaking, Rory had lost his virginity during a 1966 diving meet in Los Angeles, after a frustratingly brief and slippery locker-room tussle with a French girl-diver who spoke no English. But the maneuvers through which Katie now shepherded him made him realize he knew next to nothing about sex.


    Several hours later they lay quietly atop rumpled sheets. The interior of Katie's trailer resembled the aftermath of a twister. All the bureau drawers jutted open; the little shower stall gaped curtainless; open suitcases rested upside down; the door of a tiny fridge swung ajar. None of the chaos had resulted from savage lovemaking, but rather spoke of a thorough pre-foreplay investigation of likely places where the coiled Jacky Ray might have been hiding.


    Katie's fingers traced invisible paths through Rory's chest hair. "Mmmm, that was sweet. I think we have possibilities."


    "I know so. Gosh, your pillows sure are lumpy— Rory sat half up and tried to punch his pillow into more accommodating shape.


    Jacky Ray's malign face popped out of the pillowcase, and the jealous Enterologist emitted an insane growl.


    Rory yelped and leaped from the bed. Katie made distressed noises, as if she had been walloped in the stomach.


    Suddenly, without either of the lovers quite seeing how he accomplished the feat, Ray unpacked himself from the pillowcase and attained his feet in the center of the room. Rory lunged for him, but clasped only air. Jacky Ray had disappeared. Where—?


    A noise of strained metal caused Rory to look up. Ray clung to the cord of a dangling light fixture, curled up on the glass bowl that formed the shade. His face protruded only a vertical foot away from Rory's.


    "You stole my girl," said Ray.


    "Katie's not your girl," said Rory. He menaced Ray with his fist. "Come down and fight fair."


    "Let her tell me we're through forever."


    Katie looked up, her face wet with tears. "Jacky, whatever we had is over. Please, believe me, it'll never be like it once was.


    Ray stood beside them, a grim look on his melancholic face. "You'll both be sorry," he said, before leaving in a human fashion, on foot and out the door.


    Katie began to cry in earnest now. Rory abruptly realized that the whole confrontation had occurred while he and Katie were both stark naked. Not the best defensive costume. Nonetheless, he thought he had done well enough. Taking Katie in his arms, he comforted her as best he could.


    Later that day Rory went to Lispenard to solicit his help in squaring the love triangle. The rotund manager offered only a gruff practicality.


    "Let the dead past bury the dead past. Ray must apprehend reality on his own. No other person can make the requisite mental adjustments for him. Neither blows nor words will cause the knowledge to sink in any faster. However, as owner of this zoo it is incumbent upon me to speak to him. And I will make plain the salient fact that I will dock his pay in direct proportion to any further trouble he causes."


    "Thanks, Lenny."


    "No thanks necessary. I am quite used by now to functioning as midwife, psychologist, marriage counselor, elderly aunt, policeman, and sounding-board to a heterogeneous collection of maladjusted misfits."


    After that incident Ray — although no one would have called him congenial or even civil — exhibited marginally better behavior toward his rival and toward his ex-lover. Gradually Katie and Rory dared to believe that he would leave them alone.


    Rory moved out of Gürl's trailer and in with Katie. They adjusted to living together with remarkably few kinks. Rory knew he was in love, and hoped Katie felt the same.


    The Pantechnicon made its traditional circuit of Canada, heading north with the summer then looping back south as autumn advanced. Rory began to lose his initial distorted perception of the country, enjoying its scenic abundance.


    Each night Rory and the Baroness dived, Katie danced the wire, and Jacky Ray stuffed himself into various containers like so much ketchup. His life contented Rory. Everything seemed to have settled into a comfortable groove.


    Early November, 1970. The Pantechnicon had encamped outside the Canadian town of Niagara Falls. They would cross the border soon, journeying toward winter quarters in Tampa. Lispenard had not yet revealed how he intended to smuggle Rory over the border. From time to time Rory worried about the deception, but always managed to put the matter aside.


    On their last day in town a handful of the performers decided to play tourist by making an expedition to the Falls itself. As they laughingly piled into several cars Katie, sitting on Rory's lap, spotted Jacky Ray watching morosely from across the yard.


    "Hey, Jacky! Come with us!"


    The Enterologist seemed particularly somber and despondent that day. Now hailed so blithely by his former paramour he only grew more fierce-looking.


    "No, thank you," he replied dourly. Then, with a note of inappropriate finality that cast a pall over the merrymakers, he uttered a sepulchral "Goodbye."


    "Jeez, what a vulture," said one of the clowns.


    "He's got his share of troubles," Rory said defensively.


    Once on their way the group soon forgot the incident. After arriving at the Falls, they purchased snacks and drinks and began to amble along the promenade, enjoying the role of spectators for a change. They ended up at the observation platform that gave a panoramic view of the noisy, majestic, roiling cascade and the riverine approach. Katie linked her arm through Rory's and snuggled up against him.


    "Look!" someone shouted. All eyes followed a pointing finger to focus on a sizable object bobbing in the water some yards upstream of the Falls. As the current carried the object nearer its nature became apparent. At least to the circus people.


    Jacky Ray must have brought his prop jug right to the water's edge. Once inside he had somehow managed to roll himself into the river.


    "Christ," said the clown who had derided Ray, a new note of admiration in his voice. "He even managed to put a cork in it."


    As the bottle drew closer and closer to the head of the Falls increasing consternation and confusion arose among the witnesses to the impending tragedy.


    "Someone do something!" "What, what?" "Too late now!" "He's a goner!"


    Picking up speed, the bottle whirled toward the watery precipice. For one brief moment it hung on the lip of the drop against all laws of physics — like a bead of water clinging to a branch before its very heaviness causes it to fall — as if some frantic, superhuman effort of the person inside had reversed the momentum.


    Rory swore he could detect Ray's face across the impossible distance in that moment. The doomed serenity of the distorted, glass-smeared features burned themselves into his memory. Then the bottle leapt forward, as if eager for destruction, falling out of sight.


    Katie's sobs racked her small frame. Rory hugged her closer.


    Frankie Burnes spoke up. "Maybe— maybe he made it."


    "Jesus Christ, I hope not," said the clown. "Then Lispenard will wanna put the act in the show."


    Search boats found no trace of the bottle or its human contents after hours spent examining the banks below the Falls. Despondently the expedition returned to the Pantechnicon, conscious of the approach of showtime.


    As if in unspoken tribute to their departed peer, the show-folk sparkled that night as never before. When Ray's scheduled slot rolled around, everyone hesitated for a breath or two, half-expecting the skinny rubberman to emerge from the shadows and proclaim his death a hoax. But he never did.


    In place of his standard introduction at this point, Lispenard gave a moving eulogy. The phrase that stuck in Rory's mind was "met his end like a true son of the bigtop." An actual tear came to Rory's eye. He hoped he himself would someday merit such an epitaph.


    The following day Rory approached Lispenard to learn what ruse the circus owner had contrived for Rory's imminent passage into the land of his birth, the country that had exiled him.


    "To speak truth, son, I had not until this moment developed a detailed plan. However, fate strikes in the form of a posthumous document! Ray's legacy to you, as outlined in this paper I found among his effects, involves the adoption of his identity. He makes the point that your beard, conjoined with a clown's baldhead cap, will essentially becloud the minds of the inspectors when they compare your living face to the headshot on his license."


    Rory grabbed the apparent Last Will and Testament of Jacky Ray out of Lispenard's hands. He read it with amazement. All true. Rory would not have believed Ray capable of such magnanimous behavior, but the man had revealed hidden depths.


    When he conveyed this news to Katie she began to cry all over again.


    No stretch of time in the following six years contained as many dramatic incidents as Rory's first month with the Pantechnicon.


    Circus routines filled Rory's days, which passed in immutable seasons, smaller cycles spinning within larger ones. The Pantechnicon acquired a new contortionist, one with merely human abilities. Two of the clowns got married in their working clothes, Lispenard giving the bride away. A motorcyclist who rode his battered bike around and around the inner wall of a huge wooden cylinder joined the Pantechnicon, lasted three years, then departed.


    The two females in Rory's life — Katie and the Baroness — provided all the emotional richness any man could demand. (From time to time there flared up moments of jealousy between his two mistresses. Katie occasionally complained that Rory spent too much time helping Hugo Gürl groom "v. H-P," as the aerialist abbreviatedly referred to her. And the Baroness gave Katie an awful nip on the soft flesh of the ropewalker's bare arm one day, after which relations between the two frosted over even more arctically.)


    After this incident Rory, in an attempt to placate Katie and forge deeper bonds between them, attempted to learn wire-walking from her (practicing first at a lower height, and wearing a pulley-secured safety harness). He eventually attained sufficient proficiency to cross from one platform to another at full height, unsecured, with reasonable unwaveringness. But all the more showy examples of Katie's immense talents remained forever beyond his reach.


    These six years constituted the most serene period of Rory's life to date. Even the Dzubas era had carried its share of tension and anxiety to counterbalance the many satisfactions. He felt himself slowly maturing, coming closer to a full apprehension of his own identity.


    If queried, Rory would not have responded during these years that he never imagined his circus days could ever end. He simply had learned not to think beyond the end of a single day.


    But one random day in November of 1976 brought an end much bigger than its diurnal self.


    The caravan was heading south once more. In the Impala Rory propped his feet up on the dashboard, cap over his eyes to facilitate a snooze, while Katie drove. The roads stretched out dry and inviting, the sunlight pouring through the windshield warmed him.


    Rory felt the car stop momentarily for what presumably was a stop sign. Then the car continued.


    A few seconds later an enormous sound issuing from behind them filled the universe: rending metal, screaming breaks, the wail of a living being in immense pain.


    Katie slammed on her own brakes. She and Rory jacked open the doors and tumbled out.


    Back in the middle of the intersection the crumpled trailer carrying the Baroness lay on its side, unhinged from Gürl's truck, which itself had slued athwart the road under the impact of a bigger truck apparently barreling through the junction.


    People already congregated around the accident. Several onlookers capped their ears against the horrible noises wrenched from the Baroness by her injuries. To Rory, she sounded as if she occupied the ninth circle of hell.


    Ambulances and police cruisers soon arrived. Rory heard them, but didn't hear them; saw them, but was blind. Kneeling in the grass at the side of the road, he vomited what seemed like six year's worth of circus meals.


    Technicians were peeling back the side of the trailer with jaws of life, raising a racket like the sound of celestial beer can being crushed. Still the horse's screams transcended the audible torture of the metal.


    Rory heaved himself weakly up. Lispenard approached the carnage, carrying the big pistol from his trailer. The Baroness's head protruded visibly now from a collar of jagged metal. Her foam-flecked muzzle and wild eyes imprinted themselves on Rory's cortex in a diptych with Jacky Ray's face.


    The technicians had ceased their useless efforts, having seen Lispenard take aim at the Baroness's head. But before he could pull the trigger, Hugo Gürl appeared, bleeding copiously from a head wound himself.


    "Nein," he said, and took the pistol from Lispenard's hand.


    The crack of the shot shattered Rory's world.


    Gürl returned the smoking gun to Lispenard, and then walked away. He passed the ambulances and just kept going. No one stopped him.


    Rory watched Gürl walk away carrying the better part of Rory's soul, but couldn't figure out how to call him back.


    Down in Tampa, the Pantechnicon mourned and began to recover.


    Everyone but Rory.


    His very reason for staying with the circus had evaporated. Lispenard, genuinely sympathetic, kept Rory on through the winter and into the new summer season. Rory worked as a roustabout, and even took a few rudimentary turns on the high wire. But his heart found no refuge in any of the acts anymore. His misery peaked each night the appointed moment of his act rolled around. He swore he could feel the phantom warm barrel shape of the Baroness's body between his legs. Lifeless and enervated, he moped through his useless hours.


    One day in early June, Katie turned to Rory with a tragic sigh and said, "Do you ever remember me saying I couldn't love anyone I was always feeling sorry for?"


    Rory nodded. He asked for no further explication, dreading the words that would make his unmanly failure explicit.


    On January 21ST of that year, President Carter had issued a blanket pardon for draft-dodgers. Rory saw his course clearly.


    He went to Lispenard's office and told him he intended to repatriate himself. The manager waxed philosophical.


    "Life is mutability. Always prepare yourself for a kick in the pants, and you will somehow learn to relish the blow. Nonetheless, your departure saddens me. You were a stalwart in the show during your tenure. Although not born to the greasepaint as so many here were, you have been a true son of the bigtop."


    Before Rory could say anything emotional in response, Lispenard continued. "And now I suppose you'll be wanting your accumulated wages. Ah, what a mercenary, just like all the others! Well, empty your pockets of all scrip! No good will such fairy gold do you in the real world. Meanwhile, I'll total your accounts."


    Rory dumped his circus money on Lispenard's desk while the man penned some figures into his record book. The manager moved to the old safe then and, shielding the dial with his body, opened the heavy steel door. He took a pack of bills out and extended them to Rory.


    "Thirty thousand dollars, more or less, and you deserve every penny. I wish it could be more, but the shoestring supporting this enterprise frays even as we speak."


    "Lenny— I don't know what to say, except thanks."


    The men shook hands and Rory left.


    Back at Katie's trailer, he hoisted his packed duffel. Karie was dozing prior to her performance. With her golden hair spread across the pillows (untenanted), she reminded Rory of Sleeping Beauty or some other princess out of Grimm. He kissed her, but although she stirred she did not wake. He must be no prince.


    For the first time in half a dozen years Rory crossed the border without wearing a baldy cap, and by showing his rightful ID, an expired Iowa driver's license. The authorities seemed unfazed, as if Rory had been preceded by others of his traitorous ilk.


    Rory headed directly for Iowa. As required, he registered with the proper Federal agency in Des Moines and began the official paperwork on his exoneration. Then he boarded a bus for Independence.


    The sign announcing the apiary needed painting. His swimming pool had been drained and the cement showed irreparable cracks. Otherwise the Honeyman homestead seemed in good repair.


    Rory knocked on the door. A son's privilege of unannounced entry had been foresworn.


    His mother had put on weight, and begun dying her hair. She dropped the tumbler in her hand and the glass shattered. Her bear hug was commensurate with the winning of a thousand gold medals.


    Rudy Honeyman returned from his errands in town half an hour later. He wore a tan leisure suit with white shoes. His hair had gone completely gray. Encountering Rory in the parlor, Rudy Honeyman fell poleaxed onto the couch and pulled a pillow reflexively across his face. After recovering himself, Rory's father spent the next four hours letting son speak without interruption.


    "How dapper you look with a beard," Roz Honeyman commented during supper, after more momentous matters had been exhausted.


    Rory had forgotten he even owned a beard. He stroked it thoughtfully. Just a few days ago, it seemed, he had been squeezing water out of the hairs and trying to convince Lispenard of his utility to the circus.


    They had changed nothing in his old room. All his diving trophies appeared to have been dusted just that morning. Rory lay on his childhood bed, staring up at the ceiling. Hadn't he been fixed in just such a posture only moments ago, contemplating his Olympic fiasco?


    A knock at his door. His father entered when bidden. Rudy sat on the edge of the bed, plucked at the loose skin of his neck and cleared his throat.


    "Plenty of work around here."


    "Dad."


    "Son?"


    "I'm afraid I won't be staying."


    "Didn't think so. That's okay though. Everything's okay now."


    "Thanks, Dad."


    Silence lengthened. The elder Honeyman spoke. "So. Any plans you want to share?"


    Rory verged on denying any coherent schemes. But then a desire, never previously articulated or even recognized, surfaced in him.


    "I think I'll be heading east. Gonna check out a place I heard about once."


    "This place have a name?"


    "Hoboken," said Rory.
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    The most mundane activities held the potential for artistry. Wiping one's ass could equate with painting a masterpiece. If you did it right.


    This startling insight had been granted Rory during a long afternoon of rambling conversation with drop-in mystic, Ped Xing, that syncretic Jewish-Buddhist monk who served as the Beer Nuts resident rabbinical bodhisattva. The secret of true artistry, revealed Ped Xing, consisted of projecting one's whole soul and core essence into the act in question, achieving a oneness with the medium and the moment of creation/transformation.


    If you were really lucky, maintained Ped Xing, maybe your art and the rest of your life would fuse permanently. The art would swell to encompass all other activities, permeating each instant. Art and life indistinguishable, a whole, a universally personal attitude and stance, an ineluctable way of being.


    Rory quickly understood this lesson intuitively from his moments of diving exaltation, both solo and with the Baroness. But such epiphanies lay all in Rory's past. He experienced no current calling that would exalt him. Owning his sandwich shop provided only a semi-comfortable, slightly-above-poverty-level lifestyle, not vocational bliss.


    And yet the small confines of Honeyman's Heroes did hold an accomplished master, one who had reached the other side of existence.


    Plain as the stains on his apron, Nerfball had transcended.


    Now, on this day some three weeks after Rory's foray into the Old Vault Brewery to claim his employee, the pudgy man's fingers moved like a maestro's. Fluid, knowing, deft, they flew through their arcane rituals. Cutting, slicing, chopping, shredding, trimming, dicing. Layering and spreading, steaming and stacking, halving and wrapping — behind the high counter, his butterball body achieved grace and weightlessness. He twirled, flipped, glided, dipped, spun and pirouetted through the ballet of sandwich composition. His round face bore a look of otherworldly concentration, a kind of feverish satori. Nerfball: the sandwich wizard.


    Rory watched in sheer admiration. He thought of a Taoist parable Ped Xing had related, of the butcher whose knife never needed sharpening since he sliced cows so delicately into their component parts that they fell into pieces with only a whispered brush of the keen knife that never hit bone.


    No matter how many times Rory had witnessed this exhibition of skills, he never failed to marvel at it. Who would ever think — seeing Nerfball on the street, with his lank, longish greasy hair, his pimply face, his beltless, low-riding pants perpetually revealing his butt-crack — who would imagine they were looking at a man at the top of his chosen profession, a Stravinsky of salami, a Picasso of pastrami, a Tolstoy of turkey?


    From the hungry crowd gathered at the counter there suddenly erupted spontaneous tumultuous applause. Nerfball had tossed a flipperful of steaming roast beef and Swiss high into the air, whipped a small spatula through the stainless-steel well of mustard, spread the sunflowery condiment on a big slice of rye, turned around to pop up the toast for a BLT, and finally caught the falling meat and cheese on the slice of bread held out behind his back.


    Rory smiled in a paternal manner. At such times he felt almost fulfilled himself.


    Filling drink orders, replenishing Nerfball's raw materials as needed, taking money and making change, Rory experienced a vicarious measure of peace, psychic fallout from Nerfball's harmony. His many worries momentarily dropped away. Life seemed simple and good. Even while he knew the feeling to be a temporary delusion, Rory found himself savoring it, appreciating this little niche he had carved out of the world's chaos.


    The inside of Honeyman's Heroes earned the description "clean, but not neat." An incredible clutter, the accumulated bric-a-brac contributed over the decades of its existence by eccentric patrons, filled every available horizontal spot, and not a few vertical perches as well.


    Mounted on the exposed brick walls, numerous framed caricatures of local celebrities, executed in the inimitable Netsuke style, leered or smiled or frowned down on the crowd Portraits of several Mayors, some musicians and singers, including of course Hoboken's most famous native son, Frank Sinatra, and one of Bruce Springsteen, commemorating a brief visit during the Asbury Parkian's fledgling days. An enormous illustrated menuboard constituted another Netsuke contribution. (When they had first broken up, Rory had momentarily contemplated expunging all traces of his former lovers artwork from the store. In a calmer mood he had decided otherwise. Too much a part of his personal history and the store's, Suki Netsuke could hardly be relegated to some emotional gulag. Nowadays looking at her artwork all day hardly pained him, although the recent close encounter of the fleshly kind in the abandoned brewery had reawakened certain twinges.) The menu listed — and illustrated in savory detail — each sandwich Nerfball could compose, and their contents. Impressively long and heterogeneous, the list included:


    


    THE SHAKESPEARE


    ham and danish jarlsberg


    


    THE BRITNEY SPEARS


    marshmallow fluff and iowa honey


    ("from the flow'ry banks of the wapsipinicon")


    on white bread


    


    THE SINATRA


    tongue and bologna


    


    THE TRUMP


    caviar and extra lettuce


    


    THE MADONNA


    turkey breast, cranberry sauce, and spicy stuffing


    


    THE CHRISTIE WHITMAN


    sauerkraut and rat cheese on a hard roll


    


    And so forth.


    Bracketed securely to the side walls, scarred narrow ashwood counters afforded minimal dining space, abetted by tall stools positioned beneath. The lacquered countertops had been worn to bare wood in many spots. Most orders were takeouts, and no other seating was offered. Atop the counters rested napkin dispensers; paper cups holding sheaves of straps; and shakers dispensing salt, pepper and celery salt. A huge pickle barrel, its wooden exterior concealing a plastic tub, dominated the center of the store. Plastic tongs hung on a chain from the barrel's rim.


    Nerfball worked at a long, scarred butcherblock slab, at the front of which stood a long shallow glass display case which functioned both as a divider between the artist and his fans and as a showcase for various figurines and good-luck objects donated over the years by various customers. A partial contents of the case included: a diorama of plastic dinosaurs attacking a battalion of toy soldiers; a three-quarters-life-sized bust of Elvis; a herd of horse statues; a collection of bees in jewelry form; a taped-upright crackled black-and-white snapshot of some vintage Army buddies, the obverse inscription "Honeyman's Heroes" reflected in a mirror propped up for that purpose; the store's first dollar in sales encased in Lucite; a framed yellowed letter from the government absolving one Rory Honeyman of all penalties for any defalcation of military duty; and a tarnished silver Olympic medal.


    At the left end of the counter, from the customer's perspective, stood Rory's old-fashioned mechanical ka-chinging cash register. Between register and display case, roughly a foot of open space facilitated the delivery of sandwiches and the transfer of money.


    Behind Nerfball the store stretched backward for half its total length. Ranks of refrigerators, freezers and shelves; piles of crates and boxes; empty plastic pickle buckets; mop and pail. In a sphere of personal space around Nerfball, all his implements and ingredients rested within easy reach. Bottles of Tiger Sauce, tubs of mayo, mustard, relish, ketchup, Russian and French dressing. Luscious mounds of butter and cream cheese. Piles of sliced tomatoes and onions. Sharp knives, flexible spatulas, resilient flippers, capacious spoons. Twin chrome steamers that could swiftly turn a quarter-pound of even tough corned beef into so much ambrosia (not that Rory bought any grade of meat but the best). Slit-top boxes of waxed paper and foil, stacks of plastic plates. Several opened loaves of various breads and rolls of assorted dimensions. Serving trays of coleslaw and potato salad with long-handled spoons protruding, and the square cardboard containers (cheaper than plastic, and biodegradable) needed to hold such creamy delicacies.


    The floor up front in the public portion of the store consisted of wide varnished and well-scrubbed boards; in the rear, age-grimed and less meticulously maintained! tiles.


    A compact, simple and efficient little shop with lots of character. Rory had worked hard to make it so. When he had arrived from Iowa all those years ago, the space had held a bankrupt restaurant called KEYNES AND SMITH, its hokey interior configured as a nineteenth-century saloon with all the authenticity of Disney Worlds Europe pavilion. Having decided en route to make this New Jersey town his home, if any fit at all could be established twixt man and burg, Rory had eagerly cast about for some business to support himself. Realtors introduced him to the man who would become and remain his landlord down to this very day, a fellow named Mark Coyne who lackadaisically managed several properties from Weehawken to Jersey City and troubled Rory only infrequently with his random visits. Eager to resume getting some rent on this storefront, Coyne had convinced Rory of the inevitable success of a new restaurant in the same location where one had just failed. Opting for simplicity, Rory had spent a good portion of his Pantechnicon mustering-out money on gutting the place and remaking it in its current image.


    And although he had hardly gotten rich over the following years, he had made a meager living. Until lately.


    Shouted orders jogged Rory out of his reverie. No time for financial worries now. There were sandwiches to be made and distributed! Nerfball continued to respond to the demands of the customers; with wordless speed, slices of pumpernickel flying through the air like ninja stars of death. What with the making of small talk, taking money, and digging cans of soda out of the cooler, Rory experienced the passage of the early afternoon as a blurry rush of faces, hands and paper sacks already splotching with seeping savory juices. Finally, with the clock (a neon antique from a defunct chain of filling stations) showing almost three, the store momentarily held only Rory and his assistant.


    Nerfball wiped his chapped hands on his apron, then lifted the cloth to his brow to dab at his sweat. He took a Kleenex and blew his continually troublesome nose. Gradually the King of Koldkuts lost his introverted look of intense concentration, a fuller cognizance of his surroundings returning.


    Rory walked over to his lone employee and clapped him with honest appreciation on his back.


    "Thanks, Nerf. You were, as usual, superb. I think I can handle the supper crowd alone — it's always slow on a Monday night. Why don't you break early today?"


    Nerfball nodded and began to untie his apron. As he did so, an unwonted curiosity struck Rory, and a question born of the gratitude he felt today toward Nerfball surged into spontaneous life.


    "Hey, Nerf. I just realized something. After all the time we've worked together, I still don't know your real name."


    Nerfball looked embarrassed. "It's Judd."


    "That's not such a bad handle. Would you prefer I call you that?"


    "My last name is Hudnutt."


    "Oh."


    "In school all the other kids used to call me 'Pudd.'"


    Judd "Pudd" Hudnutt. Too cruel. No wonder the name of a spongy toy had seemed preferable.


    "Oh, man, Nerf, I'm sorry I even brought the issue up — "


    "Hey, moll, don't sweat it. I sure don't anymore. Not since I moved in with'the Nuts. They all understand getting picked on."


    "I can believe that. Well, anyhow, time once more for your new-style pay." Rory moved to the register. As he cranked its big handle, he asked in a continuation of his unlikely camaraderie, "Nerf, are you happy here?"


    "Happy? Who's ever happy anywhere?"


    Rory had not expected this cynical answer. He had hoped to hear Nerfball voice some of the inner serenity he must experience while making sandwiches. Always feeling itchy with his own discontents, his own half-chosen, half-defaulted fate, Rory wanted to know that at least one person in his limited circle of acquaintances experienced real happiness. But instead of reassurance, Rory had just now received only further discomforting input. People, Rory reminded himself, often failed to supply the answers to one's questions that one expected or desired.


    The heavy wooden cash-register drawer popped open and struck an unwary Rory with mild violence in the stomach. "Ouch. Well, what would make you happy? What would you be doing in the best of all possible worlds?"


    Nerfball wadded up his apron and tossed it petulantly atop a big glass jar holding chocolate-chip cookies. "First of all, I'd like to have a nice home and not be living with a bunch of sympathetic but easily pissed-off crazies who think a good prank is to put spices in my Nasal Irrigation Water."


    "Have they done that again?"


    Nerfball reached up to palpitate his nose in remembered pain. "No, thank God."


    Cant you move back in with your folks?"


    "No way. They threw me out years ago, because of my Ayurvedic practices. I think the incident when I left my bowel-cleansing cloth tape in the kitchen sink was the last straw."


    Rory repressed a merited but impolite "eeyeuw" noise, and made a mental note to scrub the store's sinks with undiluted bleach.


    "And I sure can't afford an apartment," Nerfball said, glowering at Rory, "because you don't pay me with real money."


    Rory winced, and concentrated on examining the healthy but completely accounted-for contents of the till.


    Nerfball seemed to be warming up to his assigned theme. "Now, what I'd really love to do would be to start a business of my own, a deluxe restaurant. Not a two-bit joint like yours, but a real classy place, where I'd be the host, not the slave labor. But how'm I gonna do any of that without some actual money?"


    Rory reached into the till and extracted the original and unique spondulix which he had hastily scribbled weeks ago in a fit of desperate creativity. The old electric bill, now somewhat greasier and more tattered, still discernibly bore its green crayoned message promising the bearer ten sandwiches on demand, Rory's signature below serving as validation.


    Pinching the upper corners of the unique promissory note, Rory held the spondulix in front of his chest like a shield to deflect Nerfball's justified wrath.


    "Nerf, you know I would love to pay you what you deserve, in real, honest-to-goodness American currency. But every penny I take in goes for something crucial. I still haven't paid the bakery for last week's delivery yet. Mister Coyne, my landlord, is screaming for July's rent even though it's only the third of the month and he knows darn well I generally don't manage to pay till the tenth at the earliest. Before you know it, August's rent will come due. I have to prioritize my debts. If I paid you real money I'd go under. And where would my collapse put either of us?"


    Nerfball's look of adamant disgust did not abate. Rory tried even more valiantly to defend himself.


    "Look, you know I don't draw a salary for myself. I only take enough to cover the rent and utilities on my lousy apartment. I don't own a car, I haven't bought any new clothes in a year, my sneakers have busted laces knotted in a dozen places, and I cut my own hair. I am in this whole mess fully with you, Nerf! What more can I do?"


    "You own this business, Mister Capitalist. By definition, you are expected to take all the risks and either suffer or benefit to the max. All I know is that if I owned my own restaurant I would not make my employees literally eat their wages."


    Rory sighed and dropped his arms, spondulix held by a single corner only. "Nerf, I simply cannot pay you in US Federal greenbacks. Will you take spondulix, or have we come to a parting of the ways?"


    Nerfball sighed dramatically, his large padded chest resonating cavernously. "All right. Hand over that stupid fake cash."


    Relieved, Rory surrendered the spondulix. He turned back to the till to count the day's take, fully expecting Nerfball to perform the by-now familiar parting routine. Nerf would cobble together without much artistry ten sandwiches. These he would bring back to the Old Vault Brewery to share with his fellow Beer Nuts, who would compensate Nerfball by whatever esoteric bartering methods obtained there. Having satisfied the terms of the spondulix, Rory would retrieve the paper from Nerball's momentary possession and put it back in the register. Their solemn daily enactment of this honorable commercial transaction had links to millions of similar fiscal exchanges throughout mankind's history. The legalistic, symbolic paper document transubstantiated into material wealth, promises validated, bonds honored, the signifier become the thing signified.


    The tinkle of the bell above the shop door made Rory look up with sudden concern. Nerfball was leaving, sans sandwiches. He still carried the spondulix.


    "Hey, wait a minute," Rory said nervously. "Don't you want your sandwiches immediately?"


    Pausing halfway out, Nerfball answered with a bit of a non-sequitur. "No, I don't. Beatbox got a new job, after he got scared enough to quit his balloon-delivery gig."


    Worried about the imminent departure of the unique spondulix, Rory still found himself curious about Beatbox's career, "Scared enough to quit? What happened?"


    "Beatbox took a freelance assignment he picked up from some guy on the street, to deliver a big heavy box instead of his usual balloon bouquet. He got dressed up in his clown suit and borrowed the company van, drove to the address, handed the box off to the lady who came to the door. She popped the top and found her own little dog dead inside. Mafia warning to one of its own recalcitrant wiseguys. Now the dog-owner's family is looking for Beatbox."


    Rory massaged his bearded jawline. "Holy smoke."


    "Luckily Beatbox was wearing full clown makeup, including the big red nose, so nobody has any idea of his real face. But he canned the old job anyhow and snagged some work at a Krispy Kreme shop. He gets to bring home all the old unsold donuts at the end of his shift. None of the Beer Nuts want sandwiches any more. They're all pigging out on honey-glazed."


    "All that sugar will kill them."


    "I tried telling them that, but they won't listen."


    "What use do you have for the spondulix then?" asked Rory worriedly. He felt immensely reluctant to let that piece of paper with its implacable promise backed by his signature leave the shop. Suddenly he felt all jittery inside, as if he had just survived a car crash or a stock-market crash or an airplane crash — the collision of something fragile with something perdurable.


    The pudgy man's next words did not lessen Rory's case of nerves. "Oh, I've got a plan for this funny money."


    And so saying, he left with a slam of the door.


    Rory slumped against the register. Doomed. He knew himself as utterly doomed. He had already perished. The corporeal information just hadn't caught up to his brain. Like the Seussian lion who bit his own extra-long tail at bedtime so that the delayed pain would serve as a wake-up jolt eight hours later, Rory suspected a future self-inflicted agony lay in wait.


    When the minor supper-rush had ended, Rory closed up the shop. He refrigerated the perishables. He swabbed the counters. He swept the floor. He made a big red X through today's date on the Robert-Crumb-artwork calendar. (Although what he was counting down toward — or away from — he could not have put into words.) He put the day's "profits" into a night-deposit bag which he tucked under one arm, intending to pass his bank on his way home. He flipped the fingerprinted window-placard to CLOSED. He locked the door from the outside and stood on the sidewalk for a moment. During this familiar routine Rory's mind had been completely missing. His thoughts had been wandering through an all-too-vivid past and an all-too-hazy future. His head resembled a hive full of buzzing bees.


    Somehow he made his cash drop and got himself home. He must have eaten supper, although he never tasted it. He didn't watch the flickering screen of his ancient Quasar television set, although he sat in front of it for some time on his Salvation Army couch. He fell into bed around ten, still wearing jockey shorts and socks.


    Around three AM Rory had a dream — a most awful nightmare in fact.


    He stood atop the ten-meter platform in Mexico City. Looking down at his own body, he noticed he was wearing the hated Speedo trunks of his sponsor. Across his bare chest ran a bumper sticker that said property of speedo. Angrily, Rory ripped the sticker off. Underneath it lay a second sticker, one that said property of the ioc. Really mad now, Rory peeled the second label off. Its gummy back stripped away many chest hairs, with consequent keenly felt dream pain. Then the surrogate Rory decided to drop his offending briefs. He skinned nimbly out of them to stand naked in the eyes of the spectators — impossibly close eyes that flared laughingly and jeeringly. Suddenly the eyes acquired faces, and not the anonymous faces of the historical audience. The crowd was composed of figures from his past. His parents, Katie Stearn and other Pantechnicon members, his drowned grandparents, the whole Beer Nuts crew, Tommie Smith and Lee Evans — And they were all shouting, shouting, shouting: "Payable on demand! Payable on demand!Payable on demand!" Rory looked down toward the pool far below. Not blue water but a sea of greenbacks filled it. Rory knew he had to dive into the fiscal medium. He had no choice. He came to the edge of the platform, tensed his muscles and launched himself off. The dive seemed to take forever. Halfway down he passed the Baroness Von Hammer-Purgstall. Avery Brundage, evil overlord of the IOC, straddled her. Brundage was dressed as the Wicked Witch of the West. "To war, to war!" Brundage yelled, flourishing a cavalry saber. His insane actions made Rory lose the water. Which way was down? Suddenly he hit the money, which offered reams of resistance. Sinking deep into the green depths, he fought toward the surface. A strong current now sprang into being in the pool, a tide pulling Rory away from safety. Niagara Falls lay ahead, a cascade of dollars! Smeared against the inside of his bottle, Jacky Ray passed Rory. The Enterologist was trying to tell Rory something important through glass-mashed lips. "What?" yelled Rory. "What are you saying? Speak louder!" Instead of complying with this sensible request, Jacky Ray shot a hand out of the uncorked top of his bottle, grabbed Rory by the hair and tried to pull the swimmer inside. Rory screamed!


    The sheets around his body held enough discharged sweat to float a tea cup. Rory's hair felt like a seaweed toupee. His heart still pounding, the beleaguered small-businessman crawled out of bed and prepared himself a warm-milk-and-aspirin cocktail. He contemplated his frightening dream in no very productive manner for an hour or so until he fell asleep on the couch.


    In the light of morning things looked somewhat more cheerful. After all, what had actually changed in his life? Nothing except the release of one silly little IOU. A lone scrap of paper with a harmless promise half-legible on it. Surely such an innocent instrument could hold no threat.


    Rory made himself some cold cereal, set out a dish of food for Hello Kitty. His pet did not make her usual swift hungry appearance. Coming and going through the always open kitchen window, she normally never spent the night away.


    "Hello Kitty! Where are you?"


    The cat squeezed out from beneath a sideboard bearing junkshop plates and repurposed jelly-jar drinking glasses. She waddled as she walked toward her plate.


    "Gee, Kitty, even with constant exercise you're getting fat. I always see you scampering around with Cardinal Ratzinger — "


    Instantly alarmed by an appalling suspicion, Rory reached down and scooped Hello Kitty up. Her hard belly and well-defined teats revealed all.


    "Goddamn it, Kitty, this is the last thing I need! And of all potential daddies, to choose that macho Cardinal Ratzinger — " Rory's anger shifted to the Beer Nuts. "If only those irresponsible squatters had had their cat fixed...."


    Rory trailed off. Hello Kitty lay upside down in his arms, pregnant belly exposed, head hanging off the crook of his elbow, purring and inviting some serious scratching. Rory sighed and obliged. To himself he acknowledged his own guilt in the matter of Hello Kitty's condition. The spontaneous creation of such ethically uncomfortable gray areas completely characterized relations between Rory and the homeless posse. Between these two intricately linked parties, much similar fucking and fucking-over had transpired....


    All the window-ledge radios and storefront speakers were playing the Rolling Stones' "Miss You" during the summer of 1978 when Rory moved to Hoboken. At least that's the way Rory liked to recount his arrival to friends two decades later. The romantic synchronization of the Top Forty with his recent breakup with Katie Stearn made for a touching tale — exaggerated perhaps, but certainly harboring a kernel of truth.


    Katie, his first mature love, still loomed large in Rory's heart upon his entry to the modern El Dorado she had so enticingly depicted in pillow talk. One of the first things he did after finding an apartment and signing the lease for his shop involved tracking down the ancestral brewery Katie had told him about.


    After a couple of pleasant hours of pedestrianism, during which Rory deliberately forbore from asking directions in favor of following his nose, he came across the decrepit yet undeniably impressive structure. Still in place hung the very padlock which Katie's twin grandfathers had solemnly clasped shut. Rory shivered, feeling the ghosts of the eccentric Stearn Twins floating at his back. A tear came to his eye as he recalled Katie's curt dismissal of him for pitiable wussiness. For the hundredth time he thought of contacting her, sharing with her his plans, impressing her with the way he was masterfully putting his life back together again. For the hundredth time he discarded the notion. He could never rejoin the circus and she would never leave.


    How did it chance, Rory suddenly wondered, that the Old Vault Brewery remained empty and even perhaps unowned?


    Eventually, after dealing with many obstreperous city bureaucrats and parsing many obscure records, Rory discovered part of Katie's family history of which she herself seemed ignorant.


    When all of Katie's cloistered, clustered family had perished, she believed that no tangible estate remained. (This instant poverty had in fact precipitated Katie's swift and eager entry into the circus life.) Long before Katie's birth, an unscrupulous lawyer named Robert Peppercorn had transferred the title to the Brewery to himself, in return for a deal to pay the Stearns' rent in perpetuity. Her grandparents had endlessly maundered over this notorious incident during Katie's upbringing, until the factoid about the loss had been engrammed into her.


    What Rory learned was threefold: Robert Peppercorn himself had recently died; his heirs, moving to claim the Brewery as part of their legacy, could find no written proof of the transfer from the Stearns; the state of New Jersey had taken temporary ownership of the building until litigation between feuding branches of the Peppercorns and any sought-for Stearn survivors could be settled.


    Rory mused on his findings. Should he call Katie with this news? What would she do with the decaying hulk? Dozens of empty properties dotted the Hoboken landscape, and buyers were unlikely to jump at such a white elephant. Maybe absentee ownership of the Brewery would weigh Katie down. And, in the occasional harsh light of his sleepless dawns, Rory admitted that he did not at the moment have it within himself"to do Katie an altruistic favour.


    Ultimately, Rory abstained from action. The whole affair presented too many knotty complications. Best to let sleeping sins lie.


    Nonetheless, from time to time Rory returned to check up on the vast brick towered edifice by the banks of the Hudson. Not for any logical reason, but simply to touch an obscure token of his past. The building remained unchanged for many years, save for new ailanthus seedlings on the roof and piles of crumbling mortar on the ground growing fractionally higher. Evidently the state in this case was trying to beat the record set by Jarndyce v. Jarndyce. After time, Rory came to accept the Brewery's desuetude as eternal.


    One day around 1997, Rory noticed a subtle change in the building. Something indefinable, an aura of illicit activity about it. Moved by an odd impulse as he stood before the factory, Rory stepped up to the tripartite front door and boldly knocked. Much to his surprise, he heard responsive noises inside that caused him to step warily back.


    The door opened, revealing a pale-skinned man with Negroid facial features.


    "Great to see you, moll," said Earl Erlkonig without a second's hesitation. "You can help us figure something out. C'mon in."


    Before Rory could deny his problem-solving abilities, Erlkonig had snatched him into the Brewery.


    A half-dozen candles lit a bizarre scene.


    People squatted around a circle chalked on the cold cement floor. Several of the folks held drinking glasses which they capped with their hands. Upon joining the coven, Rory could discern in each glass a trapped cockroach, antennae quivering.


    "We're trying to have a race," explained Erlkonig. "First roach out of the circle wins. But we can't keep the bugs straight, and everyone keeps claiming theirs won."


    Rory stroked his beard. "If you had several colors of nail-polish handy and put a different dot on each one — "


    Erlkonig clapped his hands together like a child at Christmas. "Excellent, molecule, excellent! I knew as soon as I set eyes on you that you were a guy with brains. Lateral thinking, moll, that's the key, right.'"


    "I guess so —


    Erlkonig moved within Rory's personal space and whispered, "Say, pard, you got any money?"


    "Um, yeah, a little — "


    Bouncing away from Rory, Erlkonig exclaimed, "Great, great! Our new friend's gonna buy us a case of beer!"


    "I am?"


    "Sure you are! Just like you promised me a second ago." Bemused at the albino's effrontery, Rory fell in with his proclamation. "Okay, I'll be right back."


    "Oh, and don't forget the nail polish, too."


    When Rory returned with drinks and cosmetics, the assembled cockroach-racers gave him a lusty cheer. He immediately felt heartened and welcome.


    They spent the rest of that afternoon watching roaches scurry. The squatters rounded up an entrant for Rory, and his bug eventually took several heats. The medium for bets was bottlecaps.


    By the end of the day, Rory knew he had found his real social set.


    His past two decades in Hoboken had certainly not constituted a life as hermetic as that of the Stearns. Still, Rory could basically call himself a loner. He had maintained amiable relationships with a flood of more-or-less temporary workers in his store. Sometimes the young kids he serially employed actually enlisted Rory in a night out, which he usually enjoyed. Rory's next door commercial neighbor, hardware seller Tiran Porter, amounted to the closest thing Rory had to a best friend. The two men often went bowling together. They had made a few trips to Atlantic City. Tiran's family — wife Val and numerous little Porters who called him "Uncle Rory" — had hosted bachelor Rory at numerous holidays. And then of course there were Rory's parents. Still spry in their senior years, Roz and Rudy Honeyman visited their son two or three times annually. The visits followed the identical touristic pattern established by Roz during Rory's youth. Roz would run her companions ragged, and Rory could gauge their day of departure accurately by his father's increasingly laconic remarks.


    Rory's love life remained a more problematic area. A number of one-night stands (including an incredible but essentially unrepeatable marijuana-fueled ménage with Leather 'n' Studs), two on-again, off-again affairs of some duration, and an actual live-in relationship of nine months with a magazine editor. Helen Datura, however, had fickle-heartedly left Hoboken and Rory for the swankier charms of a dot.com millionaire from San Jose named Handel Washington.


    But Rory's most significant squeeze since Katie had certainly been Miss Suki Netsuke, née Susan Bollingen.


    Arriving in Manhattan in 1987 with her freshly minted degree from Rhode Island School of Design, Netsuke had naturally gravitated to the still-decadent Alphabet Streets of the Village to pursue her artistic visions: the marriage of origami and pornography into a form she called "pornigami." Not only were Netsuke's folded constructions sexual in nature, depicting organs and arrangements of organs, copulating couples and fornicating fauna, but her raw materials consisted of colorful pages torn from various X-rated sources. Despite the undeniable brilliance of her conceit, over the next decade gallery and museum success eluded her. Yet she persisted, living in squalor and supported only by frequent checks from the Bollingens back home. Gentrification had chased her all over the island, until finally every neighborhood of go-go Manhattan proved too expensive for her budget. Netsuke crossed then to Hoboken.


    Rory met Suki Netsuke one chill December night in Maxwell's, Hoboken's most famous venue for live music, shortly after his breakup with Helen Datura. Lured by an air of sorrow that contrasted interestingly with the discernible laugh lines of her face, Rory made a shy overture that led to them sharing a table and sipping Coronas with lime. Netsuke confided portions of her life story to him, concluding with the news that her parents had finally cut off her funds after a decade of support. Still determined to pursue her art, she faced imminent eviction and starvation with an equable front.


    Rory found her dedication and insouciance in the face of disaster to be alluring. Why, he thought at the time, couldn't he find his own visionary center so firmly? Why couldn't he shrug blithely in the face of defeat? Why did he have to angst so much over every little upset? Maybe, a little voice proposed inside Rory's head, living with this devil-may-care woman would help him. He had the routines of cohabitation down pat after sharing his life with Helen. Why not stay on track before the track rusted?


    Almost before Rory knew what was happening, a few more dates led to Netsuke moving in, a process that consisted of shifting a few small tidy bundles of possessions (which reminded Rory of ceremoniously wrapped Japanese packages) in a couple of short trips.


    Their wholesome, satisfying, albeit tepid relationship lasted well over a year. Then Rory made his fatal mistake. He introduced Suki Netsuke to the Beer Nuts, his newest friends. She took to that crowd like a lost wolf rejoining a pack of its fellows. And the alpha wolf, Erlkonig, exerted the strongest pull on her. Apparently the edgy lifestyle led by Erlkonig and associates appealed to her rebel side more than Rory's boring, sedentary, no-risk existence did. At least so Rory had assumed. Netsuke never made quite clear her exact reasons for moving out. One day she had simply announced that she was leaving him for Earl Erlkonig, and that was all he could get out of her.


    Rory's emotional recovery had taken months. For weeks he felt only slightly less crushed than he had when the Baroness bought the farm. Everything always hit him so damn hard!


    Netsuke's betrayal had since kept Rory pretty distant from the Brewery and its crowd of weird people who seemed intuitively able to jerk his puppet strings.


    And now his cat carried a Beer Nuts litter! Too predictable! Knocked-up one way or another by those irresponsible freaks!


    Rory set Hello Kitty down. Nothing he could do about it, so he might as well go to work.


    Outside, the morning's oven-hot air was freighted with a Pacific's worth ot humidity. By the time Rory had walked from his apartment on Jackson Street out to the deli on Washington, he felt like one hundred and eighty pounds of pastrami in a giant steamer. His beard clung to his face like a sodden wool scarf. He considered shaving the fur off, but the facial renovation seemed like too much work, and pointless as well. He had worn this disguise so long that he could not imagine himself without it. The beard seemed some fuzzy albatross that he had willingly donned shortly after his failed protest in Mexico City, and which over time had bonded to his soul.


    Much to the wrist-watchless Rory's surprise, although neighborhood clocks read only nine-fifty, his store loomed open. Rory advanced tentatively over the threshold, not quite knowing what to expect. A break-in, perhaps? If so, he hoped the robbers had been content with pickles, since no cash lay ready to placate them.


    The interior of Honeyman's Heroes smelled like Lestoil and Murphy's Oil Soap. Despite their gouges the wooden eating-counters shone resplendently.The floorboards on the patrons' side of the store gleamed wetly, and the formerly grungy tiles on the employee side revealed remnants of their showroom condition. All the chrome on the fridges and freezers Twinkled. Although their blades were racked and hidden, the cutlery seemed to speak pridefully of recent sharpening. Cobwebs near the ceiling in the far corners of the store had vanished. A few dirty pans left in the sink last night stood scrubbed and drying.


    Rory discovered Nerfball kneeling beneath a worktable at the far end of the store, the crack of his buttocks showing above the waist of his pants. At first Rory imagined the big man had withdrawn into one of his sulks, as when Rory had found him huddled beneath the desk in the Brewery. But closer inspection revealed that Nerfball was employing a stiff-bristled brush to scrub a stubborn old dried mess.


    Utterly bewildered, Rory asked, "Nerf, what's going on?"


    Nerfball ceased attacking the blotch and looked back over his shoulder. "Remember that egg sandwich I made last month for Tiran and it didn't come out just right and I got mad and threw it against the wall and it slid down to the floor and you said, 'What the hell, Nerf?' and I said, 'Screw it, I'm not picking it up!' and you said, 'Well, that's where it's gonna stay then!'"


    "Er, yeah, I've dredged up the incident easily, thanks to that helpful narrative."


    "Well, I just realized I was wrong and I should clean up my mistakes."


    "Very thoughtful, Nerf. Very thoughtful. But what about all the rest of this housekeeping?"


    A disingenuous expression swept over Nerfball's face before he replied. "I don't know, really. When I woke up this morning, the notion just popped into my head. I had a lot of energy this morning from doing some special Pranayama breathing exercises and I said to myself, 'Judd' — I still call myself 'Judd' — 'Judd,' I said, 'Honeyman's pretty swell to employ you and you're always giving him grief. Why don't you head over to the sandwich shop a little early and show your appreciation?' So that's what I did."


    Rory replayed Nerfball's words mentally once or twice to make sure he had heard them correctly. Still baffled, he contemplated several possible responses running the spectrum from ironically dismissive to fulsomely grateful. He finally settled on carefully neutral words.


    "I appreciate your extra efforts, Nerf. But you don't have to overdo things."


    "Oh, I'm not. I love to work here!"


    "Uh, right. Of course you do." Rory began to back nervously away. "Well, it's gonna be lunchtime before we know it, and we've got to warm up the meatballs and stuff. I think I'll just get a little head start."


    Once safely distant from Nerfball, Rory called cautiously back, "Maybe you should stop now and wash your hands and put your apron on, Nerf."


    "Sure, Mister Aitch! Whatever you say!"


    Nerfball clambered up from the floor, scrubbed up, donned his apron and set to work, whistling as he did so. His tune of choice: "Pop Goes' the Weasel." After a while Rory found himself subvocalizing the lyrics. "Penny for a spool of thread, penny for a needle. That's the way the money goes, pop goes the weasel!" He was driving himself crazy with the repetition of the inane words, but after Nerfball's earlier manic display Rory did not dare ask him to stop whistling.


    Rory continued to watch his employee warily from a certain distance, convinced that some dire eruption commensurate with the surface good cheer lay in wait. However, as the day swung into high gear and Nerfball exhibited only his usual range of behaviors, Rory gradually lost his sense of trepidation.


    At day's end Nerfball did not repeat yesterday's sullen tantrum concerning his pay. Instead he seemed practically gleeful.


    "I worked extra good today, didn't I, Rory?"


    "You sure did, Nerf."


    "You think maybe I could have a raise then?"


    Rory's peace of mind collapsed faster than a Ponzi scheme. Nerf s wages. Somehow he had managed to put the whole matter out of his mind. Now he was forced to consider it.


    The original unique spondulix had flown the coop, carried off yesterday by the fat Beer Nut. In Rory's thoughts, spondulix (despite the mixed singular/plural connotations of its name) had always stood for the co-opted electric bill alone. Suddenly he had to confront the alarming notion of duplicating the currency. Very unwise, his conscience warned, the first step on a deceptively sunny road to perdition. (Or second step, counting his initial drafting of spondulix as the first.) Reproduction of the sandwich coupon could only lead to catastrophic ruination. Rory could not say how or why, but his gut told him so.


    Rory cranked open the till. "Okay, Nerf, I agree. You do deserve more pay. Now, let's see. I was giving you minimum wage before, when I paid you in cash, wasn't I? I'll up it now by, oh, say, twenty-five whole cents! Just think, every four hours you work, you earn an extra dollar! Two extra dollars a day! Before taxes, of course."


    Nerf lifted his eyes to the tin ceiling and blew out a hordy breath of exasperatiom. "But I don't want to get paid in dollars."


    Rory stopped counting bills out. Now that Nerfball had actually said what Rory had somehow feared he'd say and all sanity had departed from the world, Rory found his temper surging. Struggling not to grow angry, Rory said, "Yesterday, all I heard was how you wanted some real money. Today my cash is suddenly trash. Okay. I won't ask for an explanation. I'm not sure I could handle one. Just tell me exactly how you'd like to get paid."


    "With more spondulix, natch."


    "I see. We have a bull market in spondulix this afternoon. Did the exchange rate with Russia go up, or what?"


    Nerfball said nothing and Rory found himself disinclined to push any further for an answer. He admitted to himself that he was scared to learn what made spondulix so suddenly attractive. He'd find out sooner or later anyhow, he realized.


    Rory struggled to regain his early-morning certainty about the harmlessness of spondulix. Achieving a little glib self-confidence, he sensed himself about to capitulate. And if he were going to mount the gallows under his own power, he might as well do it with a certain grace and nobility. French duke holding his soon-to-be-guillotined head high. (And hadn't the French Revolution in fact been precipitated by currency troubles? Something about assignats and mandats, Rory dimly remembered from Mr. Parker's grandfatherly lectures.)


    Adopting a strained smile akin to one which a man digging his own grave might wear while pondering life's ironies, Rory said, "All right. What kind of raise did you have in mind?"


    "How about fifty percent?"


    Rory imitated Nerfball's previous melodramatics, but did not argue. He took a pen from his pocket and grabbed a paper napkin off the counter. He inscribed a new spondulix for fifteen sandwiches, tagging it boldly with his signature.


    Nerfball took the payment with ill-concealed happiness. "Thanks, moll."


    "No problem," said Rory with all the meager manners he could muster, all the while secretly hoping that the fragile napkin would quickly fall apart. Perishable media, that was the key. Must lay in stocks of disappearing ink.


    "See you bright and early tomorrow, boss," said Nerfball on his way out.


    The customer bell chimed a dirge in the empty store. Ah, yes, tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. Rory foresaw an endless stream of spondulix flowing out from the shop, mortgaging his whole future. He held his head in his hands. Like the thoughtless little girl who had slipped into the devilish red dancing shoes, he had doomed himself to an eternity of repetitive folly.


    Inexorably, like ten coins falling into a wishing well and producing ten failed wishes, two work weeks passed. Against all his better self-counsel, Rory inscribed ten more spondulix. Only thus could he keep Nerfball working and the shop open. And he needed to keep the shop open because — Well, exactly why did he need to keep the shop open? Certainly not because the enterprise provided a lavish lifestyle. Just a way to kill time? "As if we could kill time without injuring eternity..." Someone had said that. Exactly what did it mean, though? If only Mr Parker still walked this earth to gloss such truisms.


    Every now and then during this spurt of guilty and wanton fiscal creation, Rory considered just chucking all his responsibilities and habits and lighting out for the territories. But he always stopped just on the verge of ditching. Where would he go, what would he do? Too old to join the circus, even if any would have him. That had been the once-in-a-lifetime fulfillment of a spontaneous dream, and he had already enacted it. Back to the farm, to herd bees for the rest of his life? Too many memories there, like living in a haunted house. Dzubas's gruff introduction: "You are going to whack your head, young man, if you don't get closer to the edge." No, plainly his strongest roots now clutched the concrete-and-asphalt-concealed soil of Hoboken, the birthplace of his first love, Katie Stearn. And although these roots had rather arbitrarily been transplantedhere, they could not now be so summarily pulled up.


    At the end of this uneasy period Rory's store was mortgaged to the tune of roughly one hundred and fifty sandwiches. He had no idea where the eleven spondulix resided in this wide wide world. He had broken down and bluntly asked Nerfball one day, but the Ayurvedic Beer Nut refused to say. Rory could only hope that they had all been stashed somewhere in the Old Vault Brewery, someplace where the rats would chew them to pieces, eating the promise of sandwiches rather than the expensive sandwiches themselves, lining their nests with Nerfball's nest egg.


    As the days passed with no trace of the potentially boomeranging spondulix Rory managed to convince himself that they would never surface. Apparently the notes had gone on a one-way journey to Monetary Never-never Land, the Sargasso Sea of Bad Debts, the Elephants' Graveyard of Promissory Notes, the Bermuda Triangle of IOUs.


    One night around suppertime, when Rory was helming the store solo, Tiran Porter strode in. The hardware-store owner had his hands jammed into the baggy pockets of his big belted sweater. His kinky curls scintillated with metal dust discharged by the pipe-cutting machines. His broad black face wore the look of a man who had just solved an intractable problem of long standing.


    Porter stopped in front of Rory, the counter separating them. He tugged the waist ties of his sweater tighter as if choking an enemy. Then he spoke.


    "Rory, old buddy, you know how you're into me for that wiring work I done?"


    "Sure, Tiran, I haven't forgotten. It's just — "


    "Good, good, glad to hear the old memory's keen as ever. Well, I'm here to say you can pay me in sandwiches."


    Rory's heart began to pump something thick as mayonnaise. "What — what do you mean?"


    Porter dug into one pocket and came up with a napkin.


    Rancid mayo, that's what was running in his veins.


    "This here is what I mean. That Nerdo dude you got working for you convinced me to take this scribbled napkin in place of thirty doriars' worth of efectrical equipment. Now, I nearly laughed him outta the store till I seen your name on the bottom. Rory, we're friends, right? I known you for a good long stretch now, and can say you're a straight-shooter, a righteous dude. But this mean old world don't always reward the straight and upright types like they deserve. To be exact, not hardly never. The facts of the matter, as I see 'em, is that you're always broke and will probably always be broke, 'cuz you got no head for money. However, you make one hell of a sandwich. When I seen this here spondulix coupon of yours, I got to thinking. I figured, 'Shit, Rory ain't never gonna pay me no cash, but I can always get a sandwich off him.' So I'm here to say that if you're willing to write me another one of these spondulix, we'll call it square on that old bill."


    "How — how much do I owe you again?"


    "Forty-nine dollars and thirty-three cents."


    Rory considered. "You know, Tiran, at an average price of five dollars per sandwich, a fifteen-sandwich spondulix is worth seventy-five dollars. You'll be making out pretty good if I pay you thirty spondulix."


    "You, too, seeing as how it don't cost you nowhere near five dollars just to make one lousy egg sandwich. And besides, you get to spread out the payment. It'll probably take me a month to eat all these sandwiches. Val wants me to watch the old cholesterol, you know."


    Full of sudden bravado, Rory whipped out a pen. "It's a deal."


    When Porter held the second spondulix, he craftily said, "Okay, now I'm gonna make sure these babies work as advertised. Give me an Atlantic City on white, hold the poker chips. Me and cucumber slices don't get along."


    "Sure thing, Tiran."


    As Rory built the sandwich, he realized that he would somehow have to make change. So far there existed only two denominations of spondulix: the original and unique ten-sandwich electric bill, and several fifteen-sandwich napkins. Now he would have to create a third.


    Rory passed the wrapped sandwich to Porter and took the scribbled napkin in exchange. He put the napkin in the till, then scrawled a new one: One Spondulix Redeemable


    For Forteen Sandewiches. This he returned to Porter.


    Porter nodded sagely. "I see, they just like food stamps."


    "You got it, Tiran."


    Porter smiled, satisfied. "All right, this is gonna work out fine." Poised to exit, Porter paused. "These ain't backed by the mob, are they, Rory?"


    Rory was shocked. "Of course not!"


    "Excellent! See you tomorrow then, my man."


    Porter left. Rory tried to decide whether he should be relieved or worried. He no longer owed Porter any real money. With the flick of his pen he had erased one of his outstanding debts. However, a new spondulix had been created. But one had come back into the till. And the newest spondulix represented only fourteen sandwiches, not fifteen. But wait! The spondulix in the till would leave the store tomorrow in Nerfball's pocket. Hydra's heads! For every one cut off, two sprang up!


    By the end of tomorrow, Rory calculated, he would owe almost two hundred sandwiches to whoever possessed his spondulix. The single sandwich Porter had just redeemed was a pitiful chip off the Gibraltar of his obligations. But as his friend had reminded Rory, the sandwiches didn't cost Rory as much to produce as the public valued them at. Oh, Lord, his head was spinning! Like a good-news/bad-news joke, every positive hid a negative, every downside showed an upside. Too much to contemplate. Only someone with a degree in higher economics could possibly unravel this mess.


    One thing Rory knew, however. Nerfball was going to have to do a lot of explaining tomorrow about his promiscuous exchange of spondulix for goods and services other than the specified sandwiches.


    But the next day brought Rory a change of heart. Although he teetered several times on the point of confronting Nerfball, each time he stopped himself. A certain desire to be morally honest stood in the way of any interrogation. After all, the spondulix really no longer belonged to Rory once he passed them over to Nerf, who had honestly earned them as best he could, for maximum return. Rory felt lucky he could get the man to employ his talents here at all, considering that he was technically violating the Beer Nuts credo, never work! No, all the blame sat squarely on Rory's shoulders, and chastising the hapless Nerfball would solve nothing.


    Watching his sweaty employee transform heaps of coldcuts into works of art, Rory resigned himself once again, both to his past and to whatever might yet transpire.


    God, what a precarious existence this world afforded at best! And what a cockup Rory had made of his one and only life, ever since that day under the hot Mexican sun, before the eyes of the whole world.


    By the end of the day Rory's existential angst had faded to a dull ache. Only one thing continued to puzzle him. What had prompted Nerfball suddenly to put the spondulix into general circulation? Such a move required more initiative than Rory had always assumed Nerfball could readily call upon. Had Rory underestimated Nerf all these years? Was he that bad a judge of character?


    Wait: could other, subtler minds be lurking behind this campaign?


    Rory shuddered as a phantom albino face leered at him.


    No customer tried to tender spondulix during the next several days. But finally one afternoon a group of workers from the Stahl Soap Corporation came in at shift's end, smelling sweetly of their product. It was as if someone had opened a giant box of bath salts in the shop. At first Rory couldn't suss out why they had traveled all the way over from Park Street down by the river, since that distance precluded an impulsive drop-in. Then they revealed the two spondulix they carried, and placed their order for thirty sandwiches.


    While he was slapping the heterogeneous sandwiches together — credibly, but without Nerfball's finesse — Rory tried slyly to learn where they had gotten the spondulix. He couldn't figure out what Nerfball might have traded for, since the man's Ayurvedic tenets apparently did not include frequent bathing. Anyway, the Brewery lacked running water.


    At last Rory asked outright. "So, guys — where'd you get my coupons?"


    A skinny fellow who seemed capable of consuming an infinite amount of "free" but not inexpensive pickles spoke up around a mouthful of dill spears. "Harry Lieberman — you know Harry, he drives our company truck — well, Harry in his downtime hauled a bunch of stuff somewhere for those hippies that live in the old brewery, and they paid him with these. Harry gave 'em to me as payment for his bowling league dues. So I'm sharing them with the whole league."


    Rory nearly sliced the tip of one finger off. Bad news, this. The exchanges were growing more complicated. Assign Rory himself the role of primary transmitter, Origin Node of spondulix. Nerfball occupied the second link in the chain of exchange. Tiran Porter and Harry Lieberman had parallel spots as third parties, people who for whatever reason obviously trusted in spondulix enough to accept them for future redemption without ever contacting Node One. Much worse, these bowlers here in the shop, fourth parties, also seemed willing to accept the spondulix without personal knowledge of Rory's honesty or willingness to make good on them. Wasn't this property a known characteristic of real money? Didn't economists have some complicated way to measure circulation, the number of times money changed hands?


    Christ, this insane faith scared him! What were people thinking? How could they trust his personal signature on dozens of napkins roaming the city of Hoboken like prodigal children on Halloween, masquerading as real money. He had to abandon spondulix! But he couldn't. His business would go under if he did.


    Piling slices of tomatoes atop rings of Bermuda onions in a stack as tall as his worries, Rory wondered where, when and how the farce would end.


    And in the back of his mind resided another, lesser worry. What were the Beer Nuts up to? First, purchases of electrical equipment, then haulage of (maybe) the same. Everything pointed to something dangerous, no doubt about it


    At home that night, feeding the voracious, fat-bellied Hello Kittty her kibble, Rory coulg think only of the unforeseeable entanglements that awaited him, lurking in the shadows of futurity like tail, featureless, hooded specters, fluid and wavery, their ectoplasmic spines curved into the shape of dollar-signs. His only hope: that his doom would materialize soon, cutting short the suspense.


    The next day Rory got his wish.


    And as with most such answered prayers, he derived little comfort from the event.


    Rory stood with his arms in dishwater up to his elbows. The clapper of the bell hung from the front door swung and sounded. He turned, soapy water dripping from his hands.


    Earl Erlkonig strode boldly into the shop with Suki Netsuke on his arm, and all Rory's specters suddenly coalesced into a tangible form.


    The couple paused at the counter. Both were smiling. On Netsuke s ginger-colored face the expression was charming, spiced with just an agreeable hint of mischief. On Erlkonig's hereditarily blanched face the proportions of the expression were reversed: mischief — nay, danger — outweighed any charm.


    The sight of Netsuke's arm linked through Erlkonig's knifed into Rory's guts. But he straightened his back, wiped his hands dry, grinned painfully, and started toward them.


    Erlkonig anticipated Rory's movements by trespassing under the hinged-bridge portion of the counter and closing with Rory near the sink.


    "Hey, Rory, my molecule, I'm paying a personal call to invite you to an Outlaw Party."


    So. Here came the Trump announcing Armageddon. The hazy scheme had crystallized, proving just as frightening as Rory had feared. Anxiety gave way momentarily to annoyance, as from the bathroom came the distracting honking of Nerfball performing his regular Nasal Irrigations.


    An institution of several years' standing, the Outlaw Party resembled a rave combined with a Hell's Angels rally, tinged with Wigstock and Spring Break. Sans permit or permission, the Beer Nuts and other assorted fringe folks from as far off as Boston would take over a public location come nightfall on a grapevine- specified day, declaring the site a "Temporary Autonomous Zone." Hordes of boho volunteers would string decorations, tap kegs, pile food on tables, roll joints, stack speakers and generally mount an Anarchist D-Day. Invitation to each Outlaw Party generally arrived by word of mouth among a select group. But after a certain critical mass of blabbers had been reached, the attendance always swelled to include the hoi polloi.


    The Hoboken police generally tolerated the random, infrequent Outlaw Party insofar as their authoritarian genes would allow, knowing that the motivation was sheer fun, not vandalism or riot. However, the rush of events often overstepped the limits of police tolerance in ways that the authorities could not ignore. Always beneath the jolly festivities grinned the face of Dame Chaos. Take the time the Nuts had chosen the Manhattan ferry station down near the PATH subway entrance for their site. Apparently the spectacle of a full orchestra atop the building's roof, with stoned dancers threatening to fall off the gables and kill themselves, had been too much for the cops to stand. The subsequent dispersal of the revelers had eventually involved two fire companies and a contingent of National Guardsman.


    Rory supposed he was just getting older, but for some reason he didn't relish the idea of an Outlaw Party as much as he once had. The prospect of confronting the police at this time in his life, when he was already guilty of perpetuating spondulix, rather knocked the wind out of his sails.


    Rory regarded Erlkonig's inscrutable face: broad white African nose and tintless eyebrows, his smile so seemingly transparent, yet well-known to conceal depths of cunning. He sought to detect the exact magnitude of Erlkonig's duplicity, but failed to register any accurate reading. Rory looked to Netsuke, hoping to discover in her demeanor any hidden traps in this invitation. But his ex-girlfriend had her head bowed over one of his shop fliers, her nimble fingers creasing it along mysterious lines. Lost in her art, she seemed oblivious to the conversation between the two men.


    Rory looked back to Erlkonig. He tried to work up a little resentment at the Chief Beer Nut for dtealing his girl away, but couldn't quite do it.


    "Oh, what the hell," caved in Rory, his loneliness over-coming his suspicions. "Sure, I'll come."


    "Great, my moll. I knew we could count on you. And maybe you'll contribute a little something — ?"


    "No problem. I'll make up a few platters."


    Erlkonig brushed this offer away. "Ain't real sandwiches I'm after, Rory. The food angle is pretty well covered. But we need to purchase a few other things, and our treasury is, like, empty."


    "Earl, you know I'm always broke, too."


    Erlkonig's smile widened. "Ah, my moll, you're too modest. All you have to do is write out a few more of those spondulix things you've been giving Nerfball, and we're all in the long green."


    Complete confirmation of Rory's hunches did not make him happy. It did not cheer him to learn that Erlkonig had been the secret master behind Nerfball's perversion of spondulix. Rather, he grew even more dismayed, once forced to acknowledge that his innocent fiscal brainchild had fallen into the clutches of a wily, intelligent, guileful kidnapper.


    "Earl, you're asking me to spend wildly against an unknown future earnings stream. Every spondulix I write amounts to a loan drawn on potential profits I can't even realistically project."


    Erlkonig did not dismiss Rory's assertion out-of-hand, but instead received the older man's words with serious mien. He draped a comradely arm over Rory's shoulder and steered him confidentially into a corner.


    "No, man, you're all wrong. You see, ever since I heard how you was paying old Nerf I been thinking a lot about this whole matter. Doing some reading too. This money business gets very complicated, a lot more intense than most people realize. Take these spondulix of yours now, for instance. Experts would identify them as one step removed from commodity money, which is like if we were all to trade actual sloppy sandwiches back and forth. But that single step is everything! Once you make it, not only is there no "chance of going backwards but you've leveraged your product into the heavenly realm of insubstantiality. All your spondulix are never going to be redeemed simultaneously in some worst-case scenario. Most will just circulate forever. Take my word for it, I've done the math. And history bears me out. Money for nothing, Rory, just like having a money tree growing in your backyard. All that stands between you and fortune is your irrational fear of success. You gotta kill that demon, moll! Go with your bliss!"


    Amazingly, Rory found himself wanting to believe Erlkonig's spiel. Life would be so easy if his argument were true. All economic insecurity banished forever.


    Rory opened his mouth to agree when Erlkonig pushed him one step too far with a teasing urgency.


    "C'mon, man! Take the leap and don't be cheap! Spend the shells and let 'em all go to hell!"


    Rory fantasized steam streaming from his nostrils. "Cheap! You've got a lot of nerve calling me cheap! I'm just trying to keep my head above water by providing a wholesome product. When have you ever been as generous as me, Earl? What have you ever done for anyone but yourself, old Number One? How many people do you support? What good are you to Hoboken?"


    Erlkonig did not answer these justifiable charges, but merely sought to calm Rory. "Hey, moll, chill! Ain't no need to impute my motives —"


    Rory knew now he had truly lost control. But he didn't care. Tossing his superego overboard felt good. He decided that he was just getting rolling.


    "And that's another thing I'm tired of, all your intellectual pretensions. Half the time you use the wrong word. Like just now, you meant 'impugn' but you said 'impute.'"


    "No, man, impute is correct."


    "You are so wrong. It's impugn."


    "Impute."


    "Impugn."


    "Impute!"


    "Impugn!"


    "Fuck you!"


    The two men seemed ready to come to blows. At that very instant, Netsuke coughed. Both combatants turned to eyeball her.


    Finished with her paper folding, Netsuke revealed a simple paper bird held up in her palm. Having captured their attention, she tossed the advertisement bird aloft, like a magician releasing a dove of peace. The origami construction clearly flapped its wings several times, then glided to a landing on the floor between Rory and Erlkonig, whereupon it promptly melted back to its original flier form, only now intricately creased.


    Netsuke said nothing. The two men regarded her beatific smile, then turned sheepishly back to each other.


    "I wish I knew how she does that," said Erlkonig.


    "Me, too," said Rory. Then: "Oh, Christ, Earl, I'm sorry I got mad. I didn't mean to shout."


    "Me neither. Hey, you can tell me to fuck off if it'll make you feel better."


    "No, that's okay."


    "Shake?"


    "Sure." Rory wiped his wet hands on his apron and they shook.


    "Now, about the spondulix we need — "


    "Oh, Christ, here's your spondulix." Rory bent and picked up the magic bird. On its blank side he wrote one spondulix for the largest denomination yet: five hundred sandwiches. In for a penny, in for a pound. Or should that be: hung for a wolf rather than hung for a lamb?


    "Thanks, moll," said Erlkonig cheerily, putting the draft carefully away in a shirt pocket. He rejoined Netsuke on the far side of the counter.


    Nerfball emerged from the bathroom. "Hey, Earl, did it go like you planned?"


    Rory swiveled his gaze among the three complicitous Beer Nuts. Their utter audacity and gall!


    "Nerf," said Erlkonig.


    "What?"


    "You are a total idiot."


    Erlkonig and Netsuke hastened to depart. Completely drained of the energy necessary for renewed confrontation, Rory only lamely asked, "Where is this party anyhow?"


    "Ah, that's the beauty part, moll. We're gonna comman- deer the entire campus of the Stevens Institute."


    The Stevens Institute of Technology occupied a spectacular bluff above the Hudson, and afforded a gorgeous view of Manhattan. This bash would surely mark a highpoint for the Outlaw Party tradition.


    Rory asked, "And the date?"


    "Week from tonight. Can you make it?"


    "Sure — " Hold on: a week from tonight was July 23RD, his fiftieth birthday. Could Erlkonig know, perhaps through Netsuke? Could they be planning a surprise party for him? Nah, the Nuts would never do anything so conventionally thoughtful. Sheer coincidence. Best to say nothing, and avoid looking like an egocentric fool.


    "Great! See you there. Meanwhile, stay swell, shell!"


    With this baffling new form of address, Erlkonig and Netsuke took their leave.


    Rory could only shake his head at how easily and com-pletely he had been gulled. Five hundred sandwiches! Well, no remedy now except to try to make some sales.


    Nerfball returned with alacrity to his tasks, clearly seeking to forestall by hard work any recriminations for his part in the affair.


    Rory intuited with deep queasiness that the fatal climacteric he had long anticipated had come and gone. Yet he somehow simultaneously experienced a small twinge of relief. Now he knew the exact nature of his doom: to live beneath the Damoclean Sword of spondulix, with Erlkonig's scissors-holding hands ready to snip the thread of safety. A cold comfort, but Rory determined to squeeze every drop of bitter solace from his fate.


    Which explained why when the delivery man from the bakery came that same day, Rory did his damnedest to persuade him to take spondulix in payment.


    And no one was more surprised than Rory when the guy eagerly did.
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    Rory studied himself in the steamy mirror above the bath-room sink. For once his reddish hair — unstylishly long through cosmetic inertia rather than societal rebellion — was neatly combed. Good enough. His beard, though — highly unsatisfactory and rather ragged in its outlines. Over the years the bush had crept up higher and higher on his cheekbones like kudzu. Should he just shave the damned mask off? For the thousandth time he put aside the decision (the refusal to decide, he fully realized, a decision in itself). For some formless reason he quailed at the notion of confronting his naked face. He wasn't sure which outcome appalled him more: that his face would look the same as it had at age eighteen, when he had first adopted his beard, or that it would look totally different.


    He swung the hinged mirror aside, fancifully exiling his reflection to stare at the wall, and took a razor and small scissors from the medicine-cabinet shelf. He drew new upper borders to his facial lawn with the TRAC II blade and trimmed the frontiers of his furry face. Short red hairs littered the bowl of the sink like rusty iron filings on white paper. He washed the detritus down the drain with a surge of water. There, he looked as good as he ever would.


    Rory walked out of the bathroom and into his bedroom to dress. He wore only a tattered time-yellowed towel around his waist. The thirty-year-old towel bore the stenciled identifier property of toronto ymca. Rory superstitiously used the souvenir only when he prepared for a date, since it reminded him of happier times: the Pantechnicon, the Baroness, Kate. He couldn't say why he had dug out the talisman now, prior to the Outlaw Party tonight. Certainly he had no romantic plans. And yet a nebulous sentimental impulse of the heart had awakened with him this morning. Intellectually, he knew he should not allow any hopes to flourish too vigorously. Nonetheless, he couldn't entirely suppress his sourceless elation.


    In the bedroom Rory had previously laid out his clothes: Jockey shorts fresh out of the package, his best pair of Levi jeans, a clean white polo shirt unmarred by any trademark, and a crisp new pair of Gold Toe socks. Dropping his towel, Rory caught his reflection again, this time in a full-length door-mounted mirror. Why was he so self-conscious about his looks tonight? Generally he cared less than a gnats whisker about his looks. Living alone for so long, he had gradually lost traditional self-consciousness about his body. Yet now here he was, drawn to his reflection for the second time in as many minutes. Well, anyhow, he didn't look so bad for a guy celebrating his fiftieth birthday tonight. (But was he indeed celebrating? All week long he had awaited hints from the various Beer Nuts he had encountered that some surprise party for him lurked in the works. But no such clues had fallen from their lips. And usually the gossipy squatters could hold a secret as well as a roomful of teenaged girls.)


    Rory found it easy to keep fit. Avoid fast times and hard living, and don't soil your conscience. That was the ticket. Good health through boredom and namby-pambyism. Although he had certainly been violating the latter tenet lately, what with wild issuance of spondulix for debts and purchases hither and yon....


    Determined to enjoy himself tonight, Rory pushed all thoughts of the comestible currency out of his head. Let all his financial worries go to hell!


    Rory turned around to admire himself from the rear. Suki Netsuke could have held no complaints against him in the body department. Certainly he was more attractive than Earl Erlkonig! Hadn't she in fact expressed a certain satisfaction with their lovemaking? No cause for her desertion thererShe must have left him for something else, something he did or didn't do, something he did or didn't say. Hold on one second, though! What was this new layer of fat around his waist? Rory pinched a modest fold between thumb and index finger. Better lay off those chocolate-chip cookies!


    Slipping into his clothes, Rory let his anticipation build. Tonight he would have a good time! Nothing would bother him for the duration of the party. Least of all the fact that he had crossed the half-century mark without a lover to accompany him.


    Rory reached for his sneakers, then had second thoughts. Maybe for an extra touch of class he should wear those Havana Joe boots his eternally surprising mother had given him for Christmas, although he wasn't crazy about them. Now, where were they? The hall closet perhaps.


    The door of the coat-and-shoe closet hung slightly ajar. Rory swung it fully open and stuck his head into the winter-smell of musty wool coats and sweaters.


    A pair of demonic green eyes nailed him, followed by a mean hiss. Rory nearly yelped.


    "Jesus, Hello Kitty! What are you doing in there?" Rory pushed aside some hanging coats, the better to reveal the gravid cat. He quickly discerned that she had fashioned a nest for herself in a box full of potential Goodwill offerings. Hello Kitty obviously intended to have her kittens in secret sometime soon. Rory wondered exactly when she might deliver, and how he would find homes for her offspring. Maybe he could give away a kitten with every sandwich?


    Rory spotted the toe of a boot protruding from Hello Kitty's nest. "Hey, sorry, Puss in Boots, but I need those. And your bed will be less lumpy if I take them." He dug out the footwear from beneath the protesting cat, who settled back aggrievedly afterwards.


    "Even a cat may look at a king," said Rory. He had no idea what the saying meant nor where it had come from, but it sounded apt and seemed to placate the cat.


    On the way out the door Rory grabbed his Mets cap off a hook.


    Rory's apartment occupied the second floor of a Jackson Street brownstone. The first floor hosted Rothschild's Drycleaning, which promised French style Drycleaning On Premises. In decades of tenancy, Rory had always meant to enter the establishment and learn how French-style dry-cleaning differed from American, but had never once done so. He would not learn the answer tonight either, for he swung lightheartedly past the storefront.


    A gorgeous summer night, not yet fully dark; cool air tanged with the odor of roasting coffee from the Starbucks manufactory. Full-leafed urban-survivor trees cast thick shadows where they intercepted the streetlights. People sat peacefully on stoops and at the tables of outdoor cafes. Everyone seemed to be enjoying the evening.


    Rory walked down Jackson to-the intersection of Eighth Street. He turned east, toward the river. In the next four blocks he crossed Monroe Street, Madison Street, Jefferson Street and Adams Street. Counting Jackson, that made five dead presidents. "Dead presidents" meant money. Why had he never noticed that before? Another six blocks brought Rory to Washington Street, where his store slumbered till the morrow.


    Mark Coyne, Rory's landlord, had taken spondulix for all the back rent, plus some as an advance on August's. Rory did not choose to examine this miracle too closely.


    The streets began to slope upward now. The climb felt good, stretching muscles in Rory's legs which he used too seldom, although his boots pinched a trifle. Commercial establishments fell away to be replaced by residences, some single-family. Rory found he had become part of an incohesive yet undeniable parade of pcdestrians, drifting innocuously through the cool and fragrant evening. The people who made up this unorganized procession plainly did not hail from the respectable neighborhood through which they moved. A motley collection of misfits, a heterogeneous herd of hippies, a paltry passel of punks, a gaggle of gogglers, a brace of bridge-and-tunnelers, a flock of fetishists, a covey of casuals, a pack of perverts, a miscellany of mods, a slumgullion of slumdwellers, a band of bohemians — in short, the attendees of the Outlaw Party, drawn by first-, second-, or nth-hand invitation, emerging from every part of Hoboken and its surrounds, congregat-ing gleefully for the Beer-Nuts-sponsored festivities.


    Rory nodded companionably to the few figures he recognized from elsewhen, exchanged a few quiet greetings. He did not join any group, but pressed on alone.


    A parklike massing of trees bulked darkly ahead, their leaves rustling in the breeze. Pastoral cricketings competed with the swelling human chatter. Large buildings brooded among the trees. Mostly empty of students at this time of the year, the lonely campus of the Stevens Institute of Technology seemed happy to welcome these unexpected visitors.


    The crowd had funneled into a single line converging on the entrance to the grassy quad. Some kind of obstacle had slowed the line down to a shuffle. Rory pressed impatiently forward with the others.


    An airport-style metal-detector gate loomed ahead, manned by the kindly but firm Ped Xing. His sidecurls sported butterfly barrettes.


    "One at a time, one at a time, please. This is for your own safety. Thank you, thank you, mazel tov, namaste ..."


    The partygoers passed obediently through. The gate buzzed on a fellow several positions ahead of Rory, a fat dirty bearded guy who looked like he had been born with a Harley between his legs. Rory noted that the back of his ripped tee-shirt read if you're not living on the edge, you're taking up too much space.


    "Just my chains, man, just my chains," the offender explained.


    "Still, if you don't mind." Ped Xing calmly patted down the mean-looking biker. "Okay, you're clean. Have a good time, but watch your karma."


    Rory arrived at the gate. Ped Xing smiled. "I hear we've got you to thank for this party tonight."


    Passing through the detector, Rory stepped to one side to chat with Ped Xing. "Hell, Ped, I only gave Earl five hundred spondulix. I don't know how he parleyed such a small sum into all this."


    Rory waved a hand around "to" indicate the high-security setup and all the dimly sensed activity deeper inside the campus.


    "Earl can maximize any investment. But this wingding is nothing. He's been putting out some feelers— " Ped Xing stopped himself, a nervous look breaking through his usual serenity.


    "Feelers?" asked Rory warily.


    "It's nothing, moll. Forget I said it. Anyway, I'm sure Earl intends to tell you himself."


    Now Rory grew a little scared. But anger tinged his fear as well. "I think I'd better have a talk with Earl as soon as possible."


    "Yes. If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him," Ped Xing cryptically responded.


    The detector sounded its alarm again, drawing Ped Xing's attention away. Rory stood quietly by while the Hasidic Zen monk confiscated a smoke bomb from a metalhead dude.


    "Ped," said Rory when the monk had finished, "are you happy? Are you doing what you want to be doing with your life?"


    Ped Xing twirled a long curl thoughtfully around one finger. "Basically, I am at peace. However, samsara still holds out two alluring goals."


    "Which are?"


    "I would like to open a Zen monastery in some tranquil rural setting."


    "Uh-huh. And?"


    "I would also like to help out the Lubavitchers by building them a big new tample in Crown Heights "


    Rory smiled and shook his head in wonderment. "Well, good luck, Ped. I wish I had such clear-cut noble ideals. Hey — are you on duty all night? No fun for you?"


    "Not at all. We're gonna close down this necessary hassle once we figure most, of the folks have arrived.''


    "See you later then."


    Moving deeper into the murmurous, shadowy, parklike terrain (which seemed capable of absorbing large numbers of people and still affording privacy), Rory pondered Ped Xing's dreams. Why had he bothered to inquire about them, the same way he had quizzed Nerfball? Could he lay his curiosity at the doorstep of his own directionless life? But why now? He had experienced this sense of drifting for years, but hadn't let it bother him particularly. What had changed? Turning fifty? Maybe. The introduction of spondulix? A definite finger on the trigger, but not the problematic gun itself.


    Oh, just forget it, Rory told himself. You're supposed to be enjoying yourself tonight. Think about all the other people here instead.


    Ped Xing's fancies continued to intrigue him. He compared them to Nerfball's dream of owning a fancy restaurant. Did everyone harbor such secret desires? If so, what were his own? Why couldn't he get in touch with them?


    A Frisbee skimmed low over Rory's Mets cap, nearly snatching the hat from his head. Out of the concentrated dusk beneath a big beech tree off to his left came the brusque voice of Leather.


    "Sorry, Rory!"


    From his left, Studs echoed, "Yeah, sorry, man!"


    "That's okay, girls," replied Rory unthinkingly. But as soon as the words had escaped, he realized his fatal non-PC error. Regrets and apologies would count for naught though. Only flight could save him now. Rory gathered himself for a sprint, but too slowly. In a flash Studs 'n' Leather had thrown themselves in expert tackles at him, one hitting high, one low. The turf walloped his back. Before he could squirm away, the women had pinned him. The heavier Studs straddled his hips, while the lighter Leather, kneeling by his shoulders, gripped his wrists above his head.


    "Girls!" exclaimed Studs. "Gee, you involve a guy in one little orgy and he loses all respect for you."


    Rory felt his cheeks flush at the memory of their shared spontaneous sex. "Shhh! Please!"


    "You should know by now not to call us that," advised Leather.


    "What punishment would fit the crime?" mused Studs. "Well, luckily someone revealed his secret weakness to us."


    "Of course!" Studs peeled up Rory's shirt, exposing his ribs, and the women began to tickle him.


    Rory began to squeal like an Iowa-bred male chauvinist pig. He was laughing too hard to breathe. How could he even beg for mercy? Damn them! Who had told them of his Achilles' heel? Netsuke! Only Netsuke knew! Another strike against the little traitor. The very next time he stumbled across her nude body he'd tan her ass a darker pumpkin!


    "If you want us to stop," Leather dictated, "you'll have to say the Names of Power!"


    "That's right! Say them!"


    Rory tried to drag enough air into his lungs to comply. Gasping, panting, shrieking, he managed to squawk the Names.


    "Melissa Etheridge! k. d. lang! Anne Heche! Catherine Deneuve!"


    The thousand tormenting fingers relented. The woman atop him dismounted, and Rory sat weakly up. His face felt hot as a furnace.


    "You forced us to do that," said Leather, adjusting the slipping strap of her sleeveless tee-shirt upward.


    "But we had fun anyhow," added Studs, straightening her dog collar.


    Rory's breathing had slowed to merely post-marathon levels. He found that if he made a superhuman effort he could talk almost normally. "No hard feelings. I deserved it."


    The women stood, and each extended a hand to help pull Rory up. Left humble, he accepted their help.


    Once standing, he tugged his shirt down, The white garment was now smeared with grass stains.


    "Hey," said Studs affably, "wanna see what we taught the Cardinal to do?"


    "Sure, I guess so...."


    The women began calling Cardinal Ratzinger, making kissing kitty-come-here noises. Alter a few seconds the cat came scampering across the lawn. The huge tom rubbed against the calves of Studs 'n' Leather, ignoring Rory. The Cardinal had always favored the two women above ail other Nuts. Watching the oversized arrogant cat made Rory angry, as he recalled the pitiful condition of his own Hello Kitty.


    When the Cardinal had absorbed a surfeit of affection the women coached him to do his new trick. First Studs showed him the Frisbee that had nearly decapitated Rory. The cat eyed it with acute intelligence. Then Leather said, "Okay, Ratso, go long."


    The cat trotted obediently off. When he had attained a fair distance Studs tossed the Frisbee. The Cardinal ran beneath its flight path. When the high-flying saucer had dropped to about twelve feet off the ground, Cardinal Ratzinger, a muscled silhouette, launched himself into the air and clamped his jaws on the platter. Proudly he carried it back.


    "That's — that's impossible!" said Rory.


    "You saw him do it."


    Rory picked up the Frisbee. Cat-spit slicked its tooth-dimpled plastic.


    "Someday we'd like to run a cat obedience school," Leather confided.


    "Big potential market. Lots of busy wealthy people who can't take the time to train their own cats."


    "We'd get rich quick."


    "And have fun, too."


    Rory could think of nothing to say in response to such a clear-cut vision.


    The women linked hands and moved off. "Time to ring the bell, shell. Catch you later."


    Why were all the Nuts using this new mode of address? "Molecule" made sense, given Erlkonig's showy autodidacticism. But "shell"? Rory supposed he'd find out soon enough.


    After his violent forced repentance and the spectacle of a Frisbee-catching feline, Rory needed to sit down for a moment. He moved to the darkened steps of a building and plopped wearily down. He dug his fingers thoughtfully into his rufous beard. What a beginning to the night!


    From behind Rory, several stairs up, a voice dramatically declaimed, "The maple syrup in the handle of a transparent plastic bottle is several shades lighter in color than the syrup in the body of the bottle."


    Rory easily recognized the voice of Hilario Fumento, writer with a peculiar mission. Here sat one person whose dreams lay all on the surface. Rory knew them quite well, having listened to Fumento expound at length on them.


    Fumento had become enamored early on in his writerly career of a certain frisson provided by the best fiction: the encounter between an unsuspecting reader and some finely rendered prose that perfectly described a commonplace, mundane item, experience, or sensory datum. (Fumento particularly liked reciting Updike's line about the visual identity between the shaved armpit of a young girl and certain epidermal folds of a plucked chicken.) Fumento savored all those literary instances which shone supernally as transcriptions of reality instantly recognizable by everyone, yet also previously unrendered in print. The famous "shock of recognition," in fact. Fumento, enemy to all pleonasms, also believed fervently in economy of prose. His dream: to construct a novel made entirely of such keenly observed and concretized instances of perception. Novel as haiku, perhaps, big frog splashing in a little pond. However, after several years of work the would-be novelist was still in the process of amassing his treasures, leaving their arrangement into a narrative, however bizarre, until later. Lacking money for pen or paper, far less able to afford any word-processing system, Fumento pilfered call slips and pencil stubs from public libraries and used these free materials to compose his small epiphanies.


    From the shadows at the top of the stoop Fumento now emerged to sit beside Rory. Dressed as always in T-shirt and carpenter pants, the artist of the overlooked ran a hand shyly through his unruly hair. His large-nosed, knobby-chinned face showed a tentative smile.


    "Did you like it?"


    "Very much. A gem."


    Fumento averted his face in embarrassment. "Aw, shucks, it's nothing. You just have to train your eye."


    "Well, I'm sure tonight will provide lots of such moments for you. You want to mix and mingle now with me, Hil?"


    Fumento hemmed and hawwed. Eternally preoccupied with Proustian observation and transcription, he often felt guilty at hanging back from deeper involvement in the mad activity of his fellow Beer Nuts. "Naw, you go on. I'm mostly just gonna kick back and watch. I can't afford to miss anything tonight! I could get the central ordering symbol of my novel here!"


    "You can't be like the tourist who's got his eye glued to the viewfinder of his camera throughout his whole vacation, Hil. Life awaits you!"


    "I know, I know, I'm too aloof and I drive myself too hard! Sometimes I wish I had a regular job, with someone always telling me what to do. At least under those circumstances you can blame someone other than yourself for your unhappiness."


    Rory dangled his hands downward off his knees from the wrists, suddenly struck by Fumento's words. They had twanged a chord in Rory, causing him to recast his whole lifetime struggle in terms of free will, or action versus reaction, of initiative versus compliance.


    All his life, Rory suddenly realized, he had allowed himself to be driven, pushed into one situation or another. Like a metal sphere in a pinball machine or a train in a roundhouse, he had been diverted from one track to another by circumstance.


    His parents had tricked him into taking up competitive diving, and Dzubas had later abetted them. During the Olympics, Rory had been swept up in the idealistic crusades of others. A chance encounter with a circus had eaten up years of his life. The seeds of his current job and hometown had been planted in him by Katie Stearn. Spondulix had arisen in response to Nerfball's plea for wages.


    When had he ever discerned his true heart's desire? When had he ever made a decision based on his own inner vision? Hadn't he even always derived a perverse comfort in the fact that the world had ordered him around like a sadistic drill sergeant?


    Take last week for instance. Another case of spinelessness. Rory had created and spent spondulix with a wild abandon bordering on inebriation. Erlkonig's devil-may-care attitude had infected him — Rory had allowed it to infect him — and he had dived blindly into the murky deep-end of the algae-topped pool of monetary irresponsibility. True, all his major debts had been wiped off the books. Local merchants had at first reacted with doubts. But in the end, upon hearing that others of their peers had boarded the spondulix express, they too accepted this funny money as payment, in lieu of anything better. With the U. S. currency thus saved, Rory paid off those institutions such as Con Ed which would never, ever, he was sure, recognize spondulix.


    And, as Erlkonig had maintained, fewer spondulix by far returned than went out. Positive cash flow was maintained. (Rory hoped all the value-bearing napkins had actually gone through a wash-cycle or two, forgotten in pants pockets and rendered into fibrous lumps.) So far so good. The lightening of his fiscal obligations could be chalked up on the positive side of the ledger. But the consequent guilt more than counterbalanced the relief.


    Despite his actions at the Olympics three decades ago, Rory did not consider himself a born rebel. A little niche in society, a moderate income, a mate, a few of the simpler material pleasures. These constituted his only dreams. Exhibiting his God-given diving skills — either horsed or solo — had proved a folly twice by fate denied. A quiet contemplative existence now seemed the only sane route left to him.


    Instead of loafing and recreating his soul, however, he had once again allowed his good-natured wishy-washiness to embroil him in trouble. By creating and putting into circulation a mock currency in direct competition with the almighty United States Dollar, he was undoubtedly flouting the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and many Supreme Court rulings. Hard-pressed to put a name to his crime — he certainly knew it wasn't counterfeiting — he remained certain that his actions did indeed constitute an actionable offense, and a heinous one at that. You might spit in the eye of the U. S. Olympic Team and expect nothing more deadly-than a draft notice as a response. But to steal money, in effect, out of Uncle Sam's pockets, to set yourself up as some kind of Midas-mad sovereign on a par with the Federal Government — Rory couldn't imagine what kind of punishment the governmental bureaucrats would deem Draconian enough.


    Fumento, seeming to sense that Rory needed diversion from his thoughts, dug a scrap of paper out of his pocket. Rory experienced a brief flash of fear that the paper would prove to be a spondulix ready for redemption. But the scrap was only a library call slip.


    "What do you think of this one, Rory? 'Post-bath washcloth hanging over a shower-curtain rod: its lower, wetter edge is darker.' I seem to be focusing on a lightness/ darkness kind of thing lately. This one came to me just this morning, while I was washing up. We've got water at the Brewery now, you know."


    Rory yanked himself out of his introspective self-pity. Damn it, he would take charge of his own life! No more drifting and allowing himself to be ordered around! He shot to his feet assertively.


    "Gee," said Fumento, "was my little aperçu bad enough to make you want to rush off?"


    "Huh? Oh no, Hil, it was beautiful, almost tragic. No, it's just that I got inspired while you were reciting. I finally admitted to myself that I've been wasting my life."


    "Haven't we all?" Fumento stuffed the paper back into his pants pocket. "Well, thanks for listening, Rory."


    Rory nodded politely, then — eager to go mano a mano with Life Herself! — he took a step away. Suddenly though he stopped, his new confidence instantly evaporating. "Water? In the Brewery? How'd that happen?"


    "Earl swung it. He's got big plans for fixing up the whole place."


    Rory knew with certainty how Erlkonig intended to pay for these dream renovations, and he grew angry. He must confront the Napoleonic albino before he set any more schemes in motion.


    "Hil, don't get your hopes up for further improvements along the road to gracious living. I suspect Earl's plans are going to come to a halt real soon."


    "Whatever. All real art arises from the mud anyhow. Catch you later, Rory."


    Moving out into the verdant, path-slashed campus, which was filling up with the throngs anticipating a long night of Outlaw revelry, Rory tried to spot Erlkonig. The man was a menace. How was Rory going to take charge of his own life with this pint-sized Machiavelli pulling strings behind the scenes? He had to be stopped!


    A woman's laughter chimed across the pavement-striped greensward. Whoops and hollers, the crashing of a bottle. A couple of teenagers walked by, hand in hand. Rory's mood took another sudden downturn. He recalled his half-acknowledged romantic dreams from earlier in the evening, sparked by his nostalgic towel. How impossible the advent of any such dream date who could reciprocate his free-floating affections now seemed.


    Would he ever find the perfect someone with whom to share his hypothetical longed-for simple existence? Were his desires so wild, wanting a love match made under the stars? Netsuke had seemed compatible and reasonably devoted. Then she had thrown him over for Erlkonig. Perhaps the age difference had been too great. Thirty-five versus fifty, a big spread. Youth versus middle-age. Middle age? He was an old man tonight!


    Get a grip! Mustn't become bitter! Look on the bright side: a single heterosexual man, relatively good-looking, still were at a premium. Gorgeous women should be throwing themselves at his feet by the dozens!


    Rory's interior pep talk boosted his wildly fluctuating spirits a tad. God, his emotions were riding a seesaw tonight! Or maybe a Ferris Wheel. (Why couldn't he get stuck at the top of the cycle though, instead of the trough?) As long as the Secret Service wasn't battering down his door, he would try to maintain a cautious optimism.


    A beer might help. Now, let's see, where were the promised refreshments?


    A canopy of fairylights attracted his attention. Rory moved toward this lure. He found himself at a broad, flagstoned pavilion at the western edge ot the campus. Here the trees had been bedecked with strings of multicolored twinkling lights. Heavy-duty power cords ran into one of the school buildings. God, Erlkonig must have bought off some of the maintenance men!


    A solidly constructed bandstand exuded the odor of fresh-cut pine. Atop its planks a crew of volunteers were arraying speakers and amps and other equipment. They took their direction from the mirrorshades-wearing Hyman Resnick, AKA "Hy Rez", Beer Nuts techno savant.


    The tall and lanky Hy Rez had been a model student fulfilling a comp-sci major at Brown University until a junior year abroad in London. There, inordinate consumption of Ecstasy and Vitamin K, combined with stunning amounts of acid-house music, had turned the youngster into a bad apple. (Exposure to "ribofunk" science fiction, so named for its mix of biology and James Brown, had further detoured his brain from the straight and narrow.) Resnick had unleashed an Internet worm that came to be known as the Trainspotting Virus, since it forced all commandeered computers to download and play MP3 files of acid-house. Eventually caught and booted out of the university, Hy Rez had skipped bail prior to his trial and ended up with the Beer Nuts.


    Hy Rez had found a loyal, inseparable and fairly competent assistant in the person of Special Effects. Peter Saint Francis Xavier Armand (his Catholic middle initials contributing his nickname) hailed from Woonsocket, Rhode Island, a small city on the border with Massachusetts. Failing to secure early fame and fortune through his G.G. Allin tribute band, A Million Crimes, Special Effects had drifted reluctantly into boring corporate web page design. Taken with the rebel genius behind the Trainspotting Virus, he had managed to contact Hy Rez before that man's flight from the law and followed his mentor into the underground. Long red hair worn shoulder-length framed Special Effects s rather horsey face.


    Rory approachecrthe bandstand. "Hey, Special! Seen Earl around?"


    Walking backward, paying snakey co-ax out of a coil in his hand, Special Effects replied, "He was inspecting the fireworks, last time I saw him."


    Fireworks? Did the man's temerity have no end? This night would see them all in jail for sure. Rory debated leaving the party before it even truly started, but decided against doing so. Moping alone in his apartment held no allure for him on this, his birthday night. And he had to confront Erlkonig about his cavalier spending of spondulix, and sooner rather than later.


    Hy Rez spoke up. "Earl's been escorting a visitor around. Some suit. Lotta heavy biz talk. Earl even promised to set me and Special up in the music management business if his negotiations with this guy paid off. Just look for what's probably the only suit at this shindig if you want to find Earl."


    Someone in a suit? Hy and Special as Bill Graham? Not good news. The depths of Erlkonig's megalomania had barely been plumbed. Rory felt his anger building. He'd better find a beer soon to cut the edge.


    A momentary gap opened up in the pavilion crowd and Rory spotted tne refreshment table a few yards away. Nodding in that direction, Rory asked the hard-working roadies, "Can I get you guys a beer?"


    "No thanks. Special and I are on a permanent psychotropic drip now."


    Rory smiled, certain that Hy Rez was joking. But the enigmatic fellow didn't smile back. Instead, he folded ear over with a finger to reveal some kind of small mechanism nestled behind, pasted to his skull, a combination of fluid-filled ampoule, hair-thin conduits and blackbox circuitry. In the dim light Rory could not say for sure whether the object was functional or decorative. Certainly, Hy Rez was pulling his leg. Or was he? In any case, Rory could not spare the time to inveigh against someone else's synthetic highs.


    "That's cooi. No need for beer ever again. Must save on trips to the john. Well, see you later."


    The deeper he moved into the crush, the more elbows in the ribs he received. God, these people had no manners! Free beer acted on them like a red flag to a bull! If Rory had ever behaved so poorly at, say, Thanksgiving dinner with the Parkers, Roz would have walloped his ass. Now he knew he was really getting old, thinking in such generational terms. But he couldn't help making the observation. Consider the Beer Nuts, all younger than he was: driven by sheer appetite and instant gratification. Moral restraint meant nothing to them. Pigs at a trough, all of them.


    An attractive woman in leather miniskirt dug her spike-heel into the toe of Rory's boot. It hurt enough that he was grateful he had foregone sneakers.


    "Sorry," he apologized diplomatically.


    She glared at him, her pretty face warped by ill will. "You should be, you clumsy ape."


    Dumbfounded, Rory let other individuals separate the boorish woman from him. God, modern women acted so tough! Exceptions were few and far between. Katie Steam's attractiveness had derived in large part from her lack of cynicism or harshness. She had been the least jaded person Rory had ever met. Were any such old-fashioned females still to be found?


    Finally reaching the table, Rory confronted several aluminum kegs with self-serve taps, each bearing the name of a different imported beer, the labels executed in Netsuke's unique script. Tsingtao, Sapporo, Guinness, Stella Artois — There were stacks of big plastic cups, easily jorum-sized. This setup must have cost a small fortune! He would wring Erlkonig's neck! But in the meantime, since he was paying for it, Rory decided he might as well enjoy the fruits of his spondulix. He drew a cup from a keg labeled Belhaven Scottish Ale (imported from Glasgow!) and sipped. Delicious. But he would still choke the living shit out of Erlkonig.


    The crowd had thickened around him as full night descended and the Outlaw Party prepared to rocket into the fun-o-sphere. Rory squeezed out of the crush around the kegs. As soon as he got free someone stuck a box of Krispy Kreme donuts under his nose.


    Beatbox beamed. "Have one, Rory. I made them myself."


    The round olive face of the Latino man, with its poignant wisp of mustache, radiated such puppyish eagerness that Rory could not refuse, although a piece of pastry really in his opinion failed to harmonize with fine Scottish ale.


    Rory took a donut, bit, and couldn't hide a wince of distaste. "Taco-flavored?"


    "An experiment, just an experiment. But my boss, he ain't no experimentin' man. I got sacked."


    Rory felt bad that Beatbox had lost his latest job, especially considering the fugitive balloon-clown's troubles with the mob. But in another way he was selfishly glad. Perhaps now, he faintly hoped, Nerfball would return to his role as food-provider to the Nuts, taking real sandwiches as his pay and thus insuring that fewer live spondulix circulated.


    Beatbox closed the lid of his donut box and said wistfully, "Man, I thought I had discovered my real calling, too. Designer food. If I had my way I'd open up a food lab and invent a million new tastes. I'm kinda limited now, using off-the-shelf spices and stuff. But if I could use chemicals and shit, there's no tellin' what I could come up with."


    Out of politeness, Rory took another bite of his taco donut. The flavor was starting mildly to grow on him. No denying Beatbox's ingenuity.


    Something caught Rory's attention across the quad. Looked like a drug deal being consummated in the shadows. The seller proffered a ziploc and the buyer handed over — a napkin!


    No, impossible, things were spinning much too rapidly out of his control!


    Sounds of tuning up wafted over from the musicians who had assembled onstage. "Who's playing tonight?" Rory inquired of Beatbox.


    "The Millionaires."


    "Don't know em."


    "Yo La Tengo under a different name. They didn't want to get in trouble with their label over playing for free at an illegal gig like this."


    The opening to Pink Floyd's "Money" rang out, sampled cash-register noises. The singer came in:


    "Money, it's a drag — "


    Rory downed the last of his beer. Beatbox had left to circulate with his Mexicanized crullers. Rory threw the remainder of his sample down and ground it surreptitiously underfoot Courtesy extended only so far. He braved the mass at the kegs again and drew another cup of dark ale. Then he went in search of Erlkonig.


    Dancers filled the center of the pavilion. The energy and enthusiasm of the thinly disguised Yo La Tengo had brought dozens to their feet. Rory skirted the swirling couples, reaching the balustrade along the perimeter of the patio. As alert as anyone who had just polished off a pint and a half of Glaswegian beer, Rory scanned the scene for a glimpse of Erlkonig. But the mischievous man didn't possess the grace to show. Netsuke neither.


    The music, now a hypnotic jam, began to have a soothing effect on Rory's stressed nerves. Perhaps he was misjudging Erlkonig. Look at all the happiness the anarchic auteur was producing here tonight. Surely his motives were good, his heart pure. Rory decided to speak gently to the albino, sound him out, attempt to temper Erlkonig's enthusiastic largesse with elderly wisdom. No need to get excited. Arguments and violence never solved anything.


    Strolling on until he reached the Manhattan side of the curving stone rampart, Rory stopped. He set down his second beer with exaggerated caution atop the broad barrier and looked out and down, away from the party at his back.


    Beyond the pitted stone railing the land fell vertically away, straight down some fifty feet to Sinatra Drive. Cars streamed along the curving expressway, headlights sweeping across the night. The sounds of blatting horns and hissing tires drifted up. Just beyond this busy highway lapped the wide Hudson. Its gently rippling velvet surface reflected the lights from the fabulous gemmed cliffs of Manhattan, remote as some mirage of Baghdad. The river diffused a musky, estuSans-serif smell, not at all unpleasant. Tonight the grace notes of its scent complemented the omnipresent coffee signature smell of Hoboken.


    Midway out in the river a luminescent white form broke the surface briefly. Rory received a swift mixed impression of perhaps a crest, a neck, a snout— Axel? Axel! But the apparition disappeared almost as soon as Rory sighted it, leaving him without a definite ID.


    Rory blinked three times fast. He wasn't that drunk yet, was he? Had anyone else witnessed the manifestation? He turned to his left.


    Rory had been vaguely aware upon arriving at this spot that a woman he did not recognize had been leaning on her forearms on the stone railing, dreamily regarding the distant city. Now however she stood straight up with a shocked expression on her pleasant face, the palms of her hands pressed flat to the stone.


    "Did you see anything in the river just now?" she asked Rory.


    "I sure did. Looked like a horse to me."


    "Do you think it could be one of the Central Park carriage horses, gotten loose somehow? They're stabled not too far from the river."


    "I don't think so. Why would it swim so far out? Maybe though. But didn't the beast seem awfully big to you?"


    "Hard to tell with nothing for scale."


    Neither Rory nor the woman seemed able to dredge up any further insights into the odd phenomenon, the vision they had shared. They looked about for other witnesses, but no one else appeared to have caught the evanescent sight. The exclusive and mutual hallucination, if such it were, had formed an instant and almost tangible bond between Rory and the woman, almost embarrassing in its intensity. The woman lowered her eyes for a moment, and Rory took advantage of her diverted attention to size her up.


    A thick mane of brown hair with golden highlights tumbled over her shoulders. She wore a peach-colored halter top accentuating nicely her ample bust. A short khaki skirt displayed her attractively coltish legs. Leather sandals laced up her calves. By no means unlined, her face nonetheless shone with graceful beauty, an assemblage of entrancing planes and alluring symmetries. A pair of prescription eye-glasses, secured by a cord draped like reins, shielded hazel eyes. Rory guessed she might have attained nearly his own age.


    Rory felt the residual emotions from the experience they had just shared developing now into a powerful attraction. Just then The Millionaires ceased playing, paused for applause, and launched into an old Byrds tune: "Chestnut Mare."


    Rory watched the woman's eyes widen in astonishment at the synchronicity of song with riparian ghost, and knew that his own face too bore a look of amazement. Then they both burst out laughing.


    "Well," said the woman, wiping a happy tear from the corner of one eye, finger swiping beneath plastic lens, "all my friends told me Hoboken wouldn't be what I expected. I guess they were right."


    Rory's mouth had dried right up. Her laughter had sounded so lovely. He sipped at his beer, hoping the alcohol would confer the power of witty banter on him. But as so often happened, the beer opened up a channel only to banal cliches.


    "So, you're new in town?"


    "Yup. I just moved to Hoboken from Chelsea. My building went co-op."


    "What made you pick this place? I mean, how did you hear about Hoboken?"


    "Daniel Pinkwater."


    "Who's he?"


    "A writer. The Hoboken Chicken Emergency…?"


    Rory felt like an illiterate idiot. "I'm afraid I don't read all that much these days. And I never — "


    The woman's laugh denied his chagrin. "Who would expect a big athletic guy like you to know a kids' book anyway? Unless you're married with kids of your own, of course...?"


    Big athletic guy? Promising, very promising. But he'd better clear up one misconception. "Married? No, not married. Never married."


    "Lucky you. I was, and it didn't last. So now I just sit at home reading good kids' books. They take your mind off so many adult things like bills and work."


    Rory latched onto the life preserver she had thrown him. "Work. You work. Of course you work. But where? What's your job?"


    "Oh, I'm just one of your typical paper-shufflers. Low-level management at a firm too boring to describe."


    Rory saw no signpost to further inquiry, and the con-versation faltered. The Millionaires segued into the Clash's "Julie's Been Working for the Drug Squad." Desperately wanting their talk to continue, Rory turned back to the topic of the city.


    "Hoboken's a nice place to live. Small, friendly, accessible. Not the quietest place though. We've got some real weirdoes here, wild types." Rory halted, struck by a sudden fear. "You don't know them do you? The Beer Nuts?"


    "No, I don't know a soul here."


    Relief flooded Rory. "They're throwing this party tonight. Nice enough people, but they get a little crazy sometimes, if you know what I mean."


    The woman looked around her. Across the lawn a large rubber kiddie pool had been inflated and filled with creamed corn. Two naked guys wrestled in the slop. Leather 'n' Studs were playing badminton without a net, using a small sex-toy as a shuttlecock. To further enhance the game, Leather rode atop Beatbox s shoulders while a huffing Nerfball supported Studs. The score seemed tied. Another dozen people had formed a human pyramid just for the hell of it. Cardinal Ratzinger appeared out of nowhere and scampered to the top, eliciting ouches from liberal use of claws. Once atop the fleshy ziggurat, the cat let out an unearthly yowl. A high-school-age girl had climbed atop the bandstand to dance while The Millionaires strummed "Can't Buy Me Love." The volunteer had doffed her pants and top, gyrating in her underwear.


    The Outlaw Party had reached escape velocity.


    "I think I understand. I know I should be more hip or something, but sometimes this type of party makes me a little scared. It all seems so out of control."


    Rory could hardly believe his ears. Did such women still exist? Her lack of prior connection to the Beer Nuts had only been enhanced by her evident distaste for their more outrageous dimensions on display. Rory felt immensely attracted to this stranger.


    "How did you stumble onto this party anyway?"


    "I don't live far away. I set out for a walk and just sort of got carried along in the crowd."


    "Are you enjoying yourself ?"


    "Well, to tell the truth, I wasn't much — until we saw what we saw and started talking."


    Rory took another sip of his beer to hide his excitement. Unbelievable!


    "Actually, I could use a drink. But I didn't have any luck getting to the refreshment table. Everyone was so rough. One woman actually yanked my glasses string in order to get ahead of me."


    Rory experienced a protective anger. "What jerks! But I'm almost as big a jerk for not offering to get you something. Don't go anywhere."


    "That's very kind of you. I won't move an inch."


    Rory floated off to the kegs to draw a Stella. During the time he was gone the Millionaire's played the Wonder Stuff's "It's Yer Money I'm After, Baby," and Rory's thoughts spun in a hundred delightful directions.


    Rory returned. The band had swung back to classic Beatles: "You Never Give Me Your Money."


    Handing the frothy cup over, Rory said, "My name's Rory, by the way."


    "Addie.''


    They shook hands. Addie's eas slim, warm. From within his own skin, Rory felt his mitt to be a big sweaty bear paw.


    "Unusual name," Rory said.


    "I was just going to comment on yours. Mine's short for Atalanta. Atalanta Swinburne."


    "Mine's not short for anything." Opting for further nominative deterministic commentary, he blurted, "Honeyman."


    "Please?"


    "My last name's Honeyman."


    "Do you own— "


    "The sandwich shop on Washington?" Rory was slightly mortified. "Yeah, that's me."


    Addie sipped her beer, eyeing him slyly and sexily over the rim of her cup. "I've been meaning to try you."


    Rory gulped. "Oh, please, come on in. Anytime."


    "I will."


    The Millionaires stayed in a Beatles groove: "Give Me Money (That's What I Want)." Rory timed the silence taffying between him and Addie at thirty seconds, though it seemed much longer.


    "The water looks cold," Addie said finally. "I'd hate to be in it myself. Do you think a horse could swim safely all the way across the river?"


    "Oh, sure, don't worry about old Axel."


    "Axel?"


    "Sorry. Just a horse I knew once."


    Addie shivered. "Feel that breeze! Do you mind if we move?"


    Rory's heart raced. She had said "we." The pronoun had never carried such seductive heft.


    Looping around the dancers and spectators, they left the river view behind. Trying to stay together in the tumult, Rory dared to grip Addie's upper arm. She didn't complain.


    Addie and Rory found an unoccupied bench beneath a big maple. They sat. Addie crossed her legs and her skirt slid further up her thighs. In the shadows her flesh resembled cool marble. She didn't tug her skirt down, and Rory tried not to stare. Quietly, they began to talk....


    Atalanta Swinburne had been born in Asheville, North Carolina, Thomas Wolfe's birthplace. (As soon as she revealed this origin, Rory could detect a muted trace of accent in her voice.) Her father, Weston, had taught English at the University there, with a focus on his Victorian namesake and peers; her mother, Corinna, was employed as a secretary in the same department. Quite old when Addie had been born, an unplanned addition to two older siblings, Weston and Corinna had retired by the time their teenaged daughter enrolled at the same school, circa 1968, just when Rory had been rather confusingly busy some distance further south. After graduation with a liberal arts BA, Addie had gotten married to her high-school sweetheart. (Unnamed, and Rory didn't press.) The marriage lasted five years before a breakup about which Addie revealed little. No children cluttered the split.


    Looking to flee bad memories, Addie moved to Chicago, where she had some relatives to facilitate her transition. There she had quickly gotten a job with the Encyclopedia Britannica organization. Over the years, her editorial responsibilities had enlarged to include all entries beginning with the letter "Q". One day she had a big fight with her boss. Her superior had sided against her in an important spelling argument. Addie had wanted to spell the name of the Moslem holy book in an arguably more authentic fashion, "Quoran," thus gaining a significant additional entry, while her rival editor — "Mister K," she dubbed him — insisted on the more traditional "Koran." Addie quit on principle.


    She moved to New York and got her current job. After that her life had settled down into what she supposed was a rather boring routine. Her market-forced removal from Manhattan to Hoboken constituted the biggest thing to happen to her in years. The change made her feel, she admitted, more alive, as if she were entering some exciting new era of her life.


    Enraptured, Rory listened with his full attention. The parallels between his life and Addie's astonished him. Both born in small towns. Both steeped in early disappointments — romantic and vocational — that caused them to relocate. Both washed up by life's currents on the shores of Hoboken.


    When Addie had finished talking, Rory tried to convey this sense of how his past dovetailed with hers, spilling personal history long dammed up. He stressed how marvelous the coincidence of their meeting seemed to him. When he had finished, Addie offered her complete agreement, except with one disclaimer:


    "You've seen so much more than me, though, Rory. Imagine actually being in the Olympics, not to mention working in a real circus. Why, when I was little I dreamed about being the girl who rode the elephants!"


    "Hell, I haven't done all that much— "


    Addie leaned closer to him. "Oh, but you have!"


    Her breath issued sweetly from her parted lips. Rory leaned toward her —


    At that exact moment someone chose to deliver a hearty slap upon Rory's back, just as The Millionaires broke into Van Morrison's "Blue Money."


    "Hey, moll, glad I finally found you here! Come meet a great new buddy of mine."


    Rory looked up into Erlkonig's ghostly leering face. "Earl, really, couldn't these unwanted introductions wait until another time?"


    Ignoring Addie, Erlkonig spoke insistently and with dope-tinged brightness. "No, no, moll, this is crucial. You gotta talk to this guy right now. C'mon." He tugged at Rory's arm.


    "Okay, okay, I'm coming. Let's get this craziness over with. Addie, would you please wait here for me?"


    "Of course."


    Rory got reluctantly up and followed the manic Erlkonig. The Millionaires were playing Three Dog Night's "Mama Told Me Not To Come." The chief Beer Nut brought Rory to a waiting couple, an unknown man and a familiar woman. Suki Netsuke wore a severe pout. She daggered Rory with her eyes, then looked haughtily away after insuring he had adequately registered her mysterious displeasure.


    Her partner was The Man in The Suit. Young and sleek, with neatly styled hair and a smooth-shaven face that looked as if it had been razored clean mere minutes ago, he appeared as out of place in this setting as a bruise on a fashion model's cheek. Far from showing unease at the bizarre surroundings, however, the newcomer exhibited a kind of unflappable ignorant confidence.


    Thrusting out his hand, the man said, "Mister Honeyman, pleased to meet y'awl. Name's Sterling, Lew Sterling." Sterling's accent was thick as a steer's skull. Rory felt a mean urge to imitate it, but refrained. Instead, he politely shook the outstretched hand.


    "Take my card, please," Sterling said. Bemusedly, Rory accepted the token. The card said:


    


    Lewis Sterling, President


    Houston Savings & Loan


    "no indictments since 1989"


    


    "Houston?" said Rory. "I'm afraid I don't— " Sterling snatched the card back. "Sorry. Old card. Here." The new card proclaimed:


    


    Lewis Sterling, President


    Hoboken Savings & Loan


    "banking for the new millenium"


    In Spondulix We Trust


    


    Crimson filters swung over Rory's vision. He spun around and gripped Erlkonig by the throat.


    "Earl, you and I are going to step aside for a little talk."


    Erlkonig's face had mottled in intriguing patterns in response to Rory's chokehold. Livid islands and swollen veins interrupted his epidermal milkiness. Rory switched his grip to the nape of Erlkonig's neck and hustled the man offstage.


    Some distance away, in a small eddy of quiet around a trash can, Rory stopped and released his captive.


    "Earl, exactly what the fuck is going on?"


    Rubbing the back of his neck, Erlkonig said, "I can't discuss anything with you when you've been drinking."


    "Drinking! I've had two beers! What about you! You're as high as the space shuttle."


    "See now, this is what I mean. You're flipping out on me. Anger is conquering your rational side."


    "I think I've got good reason to get angry, Earl. What does that creep's card mean, 'In spondulix we trust'? Out with it! Tell me!"


    "Later, moll, later. I'm sorry I interrupted your make-out session. Obviously your hormones have flooded your brain. No way you can talk sensibly now, pumped up with estrogen."


    "Testosterone. The male hormone is testosterone."


    "No, man, it's estrogen."


    "Testosterone."


    "Estrogen."


    "Testosterone!"


    "Estrogen!"


    Rory's head spun. Why was he shouting the name of a human bodily chemical like this? Once more he was allowing himself to be diverted. He had to concentrate on learning Erlkonig's schemes.


    "Well, I'll see you later, shell," said Erlkonig gaily and began to slink off.


    "Get back here! We re gonna settle this now, Earl." Erlkonig began to run. Rory took off after him.


    He caught up with the easily winded younger man near the fireworks display, dozens of mortars aimed skyward, alternating with wooden trellises to which had been lashed stable fireworks — candles and spinners. All the pyrotechnics had been wired to a Master Control Panel (just so labeled in Netsuke's calligraphy). Guarding the MCP was a bored Special Effects.


    His path blocked, Erlkonig looked frantically about for an avenue of escape. Frantically, he began to clamber among the fireworks themselves. Arrayed over a broad patch of ground, the upward-pointing tubes resembled the kind of tire-popping barrier placed around a foreign embassy. In his haste, Erlkonig toppled mortars left and right. Special Effects yelled, "Hey, careful! You could cause some big trouble."


    Rory hesitated a moment, wary of adding to the destruction. But as Erlkonig seemed about to escape, Rory set off into the minefield after his quarry. Looking backward, Erlkonig spotted Rory and zigzagged wildly, kicking more tubes over. Rory hesitated, his foot having snagged in a wire, and Erlkonig poured on the speed, victory in sight.


    Right on the edge of success, Erlkonig tangled his legs in a framework and brought it to the earth, going down with it.


    In falling, he upset the adjacent Master Control Panel, clawing for support at its sliders and switches. Special Effects shrieked and bolted, abandoning all responsibility.


    Everything seemed to go off at once.


    Rory finally felt he knew what he had missed in 'Nam.


    Saucisson rockets zipped by at knee-height above the grass. A complex sequential display traditionally known as "Battle in the Clouds" became "Battle on the Ground." A chaser chased a howling Cardinal Ratzinger. Happy Lanterns bounced off a building's cupola. Pillboxes, strobes and tourbillons cascaded out over the river, to fall sizzling into the water. Gerbs, crackles and mortars shells raced each other across the lawn. Fireballs burst against the sides of buildings, shattering windows. Great crimson and lemon-yellow starbursts broke at treetop level. Fiery chrysanthemums flowered, only to shatter short-lived the very next moment against the sides of parked cars. Flare-carrying parachutes popped open like radioactive jellyfish. Roman candles ejaculated load after load of hot charges. Catherine wheels whizzed by like DUI UFOs. No sane effort could rival this display, a regular Brock's Benefit, the largest conflagration since the Crystal Palace caught fire.


    One array of starburst shells, partially intact, went off in a skewed matrix, spelling out in the night sky an enigmatic message:


    [image: ]


    Screams, secondary explosions, wild feedback as The Millionaires, unfazed, improvised Hendrixian chords to accompany the unexpected light show. Police, ambulance and fire-company sirens announced the imminent arrival of angry saviors.


    Rory had thrown himself to the ground at the same time as Erlkonig. In the midst of the chaos he could only think, My white shirt will never come clean again. As he tried to inchworm his way to safety, he managed to spot and decipher the aerial salutation. "Happy Birthday, Rory" my ass! I'll never live to see another one!


    Fireworks continued to roar and rush above his squirming butt. An array of fixed rockets carried a burning dollar sign inches above him, scorching his trousers.


    Some yards away, he encountered Addie, also on her belly.


    "I followed you!" she yelled.


    "Thanks! Let's get out of here!"


    She nodded mutely. They soldier-crawled at an angle they hoped would take them away from the densest flight paths of the seemingly inexhaustible fireworks. When they dared to stand up, they looked back.


    The partygoers were engaging the police in pitched battle, seemingly intent on recreating the defeat at Thermopylae, with the police playing the Spartans. Erlkonig was nowhere in sight.


    Rory grabbed Addie's hand and they trotted off, not stopping till they fell into Addie's big soft bed.
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    Sophisticated preset digital mechanisms activated the television at 7:15 AM. The barbed voices of an infomercial hooked Rory's consciousness like a marlin and dragged his mind out of the sea of sleep and into the harsh air of awareness. At first Rory was exceptionally confused. His doddering TV couldn't perform such tricks. Moreover, his set lived in the parlor. Yet here he lay, in a warm, rumpled bed, eyes half-focused on the surreal sight of a man in a tuxedo and chef's hat holding a writhing lobster aloft. Rory was having trouble focusing. The interior of his mouth seemed to have been sprayed with quick-drying house-insulating foam, and his skull ached as if some solicitous Mayan mother had strapped a forehead-shaping board onto him and cinched it tight.


    Where was he? How late had he been up last night? Who — ?


    Addie. Of course. He rested in Addie's bed, an increasingly common situation he still could not automatically access upon booting up. To test this insight, Rory extended a tentative hand. The hand encountered a warm soft haunch of decidedly feminine contours. This result might not be scientifically valid, but Rory felt his conjecture had been proved.


    Addie stirred but did not wake, despite the loud-voiced television and Rory's touch. Rory recalled her illustrative anecdote from some time during the past week about what a heavy sleeper she was: while on vacation in San Francisco several years ago, she had slept through that city's most recent earthquake, waking on the floor only after the main rumble had passed. Addie always set her loud television alarm way in advance of an actual necessary arousal, so long did it take her to emerge from slumber. (Rory, on the other hand, still obeying some deeply grooved Iowa apiary routines, as well as harkening even subliminally to a nervous, guilty, self-reproachful nature, never lingered long beyond the sounding of his own alarm, and frequently beat his clock to the buzz.)


    But this morning Rory allowed himself some time for quiet reflection. How strange, how delightful, how wonderful, that he should find himself in such a pleasant environment. Not only the physical setting, but the knowledge of intimate details about a woman's past life. Miraculous! And after so much time spent alone. Strangers only seven days ago, Addie and Rory now spent all their free time together, as friends and lovers. "Lovers" had a nice ring to it. No need to define their relationship more categorically than that. Rory had a fear of doing so. Why tie down their feelings like Gulliver with small-minded ropes of words?


    The television nattered on while Rory allowed his thoughts to drift. He had actually slipped back into a drowse when the program changed at the half hour. The screen flooded with hectic animated credits, and Rory suddenly recalled that today was Saturday. That explained the early alarm.


    Those TV credits had launched The Bullwinkle Show. Rory watched with half his attention, the rest of his mind preoccupied with nebulous daydreams of imminent permanent cohabitation with Addie.


    Rocket J. Squirrel was querying his cervine pal with all his June-Foray-supplied innocence. "Gee, Bullwinkle, where did you get all those cereal boxtops?"


    The goofy-voiced antlered one replied, "Some fella sold them to me on the street cheap. They're just what I need to send away for my Captain Mudfight decoder ring."


    "Well, they don't look quite right to me. The printing's all messy and every word's misspelled. What kind of cereal tastes 'sweat' instead of 'sweet'?"


    "Duh, the Breakfast of Olympic Athletes Who Don't Shower Much?"


    Quick cut to Boris and Natasha. Squat Boris was rubbing his hands together gleefully, while slinky Natasha-smiled-over him.


    "So Moose took the bait?" asked Natasha.


    "But of course. Moose is so dumb he does not know Pottsylvania from Frostbite Falls. And when he mails expertly counterfeited but completely illicit boxtops to Americanski cereal corporation, our unstoppable subversion of world economy will be underway."


    "Dahlink, you're a genius."


    "You expected maybe Mister Wrong-Way Roger Corman instead?"


    The show segued to a Fractured Fairy Tale. Rory had come wide-awake now. Counterfeit cereal boxtops? He had never seen such an episode before, and he had grown up on Bullwinkle. Had new shows been created to go along with the recent movie? He awaited the next segment, but only got Æsop & Son and Peabody's Improbable History until the hour changed and a different show arrived.


    Rory dismissed the anomaly from his mind. He slid out of bed and gently shook Sleeping Beauty's shoulder. The reason for their early weekend awakening still loomed ahead.


    "Addie?"


    She said something that sounded like "Mrmf ?"


    "Addie, we've got the game today."


    Addie raised the lid of one eye perhaps a millimeter. Without her glasses, Rory now knew, she was blind as an umpire. Rory imagined he looked to her now like a big hairy pink blob.


    "Game?" she croaked.


    "Honeyman's Heroes. The Little League team I sponsor? They are playing doubleheadet today. Starts at nine, remember?"


    Addie groaned. "All I remember is my fifth margarita."


    All too vividly, Rory recalled his own matching drink. They had overindulged last night, hitting all the clubs, starting with Maxwell's and working their way down the list. Rory was unused to so much excitement. However, Addie apparently thrived on nightlife, and held the belief that anything worth doing was worth overdoing. But the loud music and mixed drinks had finally taken their toll. Addie and Rory had stumbled into her apartment at two AM and done nothing more salacious than exchange a few sloppy kisses, before setting the alarm and plopping into bed. And now that the inevitable morning had shown its cheerful face, they had to pay the bodily price of their carousing.


    "I want to be much younger right now" pled Addie.


    "No can do. But you can stay in bed a few more minutes while I get breakfast ready."


    "Unhuhn." Addie's one slitted eye had closed and she was already half asleep again.


    Morning people and night people: could they ever find true happiness together?


    Rory donned a bathrobe over his birthday suit and padded into the kitchen. He washed the fusty taste partially out of his mouth with a glass of water that accompanied two aspirins, then set the coffee to brewing. He cracked four eggs in a butter-slickened skillet, started some raisin toast, and stuck two quarter-inch-thick slabs of Virginia baked ham in the microwave. Plenty of calories: that was the key to obliterating a hangover. Give the body some resources to fight off the stupor. Good old Iowa common sense.


    When the eggs had gone opaque and the microwave had dinged, Rory called out loudly, "Addie, c'mon, it's breakfast!" He heard clumsy noises from the bedroom which convinced him he could safely serve the food. He arranged everything nicely on two plates. The toilet flushed, offering further proof of conscious ambulatory activity. Impossible to accomplish that function from the bed! Rory poured the coffee, and Addie stumbled in. Her glasses rode crookedly on her nose, reins hanging down under her chin. She fumbled a cup of black coffee to her lips and sipped. Little by little, in stages Rory had already precautionarily codified and charted, she reached the point of being able to converse.


    "I'm glad I decided not to try to open the store today," said Rory. "And Nerfball seemed to appreciate hearing yesterday that he could have today off."


    "Are all the Beer Nuts out of jail?"


    "I guess so. I haven't dared question Nerf too closely. I believe only Earl was held longer than a single night, and even he's been released. I think. Honestly, I'm not looking forward to talking to him again. I know that he and that Sterling guy are planning something crazy with spondulix, and I don't care to lend my name to their insane schemes. As far as I'm concerned, spondulix are on life-support, if not already dead."


    Rory had disburdened himself of his financial troubles to Addie the very day after the catastrophic Outlaw Party.


    He had told her everything about spondulix, how they had been invented in a feverish moment and eventually entered general circulation within a limited sphere of local folks. She had listened attentively and made no judgments about Rory's fiscal brainstorm. And when he had further told her that he fully intended to abandon the alternate money as soon as possible — once he was on his monetary feet again — she had simply nodded. Addie seemed to accept this weird speculative currency as just another bizarre component of Hoboken life.


    Addie mopped up spilled yolk with a corner of toast. "Do you think the Nuts will come to the game today?"


    Rory's nerves jumped. He hadn't even considered the possibility. But factoring in the Beer Nuts' propensity for free entertainment, for spectacle of any sort, the chances of their showing up at the field suddenly soared.


    "Boy, I sure hope not. But if they show their faces, we won't let them spoil the game for us."


    "I like baseball. Is your team any good?"


    "Well, as good as a bunch of ten-year-olds who'd rather be at the mall ever get. The Heroes have a pretty decent record so far this year."


    "Who are they up against today?"


    "Gee, I don't actually know. This is a specially scheduled game. Their coach told me something about a late-starting team needing to play some make-up games to come even with the other clubs."


    On her second cup of coffee now, Addie began to shine. She smiled at Rory and he felt warm all over. "Well, I'm counting on having fun."


    "Me, too. Especially with you by my side."


    "You say the sweetest things. Give me a kiss."


    Rory eagerly complied. A major detour to getting dressed ensued.


    They left the apartment only a few minutes before nine. Luckily they didn't have to travel far. The Elysian Fields of the Stearns' era, putative birthplace of baseball, had long vanished under the developer's steam shovel. But Hoboken retained its place in baseball history. As recently as 1973, the small city had made the national news. In that year the Maria Pepe case had resulted in a court ruling that opened up Little League play to girls. Today Hoboken still boasted more than its share of baseball fanatics.


    The home venue of Honeyman's Heroes was a small community park — named after a Korean War veteran, Max Parallax — which was bordered by apartment complexes whose windows gleamed just barely a safe distance away from any probable home run. Ringed by trees, circumscribed by benches in various states of repair, the field boasted an outfield more dust than grass. The baselines needed chalking and the chainlink backstop was sagging from its supports. Yet however prosaic, even tawdry perhaps, the park had witnessed many a Homeric struggle, hard-fought ball games of Trojan proportions, where the sweat of an ten-year-old Achilles might mingle with that of a rival Hector as they collided at home plate, where feats of superhuman athletic prowess passed directly from reality to legend, with hardly a stop at mere news status, while thin-voiced shouts of camaraderie, proud encouragement from parents and random curses of "Yo' mama!" filled the competitive atmosphere.


    Addie and Rory approached the park from the north walking hand in hand. Elderly members of the community already occupied the shadiest benches beneath the gently soughing August trees. Hordes of relatives had set up beach-umbrella-shielded encampments closer to the scene of the upcoming horsehide-and-hickory battle. Coolers, lawn chairs, blankets, radios. Hadn't civilians come to watch certain battles of the Napoleonic Wars as if for picnics?


    Rory spotted his team and their coach clustered con-tentiously around the umpires. The visiting team apparently hadn't shown yet. Rory and Addie went to see what was fueling the hullabaloo.


    The Heroes — looking on wide-eyed and silent now — protectively surrounded their coach, Otis Spann. Spann, no shrinking violet (a used-car salesman by day), weighed approximately three hundred pounds. Beneath his cap, he always carefully arranged his sparse tawny hair across a large bald spot. His mustache resembled a rogue tropical centipede. His XXXX-L team T-shirt had necessitated a special factory order.


    Spann now argued with the home base ump. Umpire Urbano Prignano, a seventy-five-year-old leathery fossil of pure Neapolitan descent, often failed to make English perform as he might have wished. He compensated with a large vocabulary of gestures, many of them obscene.


    "And I say they've already forfeited the game!" yelled Spann.


    "No forfeit! No forfeit tilla I say so!" countered Prignano. Rory stepped between the two men. "What's going on, Otis?"


    Spann wiped sweat from his high forehead beneath his brim. "The rules clearly state that both teams are to be present at least fifteen minutes before game time. It's ten minutes past nine now, and they're still not here. I say these new guys have blown it."


    Prignano sternly crossed his arms on his chest and shook his reptilian head. "You boys can talk, talk, talk tilla you blue in the face. But it all comes down to wotta I say!"


    "Jesus Christ!" said Spann, yanking off his cap and tossing it to the dust. Rory grabbed the fat man by the elbow and steered him one side.


    "Otis, calm down. What's the matter? I've never seen you so upset before."


    "Sorry, Rory. But I've got a bad feeling about today's match. First off, we've gotta play some unknown team with zero notice. Then they get a break when they're late. I just don't know — Rory, I think the fix is in on this one."


    "C'mon, dont be paranoid, Otis."


    "Paranoid? That's New Jersey's state byword!"


    An interruption. Rory noticed that everyone in the park was suddenly looking north. Above the noise of nearby boomboxes, Rory detected the sound of an out-of-tune marching band, growing louder by the moment. On the verge of the park soon appeared the leader of the procession.


    Earl Erlkonig, high-stepping gleefully, waved a baton aloft, essaying a few awkward tosses from time to time (the baton hit the ground more often than it was caught).


    Behind him strode the rest of the Beer Nuts, each playing an instrument to the best of his or her abilities. Beatbox banged a drum and Nerf clanged cymbals. Leather 'n' Studs blared on trumpets. Hy Rez and Special Effects worked portable synth keyboards like a pair of pasty-faced Herbie Hancocks. Netsuke tootled a flute. Ped Xing elicited moans from a Tibetan horn. Fumento daintily dinged a triangle. That unknown quantity, the Texas banker Lewis Sterling, was proving himself fairly adept on an acoustic guitar.


    The warped notes of the song eventually cohered themselves into tune Rory recognized as Sousa's "Liberty Bell March." Otherwise known as "The Monty Python Theme."


    Behind the band marched the opposing team. Uniformed in new silver suits with gold piping, they presented a motley yet somehow familiar aspect.


    A little light-skinned black boy appeared from his hat's insignia to hold the post of captain. He held aloft the hand of a pretty Oriental girl in a premature victory clasp. A fat lad, a Hasidic kid, and two introverted nerds playing Game-boys formed the second rank. A pair of tough-looking girls followed with arms defiantly linked in tomboyish bravado. Paying no attention to his feet, the last kid stumbled along scribbling in a notebook.


    Bringing up the rear, the supporters of the visiting team, relatives and friends, exhibited varying degrees of sheepish-ness at being thus co-opted, although a few had fallen into the madcap spirit of the parade, bowing and waving to the spectators.


    The procession diverged from the straightest path, winding in and amongthe trees to prolong the spectacle. Finally they came to a rousing halt at home plate. With a final flourish of his baton Erlkonig brought the music to a ragged end. One of the Beer Nuts handed Erlkonig a megaphone; others were staking umbrellas into the ground and setting up chairs and tables of refreshments, all unloaded from a Stahl Soap panel-truck driven by Harry Lieberman.


    Erlkonig activated his loudspeaker. "Fellow citizens of Hoboken, allow me to introduce our fair city's newest Little League team — the Near-Beer Nuts!" Loud dutiful applause arose from the fans of the visitors. "We're getting a late start on the season, but we expect to catch up fast and eventually take the championship. Someday you'll be able to boast to your grandchildren that you were here today. So sit back, relax, and get ready to enjoy some major-league ball-playing!"


    Erlkonig hung the speaker from his belt. Approaching Umpire Prignano, Erlkonig shook hands enthusiastically with the old man. Rory thought to see a wink flash between the two.


    "Call 'em as you see 'em, Ump!" Erlkonig admonished.


    "Atsa my style!" Prignano turned to the crowd and, shouting "Play ball!", he signaled the start of the game in his customary manner: clasping one biceps and making a pumping motion.


    Spann wore a hangdog expression. "I told you, Rory, I told you so."


    "Hey, the game hasn't even started yet, Otis. Just give it your best shot."


    "I'll try."


    Erlkonig approached Addie and Rory with sly and oily deference. "How you folks doing? I assume you're both fully recovered from the Oh Pee last week?"


    Rory tried to moderate his residual anger at Erlkonig. "No thanks to you! Only luck allowed us to escape without a sparkler up our tails. You behaved like an irresponsible idiot, Earl."


    Erlkonig placatingly held up his empty hands, displaying parchment-colored palms. "No fun without risk, moll. You can't go through life wrapped in a six-foot condom."


    The image conjured up by Erlkonig made Rory laugh despite himself. Along with the audacious entrance arranged by Erlkonig, the metaphor went a long way toward dissolving the anger lodged in the basically easy-going bosom of Rory Honeyman. Nostalgically, he recalled his initial fascination with the Nuts. The world would definitely lose some of its edge without Erlkonig and his kind. In the end, here under the benevolent sun with Addie by his side, Rory discovered he could not hold or even further express his grudge.


    Sensing this capitulation, Erlkonig smiled and clapped Rory on the back. "Where are you guys sitting? I don't see no chairs for you."


    "I usually stand," said Rory.


    "Screw that, moll! You gonna make your fine-looking lady stand too? Where's your head at? Look, come sit with us. Plenty of extra seats, lots of goodies. This is a friendly game, right? No hostilities, just good clean fun."


    "Addie, what do you say?"


    "Whatever you decide, Rory."


    "Okay, why not?"


    "Swell, shell! C'mon."


    The three walked over to the Beer Nuts bivouac. Under the umbrellas webbed lawn chairs — backrests and feetrests angled for comfort — clustered like feeding dinosaurs around a swamp. Five chairs stood apart from the others. Two of the five chairs had occupants. In the leftmost seat sat Suki Netsuke, perusing a copy of Swank, taken from a stack of bottom-feeder skin magazines on the ground beside her. Presumably she was studying the sleazy publication for art-related reasons, and not sexual stimulation. From time to time she would rip a page out for future folding. In any case, the real or faux allure of the magazine offered a rude pretext for her not greeting them.


    At that very moment Rory realized why Netsuke had been so frosty with him, commencing with the Outlaw Party. She was jealous! Addie irked her! Rory felt a mixture of pride at his new status and sadness for what had been lost.


    The empty chair next to Netsuke lured Erlkonig, who dropped extravagantly down into it, kissing Netsuke on the cheek. In the middle chair rested Lewis Sterling, financier and investor. Suitless today, he wore khaki shorts, huaraches, and a pearl-buttoned, embroidered cattle-baron shirt. Rory did not care to sit next to this fellow, but Addie, with feminine diplomacy, had already taken the chair farthest from Netsuke, leaving Rory no choice.


    Rory lowered himself into the lounger. Beaming, Sterling reached over to shake his hand. Rory took it reluctantly.


    "Honeyman! Mighty fine to see y'all again! Maybe today we'll get to have our little confab that was cut short t'other night."


    "I don't know — " temporized Rory.


    Erlkonig reached across Sterling to stick a cold beer in Rory's hand, an already opened bottle drawn from a handy cooler. Rory mindlessly accepted.


    "Thanks, Earl."


    "Plenty more where that came from. Man, this is the life, isn't it? When I was freezing my skinny ass on the mean streets of Manhattan, I would have blown a goat for a deal like this. Just goes to show: you never know when Lady Luck will get her panties wet for you."


    Rory started to caution Erlkonig about his lewd language when more music drew his attention away. Hy Rez had popped a CD into a boombox. The unmistakable guitar work of Eric Clapton playing "Take Me Out to the Ball Game" heralded the start of the game. (The subsequent hours would reveal that this home-burnt CD held approximately one hundred and fifty cover versions of this immemorial song, by everyone from Enrico Caruso to Madonna.)


    Out on the field Umpire Prignano was just flipping a coin to decide who would bat first. The Near-Beer Nuts' captain called heads and won. Honeyman's Heroes took to the outfield. As Prignano was pocketing his coin, Rory was struck by its odd size and gleaming newness. Must be a Sacajawea dollar.


    Rory contemplated the condensation-slicked beer he held. Rathet early for a drink, but his hangover still lingered, and a little hair of the dog certainly wouldn't hurt. He lifted the bottle toward Addie in mute entreaty to join him. "No, thanks," she said, her lips primly compressed and her eyeglasses riding low on the tip of her nose like a censorious librarian's. Rory got nervous. What was her sudden problem? She had put away her share of booze last night. Did she find the Beer Nuts so uncongenial? Was Netsuke freaking her out with the open-air porn perusal?


    Rory hardly knew what he himself felt about the Beer Nuts anymore. True, they were crafty, amoral and merciless. But they were also honest, unaffected and authentic. Would he want them to act plastic and unimaginative like the majority of the people he met every day? The world had gotten a lot harsher since the wild and idealistic days of his youth. Fringe folks like the Beer Nuts represented some dwindling ecological reservoir of fuck-it-all, slack-worshipping rebels. Everybody today wanted life to be utterly safe. Where had twenty years of safety gotten him? Just that much closer to a penniless old age and the grave. No, he had grown tired of illusory security, tired of worrying about every little bump in the road, tired of vainly seeking comfort and reassurance by playing according to everyone else's rules. The Beer Nuts were his only friends in the world, aside from Addie. They might not be perfect — who was? — but he would continue to associate with them proudly, despite anything contemning glances from the World and his Wife.


    Still, he certainly didn't want to alienate Addie. He reached over to squeeze her hand reassuringly. "Don't worry about anything, hon'. Okay?"


    She squeezed back and smiled gamely. Rory felt he had been given permission to enjoy himself, and so took his first swig of beer. The swallowed brew left a metallic taste behind, and Rory studied the label. Good old New Amsterdam. Hmmm, must be his Tyvek-coated palate acting up. He took another chug, and this gulp tasted better.


    The first batter for the Near-Beer Nuts had positioned himself at the plate, and the Heroes' pitcher — in point of fact, Tiran Porter's wiry daughter, Japonica — was winding up for the pitch. Tongue protruding slightly from the corner of her mouth, Japonica Porter finally hurled the ball with force and precision. The spheroid sailed right through the strike zone and into the catcher's mitt.


    "Ball one!" hollered Prignano.


    Coach Spann and a dozen parents instantly avalanched down on Prignano like ugly on an ape. The desiccated old man, arms folded across his bony chest, simply let them shout themselves hoarse, as imperturbable as a cigar-store Indian. When the tumult had lessened, he said, "If you don't like-a my call, you complain to the commissioners. But right now we're gonna get on-a with the game."


    The crowd fell back, defeated. Japonica Porter limbered up. Her next pitch rocketed through space. This time the batter — that pudgy mini-Nerfball — connected solidly. Rory watched in astonishment as the ball soared high and far. Its curving flight ended at the window of an apartment building with the sound of smashing glass.


    The batter seemed as astonished as the crowd. He stood stock still for a moment, then tossed his bat aside and began to huff and puff around the bases to the cheers of his teammates.


    The discarded wooden bat had landed close to Rory's chair. He retrieved it. A hairline circle at the top of the bat outlined a plug.


    "This — this bat's been corked!" the horrified Rory said.


    Erlkonig snatched the bat away. "Don't get your undies in a twist, moll. Ain't nothing you can do about these minor enhancements. Just sit down and watch the game."


    "No, this isn't fair. I'm going to stop this farce."


    "Forget it. Prignano won't let you. Once he's bought, he stays bought. You'll just disappoint all the parents and kids."


    "What about the disappointment my guys will feel when they lose to a bunch of damned cheaters?"


    "We're not talking about real disappointment in that case, man. Just a valuable lesson in the basic unfairness of life."


    Rory stood in outrage a minute longer. The Near-Beer runner came trotting heavily around third base and into home. Loud applause from his teammates greeted the completion of his circuit.


    The clapping triggered an involuntary flashback in Rory. Suddenly he was sitting in the stands in Mexico City, watching the Olympic track events. Smith and Carlos were running their hearts out. They won their medals, made their political gestures, got expelled from future competitions. Then nearly the same thing had happened to Rory himself. Had the system delivered justice then? Why was he supporting it so heartily now? Just because his own ox was getting gored? Shouldn't subversion of the system be encouraged? Yet what about fair play?


    Rory felt the energy and indignation drain oddly out of him, leaving him dizzy. The ethical and practical issues confused him suddenly. He couldn't see straight. What was happening to him? Wearily he sank back into his seat, and automatically took another swig of his beer.


    Erlkonig smiled at Rory's sudden complicity in the cheating. "Glad to see you waking up and smelling the coffee, shell."


    Next to swagger to the plate: one of the tough-looking little girls. Prignano called four balls on her, and she advanced to first base. As soon as the pitcher turned her back, the girl on base stole second.


    Little League rules allowed stealing only during the second half of each game. Another mass protest ensued. Prignano endured the verbal assaults as stoically as he had the earlier round. Coach Spann's face shone floridly, streaked with sweat. The game continued.


    League rules offered two ways to retire a side during play. The team at bat must rack up either three outs or fifteen runs.


    Honeyman's Heroes, hot, thirsty, demoralized, stumbled in from the field with the score fifteen to zero in favor of the Near-Beer Nuts. Half an inning of a scheduled doubleheader had passed. So had thirty minutes. The audience settled in for a long day.


    While Coach Spann poured Gatorade down the throats of his weary warriors and tried to boost his team's spirits, two things occurred. Erlkonig claimed Rory's empty bottle and stuck another beer in his hand, and Sterling commenced to speechify.


    Sterling's glib voice washed over a hazy-brained Rory like the concentrated essence of all the spiels of all the salesmen who had ever lived. Sterling's pitch contained all the slick promises of all the snake-oil promoters who had ever hawked ten cents' worth of sugarwater for a hard-earned dollar. Vinyl siding, swampy real estate, salted gold mines, lemon autos, termite-ridden homes, two-dollar Rolexes, cardboard condominiums, vacations to nowheresville, imitation designer-label luggage, outdated encyclopedias, G-rated strip shows, Grade-Z movies, vacuous bestsellers, overpriced restaurant meals, forty-piece sets of cheap cookware, miracle knives, shares of stock in defunct companies — the ghosts of these products floated through Sterling's words. And somehow they had never sounded so attractive.


    As Sterling continued to pour his honeyed poison into Rory's ear, the Near-Beer Nuts unleashed their first pitch. On the mound the Hasidic boy blatantly greased his fingers in his hair-oil laden curls. The ball sprayed grease as it flew. Just before crossing the plate it performed some dipsy-doodle aerobatics, forcing the catcher to dive for it.


    "Strike one!" bellowed Prignano.


    "Mister Honeyman," Sterling was saying, "let me pause a moment to get a good look at you. I didn't truly satisfy myself during our fiery, whizbang introduction last week. You see, not only do I like to size up the sheer physical heft of any fellow I plan to do major business with, but I also want to feast my eyes on the outward form of the genius who invented spondulix. Mister Honeyman, you are responsible for one of the most exciting, innovative fiduciary instruments yet to grace these, go-go years of uninterrupted national prosperity. No, please, don't protest."


    Rory had made no motion or gesture. Too stupefied by the strangely addictive beer and the heat of the day and the farce on the field, he could not have responded intelligently if his life had depended on it.


    "I won't hear any false modesty," continued Sterling. "Facts are facts, and goddamn the man who tries to deny 'em. You, Mister Honeyman, are a genius. Plain and simple, a ring-tailed, ass-whomping genius! I'd like to shout your name from the rooftops, but you'll certainly forgive me if I don't raise my voice louder'n a Galveston mosquito, here in this mixed company of insiders and outsiders. Let me just repeat that wonderful word again, though. Spondulix. In-fucking-credible! Spondulix.


    "Now, I can see, Mister Honeyman, that like most real geniuses, you're mighty humble. You don't credit yourself with the actual magnitude of insight that you possess. It all seemed so basic to you, I suppose, this brainstorm of yours. Yet how many folks in your position could have cut through all the crap surrounding our sacred institutions the way you did? It takes a mighty powerful mind to dare to rethink the very foundations of our late-capitalist New Economy. And you, Mister Honeyman, are the one-in-a-million guy who could actually do it."


    Rory had continued to drink his second beer while Sterling blabbered. Weirdly, the beer failed to cool him down, but only made the day seem hotter. Still, he drained the bottle and accepted a third from Erlkonig. Addie interrupted for the first time now, making a monitory noise, but Rory paid no attention to her. He took a gulp from his third beer and tried to focus on Sterling's speech.


    Meanwhile, out on the field one of the Heroes was rounding second, intent on attaining third while the clumsy Near-Beer outfielders bobbled the ball. The second-baseman tripped the runner and thus gained time to make the tag. "Yer out!" yelled the ump.


    "What am I referring to, Mister Honeyman, when I say you have penetrated to the very core of the way capitalism works? I hardly need tell you, but let me just put it into simple words for those of us who don't have your rich grasp of the complex dynamics of the situation. You simply realized that the federal government no longer deserves its monopoly on printing currency and distributing it. Mister Honeyman, I call this insight revolutionary, as great a milestone for American independence as the shot fired at Lexington and Concord.


    "Essentially, you've followed the federal government's own recipe in the Microsoft case. You've taken the first steps toward breaking up a tyrannical, pernicious monopoly in order to encourage diversity and innovation. Curious that our government devotes itself to dismantling monopolies in every area except the one where Washington itself stands to lose the most power, isn't it? And yet, by insisting on this exclusivity, the government is restricting and hindering the very capitalistic impulses which have made this country great.


    "Now, I know what you're going to say, Mister Honeyman." A good trick on Sterling's part, since Rory himself had no notion of what might next pop to the surface of his tumultuous mind. "You're going to stammer aw-shucks and shuffle your feet and try to deny the more far-reaching implications of your invention. 'Mister Sterling,' you'll say, 'Mister Sterling, sir, I was just a small-time businessman trying to get my head outen the quicksand while the gators was chompin my ass when I drafted that first spondulix. I had no idea I was effecting a fiscal revolution the likes of which ain't been seen since President Roosevelt recalled all the gold from circulation in nineteen-hundred-and-thirty-four.' Well, Mister Honeyman, to all that poormouth talk I just have to say — pardon the French, ladies — bullshit!


    "Such logic might explain your surface motivations. But who among us can accurately report on what was truly going on in the depths of our psyches prior to some life-shattering decision? Still, if you'll allow me to conjecture a mite, I'd speculate along these lines.


    "I believe that at the moment you created spondulix, you grabbed a live wire direct to a very primitive but powerful part of your brain. You came into contact with that part of mankind's mental heritage which was initially responsible many thousands of years ago for the invention of commodity money. Now I hardly need remind you, Mister Honeyman, that commodity money represents that phase in the evolution of the economy one step above barter. The adoption of one particular tangible asset as the primary medium of value exchange. Whales' teeth on Fiji, rats on Easter Island, shells among our own native red men. Now, this notion of commodity exchange eternally hovers just below the thin surface of our so-called civilization. I need only refer to the way such items as cigarettes, candy bars and silk stockings easily became cash equivalents in Europe after World War Two.


    "But these subliminal insights formed only the first half of your grand revelation, Mister Honeyman. Almost immediately after this first jolt of perception, I theorize, you realized that a modern lifestyle made it impractical for the average man to walk around with a pocket or satchel full of sandwiches which he could use to make his various purchases. You then recapitulated the next historical jump in the evolution of the economy and drafted a paper instrument which would stand in for the commodity.


    "I think the readiness exhibited by the community in the acceptance of your spondulix is testimony to their intrinsic value and allure. You see, Mister Honeyman, your new currency boasts several atttactive features which the dollar as it stands nowadays lacks. For one thing, spondulix are backed by something physical, which the dollar is not. The dollar has simply become too rarefied a concept for the average man to have complete faith in. Your spondulix change all that.


    "And even more importantly, your spondulix are not bound by any prior legal covenants, treaties, agreements or limitations. You are off the fucking grid with this one, sir! No interfering WTO or World Bank or NAFTA honchos can tell us what to do with this currency. Do you know who really controls the value and supply of the dollar today, Mister Honeyman? Unelected Federal bureaucrats! Groups of anonymous Japanese and German and Swiss bankers! Hordes of Ay-rab oilmen! Cartels of Colombian cocaine growers! By buying and dumping dollars on the international markets they drive our proud national currency up and down like a gol-dang yo-yo! And while such a chaotic setup offers certain chances for big profits, you're just as likely to blow through a billion or two like that Leeson fellow and find your head on the chopping block.


    "Perhaps you have heard, Mister Honeyman, what the Canadian magnate Samuel Bronfman replied when someone asked him what in his opinion was the greatest invention in the history of humanity? 'Interest,' he said. Well, you won't hear me talking out against interest, that's for sure! But without a solid currency, all the interest in the world is just so much worthless bits and bytes and toilet paper.


    "Mister Honeyman — in one stroke you have restored to America her freedom! You've given this blessed land of ours a solid footing on which to reach even higher pinnacles of greatness!"


    Sterling paused to wet his throat with his own drink. The Heroes had retired with no runs scored after three men at bat, and the teams were trading places. This lopsided pattern of scoring insured that two full ballgames would not take an hour per inning. Nonetheless, nearly a whole day of unsportsmanlike behavior stretched out before a befuddled Rory, a torture as keen as being locked inside a booth with the most inane network sports commentators for six consecutive Superbowls.


    Taking advantage of the conversational lull, Addie jumped in.


    "Mister Sterling, just where are you coming from?"


    Sterling smiled ingratiatingly. "Why, ma'am, I would've thought even a blind Chinaman could've spotted me for a son of the old Alamo."


    "That's not what I mean, and you know it. I want to hear about your background. What kind of business experience do you have? Where are your references? First you hand Rory a card that claims you're president of a Texas bank. Then you give him one that has you representing some new firm here in Hoboken. He told me all about the confusion. Now I'm asking you: which identity is real? That is, if either one is valid."


    "Ma'am, let me be upfront with you. I am no longer affiliated with that fineTexas institution. I had to leave thanks to a small misunderstanding involving mutual funds, in which several of our investors took small hits and experienced a percentage of bankruptcies. Luckily, however, I benefited contractually from what is commonly called a golden parachute deal. A mighty big separation settlement that has allowed me to capitalize Hoboken Savings and Loan. And this new institution is strictly on the up and up. We have filed properly with every institution from FSLIC and FSDIC and all them other dicks on down. You're welcome to check the records, if you don't trust me."


    Addie remained patently unsatisfied, but Sterling bulled ahead before she could register any further objections. "Your charming little filly's honest questions brings me round directly to my proposal to you, Mister Honeyman. I wish to offer my new bank and my expertise to you, as kind of a venture capitalist. Now, I know it's a generous offer, but you heard me right. I am placing my entire faculties and all my vast network of contacts at your disposal. I intend to make Hoboken Savings and Loan the central bank for the swift propagation of spondulix. You see, Mister Honeyman, your invention resembles a little child just learning to speak. At first the tyke's vocabulary and grasp of the world are confined to a limited sphere. Then, little by little, it naturally expands its capabilities, bringing more and more of the world under its sway. I intend to be the foster daddy to your new currency, bringing it up right like a responsible godpappy, in an accelerated course of development. And of course all this entails generous provisions for your own financial security."


    At this point a thick sheaf of legal papers materialized under Rory's nose.


    "If you'd just sign here, here and here, Mister Honeyman, we can send your little boy off to the marketplace's kindergarten."


    Little boy? When had he become a father? Rory could barely focus his eyes. So tired, so very tired. Every action involved superhuman effort. This nice man was offering to take all the onerous responsibilities off his shoulders. Why should he fear him? Someone stuck a pen in his hand. He scrawled his name once —


    Addie's voice filtered in from another galaxy. "Rory, are you really sure about this?"


     — twice —


    "Rory, please — "


     — three times —


    and the deed was done.


    Sterling took the papers back and continued to rattle on. But now his speech had fragmented. "Money market ... tee bonds ... derivatives ... debentures ... takeovers ... poison pills ... futures ... brokers ... e-trades ... stock splits ... IPO ... CDs ... junk bonds ... scalability ... due diligence ..."


    The world spun around Rory. The boombox started a new version of "Ballgame," droned lugubriously by Robert Smith of the Cure:


    "I don't care if I never come back, never come back, never come back — "


    Rory heard Addie interrogating Erlkonig. "What did you put in that beer, Earl?" Then hands were tugging him up and he was stumbling off the field, missing the end of the first game, at a score of Visitors — no, Home Team — 1.


    The second bout was a shutout.
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    The most exquisite mode of torture — as your average megalomaniacal Third-World despot would happily inform you (and didn't Earl Erlkonig, Rory frequently thought nowadays, strut and bluster and threaten just like some banana-republic tyrant?) — did not consist solely of relentless and unvarying excruciations. By no means. Rather, to achieve maximal suffering in the victim, one must judiciously administer an admixture of hope and even pleasure. By ephemerally blessing the poor sufferer with alternatives to his miserable state, providing the odd pleasure here and there, holding out the possibility of eventual freedom and relief, one could immeasurably heighten the ultimate pain quotient. Contrast was the secret to both art and punishment. Comedy amplifies tragedy, joy pales the cheeks of sorrow. A world of either unmixed happiness or unmitigated terror invariably produces only numbness in the oppressed or blessed citizen, who always knows just what to expect.


    Rory s paranoia had not yet reached the stage where he posited one massive, unified torture-plot against him. No single individual could be held accountable for his oscillating sensations and the effect they were having on his mental and physical well-being. For one thing, unlike the classic methodology, the angels and devils in his life were not united in their efforts. Of this much he was sure. Addie, the main source of pleasure in his current existence, had nothing to do with perverse Erlkonig and the Nuts. The barrier between the two camps held firm. Addie detested the squatters for the unfair advantage they had taken of her man.


    Another point against any conspiracy lay in how in-genuously Erlkonig, the ostensible torturer, related his goals, means and motives. Now that he had gotten his way, he had convincingly put aside all duplicity. He firmly maintained, moreover, that he only wanted the best for Rory. Their interests were united, Erlkonig maintained, and both would profit from his schemes.


    Nonetheless, Rory felt as if he were riding a Dantean rollercoaster whose peaks pierced paradise but whose valleys plunged into hell. And of course the ratcheting climb and free-fall plummet between lows and highs resulted in days that were merely purgatorial.


    Down in the valleys, guilt and shame consumed Rory, mostly concerning his continuing role in the creation and spread of spondulix. The latest development horrified him most. No, don't even think of it!


    Every day he tried desperately to rationalize away his misery and sense of culpability. He had created spondulix only in the throes of fiscal desperation. He had continued to write them for Nerfball alone only thanks to inertia and the assumption of innocence on the part of both giver and receiver. He had funded the Outlaw Party out of simple goodheartedness. He had burdened Porter and other merchants with the funny money just to allow them to get bad debts off their books. And as for his deal with Sterling — Rory had been drugged!


    Yes, drugged! Several days after the diabolical double-header Nerfball had revealed, after minor persuasions, that Hy Rez and Special Effects had whipped up a batch of some kind of date-rape drug in their newly installed Old Vault Brewery lab. His will had been chemically sapped! (But exactly how much sapping did such a weak will as his require in the first place? Not a hell of a lot.)


    Despite all these rationalizations, Rory could not com-pletely escape the immense burden of responsibility that constantly weighed on him. Again and again he tortured himself (and there you had the most insidious angle, self-torture!) with recriminations. And after that stage he'd fault himself not for the original sins but for worrying about them! Why did he have to be such a moralistic prig? His genes, his upbringing, the stars? Why couldn't he just let all his troubles go, wash his hands of the past, absolve himself of all guilt? Didn't living a modern happily amoral life require a Teflon mentality? But his subconscious or his conscience or some other autonomous component of his mind just wouldn't cave in. This lonely but noisy dissenter in the society of his mind continued to pester him with ethical accusations.


    Only Addie brought relief from his nagging inner voice. She alone had dragged him home from the shameful debacle at Max Parallax Field. She alone had nursed him through the next thirty-six hours, leaving his side only on Monday morning for work, and reluctantly even then. Meeting Rory for dinner that night, she had still been furious over the machinations of the Beer Nuts,


    "What if that drug had permanently messed you up? What if you had fallen and cracked your skull? What if Earl had decided to dump you in the Hudson?"


    Rory reassured her that his safety had never been in doubt. The Nuts and their leader did not harbor malice against him, they just wanted what they wanted when they wanted it, and went for their goals with hammer and tongs. Nevertheless, Addie insisted, Rory should confront Sterling, get that contract back, and rip it to shreds.


    Rory hesitated. He was naturally disinclined to back out of any deal, however sneakily negotiated. A man was only as good as his word, he could recall Grandpa Honeyman often telling him. But also he secretly felt relieved to have signed his rights to spondulix away. Let someone else take over the day-to-day management of the fake money. Fewer headaches for him. Lastly, in reading over his thoughtfully provided Xeroxed copy of the contract with sober eyes, Rory had discovered that he indeed stood to profit immensely from the deal, assuming spondulix took off as Sterling and Erlkonig seemed to believe it would. The attraction of being debt-free, of actually having a little extra cash after years of penury proved too much to resist.


    Eventually, Addie stopped pressuring Rory to "stand up for his rights." She said she supposed that as an adult he knew how to protect himself. If he insisted, she wouldn't even refer to the matter anymore. He would have to raise the issue if he wanted to discuss it.


    "That's fine by me," Rory said a little stiffly. "Thank you. I appreciate both your concern and your tact."


    "Oh, Rory, I'm nagging only because I love you."


    Love. She had said the delightfully dangerous word first. Rory drifted on clouds of bliss. All his troubles momentarily vanished. Life shone whole and complete. His true partner and mate had finally manifested herself. About time. But maybe this event could not have happened any sooner. Maturity mattered, made the declaration of love sweeter, more keenly felt. Rory cast his mind back over his significant affairs. Surefooted, twin-grandparented Katie Stearn now stood in his memory as a youthful headlong infatuation with sheer glamour. Businesslike Helen Datura had represented some kind of pragmatic working arrangement between grownups. The wildly creative and willfully erratic Suki Netsuke emblemed a middle-aged fling with anarchy. Viewed as cars, his three women had been a teenager's jalopy, a minivan, and a sporty two-seater convertible. And now Addie capped the sequences as — what? Reliable imported sedan? The analogy seemed to break down, and Rory discarded vehicular comparisons.


    Once Rory quickly declared his reciprocal love, the rollercoaster of his life soared even higher and stayed aloft longer, compensating for the gloomy dips more vividly. Seeing Addie lifted his heart up; leaving her apartment (they had not quite worked up the courage to live together) only engendered the anticipatory thrill of reunion. In his joy he could almost forget about such scary moments as the daily delivery to the sandwich shop from Hoboken Savings and Loan.


    A delivery which, this mid-August morning loomed as large as usual, offset only by the parallel pleasure of Addie's imminent arrival.


    The city of Hoboken had generally prospered with the rest of the country during the latest economic boom, with the exception of a few blighted spots such as Honeyman's Heroes. But now even this nexus of neglect was undergoing a facelift.


    Hammers resounded on shiny nails plunging into fresh pine planks. Nailguns popped against sheets of plywood. Table-saws growled as they chewed two-by-fours. Drills whined. Workmen joked and cursed. All this noise drifted into Honeyman's Heroes past a tarp hanging across a missing, recently demolished wall, a tarp that curtained off the sandwich shop from the formerly empty space next door (not Tiran Porter's establishment, but a matching space on the other side of Rory's).


    The store itself hosted its own set of noises. At this moment Nerfball occupied the bathroom during one of his regular Nasal Irrigation breaks, and the honking he produced would have registered on the detectors of a city noise-abatement team. Moreover, the joint was packed with clamorous customers, and Rory's surly staff spared no sarcastic rejoinders to the various requests of the customers.


    Combined with the construction racket, the store noises had left Rory feeling antsy. Supervising behind the counter, he longed to see Addie's face.


    But the next person to walk into the store was a young man clad in a security guard's uniform. His authoritative costume might have inspired more respect had it not been bedizened with colorful eccentric patches and insignia, as if he held the rank of Ruritanian General. Moreover, the gun holstered at his hip revealed itself to even cursory inspection as a paintball device, a splat pistol.


    Rory sighed deeply. Here came his daily crown of thorns.


    The pantherish newcomer carried a large cloth money sack in his right hand, a clipboard in his left. A large thin nose shaped like a linoleum-cutting blade bisected his homely face. A droopy sandy mustache and long sparse hair so light as to appear almost white did nothing to improve his appearance. An old prison tattoo showed across the knuckles of his right hand, one letter per joint: M-O-N-E-Y . This odd deliveryman's name was Whitey Blacklaw, and he fleshed out the Beer Nuts roster as its latest member.


    The Nuts had been actively recruiting lately, in this expansionary period. Erlkonig had personally brought Blacklaw into the fold. He had found the man acting as a bouncer at Maxwell's, the rock club. Impressed with Blacklaw's aggressive, no-nonsense, even frightening demeanor, Erlkonig had hired him as the Monospace for Hoboken Savings and Loan.


    Just as in some Carl Barks cartoon, the bag Blacklaw carried had been stenciled with the symbol of its contents:


    f


    This mark signified spondulix. Erlkonig had invented it himself. Harking back to his early childhood love of science and math, he had taken the standard integral sign and slapped a short bar across it, "like the English pound thingie, 'cuz the Queen's got class and stayed independent of the lousy Euro."


    Blacklaw elbowed his way through the customers around the counter, offering rude excuses. "Hang loose, folks. Open a path for the King's Treasury Guy. Chill out and clear the decks. The jake must get through. Money talks and nobody walks. The eagle shits today."


    Rory winced. He had to face this abrasive crudeness every day. Bad enough that he was totally in thrall to Erlkonig and Sterling, without having to endure this repeated public humiliation in his own premises.


    Blacklaw plopped the bag down with a heavy thud on the counter next to the register. Then he thrust his clipboard and pen under Rory's nose. "Let's have the old J. Hancock, moll."


    Rory signed, registering his displeasure only with a breathy whoosh through his lips, universal symbol of put-upon petulance. Blacklaw pulled his clipboard back.


    "You gonna make me wait here while you count the dough?"


    "No," said Rory, eager for Blacklaw's departure, "you can go."


    "Good, 'cuz I got a lot more deliveries to make." Blacklaw pivoted to leave, then stopped and looked back at Rory. "You know what, shell? You look more uptight every day. You wouldn't've lasted five minutes in the yard with that hangdog puss crying out, 'Poor little old me.' You got to try to loosen up, enjoy the ride."


    "I'll consider your advice."


    "Hell, consider your blood pressure, man! Life's too short to bust a gasket. Anyway, I'll catch you mañana."


    When Blacklaw had taken his disruptive and intimidating presence away, the storm of orders resurged from the customers and Rory's staff fell to work to satisfy the hungry horde.


    No longer did Nerfball toil alone. Even his superb skills could not match the increased demand for sandwiches. Rory had promoted him to Head Sandwichmaker. Under his direction now labored three additional Beer Nuts: Beatbox, and Leather 'n' Studs. The trio of draftees had quickly mastered the rudiments of the art of sandwich construction, although none so far exhibited Nerfball's flair for hoagie assembly. And now, with their supervisor busy in the bathroom, the underlings seemed to have reverted to scatterbrained incompetence. Busy himself at the register, Rory could only hope that Nerfball would finish his ablutions soon and return.


    Meanwhile, though, he had better get this new cash into the till.


    Rory undid a bipartite metal clasp and loosed the unpinched drawstrings that bound the neck of the sack. He reached in and hauled out banded stacks of bills. At the bottom of the bag lay rolls of coins. He removed these, too.


    Just as when he had operated with dollars, Rory methodically arranged the bills in numerical ranks, from lowest to highest. He did the same with the coin rolls. Then he began to distribute the money into the appropriate drawers of the fancy new electronic cash register Erlkonig had insisted he purchase.


    First Rory unpeeled the paper coin wrappers. The coins shared an identical configuration and size, about as big as a quarter, but not as heavy. However, one could easily distinguish different denominations because each was colored uniquely. (In retrospect, Rory had soon realized, he had first seen a prototype of one of these coins in the hands of Umpire Prignano when that bribe-prone official had flipped for first up at bat, indicating that even prior to obtaining Rory's signature, grandiose schemes had been underway.) These coins were manufactured with the same machinery that had once produced peepshow tokens for porno theaters. Now that Times Square had been cleaned up and the few remaining peepshows had switched over to accept dollar-bills, Erlkonig had easily acquired the perfectly functional token-stamping equipment at scrap-metal prices.


    There was no "penny" to account for. Erlkonig had by fiat eliminated that vermiform appendix of coinage.


    The lowest coin, an "s-nickel," was mayo-colored.


    The next highest, an "s-dime," was ketchup-colored.


    The "s-quarter" was relish-colored.


    The half-spondulix was mustard-colored.


    Each coin bore a bas-relief of Rory's own face in profile — complete to beard and Mets cap — on the "heads" side, and a rendering of the exterior of the sandwich shop as "tails," along with a numerical value.


    When Rory had put all the coins away he began to unsnap the bands on the bills. Printed in black ink, they were colored analogously to the coins: the one-spondulix note was white, the five red, the ten green, the twenty yellow. The central motifs replicated those on the coins: Rory's face and an image of the store. Various serial numbers, signatures, embellishments and decorative motifs completed the small canvases. The ornate crest of Hoboken Savings and Loan (invented by Suki Netsuke) floated above the legend never work. Across the back of each bill ran the phrase in pumpernickel we trust.


    The bills shared the dimensions of US currency, for ease in handling. The same high-quality stock — seventy-five percent cotton, twenty-five percent linen, obtainable only from Crane & Company of Dalton, Massachusetts, suppliers to the US Mint — offered good handfeel and durability. No cheapie computer printing shortcuts had been employed: instead, hand-engraved plates and intaglio printing in uncut sheets of thirty-two bills mimicked the federal methods. The second-hand presses came from a Caribbean nation known colloquially as the Spice Islands, auctioned off on the internet once the Spice Islands had switched to US currency. These hulking clamorous machines now occupied the expansive basement of the Old Vault Brewery, under the supervision of an ex-employee of the San Francisco Mint, one Ernie Trapezitai. Although not quite as fast as the Federal presses — 9,000 sheets per hour — they easily produced enough currency to meet the daily demand.


    For now.


    Counting efficiently, Rory soon had f5,000 stowed away in his till.


    He received an identical shipment each day. Funds out of nowhere, above and beyond any receipts, with which to run his business or even to spend on himself. Rory wryly noted that, with the advent of Addie and spondulix, his life now resembled that old Dire Straits lyric: "Money for nothing, and his chicks for free."


    Rory sustained numerous interruptions during this double-checking procedure. People kept coming to the register to pay for their sandwiches. About two-thirds of the people tendered dollars, a natural consequence of the fact that dollars still vastly outnumbered spondulix. The dollar bills did not, however, enter the register. Instead, Rory stuffed them into a narrow chute that led into a locked safe, the familiar convenience-store arrangement. All change was rendered in spondulix.


    The first thing the MBA-trained Sterling had done, upon assuming control of spondulix, was to standardize the currency's value. Rory's original spondulix had claimed a value of ten sandwiches. After that first one, Rory had arbitrarily written many spondulix, some with crazy denominations. ("Twelve-and-a-half-sandwiches and a muffin." "Three sandwiches minus one bag of chips." "Eight sandwiches and some cookie crumbs." Whenever any of these antiques surfaced, they were removed from circulation and destroyed.) Obviously, this wild practice could not continue under the new regime.


    Sterling established the value of a baseline sandwich, the Platonic ideal, at five dollars. He next defined a single spondulix as one-fifth of a sandwich, in effect making it equivalent to a dollar. This intentional parity contributed to easy convertibility between the two media of exchange.


    The prices on the old hand-lettered menu-board in the store now sported the spondulix-sign rather than the dollar-sign. Transactions flowed smoothly out of this revaluation. Say someone handed Rory a ten-dollar bill for a f3.50 sandwich. Rory simply counted back six spondulix and a half-spondulix coin. Regular customers accepted their change without a qualm or quibble, knowing they could use the bills in turn throughout Hoboken. New customers fell into two camps: those who arrived having heard something about spondulix took their colorful bills with chuckles or excited exclamations; accidental, spondulixically challenged customers at first reacted indignantly or with confusion, but after receiving a printed pamphlet explaining the system, generally agreed to participate.


    In effect, Rory's store and all others which used spondulix functioned as giant dollar-sucking vacuum-cleaners, hoovering traditional currency out of circulation, while substituting spondulix in place of the greenbacks. Blacklaw, each night repeating his morning route, picked up the accumulated US currency for automated counting. The received amounts were posted (in the medium of spondulix) to the proper business accounts, and the physical dollars went for safe storage into the vaults of Hoboken Savings and Loan. From there the dollars flowed —


    Well, Rory could not say with total certainty where every dollar went. Some of the cash was indeed actually pumped back into the community, as loans to businesses still leery of spondulix. The rest went to purchase goods and services not yet obtainable with spondulix. What goods and services, Rory did not know, nor did he want to know. Let sleeping dogs lie. Anyway, Rory doubted his pallid imagination could even begin to supply any uses half so frightening as what Sterling and Erlkonig were really doing.


    Rory could not say Where this monumentally crazy "invasion of the money snatchers" would all end. When he dared to envision the future, he saw only two possibilities. Either spondulix would totally replace dollars — the triumph of the pod money — or the government would rise up in righteous wrath and squash everyone involved like annoying yet trivial bedbugs. Rory wholly welcomed neither future. In certain moods he rooted for one outcome; other times, the opposite. Luckily, neither seemed imminent.


    Rory did not consider himself wise. However, he had drawn several practical maxims from his life so far, and these adages seemed borne out so far by l'affair spondulix:


    


    • Every baby fuckup took longer than you expected


    to grow up to an adult crisis.


    • No crisis was ever permanently and totally resolved.


    • Any plans you made to meet the crisis would be


    outflanked by events over which you had no control.


    


    Some kind of shrill altercation interrupted Rory's reverie. He slammed the deep money-drawer shut and went to in-vestigate.


    Beatbox was arguing with a customer. Sandwich pro-duction had screeched to a halt while Leather 'n' Studs stood with hands on aproned hips, acting as referees.


    "Listen," said the customer, a short stocky fellow. "I saw what you did. You used the horseradish bottle instead of the orange marmalade I specifically asked for."


    Beatbox radiated the pugnacity of an insulted creator. "Okay, okay, so I made like a little substitution. So what? So freaking what? You want to go through your whole life eating the same boring old sandwich, man?"


    The customer became defensive, even a little guilty. "I like to try something different now and then as much as the next guy. But this particular combination? Peanut butter and horseradish?"


    "The man has a point, Beebee," said Leather. "Not the tastiest mix."


    "Taste!" erupted Beatbox. "What's taste anyway? Who ever said that tastes have to harmonize right off the bat? Your taste buds mature and learn to like new combinations. How do you think any recipe ever got invented in the first place? Random substitutions! You got to put foreign substances together, or you'll never develop anything new and insanely great!"


    "Beatbox has a valid argument there," said Studs. "History supports him. I mean, it took some kind of daring moron to come up with tuna casserole, right? Are you sure you wouldn't like to take this sandwich as it stands, Mister? You might go down in culinary history."


    "I'm not interested in being a guinea pig in this madman's experiments! I just want a decent PB&J! Isn't the customer always right? Are my spondulix good here or not?"


    This last comment unnerved Rory. The frail ship of spondulix floated only atop the ocean of consumer sufferance. Any doubts that arose regarding the full and free redemption of spondulix for sandwiches would dry up that ocean faster than Superman's heat-vision boiling away the sea to search for a missing submarine (an image that had remained with Rory from youth).


    Rory moved to intervene in the argument. But before he could act, Nerfball emerged from the employee's bathroom and, instantly sizing up the situation, stepped forward and took charge.


    "Hey, gang, what's going down here? Is this the way Sandwichmakers First Class are supposed to behave? Look at you all. Disgraceful! Standing around arguing with the patrons, for goodness's sake! What's the matter with you? Have you all forgotten the Sandwichmakers Code? Stand up straight! Tighten your apron strings, adjust your sanitary hairnets, and repeat after me! 'I shall trim all fat.'"


    Three chastened voices joined together. "'I shall trim all fat.'"


    "'I shall give true weight.'"


    "'I shall give true weight.'"


    "'I shall slice clean.'"


    '"I shall slice clean.'"


    "'My bread will never be even a day old.'"


    "'My bread will never be even a day old.'"


    "'My lettuce will have no brown edges.'"


    "'My lettuce will have no brown edges.'"


    "'My sandwiches will all be stacked like Pamela Lee Anderson.'"


    "'My sandwiches will all be stacked like Pamela Lee Anderson.'" (Leather 'n' Studs added salacious overtones to this rule.)


    "'The customer's choices are law.'"


    "'The customer's choices are law.'" (Beatbox grudgingly affirmed this one.)


    "'McDonald's is the Great Satan.'"


    "'McDonald's is the Great Satan.'"


    "'Dagwood is my savior.'"


    "'Dagwood is my savior.'"


    "If I violate any of these tenets, may the Holy Boar's Head gore the life from me.'"


    "If I violate any of these tenets, may the Holy Boar's Head gore the life from me.'"


    The rousing ritual ended in a military clap of four pairs of hands, causing the crowd to roar its appreciation. Rededicated, the crew fell quickly to work to satisfy the hungry masses. Beatbox's experimental sandwich went into the trash, and he eagerly composed a new, more conventional one, troweling on the peanut butter and jelly with elaborate flourishes.


    Rory remained deeply impressed by the change that had come over Nerfball upon his promotion. The extra responsibility seemed to have made a new person out of the rotund recluse, rendering him more mature, confident and decisive. No longer did Nerfball's dream of operating a first-class restaurant seem such an unlikelihood.


    The bell affixed to the outer door rang and Rory looked eagerly up for the hundredth time, hoping to spot Addie. Instead he received only the unwelcome vision of Earl Erlkonig escorting Suki Netsuke.


    Erlkonig wore a three-piece Italian suit and imported shoes. The scissors of the most exclusive stylist in town had trimmed his frizzy pale curls into a demure nap. A gold tooth now glimmered in place of his missing one.


    Netsuke, never quite as grungy as Erlkonig, had been similarly transformed, but with more subtle results. She wore a clinging sculptured dress complemented by a pair of Manolo Blahnik high-heels, and a pair of five-hundred-dollar sunglasses.


    Rory felt he was facing a visit from some postmodern Bonnie and Clyde. Or perhaps Scarface and squeeze.


    Erlkonig sliced through the crowd like a knife through whipped creamcheese, hauling Netsuke with him. "Hey, shell, how's it swaying?" He pumped Rory's hand enthusiastically. "Great to see such a crowd in the store. Did you hear that the daily take down at the Washington Street McDonald's has dropped by twenty percent? Listen, moll, let Nerf handle the register and you come with me for a minute. We're gonna check out the construction next door, okay?"


    Rory obeyed warily. Once Rory had crossed over to Erlkonig's side of the counter, the dapper impresario gripped Rory by the elbow and steered him toward the tarp-draped hole in the shop's northern wall, all the while keeping up a stream of chatter.


    "How do you like Suki's outfit, moll? Designer chic! Some guy named Azimuth I'll-lay-ya."


    "That's Azzedine Alaia, Earl."


    "Whatever, that rag still cost mucho dinero! And don't it show off her gorgeous curves six ways from Sunday?"


    Rory allowed his gaze to admire Netsuke's charms from expensively shod feet upward. When his eyes had finished traveling her glamorous length to end on her face, they registered a haughty, prideful expression that plainly admonished him: Don't you wish now that I were still your girlfriend, instead of that dumpy old Southern belle, Addie Swinburne?


    Rory started to get angry, but successfully repressed that emotion. He did not need any avoidable conflicts now. Let Netsuke think herself superior; Rory's current lover satisfied him no end.


    Erlkonig lifted up a corner of the dusty tarp and gestured Rory and Netsuke through. After Rory and Netsuke had passed under the veil, Erlkonig ducked through acrobatically, so as not to begrime his suit.


    Next to Rory's shop for the past year or three had struggled a small clothing store run by an outpost of the Brooklyn-headquartered Jehovah's Witnesses and named WatchTower Wearables. Finally succumbing to massive consumer distaste for its church-approved clothing, the store had folded six months ago and remained vacant since. Mark Coyne, Rory's landlord and owner of the whole block, eagerly jumped at Rory's offer of two thousand spondulix a month for rental of the space, with all renovations to come out of Rory's pocket. (Actually, out of a general account at Hoboken S & L.) Now workmen were turning the empty square-footage into additional dining and food-prep areas for Honeyman's Heroes.


    Inhaling the scents of fresh-cut lumber, paint and ad-hesives, Rory sized up the progress with real appreciation. He had never imagined his humble enterprise would grow like this. Despite owing this success to the machinations of Erlkonig and Sterling, he retained some pride of proprietorship.


    The boss carpenter approached Rory. "Mister Honeyman, where do you want that new counter? The plans aren't clear."


    Rory opened his mouth to answer, but Erlkonig jumped in. "Right under those windows, molecule."


    Implicitly honoring the name at the bottom of his paycheck, the carpenter said, "Yes sir, Mister Erlkonig."


    Rory's anger surged up again. "Who the hell's store is this anyway, Earl?"


    Erlkonig held up a placatory hand. "Yours, all yours, moll. I was just making a suggestion, like. Where did you want the counter? Someplace different? Just tell the man."


    Rory wanted to countermand Erlkonig's order, just to assert himself. However, the spot under the window indeed tallied with his own choice, the only logical place for customers to sit and dine. So Rory simply ended up seconding the order.


    "No, no, beneath the window's fine. Go ahead."


    Erlkonig smiled wickedly but did not rub his victory in verbally. "Well, I'm glad to see this work going so smooth. When this addition opens, your morning bank disbursement will double, man. Ten thousand spondulix a day, Rory my moll, that's how much moolah your store is going to be pumping into the economy, or I'm not Wolfie Erlkonig's little boy. One hundred thousand every ten days, almost a million per quarter. And Honeyman's Heroes has dozens of retail cousins across this burg, all doing the same. You're the biggest and most important distributor, I grant you. Our keystone, our linchpin, our big chalupa. But we continue to expand logarithmically! New businesses coming onboard every single day!"


    These figures made Rory's head hurt. "Earl, are we sure we're doing the wisest thing by boosting spondulix so massively? Seems awfully chancy and irresponsible to me, filling people's wallets with our monopoly money. Not to mention totally illegal."


    "Nothing illegal about it, moll. Trust me on this. We've got a battery of the highest-paid lawyers working on every angle of spondulix. They've vetted our operation and told us we're clean as a Silicon Valley chip-fab. Look, if it makes you feel any better, just think of spondulix as coupons. Yeah, manufacturer's coupons, that's just what they are. When Kellogg's gives you a piece of paper worth thirty-five cents off on Count Chocula, are they doing anything illegal? And what about when D'Agostino's doubles the value of your coupon? They're adding some incremental value to that piece of paper, aren't they? And have you ever read the small print on the back of a coupon? 'Redeemable for one-tenth of a cent.' Convertible to greenbacks, just like spondulix."


    Rory knew in his bones that all Erlkonig's arguments about specie exhibited specious reasoning, but he couldn't summon up the verve to respond, merely shaking his head in weary dissent. Erlkonig responded to Rory's unassuaged trepidations by taking a more forceful tack, dropping all easygoing pretense.


    "Okay," said the albino in a harder tone, "even if spondulix functions just like real money, a parallel currency, so fucking what? Don't look so shocked, I mean it. Who fucking cares? This is the new millennium, shell, and all the old economic standards are dead or dying. Everything evolves, man! The concept of money is almost 3,000 years old — it's got to get hip! Did you know that the oldest surviving coins come from the Asian Minor kingdom of Lydia — named after some gal, I think — circa 650 BC? And that's a stone-cold fact, man! So if you just adopt some historical perspective on the whole thing, you'll breathe easier."


    "I wish I could, Earl."


    "That's the spirit! Now, pay attention to Professor Earl. Did you furthermore know that the federal government wasn't always the only one to mint money in this country? Right up to the mid-eighteen-hundreds private banks issued notes supposedly backed up by their deposits — notes that circulated as legal tender. And lots of time a bank would print so much that the collective value of their paper was two or three times the bank's actual cash holdings. And for a long time they got away with it! Of course, the whole system eventually went bust, causing quite a national shitstorm, recessions and inflation and crap, but none of that applies to us, since we're going to monitor things more closely, with computers and shit."


    The phrase "went bust" made Rory's vision waver. "Earl, I just don't feel right about — "


    Erlkonig steamrolled over Rory's tentative objection. "And during the Depression, all across the country individual stores issued scrip redeemable only at their own establishments. Practically the same thing we're doing, right? And what about the occupying U.S. forces in Europe during WorldWarTwo? The first thing they did was seed the conquered lands with a special Occupation scrip. The Nips — excuse me, Suki — the Japanese even had their own occupation dollars printed up for the day they conquered us! And the Confederacy — don't forget about that part of our heritage! What was the first thing they did to assert their independence? Right, issue their own money — which today is a valuable collectible."


    "The South was seceding from the Union, Earl. We're not contemplating that, are we?"


    "Well, not yet. But you gotta admit that all trends point toward a reshuffling of the national makeup. Small is beautiful. Distributed power, man. The New Economy! Anarchy is socialism without communism."


    "Please, Earl, those are all easy cliches."


    Earl regarded that comment as an insult. "Cliches! No way, I never use 'em. Seriously, though, Rory, Hoboken is not alone in having its own currency. Lots of localities are doing something similar. Look at Ithaca — they've had their own homegrown money for a long time. And it's not just a U.S. deal either. Only the other day I read about Kuriyma, Japan, doing the same thing. Rory, face it —Washington is fucked up. They don't run the economy anymore, if they ever did. Entrepreneurs rule! We create the wealth. If printing spondulix helps the community, why shouldn't we print enough to choke a goddamn herd of horses?"


    Rory tried to parse Erlkonig's intertwining arguments. Was he really motivated by egalitarianism, by libertarian impulses, by altruism? Or was Erlkonig out only to cushion his own nest? Trying to dig deeper, Rory framed a spontaneous question he suddenly realized he had been asking everyone these days, in a kind of dream-desire poll.


    "Earl, just what do you want from life?"


    Erlkonig actually hesitated a moment. Then he said, "Just one thing, moll. Power. I been stepped on all my life. But now I'm wearing the boots."


    This naked answer, combined with some real vindictiveness in Erlkonig's voice, stunned Rory. In the midst of formulating some kind of moral rebuttal, he heard his name called.


    Addie was poking her head past the tarp, looking like a magician's beautiful assistant whose hidden body had been locked into some contrivance prior to being stabbed with swords or sawed in half.


    Rory's spirits lifted immediately, and the problem presented by Erlkonig and Sterling and their plots fell away. Life was good. Evil would wither on the vine without his horticultural efforts. With Addie by his side, nothing could harm him.


    Rory stepped toward Addie, dismissing Erlkonig. "Well, Earl, I'm glad you like the way the addition is coming. I really appreciate your history lesson and the little glimpse into your personal philosophy of life. But I've got to run now. Addie and I have a date."


    Constitutionally unsuited, Rory did not wield the blade of sarcasm very deftly. He had hoped to get under Erlkonig's skin. But the maleficent smile Erlkonig bestowed on him indicated he had utterly failed. "That's swell, shell. Just have a good time kicking around the city while I run things back here. You can truly relax knowing I've got everything under control."


    Addie still stood hesitantly at the screening tarp. She seemed reluctant to enter the same room as Erlkonig and Netsuke. And judging by the feline bristling she elicited from Netsuke, her caution was justified.


    "Okay," said Rory lamely, "we will. See you around later."


    "You can count on that."


    Rory joined Addie on the other side of the curtain. The jam-packed shop was busy as ever, but Nerfball and his crew seemed to be managing smoothly. Nerf was holding Leather's wrist and guiding her hand, which held a spatulate knife daubed with Tiger Sauce.


    "You are one with the bread, one with the knife. You flow evenly and cleanly, no tearing, like so — "


    "Let's go," Rory said. He grabbed Addie's hand and they skipped out.


    A hot dry August day, the air washed clean by an early-morning storm and smelling improbably like clover and fresh laundry. Everyone out on Washington Street today seemed cheerful and well-dressed, happy and well-fed. Merchants smiled gratefully at Rory and Addie as the blithe lovers passed.


    Rory noted with mixed feelings that almost every store sported a new feature in at least one of its windows. Above the old decals that indicated that AmEx and Discover and Visa/Mastercard were welcomed, new stickers were proudly pasted. Lettuce colored, these wordless stickers bore a simple spondulix-icon in bold black. Rory counted at least a hundred as he headed south toward the ferry slip that would allow them to board the boat to Manhattan.


    "I'm really glad to see you today," Addie said after a few blocks.


    "Likewise. I can't begin to tell you what I felt when you rescued me from Earl. He was starting to get on my nerves. That guy can freak me out easier than anyone else I know."


    Addie looked somewhat shamefaced. "You don't have to explain. I walked into the store just as you guys were stepping through into the annex, and I started eavesdropping almost immediately. I didn't mean to, but it's just that Earl and his schemes really trouble me."


    "No need to apologize. They trouble me too."


    "Well, we certainly don't have to talk about this bothersome subject any more today. We're on a personal holiday. Let's just enjoy ourselves."


    Rory leaned over and kissed Addie's cheek as they walked. He relished her sanity and wisdom. Such a calm, rational perspective soothed him.


    "Hey, Mister! Buy your wife some lemonade!"


    Rory looked toward the source of the high-pitched voice. The importunate vendor, a ten-year-old black girl with glasses and corn-rowed hair, sat behind a makeshift stand built of plastic milk-crates and a plank. A cooler, pitcher and stack of paper cups comprised the rest of her establishment. A crayoned sign read:


    Lemonade by the Glass


    Half a Spondoolicks


    Laughing, Rory dug out his wallet and found a five-spon-dulix note. "Two glasses — and keep the change, young lady."


    The little girl took the bill eagerly and poured them two cups full of sugary yellow liquid. It tasted as if the only lemon-essence that had ever come near the mix derived from a chemist's beaker, but Rory and Addie both downed their drinks happily. While they drank, the girl studied the note Rory had handed her. Finally she said, "Mister, your picture is on this money."


    Rory was embarrassed. "No, no, just someone who looks like me."


    "No way, Mister. You're all mixed up. This is you!"


    "Well, whoever that clown is, the money belongs to you."


    "Thanks again, Mister."


    As Rory and Addie approached the colonnaded brick City Hall on First Street, Rory asked, "Did Mister Cæsar mind you taking the day off?"


    From anecdotes related by Addie, her boss, Mister Cæsar, combined the worst qualities of three Captains: Queeg, Bligh, and Ahab. Rory still held a nebulous picture of Addie's actual duties — too boring to relate, she firmly maintained, leading Rory to mentally speculate along shameful lines of telephone-sex operator — but her portrait of her boss shone vividly.


    "No, not at all. I've put in so much overtime on so many important projects that I've got more comp days than I know what to do with. Or at least, I never knew what to do with them until we met and started having fun."


    Addie's sweet talk went straight to Rory's heart, giving him courage to bring up a facet of the incident just past. "Did you notice how that kid called you my wife?"


    Addie looked down at her Rockports. Her glasses slid forward a quarter-inch on her nose, which was lightly sheened with sweat. Her mouth assumed a pensive curve. Rory knew immediately that he had said the wrong thing. What a putz! He looked away, unable to bear the sight of a woman too polite to reprimand his brash forwardness.


    "Holy shit!" exclaimed Rory suddenly.


    "What? What is it?"


    Stupefied, Rory gestured up at a mobile billboard set up on the plaza outside City Hall. Nearly two stories tall, the billboard depicted the thick black outline of a graduated thermometer with a red painted stripe filling its entire interior. A banner hung across the display said:


    


    United Way Campaign 2000


    we've met our goal!


    750,000 spondulix


    THANK YOU, HOBOKEN!


    


    "When — ? How — ? Why — ?"


    "That sign's loomed over the city for weeks, Rory. I thought you knew."


    Rory shook his head as if in pain. "Let's get going. I need a day away from this town."


    They turned east toward the waterfront and the ferry terminal. A few minutes further stroll brought them to their destination.


    A high, long, heroic structure perched on the Hudson's shore next to the Erie-Lackawanna commuter train station, the marine terminal had been built in 1907. Lying derelict and neglected for many years, the monumental building had been renovated to accommodate the resumption of ferry service to Battery Park in Manhattan. Restored to its former majesty, the cavernous, bustling, leaded-glass-windowed hub saw hundreds of passengers pass through it each hour.


    Recalling the sorry state of the terminal when he had first come to town, Rory found his thoughts trending backward down more personal avenues, back to his youth along the banks of another river, the Wapsipinicon. Those relatively joyous days before he had ever heard of such things as Black Power protests, diving circus horses or illicit currency. Why did everything have to change? And if change were a necessary feature of life, why did the progression always have to be entropic, from simple innocence to complicated guilt? Could a person ever turn back the clock to a better time in his life? It seemed unlikely. But if regaining lost innocence were indeed forbidden, couldn't one at least still achieve a clean conscience? Not by forsaking hard-won knowledge and painful wisdom, but simply by abstaining from harmful or wasteful actions, by avoiding the betrayal of one's dearest dreams? Yet could anyone truly live up to such high standards?


    Rory found no answer within, and so turned his attention outward again.


    Leaving the sunlight behind and entering the big cool terminal, Rory shivered, both from the air-conditioning and some ghostly intuition. He squeezed Addie's hand and she squeezed back. The comforting pressure allowed him to cast off his unaccountable gloom. He was truly looking forward to their trip across the river. Addie had mentioned wanting to revisit some of her old favorite clothing stores, but Rory speculated that they would do some other, non-consumer fun stuff too.


    "Look," said Addie, "aren't those some of the Beer Nuts?"


    Rory followed her pointing finger. Sure enough, among the other passengers waiting for the next ferry lurked some familiar figures. Curiously, all the Nuts exhibited an unwonted uniformity of dress: white coveralls, and swimmer's goggles pushed up atop their heads.


    "That's them all right. But we don't even have to acknowledge those jokers. The boat's big enough for us to avoid them entirely."


    "Why are they dressed like that I wonder?"


    "We won't even ask."


    Beyond two huge arches the majestic Hudson sparkled in the sunlight. (Rory contrasted the river's open-faced appearance today with the mysterious mask it had offered on the night of the Outlaw Party.) Two ferries inched across the water. One had just left the Hoboken shore, while the other was approaching New Jersey from Manhattan. Midway across the ferries passed each other with a hooting of horns. More and more people filtered into the building. The westbound ferry drew nearer and nearer, the eastbound one dwindling to a dot. Finally the arriving boat nosed into its berth, gently bumping an assortment of rubber bumpers. A ramp rattled down on its chain, people disembarked, and the eastbound passengers filed on.


    The uniformed Beer Nuts had rushed to the front of the crowd, bulling their way on eagerly and failing to spot Rory and Addie. Each Nut wore a belt with a dependent holstered object slapping against his hip. Splat pistols such as Whitey Blacklaw carried? Rory couldn't say for sure.


    Pulling Rory by the hand, Addie led him eagerly to the upper deck, a level open to the air. They moved to lounge at the forward rail. The murky ancient Hudson stretched before them to the Manhattan shore like a muddy rucked carpet sprinkled with broken glass. Rory thought again of the night he had met Addie, and the figure of the swimming horse they had seen together. Today, despite his earlier faux pas, he felt more strongly than ever the bond which this apparition had immediately cemented between them. Nothing would ever part them now. He searched the waters for a recurrence of the mystery horse, but the strong reflected sunlight concealed all details.


    The hands of the big clock in the terminal aligned on the ferry's scheduled departure time. Swabbies lifted the ramp, the boat's horn sounded, and the ferry trundled out into the river like a sea-turtle in no particular hurry to get anywhere. Rory put his arm around Addie's waist, inhaled the salt-scented air deeply, and felt his troubles evaporate.


    After a minute or so Addie said, "How's Hello Kitty doing?"


    Rory sighed. "Still pregnant, but now big as the proverbial house."


    "Haven't two months passed yet since you first noticed her condition?"


    "Closer to three. But Leather told me something the other day that might explain everything. Assuming you can believe her, and that Cardinal Ratzinger's the father. She claimed that the Cardinal is not all domestic cat.


    He's supposed to be part Kalahari Anthill Tiger, whatever that breed might be. His genes might be making for a longer gestation period."


    "The Cardinal is awfully big and predatory-looking. What are you going to do with the kittens?"


    "Given the Cardinal's savage ancestry, I think the question might be, 'What are the kittens going to do with me?'"


    At that moment someone bumped into Rory from behind. He turned, ready to utter an apology or receive one.


    Ped Xing, the rabbinical bhikku, wore his white coverall as if the garment denoted some high enlightenment. A pair of goggles covered his eyes, the straps compressing his long sidecurls. Ped Xing clutched in his hand a futuristic-looking splat gun of the type often seen at Whitey Blacklaw's side during his spondulix deliveries and cash pickups. (Blacklaw frequently alluded to the deadly nature of the pellets chambered in his gun — alternately corrosive, infective or hallucinatory — in a tone Rory could not definitely interpret as either ironic or serious. Rory assumed now, however, that Ped Xing's gun contained only the traditional dye capsules.)


    Ped Xing had evidently been backing up in a duckwalk stance. Upon bumping Rory he crouched even lower, swiv-eling around to see whom he had encountered while simultaneously taking a bead with his gun. Recognizing Rory, the combative bodhisattva lowered his weapon and straightened up to his full height.


    "Ped, what the hell is going on?"


    Ped Xing hushed Rory. "Quiet, moll, this is war. Or a valid simulation thereof. I can't let the other Nuts find me. It's every man and woman for himself. Herself. Every sentient being for itself. Whatever."


    "War?" said Addie. "I don't understand."


    Xing sighted ominously down the barrel of his splat pistol out to sea. "Lew Sterling's idea. Something he got out of a management book. We're playing Survival to sharpen us up for competition in the world of high finance. All the Nuts are officers now, you know, at Hoboken Savings and Loan. Salaries, titles, perks, all that good stuff. It's all samsara, natch, but we still have to do whatever Sterling and Earl say. Not as nice as the old lazy days in some ways, but whatcha gonna do? Oh, that reminds me."


    Ped Xing unzipped his coverall down to his waist, revealing a white scrawny hairless chest. A second splat gun protruded from the waistband of his jockey shorts. He took out the pistol and rezipped. Then he removed a spare pair of goggles from a pocket.


    "As a second-string Beer Nut, you're also an officer of the S & L. According to Directive Number 509, you're supposed to be playing Survival, too. Even if you don't play, you qualify as a target. So here's your gun and eye-protection. I'm doing you a big favor, moll. I could have scored some serious points off you."


    Rory automatically accepted the gun and safety glasses even as he said, "Ped, this is crazy. I refuse to get involved."


    Ped Xing laughed. "Much too late for that, moll. You should have thought of that before you contributed the fingernail polish for the cockroach race. But just remember: Zen Master Kenzo, wandering without a home, achieved satori one night while sleeping under a pile of paper money left as a tribute at a shrine to the Buddha."


    Leaving this enigmatic tale hanging in the air, Ped Xing again dropped into a crouch and scuttled away behind a bulkhead.


    Standing bewildered with the gun in his hand, Rory was suddenly overcome by a strange feeling, weirder even than déjà vu. The sensation could have been described as "might have lived." Intimations of an alternate timeline unfolded for Rory.


    Many years ago, when he had slit open that envelope bearing the government's "Greetings," he had taken a stand against violence. His life had gone down one path. Yet here he stood today with a gun in his hand, facing the choice again, as if the two separate paths had converged. Why did life always continue to test you on the same questions like a tiresome pedant?


    A shrill cry sounded suddenly from belowdecks. The wailing combined yelps of victory with sobs of defeat. The noise of pounding feet and panting breaths swiftly fol­lowed. Several people burst out of the hatchway and onto the upper level. In the lead ran Hilario Fumento, pursued by Hy Rez and Special Effects.


    The hapless writer galloped across the boat as if intent on hurling himself overboard. His gun dangled useless and forgotten from his grip. Many hits had liberally besplattered his Survival suit with Technicolor bulls-eyes; his eyes beneath his goggles were glazed over with a fear thick as the honeydrip upon a taco-flavored donut. The apothegmatic writer barreled into Rory, who caught Fumento under the arms only to have his mortal burden collapse.


    '"There is nothing like the prospect of hanging in the morning to concentrate a man's mind,'" quoted Fumento, then fainted, his epigrammatic sensibilities giving way under the stresses of the barbaric hunt. Rory lowered him to the deck.


    Pausing back near the hatch, Hy Rez and Special Effects grinned gleefully. "We've got him now," said Special, brush­ing a hank of hair out of his vision. He braced his arm and got ready to pot the senseless target once again. Just as he squeezed the trigger the ferry rocked on a swell. The shot went awry and struck Addie fully on the chest. A flower of blue paint blossomed on the white fabric slope of her left breast.


    Rory's anger exploded into archaic, bestial fury. The time in the barn when he had broken all the windows, the injustice done to hid fellow Olympic athletes, thr Peeping-Tomism of Jacky Ray, the way Erlkonig was ruining his life — All these past incidents paled to insignificance before what he felt now. Shimmering crimson veils wreathed the world. All his blood vessels, which apparently contained molten lava, threatened to burst at once.


    Rory's bearded face must have looked like the Medusa's, for Hy and Special lost their jaunty demeanor and turned to stone. Hey, moll, sorry — " said one. But apologies availed naught. Rory let out a saurian bellow, a leonine chal­lenge that transfixed all spectators. Sweeping his gun up, he emptied its clip at the two frozen technicians, spotting them from neck to ankle. Then he bent down and wrenched Fumento's gun from the writer's lax hand.


    Hy and Special emitted squeaks of dismay, then regained enough control of their limbs to make a break, tumbling all over each other down the stairwell. Rory stopped long enough to affix his goggles, then swarmed straight over the outer rail of the ship! Hanging by one arm above the waters of the Hudson, he swung like Tarzan through a large squarish open window on the lower level, passing between two seated elderly ladies playing cards. He was waiting at the foot of the stairs for Hy and Special when they cautiously exited. They stopped dead, as if seeing a specter. Rory felt his facial muscles tighten in a ghastly smile.


    "Get ready to meet your foul maker," said Rory in a voice that emerged sounding closer to Clint Eastwoods than hed ever intended. Utterly unmanned, his victims fell to their knees, begging for mercy. Rory had none. He splatted them both directly over their black hearts.


    "Ahem."


    Rory turned. Ped Xing stood nearby. The monk tossed something at Rory, who snagged it from the air. A dozen spare clips for his splat gun. Then Xing shot Rory.


    The rest of the twenty-minute trip passed in a mad blur of running, hiding and sharpshooting. From bilge to fo'c's'le the game played itself out. Rory lost track of how often he reloaded, how many Nuts he bagged. Battle subsumed all thinking.


    In midvoyage the Manhattan-bound ferry passed the Hoboken-bound vessel, also carrying a load of Beer Nuts. The two teams lined up on their respective port sides and exchanged a fusillade that left both boats looking like artists' dropcloths.


    'You couldn't hit the broadside of a subway car!"


    "Avast! Drop your sails and heave to, matey!"


    "You drop your pants!"


    "Surrender Dorothy!"


    "Sighted shit, flushed same!"


    As the boats pulled away from each other, a final defiant chorus of raspberries and Bronx cheers signaled competing claims of victory.


    Everyone's ammunition ran out just as the ferry pulled into Battery Park City. The players assembled in the bow to determine some kind of rough score. Rory — though certainly not devoid of hits himself — received unanimous acclamation as top-scorer, accepting accolades until he felt as unjustifiably puffed-up as the Brave Little Tailor. Everyone patted him in a brotherly fashion on his back and shook his hand.


    Disembarking, Rory rejoined Addie, who stood already on dry land. She had remained aloof from the unseemly fray, and was herself unspotted save for that first hit that had so unhinged Rory.


    Rory smiled sheepishly at her. He felt like an utter idiot. What kind of romantic date was this? Why had he continued to play the nonsensical game after venting his original rage? Could he have actually been enjoying himself ? Was that any way for a principled, former 'Sixties pacifist to feel? A vegetarian caught with a roast-beef sandwich halfway to her lips could not have exhibited more guilt.


    "Gee, Addie," began Rory, "I'm sorry this had to happen."


    Surprisingly, Addie did not launch into recriminations. Instead, she gazed adoringly at Rory, with glistening eyes. "Don't apologize. I'm happy to learn I matter that much to you." She grabbed Rory's hand and squeezed it.


    Touched by her reaction, Rory returned Addie's cow-eyed adoration. "The world. That's what you mean to me."


    They walked happily away from the dock, heading toward lower Broadway. Suddenly Rory imagined what he — and to a lesser degree, Addie — must look like, and worried aloud to Addie about his appearance.


    "Don't fret too much. You'll look just like another sloppy painter in SoHo — not that the breed hasn't diminished since the low-rent heyday of the neighborhood. But we'll get you some new clothes first thing anyhow."


    They reached Canal Street and walked leisurely eastward. Rory contemplated the surprising peace he now felt. Shooting at the Beer Nuts had dissipated all his tensions. For the first time he could understand why people enjoyed guns and shooting at things. He thought of his fathers brave experiences in the Second World War. If only the old man could have seen Rory's performance, he might actually have shown some pride in his wayward son.


    They soon attained one of Addie's destinations, a funky boutique named Muchacha Linda. Inside Rory quickly claimed a Hawaiian shirt and pair of baggy shorts as replacements for his stained jeans and pullover shirt. Meanwhile, Addie took several items into a dressing room. She emerged wearing a summery minidress that stunningly displayed her long legs. Rory let out an involuntary whistle, causing Addie to blush.


    "You approve?"


    "Wrap it up, I'll take it!"


    While Addie continued to shop, Rory moved to the register to pay for his items, intending to change immediately into the clean garments. The young woman at the register — head half-shaved, half pink-haired — scanned the items and announced, "Seventy-five fifty."


    Rory palmed his wallet, forked out bills without thinking, and handed the clerk four twenty-spondulix notes.


    She took the bills without a moment's hesitation and handed him back an appropriate assortment of spondulix in change.


    Rory accepted his change and headed toward the dressing room to swap outfits. Halfway there he froze. Turning back, he saw on the register a familiar green-and-black decal.


    "Oh. My. Sweet. Lord."


    Dressed in fresh garments, carrying his dirty clothes in a Muchacha Linda plastic bag, Rory repeated the payment procedure for Addie's selections, waiting to see if she would notice anything untoward. She said nothing, and he waited to quiz her until they were again outside.


    "Addie, where are we?"


    "Why, Manhattan, of course."


    "Maybe you can explain to me then why that girl took our Hoboken funny money."


    Addie sobered. "I never thought twice about it. But she did accept it without blinking, didn't she?"


    Rory held his head in his hands. He couldn't speak. Addie led him to a nearby coffee shop, where they gratefully sat down at the counter and ordered iced teas. The waitress accepted a five-spondulix note in payment.


    "Keep the change," Rory croaked.


    After a period of silent sipping, Rory found he could converse sensibly again.


    "This sucks. How did spondulix escape from Hoboken? I never thought they would. Now I feel like Typhoid Mary!"


    Addie spoke with adequate solemnity, but did not seem quite as distressed as Rory. "It's a shock, I agree. But we should have expected as much. Earl and Sterling would never be content with dominating a single small city."


    "I wonder what kind of market penetration they've achieved?"


    "Let's find out. Better to know the facts than hide your head in the sand."


    Rory laughed miserably. "As if we could!"


    Thus began a kind of mad fox hunt or birding expedition, the sole quarry of which were the far-from-elusive spondulix. Addie and Rory commenced to range about on foot, looking for the spondulix sticker in shop windows. They easily spotted it everywhere. In restaurants and galleries, fabric marts and newsstands, electronics retailers and food wholesalers, antique stores and bookstores. At first they suspected only SoHo had been infected. So they hopped the subway uptown, emerging from the depths every ten blocks or so. In each new neighborhood they encountered the dreaded sticker. You could buy books at the Strand, houseplants on Sixth Avenue, cameras in Herald Square, and anything from any of Macy's many floors, all for spondulix. The home-grown cash would purchase tickets at Madison Square Garden or jewelry at Trump Tower, hot dogs and falafel from street-side vendors or a carriage ride around Central Park. By the time they reached Lincoln Center and spotted the spondulix logo on the main entrance doors, Rory and Addie felt a kind of hysterical, exultant exhaustion. The city now looked alien, foreign, its natives incomprehensibly complacent. They had been conquered and didn't even care.


    "One last push,'' said Rory, and hailed a cab.


    They zoomed up to the Cloisters, paying the hack with spondulix. At this northern landmark nearly at the island's end, Rory hoped to find the limits of spondulix, some un-contaminated bastion of old-fashioned fiscal rectitude.


    The ticket-taker at the Cloisters, however, happily accepted the gaudy bills for the price of admission.


    Wandering wearily and unseeingly through the museum, the pair emerged into the Cloisters' peaceful gardens. By unspoken agreement they moved to the western wall and looked out at the Hudson and the towering Palisade cliffs. Downriver, just out of sight, they could sense Hoboken throbbing like the hidden heart of the world, pumping play-cash like anemic blood into the globe's veins.


    "I'm beaten," said Rory. "My life is now completely and utterly fucked."


    Addie was pulling on her shapely chin. She seemed a million miles away. "Getting you out of this mess will really require some thought."


    "Thought? How about a miracle? Nothing can stop Sterling and Earl now. Unhitch myself from this whole insane conspiracy, that's the only thing left for me to do."


    "Not necessarily."


    "Oh? How so?"


    "If you just drop out, you'll abandon all influence on spondulix."


    "Influence? What influence do I have? The impact of a bug on the windshield of a speeding truck!"


    Addie put her arms around Rory. "Let's not try to make any decisions now. You've had a rough day. And you're in too deep to see things as clearly as I can."


    Rory wondered when in his life that statement had ever not been true.
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    The intercom on Rory's desk signaled for his attention. The sleek hi-tech box sought to attract his notice by emitting a Donald-Duckish quacking noise, the kind of mindless rant Donald indulged in whenever something in his classic, pre-sophisticated cartoon life infuriated him and he couldn't stop himself from blowing up.


    "Wak-wak-wak-wak-wak-wak-wak-wak!" About a dozen times per second.


    Hy and Special had programmed this sound file into Rory's unit as a good joke. They refused to remove the offending gimmick. Thus Rory had the opportunity to enjoy their brand of humor about fifty times a day.


    Just one more annoyance threatening to drive him around the bend. With the invention of spondulix, he realized, he had set out for a little innocent and irresponsible joyride down Route 666. But before he knew what awaited him he was heading up into the Mountains of Madness, leaving behind Sanityburg, speeding toward Gonesville, the town where all the belfries had bats in them, all the attics featured squirrels, none of the elevators went to the top floor, and every picnic was one sandwich short. He was rounding Deadman's Curve now, the tires of this insane enterprise sending gravel flying, and if he didn't plunge off the guardrail-less shoulder of the road into the abyss, he'd enter Gonesville soon, playing crazy eights with a not-quite-full deck until he lost all his marbles.


    Sometimes Rory wondered why he had to try to keep on steering and braking. Why couidn't he just find acceptance within himself, sit back and enjoy the view on the way to Gotterddmmerung? If he hadn't had Addie to keep his spirits up and advise him, he surely would have surrendered control long ago, pulled a U-turn and hightailed it out for some lost frontier.


    Rory stabbed the proper button of the squawking intercom with his forefinger, silencing the annoying Disney sample. "What the hell is it now? Who is this? Didn't I tell everyone not to disturb me this morning?"


    Nerfball's voice issued from the demonic box. Gone was much of the plaintive whine that had once characterized his speech. Instead, his voice thrummed with confidence and assertiveness. His newest duties in the corporation that was Honeyman's Heroes, Inc., had really bolstered his sense of self-worth.


    "I know what you told us, Rory. But I had to make a command decision to override your orders. We've got a major crisis here on the battlefront. Flip on your monitor and pick up the video-feed from Bay Six."


    Rory sighed dramatically. "Okay. One second." All this vaguely military-style talk went up his craw. What were they running here? A sandwich shop or Operation Dessert Soup? Rory swivelled in his ergonomic chair to face a closed-circuit television screen hoisted on a wall-mounted arm. From desktop controls he powered the monitor on and selected the proper channel. A swirl of colors resolved into a giant close-up of — what was that? A vast flesh-colored plain spotted with holes and dotted with irregular green and red circles. God, it looked like an illustration from a medical textbook, positively obscene!


    By way of explanation Nerf spoke up, his voice emanating now from the TV speaker. "Look at this slice of pimento loaf, Rory. A disgrace to the quality of the sandwiches I'm trying to produce out here. I count more holes than pimentos! Am I dealing with Swiss cheese or high-quality luncheon loaf ? I've called our supplier a dozen times trying to get some satisfaction from him, but no go. We cannot feature this kind of substandard meat in our sandwiches.Our reputation, not to mention the integrity of spondulix, depends ultimately on the goods between the bread! Look, here's another sample."


    A giant hand whisked away the first slice of meat from the camera lens, revealing a segment of countertop. Then another piece of meat filled the field of view. "Look, they've used some kind of artificial pimento substitute in this whole loaf, undoubtedly to cut costs. You bite one of these inserts, you'll think you've chewed off a hunk of brine-soaked cardboard."


    Rory began to grow a little angry himself. The pimentos here looked positively gray.


    The offending slice disappeared, to be replaced by another, hundreds of times more awful-looking. God, this meat seemed rancid! Pitted, bumpy, porous. Only when a slit in the lunchmeat began to move did Rory realize that Nerfball had contorted himself so as to push his face against the lens.


    "Rory, I won't stand for this. People are just trying to take advantage of us because we're rich. I need your permission to switch suppliers."


    Reactivating the intercom, Rory wearily replied, "Okay, Nerf, okay. Enough already. No more gruesome exhibits. I feel like a police coroner. Permission granted."


    "Thanks, Rory. Sorry to have bothered you. But I've only got the company's best interests at heart."


    "Of course, sure, I appreciate your hard work, Nerf."


    Rory shut off both monitor and intercom and turned back to his desk, a new executive model with a capacious work surface. Letters covered nearly the entire top of this platform. Letters jammed in folders, letters lying in baskets, letters banded with elastics, letters stuck with Post-It notes. Letters spilled from their envelopes or remained pristine and mysterious within unslit vessels. There were letters written with crayon in schoolchild penmanship, and letters generated by laser printer in fancy fonts. Threatening letters, cajoling letters, curious letters. Letters wanting to buy something, letters wanting to sell. Letters of explanation, letters of introduction, letters of comment. Curses and blessings, spew and logic. Letters addressed variously to Honeyman's Heroes, Spondulix Company, Hoboken Savings & Loan, Erlkonig Enterprises, Funny Money Guys, and — uniquely, intriguingly — Herr. R. Honigmann. Letters postmarked from New Jersey, New York, New England, from around America and around the world. Letters with stamps exotic and plain. Letters on thick rag bond and thin airmail tissue-paper, on primary-school pulp and even on napkins. Letters stuffed with flyers, clippings, photos of their naked inscribers, and three-dimensional objects too numerous to catalog, which filled several large plastic tubs in one corner of Rory's office like the prizes from a thousand Crackerjack boxes.


    Sitting in the other three corners of the room were bags and bags of more letters. The heavy canvas sacks, stenciled US POSTAL SERVICE, their necks choked by cords pulled through metal clasps, looked like an army of slouching soldiers garroted by enemy infiltrators.


    Now that Rory had handled the latest problem in Nerf-ball's larder, he could get back to his fulltime job: dealing with these miscellaneous missives.


    After Rory had heard from Erlkonig's own lips that he, Earl, craved raw unfettered power above all else; after witnessing first-hand the spread of spondulix into the adjacent metropolis; after being counseled by Addie to assert himself rather than retreat, Rory had returned to Hoboken with a new sense of mission. He could not just sit back and let the fiscal empire centered around spondulix careen through civilization like a juggernaut without at least trying to govern its course somewhat. He had to impose his sensibilities on the monster to however small a degree, if only so that someday in court he could stand up and honestly say, "No, your Honor, I did not idly sit by while my friends subverted the world's economy. I actually advised them; hopefully along paths of moderation." Better to look like a judicious accomplice, he figured, than an incompetent figurehead.


    Addie had seconded this moderate course of action. Rory immediately invoked his titular position on the Hoboken S&L Board of Directors and insisted on attending all meetings. Consent had come swiftly, and Rory had showed up at the first meeting prepared to state his case stubbornly and clearly. But the agenda, he soon realized, had been censored for his benefit. The issues raised and decisions to be voted on all related to trivial matters. Of the major campaigns to spread spondulix, Rory learned little, despite his insistent probing. The stonewalling was intense and seamless.


    When, after the second such gathering, Rory had grown frustrated and demanded some duties, Erlkonig had paused a moment, knuckled his reddened eyes (lately the generally unflappable dynamo of a fellow was showing some reaction to what must have been great stresses and pressures), then said, "Okay, moll, you can answer all our unsolicited mail."


    The next day Rory had arrived in his newly furnished, fresh-smelling, virginal office at the back of the sandwich shop's annex to discover the first of many duffels of mail, hundreds of which he had dealt with since. At this starting point still genuinely curious and unjaded, Rory had dug into the sack. The earliest letters he found bore postmarks from the start of July, just when spondulix had begun to take off. Rory answered these original missives conscientiously and in full. But as he plunged deeper into the backlog, which swelled much faster than he could deal with it, he grew more and more bored, angry and fatigued, answering fewer and fewer letters, and those minimally. Each day brought freshets of inquiries, demands and offers which sapped Rory's internal resources. Still he persisted, lacking any other official chore to turn his hand to. At least this way, perhaps, he could smooth over the public image of spondulix to a small degree.


    Right now he chose to focus on the letter addressed Teutonically: "Herr R. Honigmann, Spondulix GmbH, Hoboken, Neu Jersey." This letter bore the surnameless return address of "Alvensleben, Geltsberg, Schleswig-Holstein." After studying the foreign envelope for a moment, Rory slid the envelope through his electric envelope-slicer, blew some air past his untidy moustache into the paper sheath to puff out its sides, and shook out the letter.


    


    


    


    Dear Herr Honigmann:


    It is unlikely in the highest degree for you to possess familiarity with the humble name of my lineage, to wit, Afzelius. Yet, miracle of miracles, I am acquainted with yours! You see, matters fall out thus:


    In years gone by, when our little province of Schleswig-Holstein — once a proud and independent duchy — was the cynosure of scheming Prussian, Austrian and Danish military men, the Honigmann and Afzelius clans were staunch good friends, both allied with the glorious Danes.


    Ah, that era of heady patriotic fervor! What is there nowadays to compare? Many stories have I heard since my birth regarding the heroism and generosity of the Honigmanns! Sad indeed were the Afzelius folk when in the year of shame 1866 the Honigmanns were forced by a vindictive Bismarck to emigrate to ''the land of the brave and the home of the free." Due to the insufficient nature of primitive communications in those days, all contact was lost between our two clans. Although still I treasure an archaic letter addressed to my ancestor detailing the birth of little Horst Honigmann, who I believe must have been or may yet still be, Gott willing!, your grandfather.


    Imagine, if you can encompass it, my surprise to receive a newsclipping from my American cousin who is actual neighbor to you in the little village of Weehawken! Said clipping detailing your personal history and the charming, ingenious manner in which you have invented the new currency, spondulix. (What a sobriquet of genius, very "hip!")


    Now, you must not conceive that I am writing to you solely to ask the following favor. No, more glorious yet is my intended reestab-lishment of contact between our two houses. (Have I mentioned yet Gerta, my marriage-able youngest daughter?) From this date forward, you can count on me for steadfast communication throughout the remainder of my mortal span. (I currently number 77 years, yet Papa Afzelius attained 102!)


    However, there remains one impediment to the peace of mind which would enable me to be a worthwhile correspondent. You have perhaps heard of the Common Market dunderheads in Belgium who now issue mad ukases concerning agricultural trade. Since their dictatorship, the Afzelius dairy has suffered immensely. Rivers of cheap cream flood into our cities from Espagne (where, I am reliably informed, the farmers subsist on bread and beans while living in rude huts, thus undercutting our own decent wages?)


    Unless we can somehow supplement our income, we will have to sell ancestral lands to some rapacious developer who will doubtlessly construct a shopping center or nuclear power plant or fast-food restaurant on the rolling green fields where once Honigmann males spilled their blood battling the foul Prussians!


    Meanwhile, though, my cousin has sent me a ten-spondulix note which I had no trouble redeeming at the local bierkeller for a happy-making stein or three! If you could possibly see fit to send me a substantial number of such notes (strictly as a loan, you understand), I would be able to rescue our farm from debt. Please, do not renege on the ancient pledge of fraternity made of yore between the families Honigmann and Afzelius!


    Yours in solidarity,


    Arvid Afzelius


    


    Rory put the letter down. A tear swelled in the corner of each eye. His poor lost grandfather! How long ago Rory's childhood seemed! The ache he had felt at his grandparents' icy, watery death. The transmutation of his poignant childish emotions into a fixation on diving. The fiasco at the Olympics. Sometimes the whole painful catalog seemed like someone else's past, alien and incomprehensible, a senseless account from a musty history book. At other times, such as now, Rory inhabited the landscape of his memories more vividly than he did the present.


    He took a big fresh manila envelope and scribbled Afzelius's name and address on it. Using a piece of Hoboken S&L stationery, he wrote a short note.


    


    Dear Arvid,


    Good to hear from you. Hope this helps. Stay in touch.


    Best wishes,


    Rory Honeyman


    


    PS: We changed the name.


    PPS: I have a steady girlfriend.


    


    Rory opened a lower desk drawer, deep as an Iowa hog farm's feed trough. The drawer held spondulix. He removed twenty thousand worth in large denominations, put them into the envelope along with the note, sealed the envelope, and finally tossed it into a plastic postal tub with the other outgoing mail he had finished that day. He made ready to reach for another piece of mail, then stopped himself. He took Afzelius's letter, placed it in another envelope along with a similar amount of spondulix, then addressed the package to his parents. Certainly Dad would enjoy hearing about his own father.


    Feeling a bit happier, still misty-eyed, Rory randomly thrust his hand into a big pile of mail and pulled out another letter. This one too flaunted an overseas postmark, from Hungary no less.


    


    My Dear Boy!


    Yes, it is I. Czeslaw Dzubas, your old coach! Although the years have piled themselves up between us like that blessedly fallen, much-hated Iron Curtain, and although we did not part under the happiest of circumstances, I still retain an overwhelming fondness for you, and hope that some spark of affection within your own bosom can still reciprocate. You were my best, my most diligent student, and we traveled far and high. I recall with admiration and a near-paternal pride your fnal, silver-winning dive. "Poor indeed is the student who does not polish his master's tools," as I always say. And let us forget any debate over the wisdom of your wild political anarchy, shall we? One is young only once! I assume you have since matured, and, acknowledging the global triumph of capitalism and democracy, come around to a more sensible position honorable of your glorious nation.


    Perhaps you have wondered from time to time where your "Uncle Coleslaw" has been for the last three decades. Allow me to fulfill your curiosity. When we parted I journeyed to America's West Coast, where I soon found myself coaching the idle children of privilege, scions of Hollywood stars and studio moguls. A remunerative existence, but a soulless one! Eventually a feeling overcame me which I was forced to acknowledge as homesickness. After twenty-some years abroad, I longed for my native soil. So during the tenure of your President Jimmy Carter, when all the world looked so bright with the light of detente — kisses on devilish old Brezhnev's cheek, even! — I returned with all my savings to my native Buda-Pesht.


    Needless to say, the liberal dawn proved false! The shackles of Communism still clanked with fierce brutality! A mere thirteen years ahead of the rest of my country in my dreams (have I not always been among the avant-garde?), I found myself immediately clapped into prison as a returned traitor! (Legend had it that my cell was identical to the one inhabited by the blessed martyr Nagy.) Moreover, the state sequestered all my savings!


    Once the exultant collapse of 1989 crumbled the various Bastilles of Eastern Europe, I finally attained my freedom. But the ensuing years proved challenging. I made scant movement toward either wealth or security. Many dubious schemes occupied my energies in those first tumultuous years of freedom. Both I and my country seemed to make little progress toward any stability, never mind achieving Utopia on earth. But of late, dear old Hungary floats on a more even keel, and hopes shine brighter. Which brings me to your own recent enterprises.


    With spondulix, you have done much toward aiding your fellow man! Even here your good deeds are known! With every delivery of spondulix that flows into Hungary from American relatives, our economy prospers! It would do your heart good to see all the happy faces in the discos and coffeehouses!


    In this new age of entrepreneurship, I have conceived a sure-fire plan to boost my own personal fortunes, a plan which will also delight children and adults alike. I wish to construct Hungary's first recreational waterslide amusement park! Now, do not laugh at the fevered dreams of an old man, Rory, my son. I know my country's needs and tastes inside and outside, and am confident of total success. All that stands between me and bliss is working capital. But all my confiscated monies were long ago spent on yet another dreary gray flat of shoddy apartments or perhaps the nosecone of an SS-2o (now, thank God, dismantled). In any case, those funds are beyond recovery.


    Rory, my lad — could you possibly see fit to transmit to your old mentor a few thousand spondulix? I would be forever in your debt, and would go so far as to christen the whole park in your name!


    As they used to say in L.A., "I won't call you till you call me!"


    Your old friend,


    Czeslaw


    


    Rory could practically smell chlorinated pool water and weird tobacco. "You are going to whack your head, young man, if you don't get closer to the edge." A lump in his throat argued for his attention only slightly more strongly than a flutteriness in his stomach. Too strange! What was going on today? He felt karmically magnetized, drawing people out of his past. His life seemed to be biting its own tail, imploding on itself.


    Rory inscribed an envelope to his old coach. He took one hundred of the new, pumpernickel-colored thousand-spondulix notes out of the drawer. He put them into the envelope, which bulked like an overstuffed hoagie.Then, trying to gather his emotions, he slowly composed a simple note, all he had time for.


    


    Dear Czeslaw,


    You will always remind me of a time when I was generally happy, if a bit confused. You always did right by me. I owe you a lot. I'm glad to help you now. Good luck with the waterslide. No need to name it after me — that generous gesture might doom it! I tried to send you enough money so that you could send vodka gushing down the slides, ha-ha! Let me know if you need more.


     Your favorite "dissident,"


    Rory


    


    The plastic "outgoing" tub acquired another care package.


    Hesitantly, fearful of what ghost he might encounter on this plunge, Rory dipped his hand into the mail yet to be answered. The next item to offer itself, however, proved to be only a generic solicitation from a real-estate firm trying to convince one "Mister Spondulix" to invest in a timesharing retreat on Cape Cod. The letter after that originated with a woman in Pine Mountain, Georgia. She offered Rory eternal devoted companionship followed shortly by palimony. In fact, she seemed already to be carrying his child. The gist of her rambling text was rather confusing. Studying the Polaroid she had enclosed, Rory could detect no signs of pregnancy, nor even any stretchmarks. Boy, he'd never known that lingerie makers had perfected thigh-high nylons that could stay up firmly when the wearer assumed such a position. Wonder if Addie could be convinced to wear such stockings?


    Well, enough daydreaming. Gotta get on with his appointed task. Next came an appeal from the NRA for a donation. Rory sent them a ten-spot. Succeeding them, the wife of a murdered policeman made a touching appeal for some funds to support gun-control. Rory sent her ten, too. Let the opposing camps fight it out. His job, insofar as Erlkonig had deigned to explain it, consisted in puting more and more spondulix into circulation, regardless of cause. Consequently, Rory refused hardly any legitimate organization, and only a few outright dangerous crazy ones. Spondulix exhibited the same value-neutral avidity for wider dissemination that real cash did. The Switzerland of currencies, spondulix embraced any and all patrons.


    After processing several more letters, Rory answered a knock on his door with permission to enter. Studs walked in, tray in hand. Her sleeveless T-shirt, pasted Over her bra-less chest, allowed any stray breeze to flutter her plentiful underarm hair (rendering the requisite sanitary cranial hairnet she wore a mockery) and outlined her nipple rings.


    "Hey. Dear Abby it's your lunchtime." Studs set the tray down on Rory's desk, canted across the piles of mail, then left.


    Rory sniffed the sandwich, leery of any of Beatbox's experimental recipes. Smelled like good old pastrami. A bite confirmed this, and Rory was lulled into chomping a mouthful of the accompanying seasoned French fries rather too boldly. The potatoes had been dosed heavily with garam marsala and asafoetida. Yuck! Only downing half of his can of cold Dr Brown's Cream Soda alleviated the disgusting taste.


    Having finished his lunch, Rory returned to his epistolary chores, becoming fully absorbed. When, an hour later, another knock sounded, he assumed Studs must be returning for his tray, and grunted admittance.


    The door opened tentatively, but no one immediately entered.


    "Okay already," Rory said, looking up. "No games, please." But the person who wafted over the threshold like a fay was not Studs.


    It was Katie Stearn. Rory's first love, completely unaged after three decades.


    Below his neck, every cell in Rory's body ceased to function for a small hot eternity. His eyes and mind, as in some bloodless Biercean micromoment, continued however to drink in the vision at his door. The woman standing shyly there, petite, violet-eyed, golden-haired, could have dropped down of the trapeze just seconds ago, circa 1971. Rory fancied for a moment hat he could hear the Baroness's whicker, the shouts of clowns, and Lisnenard's spiel.


    After this timeless interregnum, Rory's metabolism resumed functioning when the woman spoke.


    "Hello, you must be Rory Honeyman. I'm Kerry Stearn. Mother always wanted me to look you up if I ever got the chance."


    Somehow they were shaking hands, and Rory was clumsily clearing off a chair for her. Kerry Stearn sat gracefully, as if across the bar of a trapeze. Rory moved a cardboard tongue in a tin mouth to produce something resembling speech of his own.


    "I — I am so happy to meet you, Kerry. What — what brings you here to Hoboken?"


    "Mister Lispenard doesn't trust the mails. So once he knew I was coming to New York to get married, he insisted that I hand-deliver this letter to you."


    His head whirling, Rory took the offered envelope.


    


    Gratings & Felicitations to A Revered Alumnus!


    How can you stand it, Honeyman! I allude to your existence as a mark, a mere spectator of life's rich pageant, rather than one of those exclusive devils who animate the farce. Once a carny-boy, always a carny-boy. It's in your blood! And from what I hear you have come up with quite a sharp little game of your own. Spondulix indeed! Surely those chits with which since time began I have paid my staff exerted some influence and inspiration in your own ruse. This raises, of course, interesting, even actionable questions anent precedents and propriety. But away with all such quibbles and quiddities! The Pantechnicon is flourishing, and I need not press any legal briefs with wild (or not so wild?) hopes of outrageous monetary settlements. But seriously, son, the old show has never been quite the same since your departure. I realize that the death of the Baroness dealt you an implacable blow. But you should know that just this week I purchased a colt who was raised in Nova Scotia aboard a fishing vessel. Trained to herd fish into nets, she shows great promise in the diving line. I am already in contact with Hugo Gürl to secure his services to train her up to the standards of v. H-P. (Gürl, you will understand, returned to Austria some time ago and became a high mucky-muck in the Freedom Party, but now verges on retirement and surely must need something to fill his days) Return now, and help me train this filly up to the show's high standards! Bring a valise of spondulix, to meet any conceivable expenditures involved in outfitting your act. Do not hesitate or relent. Board the next bus north.


    After Shaghark, our itinerary takes us to Bumfif, Big Frosty, and Tower Tundish. How to spot us? Just look for the crowds, the searchlights, the pretty women, and,


    Yours extravagantly,


    Leonard Lispenard


    


    Rory folded the letter into a small thick square while he tried to marshal his thoughts and emotions. At last he croaked out, "Your mother — "


    Kerry Stearns radiance dimmed a few watts. "Mom died fifteen years ago, Rory. A fall. You know she always worked without a net. But by then I had already benefited from ten years of her training me to follow in her aerial footsteps. She started coaching me when I was five. I'm sorry to have to be the one to tell you this."


    This old news of Katie's premature death, though fresh to Rory and impactful as a wallop from a roustabout's sledgehammer, was mediated somewhat both by the chronological distance between him and his first love and by the living delightful presence of her daughter. He tried to devote his full attention to the woman before him, knowing that many a sleepless future night would be spent conjuring painful details of Katie's fatal fall.


    "You came to New York for your marriage?"


    Kerry glowed. "Yes, I'm marrying a clown from the Big Apple Circus. Belem Nork. Maybe you've heard of him? He's really famous! We met while wintering-over in Tampa a few years ago. Once we're married, he's coming north to join the Pantechnicon."


    Rory found his attention hypnotized by certain of Kerry's facial features, angles and lines and planes that differed significantly from her mother's recalled visage. And that ginger tint to her hair —


    "Will your father be here for the ceremony?"


    Kerry studied her tiny shoes. "I never knew my father. Mom wouldn't tell me who he was, no matter how much I asked. I figure maybe she didn't even know herself. She wasn't a tramp, but you know carny life. Confusing things happen. So after a while, I just stopped asking."


    Doing mental arithmetic with the facts she had given him, Rory wanted desperately to inquire about Kerry's age, even her exact birth date, but found no delicate way to do so. Maybe if he could be with her for a while —


    "Can I show you around Hoboken? Your ancestors all grew up here. There's this old Brewery your great-grandparents owned — "


    Kerry stood. "I'm afraid I can't spare the time on this trip, Rory. So many marriage arrangements! Why, just coordinating the clowns' outfits will take forever! No, I mainly came to deliver Lispenard's letter. Is there a reply I can take back?"


    Rory felt crestfallen, but hid it. "Yes, yes, of course. Just give me a minute to think."


    


    Dear Lennie,


    I am afraid I gave up diving long ago and am much too old now to indulge in any such performances. I don't know about the carnival in my blood, but my head —for good or ill — is no longer quite so full of the ring's sawdust as it once was. Please accept the enclosed donation for old time's sake.


    Pantechnically yours,


    Rory


    PS: Thank you for sending Kerry to me. You are a wise old scoundrel.


    


    Another hundred thousand spondulix joined this brief reply inside a fat envelope, which Rory passed to Kerry. Then he fished out several banded packs of bills, and handed them separately to the bemused woman.


    "What are these?"


    "You may not believe me, but these notes are as good as dollars, at least in New York. Spend them on your wedding, and consider them a small present from someone who loved your mother very much."


    Kerry's brilliant smile nearly sent Rory's heart into arrhythmia. "Why, thank you! You're just as nice as Mom always said you were." She leaned across his desk to kiss his hairy cheek, and once more Rory's cellular machinery went on strike.


    Somehow he found himself waving goodbye to Kerry on the street. A promise to keep in touch rang in his ears.


    Well, that little blindsiding by Fate effectively put a period to his work day. Rory went back inside, gathered up the tub of replies, and left the busily humming store. He stopped at the Post Office to process the envelopes, then went straight home to freshen up prior to meeting Addie for dinner.


    But one more letter awaited him.


    On the stoop of his apartment building (the French Drycleaners on the first floor was advertising a special: suits ―five spondulix― this week only),


    Rory paused to check his personal mailbox, strictly out of habit. Few people had his home address, thank God, and most days saw nothing but junk mail appear here. He unlocked the little brass door and instantly spotted a hand-addressed letter. The return address was preprinted: Honeyman's Apiary.


    Rory carried the letter upstairs without opening it. Inside his apartment he called out, as he customarily did these days, "Hello Kitty? Hello Kitty? Did you have 'em yet?"


    Hello Kitty emerged from behind a chair, mewling plaintively. Now more than three months pregnant, she resembled an engorged python or over-inflated water balloon with legs.


    Damn that Cardinal Ratzinger! What the hell kind of mutant genes did he have?


    Rory picked the gravid cat up tenderly and sat down in a chair, transferring the animal to his lap. "There, there, girl, don't worry. Any day now."


    While he petted the purring time-bomb he read the letter from his mother.


     


    Dear Son,


    Your father's arthritis is much better since he started taking those new drugs. The doctor says the affliction is hereditary, and of course you remember how bad Grandpa Horst had it. I guess you can look forward to the curse, too. Anyway, the old bear seems to have no trouble getting around on the farm. But expect a "flare-up" whenever I mention another trip to New York to see you! It's been too long since we came out there. What's showing at the MOMA these days?


    As for yours truly, I can't really complain. My figure's not -what it once was, that's for sure! I took my wedding dress out of mothballs the other day — in green, of all colors! What an impulsive girl I once was! Anyway, I couldn't even button it above the first two buttons. I'm afraid it'll have to go back in the cedar closet until a new generation's ready for it.


    Do you think you'll ever get back together with that Netsuke girl? I'm sorry your father said he didn't want his grandkids to be "little Nips." I hope his rude comment didn't have anything tp do with the breakup. I'm sure he didn't really mean it. He's got a lot of bad memories from the War. She seemed like a lovely girl, if a little ditzy. I'm sure if you two ever got married, Daddy would soften right up. If not, I'd sock him one! Anyway, I'm sure a green dress would really compliment her exotic complexion. Or if there's someone new now, how about letting your old Mama know!


    Listen to me, lecturing a son as old as you! But fifty today is like thirty once was, and plenty of people get married at thirty! Maybe I'll be a grandmother yet!


    We just increased production again, for the fourth year in a row. My brother's so busy building us new hives that he had to let his lawn-ornament sideline slide. You know, those plywood cutouts that look like fat ladies bending over. We should have no trouble meeting the increased orders from the sandwich shop. I get so excited thinking about our Iowa honey being enjoyed out there in New Jersey, so close to Manhattan!


    Don't forget that it's easier than ever to visit here, since they built the new airport in Independence.


    Well, I've got to sign off now. You-know-who wants his supper.


    Love,


    Mom (and Dad too, of course)


    PS: I still haven't spent any of that "funny money"you insist on sending. Too "far-out" for me. But just the other day an equipment salesman from Chicago took out his wallet to get his business card for us and I saw some "spondulix" inside!


    


    Rory folded the letter carefully and reinserted it into its envelope, then set the envelope on a side-table. He cradled the back of his head with his interlaced fingers and looked up at the ceiling. The old bump from the time he had whacked his head on a practice dive felt sore today. And his finger joints ached, as if incipient arthritis were ramping up.


    His parents. God bless 'em. They just wanted him to be happy. He wondered what his mother would say if she knew that in all probability she had been a grandmother for the past thirty years? Better not to tell her, at least until some kind of scientific certainty about Kerry Steam's parentage could be obtained. Rory thought a while about being a parent.


    Roz and Rudy might not have always understood their odd son and his incomprehensible lifestyle, but they loved him unreservedly nonetheless. That summarized parenthood. What was more vital than this unquestioning acceptance? Only Addie supplied anything similar. Addie. What a sweet and unique and sexy woman. He'd better get hopping if he wanted to be on time for their dinner date.


    As Rory slid Hello Kitty to the floor, the phone rang.


    "Hello?"


    "Rory, my shell, where you been?" Earl Erlkonig sounded both elated and irritated. "I tried the office but you had vamoosed!"


    "Earl, listen closely. I don't punch a timeclock. I'm my own boss. I got sick of answering those stupid letters, so I left. Okay by you?"


    "Oh, yeah, sure, moll. I'm not checking up on you or anything. I just wanted to inform you about an unscheduled meeting of the Board tomorrow."


    "On Saturday? How come we need another Board meeting? We had one just last week."


    "Big changes, moll. Trust me, you'll find out mañana."


    "All right. I assume we'll meet at the Bank."


    "No, the Brewery. I want everyone to see what's going on here at the ol' HQ."


    "When?"


    "Noon. We'll order in some platters. From Honeyman's Heroes, natch. Be sure to get your tail here by twelve, shell."


    Rory had to stand under a cold shower for a full minute to calm down after Erlkonig's call. The man's imperious nature grew more pronounced day by day. He plainly fancied himself the George Soros of Hoboken. Somehow Rory wouldn't have minded his arrogance so much if Erlkonig had seemed to be enjoying himself. But the more reins of power he consolidated in his grip, the wider he cast his tentacles (to mix horses and the sea), the unhappier Erlkonig looked. Nothing satisfied him anymore.


    Where were the carefree beer Nuts of yore? Everyone touched by spondulix seemed to be going a little crazy. A crying shame. All Rory had originally hoped to accomplish was to stave off the wolf at the door for a month or two. Instead he had given birth to a paper demon.


    He had boasted he could spin straw into gold, and now he had to pay Rumplestiltskin's harsh fee.


    Buck up, chief! He couldn't let this despair get to him, as it had in the Cloisters. Tonight, the best night of the week, a Friday, he and Addie would have a grand time, free of cares.


    Rory set out whistling for Miss Swinburne's apartment, leaving Hello Kitty munching a giant bowl of kibble.


    At Addie's door he buzzed. No response. Rory checked his watch: five-thirty. She should be home from work by now. He knocked this time, called her name, then tentatively let himself in with his key. No Addie. Slightly baffled, he went outside again and sat down on her steps to wait.


    An hour later he spotted Addie a block away, making long strides toward him on coltish legs. Rory got up to meet her halfway.


    Anger and nervousness blended uneasily across her generally cheerful features. She seemed reluctant to meet Rory's eyes. Poor thing, worried the famous Honeyman temper would flare up at her lateness. He would show her no such ruckus was possible. He grabbed her up and hugged her tight. After the embrace Addie still seemed awkwardly uptight.


    "Train troubles?" Rory guessed.


    "I wish. It's that damn Mister Caesar! He just wouldn't let me go tonight. Impressing me with the importance of his big new project. Oh, Rory, I'm so sorry!"


    "Hey, we're just heading to dinner, not our wedding! We don't even have reservations anywhere, although I did have a certain place in mind."


    Addie visibly refocused her attention on their date. "Really? Where?"


    "The Clam Broth House. It's kind of a Hoboken tradition."


    Addie's smile dispelled any clouds. "Sounds wonderful. Just let me change."


    Within minutes they were walking down Newark Street by the waterfront. The Clam Broth House boasted an inconspicuous facade, a wide window half-curtained and filled with placards advertising local events. A carnival, a prizefight, K of C bingo nights — "f500 IN Prizes" The spondulix decal had earned a prominent position near the entrance.


    Rory held the door open for Addie. The interior of the restaurant, a big, low-ceilinged room, harked back to another era, filled with padded vinyl booths and small tables. Celebrity photos covered the smoke-suffused walls, Sinatra in his place of honor. But unlike the similar gallery in Honeyman's Heroes, these framed headshots represented an older generation, forgotten mayors and ballplayers, faded and dusty in tarnished frames. Most of the customers were elderly, in their sixties and seventies. The waitresses seemed even older. Dim yellow-globed lanterns barely lighted the whole scene.


    Addie paused immediately over the threshold. "Is there anyone living here?" she whispered.


    "C'mon, Addie, please act nice. Gee, I think that old guy heard you."


    "How could he? His ear-trumpet's lying on the floor."


    The hostess shuffled up, smiling through misapplied make-up, her hair lacquered into a tall beehive. "Two?" she asked.


    "Could we have something in the non-wheelchair section?" Addie inquired.


    The hostess seemed to be operating on automatic, for she took no notice of Addie's irreverence. "How about a booth, dearie?"


    Rory hastened to say; "Fine," before Addie could offer another insult.


    Sitting on the slippery leatherette seat, Rory said, "Gee, you big-city girls are tough to please. You should consider yourself lucky to be dining in such an historic place. In olden days this used to be a stevedore's bar. They didn't even allow women in here until nineteen-seventy-two."


    "A big mistake. I'm sure the place had more character when it smelled like sweat and fish instead of Avon and Old Spice."


    Rory fell silent. He contemplated his place-setting for lack of any better response.


    After a few seconds he felt Addie's hand cover his. He looked up. Tears floated behind the lenses of her eyeglasses.


    "Oh, Rory, I'm so sorry. What an awful nasty bitch you fell in with! It's not you or this place, it's just — I don't know. Me, or my job, or my whole life. My job at least. I really hate it. You don't know the kind of things that rotten Mister Caesar has me doing! I feel — I feel like I'm continually compromising myself, being false to who I really am."


    Rory squeezed her hand. "Quit, then. You don't have to kill yourself for a paycheck anymore. I told you already I'd support you with spondulix."


    "Oh, that's sweet, but I can't accept. I wish I could, but I just can't. I'm into my job too deep now. I mean, they need me at work. At least for a while longer. And besides, we cant realistically rely on spondulix. Who knows how long they'll last?"


    Rory laughed ironically. "We should be lucky enough to experience a collapse! No, I'm afraid spondulix are here to stay." Rory recounted some of the letters he had received, although he deliberately avoided the subject of his possible lovechild. "You see how spondulix are spreading. And Earl has some kind of big news to deliver tomorrow. I expect spondulix will be leaping to a new plateau. We're just too over-extended now not to go through some kind of reorganization."


    At that moment their waitress arrived. Addie took a Kleenex from her purse and dabbed at her eyes. "Rory, you order for both of us, please."


    "Ah, two drafts and two Fisherman's Platters, please."


    "Coming right up, dearie."


    Rory turned back to Addie. "I certainly know all about compromising yourself, Addie. I never wanted all these headaches I've got now. Somehow my life just got away from me. This whole enterprise has outgrown my original intentions, taken on an existence of its own. Sometimes I wonder if I invented spondulix or if they invented me."


    "I understand. Look, let's talk some more about these problems in the morning. Tonight, after we've both had such a hard day, we should just try to enjoy ourselves." 


    "I'm down with that."


    Their drafts arrived in plastic steins. "Another touch of class," said Addie. 


    Rory merely quirked his lips and lifted one bushy ginger eyebrow.


    "Sorry," — Addie lowered her eyes and grinned — "dearie."


    Rory broke up laughing. He sipped his beer. "Well, at least it's fresh and cold."


    Soon their dinners arrived. A heap of batter-covered objects on heavy china plates. Only the french-fries were immediately recognizable.


    Addie cut a finger-shaped object in half. "Can you tell me what's inside this?"


    Rory tasted an identical item on his plate. "Yes. No. Listen, just cover everything with ketchup and tartar sauce and pretend you're at Coney Island."


    "Yes, sir. May I ask a question, please, sir?"


    "Permission granted. So long as the question is not sarcastically phrased."


    "Never mind."


    They finished their meal with weak coffee and two slices of "cheesecake" made with pre-formed graham-cracker crust. The "no-bake" recipe.


    Rory tipped twenty spondulix on their thirty-five-spondulix bill. Addie noticed. "Mighty generous."


    "The size of the tip has nothing to do with the food or the service. It's just a habit from my day job, pumping as many spondulix into the economy as possible. Earl wants to flood the marketplace."


    "Do you do everything Earl wants?"


    'I guess so, judging by my past."


    Outside, Addie said, "Tell me again why we ate there."


    "A Hoboken tradition."


    "I marvel that any Hobokenite has survived to perpetuate the ritual."


    "Please try to forget your poor abused stomach for a minute. The next item on our agenda is some serious dancing."


    "Now you're talking, Mister. You know, sometimes I remember why I first let you pick me up that night."


    "Me pick you up? Who crawled after me when the fire-works went off and practically dragged me back to her bedroom?"


    "I thought you might have been hurt. I was just acting out a long-standing fantasy of being Florence Nightingale."


    "If that's the kind of treatment Florence dispensed, I can see why the Light Brigade hurled themselves into the Valley of Death."


    They strolled hand-in-hand to Maxwell's on Washington Street. Rory experienced a fleeting memory of all the times he had brought Netsuke here, but the nostalgic twinge soon evaporated. Rory inquired about the musical act that night, and learned that The Millionaires — aka Yo LaTengo — were playing.


    "Are they using that Outlaw Party moniker consistently now?" wondered Addie.


    "Yes, since Earl bought up their recording contract. But they're very happy with their new label."


    Addie and Rory finished a New Amsterdam apiece, then switched to margaritas. By the time the Millionaires loped onstage, Rory was feeling weightless.


    The Millionaire's vocalist took the microphone and surveyed the room. Spotting Rory, he called out, "Hey, folks, we've got Mister Spondulix himself here tonight. Let's have a big hand for the man who's doing so much for Hoboken. C'mon, give it up for Rory Honeyman."


    The whole crowd began to applaud and cheer for Rory. He felt his face turning red. Luckily the attention of the audience soon swung back to the stage as the Millionaires launched into the B-52's "Legal Tender."


    


    Down in the basement we're learning to print.


    Ten, twenty, thirty million, ready to be spent.


    Stack them up against the wall, dead presidents.


    


    Rather self-consciously, Rory took Addie out onto the dance floor. She slipped her glasses into her purse and began to shimmy. Rory followed suit. After a while his body began to assert its own imperatives and his mind followed his bones and muscles into a carefree sensual zone. This had been a very good idea.


    The Millionaires segued into "Money's Too Tight To Mention," another cover. But their next song was an original: "I've Got A Yen To Make My Mark (But Baby Only Loves Spondulix)."


    Baby needs lira, baby needs bucks!


    Baby say an empty purse just sucks!


    Baby wants francs, baby wants pounds!


    You can't give 'em, she don't want you 'round!


    


    Baby needs yen, baby needs marks!


    Baby will even take your stocks!


    Baby need money for lots of kicks!


    Baby like me, but she love spon-du-lix!


    


    The hours flew by. Rory and Addie's clothes sopped up quarts of sweat. Only steady infusions of alcohol staved off dehydration. After a while Rory couldn't even remember why he was supposed to feel bad.


    When the club closed at two in the morning, they could barely walk a straight line, their senses buzzing with kinesthetic hyperstimulation as well as booze. They staggered down Washington Street, laughing at nothing and holding on to each other for support. When they came to Elk Lodge Number 74, with its life-sized golden statue of an elk positioned on a pedestal outside, Rory got a sudden brainstorm.


    "Lemme show you somethin'. This is how I usta ride inna circus." He climbed atop the elk. "Dive, horsey, dive!"


    Addie was sitting on the sidewalk, back against the pedestal, holding her sides and laughing. Hiccups and gasps began to intersperse her laughs. Just then the cops arrived.


    Rory dug his heels into the elk's flanks. "Giddyup, c'mon, faster, faster, lez get outta here!" Addie tried to stand but succeeded only in kneeling.


    "Get the hell down offa there, buddy! You're coming with us to the station."


    "Hold on a minute, Al. That's they guy with his picture on the money in our pay envelopes."


    "Mister Honeyman, is that you? Christ, I'm awfully sorry, I didn't recognize you in the shadows."


    "Ish awright. No shpecial treatment. I'm comin down right now."


    Rory nearly slipped headfirst off the elk.


    "Stan, help Mister Honeyman. I'll get his ladyfriend. Look, Mister Honeyman, you shouldn't be cutting up like this so late at night. You might get hurt. Let me and Stan drive you home."


    "Mush obliged. Here, have some money for gas."


    "But Mister Honeyman, that's a thousand — "


    "Stan, don't argue with Mister Honeyman."


    The next morning Rory woke around ten with a headache big as the Grand Canyon. He was wearing just his jockey shorts. Addie, dressed only in panties, sprawled sideways across the bottom of the bed, pinning Rory's legs down. Painfully, Rory turned his head. Hello Kitty regarded him curiously from the neighboring pillow. Rory gently extracted himself from the human deadfall without waking Addie. He left the room and the tubby cat followed, her pregnant condition still painfully obvious.


    One shower and several cups of coffee later, Rory felt somewhat less lethargic. He looked idly up at the clock. After eleven. He vaguely recalled an appointment. The Board meeting! Shit! Hurriedly he dressed. Addie, wearing a robe, stumbled into the kitchen as he was tying his sneakers.


    "What's up?"


    Rory explained.


    "I might just as well head home then. I'll see you later. And remember — try not to let Earl boss you around so much."


    "I'm captain of my destiny," Rory lied.


    Rory set out alone for the Old Vault Brewery. Late August showed its sweetest face: crisp air, bright sun, the barest intimation of autumn in the occasional fading leaf. People nodded to Rory as he walked down the streets. Silly, but their friendly attention made him feel special, as if he really belonged here. Home at last. He guessed all the trouble associated with spondulix was balanced by the happiness the easy money engendered.


    Trucks clustered around the Old Vault Brewery, modified cherry-pickers, huffing compressors. Men in yellow slickers and safety goggles occupied the elevated baskets. They wielded water wands fed from hydrants via pumps, spraying high-pressure jets on the aged bricks of the enormous building, cleaning away the soot and grime of over a century. Rory stood fascinated for a few minutes, watching the rejuvenation of the structure, the building visibly regressing in time to the days of the Stearn Twins. He wished Kerry could have been here to see the spectacle.


    Jumping across the puddles on the sidewalk, unavoidably getting misted despite overhead tarps, Rory headed for the scaffolded Brewery entrance. He knocked on the medium-sized of the three doors. From inside sounded the whine of power saws, the popping of nailguns, the clatter of lumber. When he failed to get a response, he pushed open the human-proportioned door and entered.


    The Brewery glowed in a wealth of electricity. A constellation of temporary dangling worklights boldly lit the interior. Rory stipped dead with a hand on the door. He had never seen the Brewery by anything other than the beam of a flashlight or the glow of a candle or the chance infall of sunlight through dirty-glassed windows. Now a jungle of antique tanks, vats, pipes, controls and debris lay revealed to him, an impressive museum of the brewing trade. Hordes of workmen, all clad in coveralls bearing the insignia MAZUMA CONSTRUCTION, clambered over everything, polishing, scraping, sweeping, painting, erecting partitions, tearing down old wanlls, trundling wheelbarrows, driving fork-lifts, mixing cement and plaster, running wiring, laying pipes, hanging false ceilings.


    Someone hailed Rory amidst the organized confusion. Erlkonig. He scythed an arm to summon Rory over to him. Rory went.


    'Hey, moll, how d'you like it? Can't see the forest for the shrubs right now, but it's gonna be great!"


    "Earl, exactly what are you doing with this place?"


    "You're looking at the future corporate headauarters of Sponco, shell."


    "Sponco?"


    "You'll hear all about it at the meeting. But look, here's the plans." Actually looking for the moment like his old, fun-loving self, Erlkonig unrolled a tube of blueprints he had been carrying. "Offices, sauna, gymnasium, swimming pool, childcare center, meeting rooms of course, a splat gun shooting gallery. We're even installing a penthouse at the top of the smokestack. And we're going to retain some of the tanks and vats on the first floor, as kind of a reminder of our humble origins. Great PR. Well, what d'you think?"


    "Earl, you've gone completely insane."


    "Good, good, I knew you'd approve. But let's go, the meeting's about to start."


    Erlkonig conducted Rory to a relatively quiet corner of the ground floor. There temporary sheetrock walls had been erected to form a medium-sized uncapped room. Erlkonig took Rory inside.


    Around a table improvised from a sheet of plywood and sawhorses sat many of the Beer Nuts. Holstered splat pistols lent them the aura of the James Gang. At their head presided Lewis Sterling, immaculate in vested suit. Sterling chattered on a cell phone. By his elbow a fax machine disgorged a steady stream of documents. In his lap rested Cardinal Ratzinger. The fat and sassy half-Kalahari Anthill Tiger wore a collar studded with stones that Rory prayed were only cubic zirconia. Sterling petted the Beer Nuts mascot absentmindedly as he talked. All Rory could think of was a third-generation degraded-Xerox of a villain: Blofeld to Doctor Evil to Sterling.


    Sterling pocketed his phone. "Good to see you, Honeyman. We can get down to business now. Mister Fumento, I believe you have a PowerPoint presentation for us first."


    Hilario Fumento stood, hitched up his baggy carpenter pants, and began to fiddle with a laptop computer. A sleek wallscreen came to life. Fumento began to lecture, his usually diffident voice imbued with the confidence of facts and figures.


    "You see here a map of the Tri-State region and a portion of the surrounding states, with Hoboken at the center. Ground zero, if you will. Now watch as we display the dissemination of spondulix during the first two weeks of operations."


    The map shivered as fat animated tendrils of spondulix spread out from Hoboken before finally freezing.


    "The figures next to major metropolitan areas represent total number of notes in circulation at this point in time. You'll observe that at the end of two weeks we had penetrated as far north as Boston, as far west as Buffalo and as far south as Baltimore. Some interesting and unforeseen fallout to our campaign was the quick adoption of spondulix by both the Atlantic City and Connecticut Indian casinos, who quickly altered their slot machines to accept our coinage. The total value of spondulix in circulation after two weeks amounted to approximately ten million. At this point, something utterly unanticipated happened."


    A global map suddenly occupied the screen, with certain cities blinking.


    "Due, we believe, to the nature of modern air travel, spondulix began to be reported in use in these various locations around the globe." A dancing spondulix sign cavorted over each of the cities, which Fumento obligingly named. "Chicago, Los Angeles, London, Paris, Cairo, Zurich, Tokyo, Montreal, Austin, Dallas, Sydney, Capetown. The pattern that soon emerged resembled nothing so much, we realized, as the modern spread of an influenza epidemic. We immediately hired several researchers away from the Center for Disease Control and were able to plot future outbreaks before they occurred, with a large degree of certainty. We shipped huge amounts of spondulix to contacts in these infected cities, and so were well positioned to meet nascent demand as it swelled. By the end of our fourth week, we were floating upwards of one hundred and fifty million spondulix around the world, almost every note backed by an equivalent amount of hard currency on deposit in Hoboken Savings and Loan."


    Sterling had nodded sagely throughout this lecture, with a self-satisfied expression. Rory felt like knocking his block off.


    "If you examine this chart" — Fumento activated an animated bar graph —- "you'll agree that our growth can only be described as exponential. We've since bought more presses and are running them around the clock. If you listen closely, you'll hear them in the basement, humming under the capable hands of Ernie Trapezitai and his many new assistants. We project ten billion spondulix in circulation by the end of the year. By then we should have established a small but significant presence in the economy of every G-8 nation, as well as in many lesser countries. And since unlike every other currency-provider, we lack the huge burden of running any government, our expenses remain minimal."


    Finished speaking, Fumento triggered one final screen: a shot of the United Nations plaza, in which every fluttering flag slowly morphed to a waving spondulix.


    Sterling gestured appreciatively. "A fine job, Mister Fumento. Thank you. Earl, I think wed all like to hear from you next."


    Erlkonig magnetized the massed attention of his audience. "Folks, spondulix has definitely gone bigtime. We always knew it would happen some day, but never this fast. Naturally, this growth necessitates some changes in the way we operate. First off, in order to fully take advantage of all the opportunities being offered us, we've had to incorporate as an entity separate from Hoboken S&L. Banks are still irrationally forbidden to do certain things. There are some very enticing areas of investment and action where the Feds would be constantly looking over the shoulders of Hoboken S&L. But they won't be watching Sponco in the same way. Our papers have already been filed in Delaware. Our company logo is, natch, the spondulix sign. When and if we go public, our Stock Exchange symbol will be SPX.


    "Now, new duties and titles are in store for everyone. As well as a lot of hard work. But the gravy will flow, folks. Sponco will be bigger than Microsoft soon. In addition, many of you have already come to me with pet projects of your own. You'll be pleased to hear that Sponco will be funding all of these individual schemes."


    A round of shouts and applause greeted this announcement. Rory sat gapemouthed, disbelieving all he heard;


    "Lastly I have to inform you of a small but crucial change in the nature of spondulix. Simply put, we have decided to go off the sandwich standard. We have many reasons for this decision. It's demeaning for a worldwide currency to be linked to a little New Jersey sandwich shop. And too many of our key employees are tied up slapping salami and bread together. Above all, this step is a natural one. Just as the dollar can no longer be redeemed in gold, so will spondulix be decoupled from any comestible. We are going fully fungal."


    A disconcerted silence greeted this last remark, until Sterling offered an explanation. "That's 'fully fungible,' Earl."


    "Cool. Fungus rules."


    Able to stifle himself no longer, Rory jumped to his feet. "No, I won't have it! This is the final straw! As long as these stupid pieces of paper translated to something solid, I knew we had a loophole in the eyes of the law. But if we take the sandwiches away, then spondulix become nothing but — but money!"


    Erlkonig studied Rory with pity. "Man, it's too late to worry about that. They already are real money."


    Sterling stood calmly and set Cardinal Ratzinger down on the tabletop. "Mister Honeyman, I'm afraid you are overruled in this matter. The licensing agreement you signed quite clearly stipulates our rights to market spondulix exclusively as we see fit. If you re-read your copy, I'm sure you'll find the clauses iron-clad. The issue is settled."


    Defeated, Rory collapsed back into his chair. He laid his still-hungover head in his folded arms atop the plywood for a moment. Cardinal Ratzinger came over and licked his ear. Rory looked up. "What's this mean for me then? Am I just supposed to close the store down?"


    "Not if you don't want to," said Erlkonig. "Of course you could shut it down for good and just live off your share of spondulix like the rest of us. We'd find some important work for you here. I'm sure. And I don't mean answering mail. But everyone will understand if you want to keep Honeyman's Heroes going, as a hobby like. We only insist on one thing: that you don't accept spondulix for sandwiches anymore."


    "Wait just one minute. I'm going to be the only business in Hoboken now that doesn't take spondulix? Me, the guy who invented them?"


    "I know it's illogical, moll, and generally I'm big on logic. But this has to be. It's a symbol, like, of the new order."


    Rory tried to wrap his brain around this looking-glass rationale, but failed. At that moment an origami frog fell from the sky and landed on the table. It began to hop across the board. Instantly the Cardinal batted at it and it died, unfolding into a one-spondulix note.


    Suki Netsuke entered the room, followed by Leather 'n' Studs, who carried the promised refreshments.


    "Meeting adjourned," declared Sterling, as the Beer Nuts dove on the food trays.


    Rory had no appetite. He made ready to leave, but Erlkonig stopped him. "Come with me just a second, moll, I want to show you something."


    Rory dispiritedly followed the albino, who led him on a long trek, down corridors still untouched by renovation and up interior staircases to the ghostly Brewery attic. They climbed a ladder up through a trap door to emerge on the slippery slate roof. Gathering their balance, the two men straddled the center ridge, holding onto lightning rods for support. Erlkonig waved an arm out over the panoramic view of the Hudson and Manhattan. In a seductive, tempting tone he spoke.


    "Look at this, shell, the Big Apple and all the world beyond it. It's all ours, man! The whole enchilada. We started with nothing, down in the gutter, despised by all the stuffed suits and plastic people. Now every day they come begging to us for loans and a piece of the action. They get it, but not before they kiss my spotted ass. It feels great, man, better than sex. Look — " Erlkonig pointed to the lofty top of the Brewery chimney, where workmen were busy with his penthouse addition. "We put a spiral staircase inside the chimney. Every day I'm gonna climb up, fantasizing that each step is the face of some bastard who screwed me. And when I get to the top I'm gonna open a window and take a piss on the whole world."


    Rory said nothing. Erlkonig seemed genuinely anxious for Rory to adopt this cynical, utilitarian view.


    "Man, don't be sad, there's absolutely no reason. You know, Rory, I've always liked you. You were never uncool, you fell right into the Beer Nuts mentality. You were even kinda like a father to me. Don't blow it now. Go with the flow. Big things lie ahead of us. I can feel glory right down to the soles of my feet."


    An unseasonably cold wind blew in off the river, causing both men to shiver.


    "I feel something too, Earl. But I just can't be as sure as you that it's something sweet."
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    The deep steam ovens gaped open, begging for nourishment, their interiors parched, their rubber gaskets growing stiff and cracking. Spoons and ladles cupped only dead air. Dust motes settled through the still atmosphere atop the counters, lightly coating the random rock-hard sauce stains. Bread had gone moldy and been tossed. Cold-cuts had slimed over in the fridge and been fed to the dumpster. The pressure in the C02 cylinders that supplied the soda machines was bleeding away entropically. Napkins in their holders yellowed with slow oxidation. Cobwebs festooned corners of the ceiling, and corrosion spotted the sinks. The cash register sat silently, its electronic display dark. The bust of Elvis wept. The plastic tub of pickles in its larger wooden barrel had been capped and donated to a soup kitchen. Potato chips and Cheetoes silently degraded in their bags, approaching their expiration dates with steady inevitability. All the stools but one rested upside down like roadkill with legs pointed skyward. Knives bred rust, aprons hung slack, and even the starving mice, rats, cockroaches and ants had deserted the premises.


    Intimations of mortality proliferated within these four walls. Moneyman's Heroes stood empty, except for its forlorn owner.


    Rory sat on the lone upright stool at the original customer counter, chin cupped in his poised hand. His beard felt like a squishy Brillo pad, and he thought for the thousandth time about shaving it off, before returning to staring out the front window. The air inside the store smelled like a bag of garbage forgotten in a closet, contrasting with the delightful weather outside. Crowds thronged the sidewalks, people ambling or striding purposefully by. Not a single individual turned into the store, though the hour neared noon. The scene reminded Rory of the Hollies song that had brightened the radio during his high school years. "Look through any window, what do you see? Smiling faces all around, rushing through the busy town . . . . " Everyone smiling but him. Same old story. What else was new?


    Mid-September. Two weeks ago, Rory, reluctandy following Erlkonig's orders, had posted new signage prominently at his bustling place of business:


    


    Spondulix NOT accepted here.


    


    Then he had scraped the spondulix decal off the window, every pass of the box-cutter blade making a cut in his heart.


    At first people thought Rory was playing a joke. But when, cringing, Rory remained adamant about not taking spondulix, the currency of his own devising, his customers grew angry. They stayed away in droves. Then someone organized a boycott. For several days thereafter, picketers had congregated. Their various protest placards read:


    


    Honeyman Hates Hoboken!


    what did Spondulix ever do to him?


    shred the traitor on his own cheesegrater!


    honeyman wants to ruin our prosperity!


    dip him in tiger sauce, put him up & take him out!


    


    Rory wished he could tell everyone exactly what was going on. But Sterling and Erlkonig had enjoined him to silence.


    These obstreperous protestors effectively ended any patronage Rory might have continued to enjoy. Even upon their eventual bored dispersal, no customers dared return. Rory had assembled his staff of Beer Nuts and made official what they had already been promised by Erlkonig in the earlier meeting: they were all laid off until further notice. A rousing and completely dismaying chorus of cheers greeted this announcement.


    Rory continued to open the sandwich shop daily alone, returning to his original one-man operating style. But business never returned, and he had to admit the folly of his hopes, even while he continued to dream things might change. He really didn't want to be here, but he had nothing else to do. Management had taken away even his task of answering mail. Now, the many employees of the Consumer Response division of Sponco handled all such letters.


    Financially secure, he felt ruined. He had never worried quite so poignantly even when he was broke. He had possessed a certain devil-may-care joie de vivre when penniless and up to his neck in bills, hadn't he? So he recalled. But all innocent abandon had finally died with the banishment of spondulix from his store. Such emotions would never return.


    Yet maybe he was over-romanticizing his past. Surely he had been down before. After being expelled from the Olympics, when the Baroness had died. . . . And he had always recovered his essential spirit, gone on to explore new horizons. Surely he would do the same again. And this time he had Addie by his side. If she replied Yes to what he was going to ask her tonight — Well, his future would look bright, despite all commercial defeats.


    Rory stood up. No sense in hanging around here. He'd head home, check up on Hello Kitty's eternal pregnancy, and catch a nap before picking up Addie.


    Rory lifted his butt off the stool and bent over to knot a dragging shoelace. The bell above the shop door tinkled, loud in the silence. A real customer? He straightened up eagerly.


    Tiran Porter, deserting his neighboring hardware store, entered. Today he sported a pashmina belted sweater, not his old acrylic garment. Everyone in Hoboken was movin' on up.


    "Hey, Tiran," said Rory hopefully, "you here for your egg sandwich?"


    Tiran answered without a trace of guilt. "No thanks, man, I done ate already. But listen, there's something on the twelve o'clock news I think you should see."


    "Okay. What channel?"


    "Four. I was watching my TV in the store."


    Rory flipped on the big color television which he had added to the store during its heyday. An aerial shot of a swelling, milling urban crowd filled the screen, overlaid with the voice of a female newscaster.


    " — continue to pour into Crown Heights. Police have given up trying to contain the crowds around Seventy-seven Eastern Parkway, the Lubavitcher headquarters. Ever since the announcement this morning by the Lubavitcher's new mystery spokesman, people have been surging into this neighborhood by bus, subway and on foot."


    A photo of Ped Xing leaped onto the screen. "Uh-oh," said Rory.


    "Just a few days after publicly meeting with the Dalai Lama during the annual 'Change Your Mind Day' in Central Park, this humble monk known whimsically as Ped Xing has done the impossible, uniting Tibetans and Ultra-orthodox Jews under one banner. What this new syncretism portends is not yet known. One minute — there's some activity on the synagogue's upper level — "


    Out onto the second-floor balcony stepped the resplen-dently robed Ped Xing, accompanied by several shaven-headed Tibetan and behatted Jewish figures. The officials spoke briefly to the crowd, but no media mikes were emplaced to pick up their words. Then several large canvas sacks appeared. Ped Xing reached in and scooped up handfuls of— rainbow spondulix! He tossed them out into the crowd, which went berserk, surging, roaring, leaping for the fluttering money.


    This chaotic live coverage dwindled to a pip image, while the main scene showed a male newscaster back in the studio. "As you know, Jessica, while Rebbe Schneerson was alive he maintained a long-standing tradition of handing our single dollar bills as a symbol of charity. But this wholesale giveaway of money is entirely unprecedented. Learning whether or not this is perhaps a Tibetan tradition will require some sharp investigative reporting. But in any case, the whole impromptu affair seems well on its way to becoming an utter riot."


    "I agree, Peter. Judging from the behavior of the crowd, I don't believe many people are sincerely interested in this bizarre new blend of religions. Everyone here today seems concerned mainly with lining their own pockets. And as for this enigmatic Ped Xing, Channel Four has just learned that his real name is Petal Zhink, and that he appears to play a part in that Sponco story we've been following for you. When we've confirmed a few details, we'll be letting you know more."


    "Excellent, Jessica. Meanwhile, we have a considerably more upbeat story for our viewers. A local Little League team, the Near-Beer Nuts, seems poised to clinch the national championship, thanks to their hard-playing, take-no-prisoners attitude — "


    Rory used the remote to flick off the set.


    "Pretty wild, huh?" saidTiran.


    Rory's disgust tinged his reply. "The whole world has gone nuts! I hope all Earl's schemes blow up in his face. I'm getting out of here before howling mobs descend on my poor little store."


    Tiran left. Rory locked up, pocketed the key, then headed back to Jackson Street.


    Walking, Rory thought about what he had just witnessed on television. Evidently, Ped Xing had achieved his oft-stated dream: showering riches on his dual religions. All the work Xing had performed for Erlkonig had been loyally rewarded. Rory hoped Ped Xing was happy with the resultant madness. When Erlkonig had promised to fund any and all personal pork-barrel projects at the meeting that had decoupled spondulix and sandwiches, he apparently hadn't been kidding.


    Rory wondered if he would be the only conspirator not to have his wildest dreams fulfilled. Quite likely. Because he couldn't formulate his heart's desire? No! He had finally put his aspirations into words, if only for himself. And his goals had nothing to do with money, bore no relation to a continuing flood of spondulix, and so could not be met by Erlkonig. At last he knew the one thing he wanted, the only outcome that would bring him happiness. And although his desires all centered on one other person, that person was not Erlkonig.


    Each day's walk to and from work carried Rory past a bookstore on Washington Street. Today its window hosted multipl piles of just one book. The book's yellow cover featured no illustration (a tactic, Rory knew, used by publishers when dealing with an unclassifiable work), just the title and author byline in bold black lettering:


    THE WRECK OF SHOCK IGNITION


    Hilario Fomento


    Rory stopped, dumbfounded. Fifteen stunned seconds passed before he could focus on the placard proclaiming author signing today. He went inside the store.


    A folding table dominated the main display area. Stacks of lemon-colored books on the table almost hid the seated figure behind them. Rory sidled up for a confirmatory view.


    Fumento wore, as always, his uniform of T-shirt and painter's pants. However, he had added an enormous, curve-stemmed pipe to his look, as befitting his new authorial status.


    Roughly a dozen people clustered around the table, apparently hired flacks and negligible literary hangers-on: SoHo bohos and uptown tweeds. Rory pushed past them to confront Fumento.


    Bedazzled by the culmination of his dreams, the new author failed at first to recognize Rory and launched into his pitch. "Thank you for coming, sir. To whom shall I inscribe your personal copy of my controversial and revolutionary new book? Perhaps you'd like more than one? I can — oh, it's you."


    Rory picked up a copy of The Shock of Wreck Ignition and examined it. "Viking, huh? Quite a respectable publisher. And look at these endorsements. 'The first new development in the novel since Genet,' says Jean Baudrillard. 'Succinctly raptures the postmodern condition,' claims The New York Review of Books, A wild, tear-ass, jet-ski ride through the malSans-serif swamp of urban Sturm und Drang', Mister Tom Wolfe offers. How much did all this cost Sponco, huh?"


    Fumento had the grace to squirm. "Hey, Rory, c'mon, don't bum me out, okay? All this means a lot to me."


    "And what's with the pipe, Hilario? You never smoked a day in your life."


    "Gee, Rory — " Fumento appeared on the verge of tears.


    Rory suddenly lost all heart for continuing the cruel confrontation. "Look, I'm sorry, Hil. Forget everything I just said, okay? I was just kidding. We all do whatever we have to do to get by. A little success never hurt anyone. C'mon, I'll buy two copies, one for me and one for Addie. Write something nice in 'em, all right? To show there's no hard feelings."


    Sniffling, Fumento inscribed two books. Rory paid for them at the register with a fifty-spondulix note and some f-coins. Out of his pocket and into Earl's. When he got outside and while he walked, he removed the books from their bag and studied the inscriptions.


    For my friend Rory: you always told me I could do it.


    For Rory's friend Addie: I hope you're as nice to Rory as he was to me.


    Now Rory felt his own sniffles coming on. What a sorry state of affairs, when old friendships and ethical principles met in a head-on collision. Oh, well, someday he would erase all the trouble he had caused in his life. One way or another.


    Rory turned left on Ninth Street. As soon as he made the corner he was confronted by a circus-like commotion. Ropes of car-dealer-style plastic pennants ran from a storefront up to a streetlight. A bunch of kids and their parents had gathered around an adult dressed in a furry cat suit who was handing out balloons and coupons. Advancing on the costumed performer, Rory was startled to recognize that the person inside the suit was Studs. She had whiskers pasted to her cheeks.


    "What's happening, Studs?"


    Busy meowing in response to a child's request, Studs merely waved with one paw toward the storefront. Rory read the sign above the door:


    Kittens with a Whip ®


    cat obedience clinic


    dominating bad cats since the turn of the century


    


    Rory expressed his disdain openly. "Is this all you managed to get out of Sponco?"


    Studs smiled and her whiskers lofted. "This branch represents only one out of two hundred franchises opening nationwide today. Our PBS show starts next week. And you'll find our videos in Wal-Marts everywhere soon."


    "Oh."


    Rory walked the rest of the way home with a vague apprehension that he would imminently encounter other Sponco-sponsored Beer Nuts living out their wildest dreams. However, he made the rest of the distance without any more such revelations.


    Once inside his apartment he felt slightly less uneasy. He tried to put the Beer Nuts entirely out of his thoughts, so he could be calm enough to say what he had to say to Addie tonight.


    Rory called for his cat. No answering mewl greeted him, and the keg-shaped Hello Kitty failed to appear. She must be holed up finally having her kittens!


    Rory began to search.


    The apartment held no trace of Hello Kitty.


    Rory noticed the open window only at the end of his search. The window led to the fire-escape. He could have sworn he had left it open only an inch. How could it have raised itself to its present height? Thieves? Nothing was disturbed or missing. The cat must have done it herself somehow. God, what a catastrophe! Parturition-prone Hello Kitty loose on the streets. Why hadn't he pressed his landlord for window screens? Couldn't he do anything right?


    Rory spent the next half-hour futilely searching the immediate neighborhood for Hello Kitty. About to admit defeat at last, Rorv had an inspiration. Why notj investigate the neighborhood of the Brewery, where he knew Hello Kitty had often wandered, and where she had first been impregnated by the heartless Cardinal?


    Rory set out for the waterfront.


    Clots of unexpected traffic clogged Fourteenth Street. On foot, Rory avoided the jams and quickly reached the river-fronting property.


    Since his last visit, the unstoppable forces of change had demolished a vacant building next to the Brewery and transformed the space into a parking lot. The freshly painted aggressive yellow striping on the fragrant black macadam aligned the flashy new cars and SUVs of Sponco employees. A city cop directed a steady stream of vehicles in and out of the lot. Every fifth car or so was a black stretch limo studded with antennae, all of them sleek as mechanical panthers. The half-lowered tinted window of one car revealed a seated Lewis Sterling holding a phone to his ear. He waved brusquely to Rory before powering up the pane of smoky glass between them.


    The Old Vault Brewery itself now gleamed like the trademark fairy castle at Disneyland, set amidst expensive landscaping. The copper flashing, newly buffed, threw off dazzling reflections. The freshly washed bricks exhibited the faded rose shade of old damask. Flags bearing the spondulix sign flew from roof-mounted masts. Worshipful tourists, forbidden entry, nonetheless clustered on the street side of an elegant wrought-iron fence surrounding the headquarters, whole families from junior-shorted Pops down to pop-shirted Juniors. The only touch missing was Tinkerbelle whizzing around the smokestack penthouse, trailing pixie dust.


    Avoiding the chimneyed corner of the building, just in case Erlkonig had chosen that moment to asperge the town by micturition (which way was the wind blowing?), Rory made his way to the guarded gate. The rent-a-cops accepted his ID and passed him through.


    At the main door Rory paused. Studded brass had replaced the splintered wood, although the architects had retained the tripartite setup, biggest door sub-divided into smaller and smallest. A larger-shaped knocker beckoned in place of any bell. Contemplating this entrance, Rory felt like Dorothy waiting timorously at the door to the Emerald City.


    A sense of utter and complete strangeness, jamais vu, overwhelmed him. How had this day arrived? Hadn't he stood outside this same door only yesterday, searching for a delinquent Nerfball in order to open up his store? The place had seemingly been transformed overnight, from dilapidation to nouveau-riche splendor, a miracle accomplished while he himself slept his life away in Rip van Winkle oblivion. Yet in that long drowse, what allied changes had been incubating in him?


    Something hard smacked up then against Rory's shins, interrupting his ruminations. He looked down.


    The large two-way pet door with Cardinal Ratzinger's name picked out in gems had swung partway open, stopping against Rory's legs. He took a step backward to allow the door to open fully. Perhaps Hello Kitty would appear.


    The head of Beatbox emerged, followed shortly by the rest of the man as he crawled out. Remaining on all fours, the wiry Latino said, "'Scuse me, Rory moll, but I can't talk with you right now. I took the day off from my food lab — Beatbatch International — just to make with this important detective work like."


    Food lab? Rory decided to inquire no further in that direction. "What detective work?"


    "The Cardinal's been missing since this morning, and we're trying to trace him. We figure, you wanna find a cat, you gotta act like a cat. So I'm out to prowl the neighborhood."


    Beatbox rendered a convincing horny cat yowl. Rory winced as the imitation passed into the upper registers. The man made ready to pad off.


    "Wait," said Rory, "my cat's missing, too."


    "Hey, join me down here then, man. We'll be a pair of toms living la vida loca."


    "Uh, no, I can't spare the time now for your method. But listen, if you see any sign of Hello Kitty, let me know right away."


    Revealing too much childhood exposure to Mister Rogers, Beatbox replied, "Meow-sure-meow-thing-meow."


    Rory watched as Beatbox crept off. The catman's progress halted for a plaintive yelp now and then whenever a sharp piece of city grit bit into knee or palm.


    Rory passed into the Brewery through the human-sized ingress. He immediately confronted a novelty: a receptionist he didn't recognize seated behind a hi-tech desk. A waist-high mahagony gated partition prevented further unauthorized access.


    The pretty woman was busy speaking into her headset phone, so Rory utilized this opportunity to look around the space he hadn't visited since that momentous day when his shop had been excluded from the new economy.


    The few vats and kettles that had been retained gleamed with a mirror finish. Gilded sunlight poured in through big lofty spotless windows. Exposed pipes and ducts in pastel shades recalled the Beauborg Museum in Paris. Pillars sported faux marbling. Pricey artwork dotted the walls. A bronze plaque near the entrance detailed the history of the building. (Prominent mention of the Stearn Twins sent a surge of conflicting emotions through Rory, and he thought briefly of his new daughter.) The text on the memorial followed the history of the structure right down to its ultimate renovation by the same famous architect who had done that new museum out in L.A. Out on the open floor, flunkies carrying documents dashed madly among desks scattered across the immense carpeted area. Phones were ringing, printers chattering, monitors flickering and fax machines purring.


    Could this possibly be the same filthy, haunted building where Rory had fairly recently stumbled across the naked bodies of Erlkonig and Netsuke on a dirty mattress, where he had tracked down the insulted, sulking Nerfball in his dank lair? Impossible, yet true.


    The perky, charming receptionist had finished her call and now fixed all her bright attention on Rory. "Yes, Mister Honeyman?"


    All thoughts of Hello Kitty had temporarily faded from the- forefront of Rory's consciousness. The sight of all this opulence had brought other matters uppermost in Rory's mind. Certain internal balances had shifted and his priorities had altered. Like a tightrope walker striving to maintain her footing — Katie just before her fatal fall? — he had made intuitive adjustments. The formerly tentative plans for his future — held in suspension until he could learn how Addie would react to what he planned to broach that night to her — had now assumed a more solid shape and thrust.


    "I need to see Earl," he told the woman.


    "You'll find him in Vat Number One."


    "Thanks."


    "And Mister Honeyman?"


    "Yes?"


    "I just want to take this opportunity to express my gratitude to you for making my job possible. You've done so much for so many in this city. I think the plan for your statue at City Hall is the least we can do."


    Rory grew embarrassed by the woman's earnest gaze. "Right, sure, you're welcome, of course."


    She buzzed Rory through the barrier and he headed toward the brewing vat labeled with a big gold legend: NUMBER ONE. Halfway there, he stopped. A statue? Of him? He felt his temper flaring. He would surely kick Erlkonig's butt. He stomped toward the Numero Uno kettle. Once close to the vessel, he detected the hairline crack of a curving door in its side, further indicated by some steps. He reached up and knocked.


    The door swung open smoothly, as if on pistons. The cafe au lait face of Erlkonig showed. "Hey, shell, good to see you. I was gonna call you today sometime anyhow. C'mon in."


    Rory climbed three steps up into the vat.


    A circular crimson-cushioned couch ran all the way along the interior wall of the vat, save where the door intervened. Various audio/video components, telephones and computer monitors, as well as their controls, were mounted on the wall. In the center of the carpeted floor a hookah big as a child emitted pungent fumes. Efficient ventilation and cooling occurred through a pipe in the center of the ceiling that had formerly fed in the liquid contents of the vat. Autographed pictures of various moguls — Trump, Gates, Allen, Turner, each portrayed smilingly side by side with Erlkonig — decorated whatever space didn't host a gadget.


    "What luxury," Rory said in a voice he hoped dripped with sarcasm. "Does Hugh Hefner know how much you idolize him?"


    "Hugh and I have talked," said the unflappable Erlkonig, lazing on the couch. He lifted up a hinged section of seat and reached inside a refrigerated compartment for a beer. "Rest your butt and share a drink, man."


    Rory's anger began to swell. "I'm not sitting down! Jesus, Earl, look around this bordello! For once, just ask yourself how you got here."


    "Through you."


    Rory stopped short in his denunciations. His anger dissolved in a bath of guilt. "Okay, you've got me, Earl. I own up to full responsibility. I started everything. But now I'm finishing it. At least I'm writing a period to my involvement. I'm pulling out of this whole fucking mess, and there's no way you can stop me."


    Earl sat up straighter, actually appearing a bit discon-certed. "Whadda ya mean, moll?"


    "Simple. Tonight I'm proposing to Addie. If she accepts, I'll convince her to leave this rotten town. We'll go far, far away, where no one has ever even heard of this funny money. I've had enough of spondulix. And you can't buy me off like you've bribed everyone else. No, not even with some damned statue! And as part of my leaving, I want to sever all my ties with spondulix. I'm resigning all my positions, handing back any profits. Moreover, I want my name and picture taken off all the new notes. You'll have to get altered plates engraved. Ideally, I'd like all the old notes withdrawn from circulation. But I realize that's impossible, so I'm not going to push it."


    Erlkonig laughed patronizingly. "Man, even half of what you're stipulating is so ridiculous we can't even think about it. First off, we don't want to introduce any more changes into the system that might undermine people's faith in the currency. Folks are barely getting over the conversion from the sandwich standard. And while we rode that ripple out easily enough, I don't want to risk any more such disruptions. And second — well, take a look at this."


    Digging into his pocket, Erlkonig withdrew a crumpled spondulix and passed it over to Rory. He smoothed it out and studied it. The quality of the bill was very poor, both in texture and the resolution of its images. The façade of Honeyman's Heroes looked more like an assemblage of matchsticks than a building. The portrait of Rory himself appeared to be that of man with a wen on his nose, misaligned eyes and a muffin atop his head, rather than a baseball cap.


    "So you're having quality control troubles at the mint. So what? That doesn't matter to me."


    Erlkonig took the note back. "You don't understand, moll. Sponco didn't create this particular spondulix. It's counterfeit. A gang of elementary-school kids turned it out on an inkjet printer."


    This revelation took a moment to sink in. When it did, Rory felt personally violated somehow. Bad enough to have the Beer Nuts making free with his face and good name, yet at least when all was said and done they constituted a known enemy. He had even licensed them in that drugged stupor at the Little League game. But to have strangers illicitly propagating his image, as if he belonged to some out-of-copyright, public domain storehouse of icons — He felt sullied and sick. Now he knew the shame that must be experienced by the Mona Lisa or the Statue of Liberty whenever some stupid tchotchke surfaced to rip them off.


    "We've got to stop this," said Rory, "before the counterfeiting goes bigtime, when it's not just kids anymore."


    "Whoa, shell, hold up a minute. You're looking at this all wrong. We don't want to stop any counterfeiters, we want to encourage them. This is a major phase-transition for spondulix, like going from water to steam, if you dig science at all. We're not the government, and we don't necessarily want a monopoly. The more spondulix in circulation, whether perfect or not, the more power Sponco has. In the public eye all spondulix rebeund to our credit."—


    "Redound. Redound to our credit."


    "Now you've got it. We're the spondulix people, no matter who mints them — at least at this stage of the game. Although we might have to exterminate the fleas later. Hey, speaking of bugs, have you heard our new slogan yet? 'Sponco: we make money like bees make honey.'"


    "Beautiful. Now you're even dragging my parents into this. Who wrote that drivel?"


    "Hilario. But back to your demands. Forget 'em! They're crazy anyway. Why the hell are you bothered by your picture on spondulix? It's an honor! You're helping to free up all the wealth in this great country from stupid and timid government strictures. Taxes, inflation, exchange rates, trade imbalances — Spondulix are immune from all that crap! They're a universal solvent! Money as an entirely abstract concept, free from all earthly bonds! So let kids and gangsters and Third World tyrants duplicate spondulix, including your furry face. They're just helping us undermine all those outmoded currencies. And remember—no matter how tangled they get, the reins of power eventually lead back to us."


    Rory flopped down onto the couch and held his head in his hands. "Power, power, power. I actually forgot for a minute what matters most to you. How could I have been so stupid as to imagine that friendship and honor counted for anything with you? Why should you let even one miserable sucker like me out from under your thumb? Letting me go would diminish your fun by a single selfish iota."


    Erlkonig shifted over closer to Rory. He said nothing until Rory looked up at him.


    For the first time since he had known him, Rory saw Erlkonig's naked face. All subterfuge, bravado and cynicism had fallen away, like the seasonally withering leaves on the trees outside. Only the immature features of a thirty-six-year-old child remained, the visage of a youth abandoned by his bio­logical father, forced out onto the streets, kicked from boot to boot


    "You think I'm having fun, man," Erlkonig hissed. "But you don't know shit, moll. Oh, I thought I'd be having fun, too, by now. That wasthe plan. Every busy day that went by I kept waiting for the fun to happen, to fill me up and make me feel like I was really on top of the world for the first time in my life, like I really counted for something. But the juice never flowed. So I grabbed at more and more strands of the web, Rory, pulling at all the levers I could find, always thinking that one more connection, one more shot of power would put me over the top, into that safe and comfortable zone where all the lucky, well-off normal people seemed to live. But in never happened. And then one day just last week I woke up and found out that I was snared in the web and mashed in those gears I thought I controlled."


    This disclosure astonished Rory. He briefly considered admonishing Erlkonig about his mixed metaphors, but decided not to. He did not want to shatter to fragile moment of true communication.


    "I've seen things lately, man, seen some bad things, stuff you couldn't even imagine, you're such a goddamn baby. When you start to move on certain rarefied levels, you learn the real facts of life. You learn who runs things behind the scenes, you get introduced to the big boys who pull the strings of the average joes. And to the bigger boys who pull their strings! You think me and Sterling and Sponco have power now, moll. Well, we're nothing! There's ranks and tiers above us, powers and dominions, man, up to infinity. And that's the main lesson I've had to swallow this week, moll. I ain't never gonna feel in power, because there's always gonna be someone above me, no matter how high I go. I'll be pissing out my penthouse enjoying myself, but my selfsame head'll be getting sprayed from above! But at the same time I can't climb back down. Once you've climbed the ladder of power, the rungs disappear behind you. And that's why I can't let you go. I have to keep all my subordinates under control. Bad as my current life is, anything less would be worse. And if you'll just be honest with yourself, you'll admit that you're partway up the same ladder yourself."


    Rory admitted no such thing aloud, but knew the idea had lodged in his mind like a thorn.


    "I don't really give a fuck what you think of me anyhow," Erlkonig continued, "but just don't imagine I'm having fun with any of this. No more than you. It's just something I've got to stay with, a tiger to ride. You know, keep whipping that Juggernaut along or else you'll fall under it yourself."


    Rory stood. A small portion of him still doubted Erlkonig's confession, but ultimately he had to accept him at face value. "Earl, I'm sorry for you and I understand how you feel. But I can't agree with your way of dealing with your dissatisfaction. I still believe I can turn my own life around. So I'm cutting out. And, if you offer me any resistance, I'll go to the authorities with all I know."


    Erlkonig snorted derisively. "Who, man? We've got entire city and state governments in the bag."


    "You can't have bought out the Feds yet. I'll go to them."


    Erlkonig appeared mildly concerned. "Well, I'll admit you're right. But we're working on it! There's so many palms to grease in Washington, though. A big, greedy place. I think we're on an inside track now, though. We're talking with certain people about paying down the federal deficit. The government could run a surplus every year, of course, but servicing the old debt would still be a drag on them.


    "But why are we tossing around all this betrayal shit anyhow?" Erlkonig rose and clapped an arm around Rory's shoulder. "I know you, shell, you wouldn't turn in your buds. So let's just forget all this nonsense. Listen, there's a big party on tomorrow night. I want you and your girl to come."


    "An Outlaw Party?"


    Erlkonig laughed. "Hardly. We're not Outlaws anymore. No, I'm hosting an open house after working hours here at the Brewery, to celebrate the renovations. You gotta come."


    Guiding Rory to the door of Vat Number One, Erlkonig opened it and conducted him down the few steps. "Now don't worry about nothing, man. We'll get all your concerns straightened out soon. Catch you tomorrow."


    The door swished softly but decisively shut behind him. Still feeling intensely dissatisfied, Rory left the Brewery.


    Outside, police had cordoned off traffic so that a large flatbed truck could unload. The cargo was a huge wooden spool of some kind of odd matte-black wire unlike any electrical cable Rory had ever seen. Supervising the offloading, Hy Rez and Special Effects directed their various assistants with elaborate flourishes and jargon-filled commands.


    "Hi, guys," said Rory. "What's up?"


    Hy Rez pressed a finger behind his ear. "Special and I have our own company now, Rory. Pantechnicon Productions. You know Lucas's Industrial Lights and Magic? Sorta like them, only bigger. And we feature analog stunts, too. Earl subcontracted out tomorrow nights entertainment to us."


    "How's the wire figure?" 


    Hy Rez's voice held immense pride. "You're looking at a unique blend of polycarbon fibers twisted into the strongest and lightest cable known to man. One hundred spondulix per foot. For the Big Walk. You know."


    "Oh," said Rory, nowise enlightened. Truth to tell, he couldn't work up much interest in these ridiculous doings.


    By tomorrow night he and Addie would have boarded a plane to somewhere sane.


    "Well, good luck, Hy. I'll see you around."


    "Stay wired, man."


    Hy Rez returned to his task, he and Special moving in wordless synchronization, as if exchanging comments along a channel not open to anyone else.


    Checking his watch, Rory saw he had no time to return home before meeting Addie. He would have to change up in her apartment. Many of his clothes, including some suit­ably formal ones, already shared closet space there with Addie's. Just as about half of Addie's wardrobe consorted with his garments at his apartment.


    The clothes situation more than anything else had led Rory to consider marriage. How homey and comforting, to have a slip drying over the shower-curtain rod. Nylons tossed in a corner, still bearing the fragile shape of a phantom foot. Jeans so small they looked like a child's pair next to his (36W, 32L). The scent of Addie's hair on his pillows, her lipstick traces on a glass, a paperback she might be reading splayed face down with a creased spine. He wanted the feelings he got from these simple tokens of her shared existence with him to go on and on, from day to day forever. No longer did mere weekends and occasional nights suffice. He needed to know she would be by his side every possible minute, mated and bonded to him body and soul.


    Marrying her and taking her away from this New Jersey Bedlam would surely accomplish his dream. Rory half-sensed that his fantasy of elopement contained powerful and primitive ancestral elements. He dimly knew himself to be replicating with variations the history of his progenitors. As Horst Honigmann had taken Freyda Storch away to their new Iowan home, as Rudy Honeyman had captured and partially domesticated the hellacious Roz Parker, so too would Rory act out both the role of abductor and abducted, paradoxically both the stern patriarch and willing victim of love.


    Halfway to Addie's Rory stopped at an ATM to withdraw some cash for the night ahead. The bank machine obediently disbursed a colorful sheaf of spondulix. The parting message on the screen read: thank you for helping to subvert the dominant paradigm. Rory tucked the bills guiltily into his wallet. Once he and Addie had established themselves in their new life, he would never pass another spondulix again. He swore the oath on the Baroness's grave.


    Rory knocked on Addie's door, not wanting to let himself cavalierly in and scare her by his early arrival — should she be showering, say. This would surely be one of the last times he'd ever have to announce himself so. How pleasant to imagine the day when his house would be hers, his arrival no longer a surprise but rather an anticipated certainty. Where exactly would they live? A small town, a medium-sized city, one of the world's capitals? The possibilities multiplied endlessly.


    "Addie, it's me."


    "Unlock the door yourself, I'm still getting dressed."


    This information conjured up many enticing images. "Here I come to help," Rory announced as he put key to lock.


    Addie stood in her newest undergarments by the living-room mirror, braiding her long lion-colored hair. She wore black heels, black hose upheld by a frilly narrow belt, a strapless bra and her eyeglasses. "You weren't supposed to see all these bits until much later."


    Dont fret. I never lose interest no matter how many times I see them."


    "My, aren't you sweet tonight. This date must be really special. You still won't tell me what it's all about?"


    "You'll find out soon enough. Meanwhile, why don't I adjust the tension in those garters...."


    "Hey, hands off. If I let you have your way, I'll get all sweated up like a horse and then have to shower again. We'll have plenty of time for your monkey business later. We've get actal reservations somewhere that we have to keep, don't we? Unless we're going back to your Clam Shack."


    "You're absolutely right. Food first, monkey business second. And maybe more monkey business third."


    "Huh! Big talk. The last time we went out for dinner you got so drunk we never even got completely undressed before you started to snore."


    "If I recall correctly you were pretty potted, too."


    "Ladies don't get potted, they get tipsy."


    "The net result seems about the same. Anyhow, the meal shouldn't disappoint. If half the stories I've heard about this place are true, we should experience a regular feast. And the first bottle from the wine-list will probably bankrupt us, so we won't be able to afford enough to get truly blotto."


    "Where's this place and what's its name?"


    "Chez Neuf. A brand-new French restaurant right here in Hoboken. They have a floor show too. The Times reviewer called it 'the most sensational and sensual dining experience Hoboken has ever offered.'"


    "Goodness, I imagine they even use real glasses for the drinks, unlike certain other famous Hoboken establishments. But you're not going to such a fancy place looking like that, I hope."


    "Oh, no, I'm wearing my suit. I left it here, didn't I?"


    "Yes, you entrusted me with your one non-denim item of clothing. And I even had it pressed for you."


    "Thanks."


    Addie finished her plait and gestured toward her dress, hung on a padded hanger hooked over the bedroom door. The short black spaghetti-strapped dress seemed to have strayed from the set of an HBO sex comedy. Rory thought it perfect.


    "Hand me my dress, please?"


    Rory took the filmy garment down and passed it to Addie, who squirmed enticingly into it. Rory came up close behind her.


    "Hey, do you know the meaning of the word frottage?"


    "I ride the subways, don't I? But enough groping. Into the shower with you, while I call us a cab."


    Rory sang heartily in the shower. "Baby likes me, but she loves spondulix." He stopped when he realized which tune he had unconsciously chosen. He finished adjusting his tie (a gift from his parents, the hand-painted tie depicted samples of all the agricultural products of his home state) just as the cabbie blatted his horn outside. Addie and Rory dashed out the door and were soon barreling toward Chez Neuf.


    Stopped at a red light, Rory absentmindedly studied a plywood wall around a construction site, pasted with posters. One colorful poster in particular caught his eye and jolted him alert.
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    Rory gratefully watched the poster recede as the cab zoomed off. Another loyal Sponco worker rewarded. Somehow he couldn't feel angry about all this raw patronage anymore. That any institution could be bought off, any exalted rank attained effortlessly, was hardly news in this day and age.


    Turning to Addie, Rory filled her in on the disappearance of Hello Kitty. Addie comforted him with reassurances that his cat would be safe and soon return. Rory went on to recount his visit to the Brewery, and Addie seemed vitally interested, probing for extensive details.


    "Would you really turn the Nuts in, Rory? Even if you had to testify against them in court?"


    "Only if push came to shove. I don't like lots of the things they're doing. But I don't relish playing the traitor either."


    Addie considered this reply during a long silence, broken only by the cabbie's announcement of their fare upon arrival at their destination.


    "That'll be six-eighty, folks."


    Rory gave him a ten and forsook any change.


    The facade of Chez Neuf featured a long blue canopy supported by brass poles, extending streetward from the building. Gold script traced the letters of the restaurant's name across the fabric. A red carpet ran beneath the canopy and led to a leather-padded door. A uniformed doorman helped Addie out of the cab. Rory joined her, took her arm, and escorted her into the restaurant.


    The small tasteful anteroom and coat check area was illuminated by Lux wall sconces. At a podium bearing a reservations book, a hooded lamp cast another discrete pool of light. Bending over the book, his face hidden at first, was a tuxedo-clad figure. Bulky and round, the man had his long clean hair secured in a ponytail. Hearing the entrance of the eager diners, he looked up.


    "Nerfball!"


    "Mister Honeyman, Miss Swinburne, welcome to Chez Neuf. I expressly instructed our regular maitre d' to stand aside, allowing me personally to seat you."


    "Nerf, cut the obsequious crap. It's me, your old boss, remember? What's the joke? Did Earl put you up to this?"


    Nerfball raised one eyebrow as a gesture of mild reproof. Rory noticed that Nerfball's complexion had cleared up considerably, no doubt due to a series of expensive facials at prestigious spas.


    "I assure you, Mister Honeyman, that no facetious motives underlie this gesture. This is my establishment. You will perhaps recall hearing me speculate about running such a business, back in my more impecunious days. Well, as matters eventuated, my dreams became reality. I hope you will experience similar validation some day."


    Rory sighed. "God knows what the future will bring me, Nerf."


    "Mister Hudnut, if you don't mind."


    "All right, all right, 'Mister Hudnut' it is. Right now, my dreams extend no further than having my dinner. Can you accommodate that?"


    "But of course. Step this way, please."


    Nerfball conducted Rory and Addie into the dining room, a murmur-resonant, softly lighted chamber distinguished by silk-covered walls and elaborate chandeliers. A small low stage occupied one end of the room. Candle flames sparkled off crystal and silver, gold and diamonds.


    "Well, Nerf, you've laid out more linen than a cemetery full of mummies," said Rory.


    Their host ignored the comment, and Addie hushed Rory.


    Delicately sliding back a chair, Nerfball seated Addie graciously. "This table has the best view of the stage. I had to refuse the mayor this seat tonight. You'll spot him over in the corner there. Your waitperson will be with you momentarily. I've taken the liberty of instructing our chefs to whip up a few special dishes for your enjoyment tonight. I hope you'll honor me by endorsing my modest choices."


    "Well, now, hold on just a minute. I don't see — "


    "Oh, Rory, please go along. I think it's awfully nice that Mister Hudnut went to all this trouble for us. Don't spoil it."


    "Okay, okay, I'm game for anything from frog legs to cow's tongue."


    "You will not regret your compliance with my selections, I assure you, Mister Honeyman."


    Nerfball disappeared. Rory fiddled with one of his several forks. "This date is shaping up into another fine mess."


    "Not necessarily. Just relax, and try to enjoy yourself."


    A young woman in white shirt, bow tie, and black trousers with cummerbund appeared by their side. "Good evening. I'm Marie, your server for the evening. Mister Hudnut has put together a small collation for your dining pleasure. Perhaps you'd care to hear what he's selected."


    "Shoot."


    "While dinner is being prepared, we hope you'll enjoy a Boal Madeira, vintage 1941.This will be followed by Salmon and Scallop Carpaccio accompanied by a Dom Perignon Rose, 1971. A Comte Cheese Souffle will be served with a Puligny Montrachet, 1981. A Pear Rosemary Sherbet will intervene between courses to cleanse your palates. The Gratin of Veal Tripe, Penne and Cabbage will be accompanied by a Pichon Lalande, 1953, and a Langoa Barton, 1952. This brings us to the main course."


    "Main course?"


    "Yes. Spit-roasted Shoulder of Cured Pork, Broccoli Roman-Style, Puree of Spring Favas and an assortment of Chino Ranch Vegetables. The main wines will be a Clos des Lambrays, 1949, and a Musigny, 1947. Dessert will be Almond Charlotte Bavarian and Strawberry Napoleons, with a 1975 Yquem. Civet-bean Coffee will be followed by Chartreuse Verte and Benedictine, both pre-1935 vintages. Do you wish to suggest any alterations to this menu?"


    'Alterations? I'd rather try to take apart a Swiss watch! What the hell is this little spread going to cost us?"


    "Rory!"


    "Tonight's fare is compliments of the house, sir."


    "Adding to my humiliation, naturally. Well, just let me tuck my chin-rag into my collar and you can start carting the grub out."


    "As you wish, sir."


    Marie the Server left. Rory slumped in his seat, all his bravado leaking out of him. To be brought face to face with the continued insolence of the Beer Nuts on this night of all nights, with such an important question to be posed — Too much, especially after all his other hassles. His life was accelerating out of control, his destination some whirlpool of helpless frustration.


    Addie reached across the table and took Rory's hand. "I know you had something different in mind for tonight, dear. But don't worry. As long as we're together, we can enjoy anything."


    This sentiment made Rory feel a little better. "You're absolutely right. Thanks."


    The wine steward arrived with the first bottle. Rory went through the elaborate decanting and tasting ritual and granted his approval automatically. As he and Addie sipped the Madeira, Rory felt himself relaxing a bit. They chatted about the day. Rory asked how Addie's work was going; Addie deftly changed the topic without really replaying. Now on his second glass of wine, Rory mellowly let the customary diversion pass.


    The salmon arrived with the Dom Perignon. Rory was glad to get some food in his stomach, what with all this wine. Portions were pretty small, weren't they? Guess that's how you could always tell a high-class joint. Not like the sandwich shop. Half a pound of cold cuts in certain sandwiches. But the shop was dead now, and had never been high-class. This fish stuff tasted pretty good though.


    "Kitty loves salmon," said Rory, rather too loudly and maudlinly. The Mayor was staring at them, menacing with his shaved head. "If only she were here."


    "She'll turn up," said Addie. "Personally, I think she's shacking up with Cardinal Ratzinger."


    Five tables over a New Jersey Bishop dropped his wine glass into his soup.


    Buspeople cleared dishes, and the souffle was carried in, high and puffy as a summer cloud. The steward offered a sample of the Montrachet. Rory knocked it back. "'Sfine. Fill er up, general," he commanded with an imperious wave of his empty glass. Addie giggled.


    They polished off the souffle and three-quarters of the Montrachet. Dishes were whisked away while Marie served the sherbet. A busperson laid his hand on the near-empty wine bottle. Rory slapped his own palm over the offending paw, arresting the removal.


    "Hey, Marie, we got more vino with the sherbet?"


    "No, sir."


    "Then tell your buddy to leave this stuff. It's not butter-scotch, but it should go good with the ice cream."


    "Very well, sir. By the way, Mister Hudnut has asked me to mention that he has timed the start of the entertainment to coincide with your entree."


    "Great. Who's on tonight? Neighborhood amateurs?"


    "The opening set will be performed by Diana Krall and Audra Macdonald. They will be followed by the main act, Rosemary Clooney. A full orchestra under the direction of the Marsalis brothers will provide the music."


    "We're talking impersonators now, right?"


    "By no means, Mister Honeyman."


    "Holy cow!"


    "Merely our regular Friday night line-up, sir."


    Addie interrupted with a request. "Can I have chocolate ants on my sherbet?"


    "I — I'll check."


    Marie returned shortly with demitasse cup from which protruded a small silver spoon. "The chef made some shavings off a block of Swiss chocolate. I hope his substitution will pass muster."


    "You bet," said Addie. She removed the spoon from the cup and upended all the shavings on her sherbet. "Ice cream without chocolate is like frottage without a subway."


    Marie sniffed peevishly, pivoted on her heel and stalked off.


    Fifteen minutes later the veal dish made its entrance, flanked by two bottles of wine.


    "They're really trying to get us drunk now," said Rory. "Something must be rotten in Denmark."


    "Bet the chef burnt that pork roast."


    "Maybe Rosemary's got a sore throat."


    "Wynton bit his lip."


    "Hee hee hee hee!" Addie was giggling so hard she had dislodged a shoulder strap.


    "Ha ha ha ha!" Rory roared until his bulging, sloshing stomach hurt.


    They finished the veal and most of the wine. The candle flames had doubled in size in Rory's vision, acquiring a flickering aura around their hot cores. Suddenly the flames jumped in intensity while the rest of the room plunged into dusk.


    "Hey, what happened? This booze musta been cooked in a bathtub! I'm going blind!"


    "Shhh, the show's starting."


    "Oh. Hey, Addie, listen, I've got to ask you something important over coffee. Don't let me forget."


    "If you can't remember what makes you think I'll be able to?"


    " 'Cuz you're better'n me. Better in all ways. That's why."


    Diana and Audra took stage. Sprightly show tunes filled the air.


    The rest of the meal passed in a vinous haze. Rory vaguely realized he was eating superb food and chugging glass after glass of expensive wine. But the details had vanished, as if he were inhabiting a line drawing, or living on some more rarefied plane. At one point he felt inspired to quote part of one of the only poems he remembered, drilled into him in an Iowa schoolhouse: the Rubiyat.


    '"I offen wunner what the vent- vent-vintners buy, one half so precious as the stuff they sell.'"


    Addie responded in kind. "Could you 'n' I with fate conspire — " she began, then tapered off with an expression of fleeting sadness.


    Rosemary finished up her set just as Rory and Addie scooped the last spoon of fancy pudding out of their goblets and licked the last pastry filling off their fingers. The plump lounge songbird closed out with Ellington's "I'm Just a Lucky So-and-So."


    If you should ask me the amount


    In my bank account,


    I'd have to confess that I'm slippin'. . . .


    


    The lights came up, their table was cleared, coffee and liqueurs served, and polite conversation replaced applause throughout the room.


    Addie's languorously unfocused yet glowingly ardent eyes rested on Rory's face. He seemed to see his whole future therein.


    "You had something to ask me, honey Honeyman?"


    "Oh, right." Rory reached both hands across the table, knocking a coffee cup slightly so that its contents sloshed. He grasped both of Addie's hands and tried to compose his whirling thoughts.


    "I know I don't have much of a future right now, and I know you could probably do a lot better'n me, you're so gorgeous and special. But no one loves you like I do. And they never will. Whoever the bastard is! No one. And I think maybe you you love me the same way. In fact, I know it. So what I'm saying is — Atalanta Swinburne, let's get married and blow this crazy town."


    Addie's eyes opened wide in amazement, then squinched tightly shut. At the same time she jerked her hands involuntarily out of Rory's grip. Tears began to leak out from beneath her lashes. She started to hyperventilate, sucking in big excessive breaths.


    Rory panicked. "Hey, c'mon, what's the matter? Don't flip out, Addie. I'm sorry! Forget I ever said anything, okay? Addie, don't — C'mon, Addie, get a hold of yourself — "


    Addie was plainly struggling to resume control. Her chest heaved. She had clutched her napkin and was wringing it. She tried to talk, but only succeeded in making gulping noises.


    Alarmed, Rory got up from his seat and came around to her side of the table. "Calm down, girl! No big deal. We can leave things like they are for awhile. I know it's a big step. Maybe we could try a five-year engagement. That's a joke, you know. Yeah, a joke. The whole night was a joke. Just a bad joke, Addie."


    Addie managed to gasp out a few words. "No, don't say — Not a joke — Never a joke — You can't know — Too much — Everything's too much — "


    "Look, let's get out of here and go home." Rory helped Addie up and they headed for the exit, the object of massed stares.


    In the lobby Nerfball awaited them He appeared genuinely concerned. "Is everything okay, Rory? It wasn't the food, was it?"


    "No, no, Nerf, don't worry. The meal had nothing to do with this."


    "Well, I'm relieved to hear that. I'm sorry you're going to miss my little after-coffee surprise. We feature a post prandial Nasal Irrigation Menu. Various scented waters — rose, jasmine, hyacinth — plus individual discharge bowls. I think you would've enjoyed trying it."


    "Another time, Nerf. I've got to get Addie home."


    "Okay. See you at the Brewery party tomorrow."


    Rory did not reply, but hustled Addie outside, where the doorman already had a cab waiting.


    In the cab, at first Addie slouched in one corner, against the door and away from Rory. Blotchy from wine and crying, her anguished face tortured him. The lenses of her eyeglasses had misted over from the saline humidity of her tears. Rory didn't know what to do. He contemplated wordlessly hugging her. But she seemed unapproachable. He tried to image something else he could say. Nothing sounded relevant.


    Then he started to get a little angry. What kind of response was this to a sincere marriage proposal? Her reaction was downright insulting, come to think of it. Rory felt his anger rising. Youd think he was some codger propositioning a sixteen-year-old virgin. Wait a minute. His anger deflated. Could that be it? Addie did lag behind him by a couple of years. But that shouldn't matter. She had never mentioned the disparity before. Oh, Jesus! What good was all this guessing? Too confusing. Who knew why Addie — why any woman? — had reacted as she had?


    Just as Rory felt himself dropping into a bottomless pit of miserable self-pity, Addie threw herself on him and began kissing his face, causing their rearview-mirror-focused driver to grin.


    Now Rory was really confused. The kisses felt good, sure, but they clarified nothing. After a few seconds he gave up trying to rationalize the actions of this woman he loved and simply responded in kind.


    By the time the cab pulled up in front of Addie's, Rory was insensate from kisses and a surfeit of expensive wine. He tossed the driver a handful of spondulix.


    "Gee, thanks, Mack. Hope yer honeymoon's swell."


    Rory and Addie tumbled from the taxi. Leaning on each other, continuing to kiss, they stumbled upstairs to Addie's door. Fumbling with the housekeys, dropping the rattling ring twice, both of them kneeling to recover the keys in the darkened hallway, halting their groping of the carpet to kiss while kneeling and groping each other, finding the keys for the second time, pulling themselves up using the doorknob and each other while still sloppily smooching, leaning against the door while turning the handle, half-falling inward, Rory kicking the door shut, Addie stripping off her dress, Rory nearly strangling himself with his tie, both making themselves naked as fast as possible, grappling skin against skin, toppling backward onto the couch for a period of heavy petting, then Rory picking up Addie and carrying her to the bedroom, tripping a yard from the bed on a rucked-up throw-rug and launching Addie a few feet through the air and onto the mattress, converting his awkwardness into a leap that landed him beside her.


    Rory awoke at noon. Addie's sweet weight did not indent the mattress beside him.


    He tried calling her, but his voice emerged a croak: "Urghie." He cleared his throat. "Addie, are you in the bathroom? I gotta use it myself." Rory got reluctantly and unsteadily up. He made his way to the john. Addie had taped a shakily scrawled note to the mirror.


    


    Dearest, dearest Rory,


    Please forgive me. I've been living a lie all these months we've been in love. I never wanted to hurt you. But marriage is out of the question. Forgive me. Someday you'll understand. I promise.


    No matter what happens, I still love you with all my heart. Honest.


    Goodbye.


    Addie


    


    Rory sat down hard on the toilet. Luckily, the inner seat had not been left raised, but rested on the ceramic rim. Always leave the inner seat down when a woman lived in the same house. Simple courtesy. Meant you were always thinking of her comfort. Even when she was gone. Gone. Where, how far, and why? Forever? No more to hear her voice forever?


    He felt like Bluebeard's wife. He had ventured into a room he had been told never to enter, and now he must pay the price. Off with his head!


    What a Olympic-grade, gold-medal-winning fuckup he was! Everything he touched turned to shit. Hot tears coursed the thicket of his beard.


    Somehow he got dressed. Raansacking the closet for jeans and shirt, he noted the absence of a familiar suitcase otherwise seen every day. A quick inventory of Addie's clothes revealed big gaps. She could be halfway across the continent or the Atlantic by now, while he was wholly in hell.


    Robots and puppets clanked through the city streets, dimensionless, emotionless silhouettes of people and machines, all moving in obedience to clockwork impulses, all invisible when you looked at them edge-on with hardened eyes. Cruel and flinty as Addie's heart, the sidewalks slapped his aimless feet. He trod pavement until the weariness in his limbs matched the numbness of his soul.


    The Old Vault Brewery, late afternoon, Saturday. That much of a spatiotemporal fix was within his capabilities. Party. A party tonight. Party hearty. Have a ball. Live it up. Go for broke. You're a bachelor again, you're out there. Really out there.


    Rory mumbled something to convince the guards to let him past the fence. Once inside the Brewery itself, he encountered caterers and decorators busy with party preparations. They hailed him, but he headed single-mindedly toward Vat Number One, and through its partially open door.


    Earl Erlkonig sat on his curving couch, a pair of headphones clamping his skull. He was perusing a stack of reports through drugstore reading glasses. Sensing Rory at the door, he removed both 'phones and glasses.


    "New CD by the Millionaires, pre-release pressing. Number One next week on all the charts, or I'm not Charlotte and Wolfie's little boy. Makes reading this crap almost bearable. Can you believe that I'm the only one working this late on a Saturday? Even Sterling's got the day off. Is it fair, I ask you, moll? But who'll dance this mess around if not me?"


    "Addie left me."


    Erlkonig blinked three times fast. Making clucks of sympathy, he got up and ushered Rory to a seat.


    "There, there, moll, don't take it so hard. She had some stone-cold moves, that fox, but there's plenty of fish in the sea. You just gotta bait your hook with the right stuff, if you get my draft."


    "'Get my drift,'" Rory wearily corrected out of long habit. "You mean 'Get my drift.'"


    "Drift, draft, who the fuck cares! Grammar ain't gonna change the fact that you got royally screwed, moll. Here, what you need is a beer." Erlkonig opened the concealed fridge. "How about — no, not that one. Nope, nope — ah, here's the good stuff! Got your name on it."


    Erlkonig fussed with the beer for a minute with his back presented to Rory, then handed it over. Rory nearly inhaled the stuff. The brew bore the faint undertaste of the poisoned beverage he had consumed at the Little League game. But he didn't care. He didn't care about anything anymore.


    Really, what reason to go on living existed?


    "Hold on, moll, I have to check the setup for the festivities." Erlkonig vanished, leaving Rory in stasis. The albino returned after some unquantifiable time. "A lot of the Nuts are here already, man. I told everyone about your bad luck, and they wanna like commiserate with you."


    "Send them all in. I don't care who knows. I don't care about anything."


    "Not enough room in here for the whole herd. I'll pass one at a time through."


    Leather 'n' Studs entered as an inseparable unit, their fidelity to each other an unintentional mockery of Rory's plight.


    "She was a bitch, Honeyman," said Leather.


    "Yeah" agreed Studs. "You're much better off without her."


    "Maybe later on, when you're feeling better, you could use a pity fuck."


    "Let us know, okay?"


    Hilario Fumento cautiously entered next. "Uh, Rory, here's a good sentence that my editor made me chop out of my novel. It might help you put your problems in perspective. 'When we are traveling in, a distant state, the sight of a license plate from home always inspires a sharp but transitory melancholy.'"


    Ped Xing came third (or fourth). "KWATZ!" he bellowed, his Zen utterance racing around in the vat even after he had departed.


    Whitey Blacklaw followed on Xing's heels. "Man, you want me to pound that slut, just say the word."


    Suki Netsuke. "Sorry, Rory." She planted a chaste kiss on his brow, dropped a pornigami rose into his lap.


    Lastly, Beatbox. He carried a large cardboard carton. Cardinal Ratzinger trotted and frisked at his heels. "Look, man, this gonna cheer you right up." Beatbox set the carton down. Rory peered apathetically inside.


    Hello Kitty lay purring with four enormous three-colored, quarter-Kalahari-Anthill-Tiger kittens feeding greedily at her teats. Rory tried to feel happy. But the sight of the shut-eyed kittens only made him say, "Helpless. So helpless."


    Beatbox sighed and removed the carton. Erlkonig re-appeared. "Finish your beer, shell, and have another. The party's gonna start soon.'


    During the next hour or so Rory continued to sit in dull lassitude. A montage of sounds drifted — or drafted — into Vat Number One. Clanking dishes and pans. The road crew for the Millionaires distributing equipment. Eventually the band themselves could be heard arriving; soon they began to noodle around. They played a few snatches of Elvis Costello's "Love for Tender."


    


    Well, you won't take my love for tender,


    It's time to put your money where your mouth is ....


    


    Shortly afterwards, noisy guests began to bounce into the Brewery. Laughter and the clinking of glasses echoed from the high rafters and into Rory's ears like so much molten lead. His deep funk was blacker than Satan's underwear. His universe had contracted to a shell no bigger than his bowed shoulders. He felt like a counterfeit of himself.


    Erlkonig kept darting back into Vat Number One from time to time to check on Rory. Around ten PM Erlkonig fed his charge a third beer. Rory drank a fraction of it willingly, then let the bottle fall from his lax hand, spilling its contents across Erlkonig's expensive carpet.


    A little before midnight Erlkonig came in for the final time. He helped Rory to stand on wobbly legs.


    "Time for your act, moll. Your public awaits;"


    Act? What was Erlkonig talking about? The circus. Lis-penard must need him. Under the big top, the show must go on! Couldn't let Lispenard down. Where was the Baroness? Got to climb on and dive. Okay, Ma, I'm coming! Wait a minute, Mister Brundage, I won my medal fair and square! Tommie, John, right on, man! Power to the people! Hey, where is everyone? Don't leave me here alone.


    Leaning on Erlkonig, Rory left the Vat. The albino guide hurried him across the partygoer-crowded floor toward a door at the southwest corner of the building. After opening the door by keying a code into a pad, Erlkonig ushered Rory through.


    They stood inside the huge Brewery smokestack. The faintest remnant of smoky odor circa the Stearn Twins clung to the scrubbed walls. An elegant wrought-iron spiral staircase corkscrewed up the chamber's middle. Lamps in fancy Art-Deco sconces studded the walls for the entire height of the stack.


    Erlkonig brought Rory to the foot of the staircase. "Let's go, moll. Ten stories, and we gotta climb them all." Rory began the ascent.


    Halfway up, where the stack soared free of the buttressing Brewery, enormous girders had been retrofitted to brace and anchor the original bricks. Rory paused to stare dumbly at them. "What. . .?"


    "We're putting some enormous stresses on this old chimney tonight, shell. You'll see. Let's get going, though. Hup, hup!"


    Near the top Rory paused unexpectedly, causing Erlkonig to bump into him and ask, "What's the problem?"


    "Where are we going, Earl? I'm dizzy. .. ."


    "Don't worry, shell. The rest of your path extends nice and level after this. Just one foot in front of the other, that's all you'll have to manage. C'mon now, push that trap door open."


    Rory did as Erlkonig instructed and ascended headfirst into the poshly appointed penthouse which Erlkonig had pointed out to him weeks ago from their perch on the Brewery's roof.


    Joining Rory, Erlkonig ordered, "Okay now, out that door."


    "Another door?"


    "Don't sweat it, moll, this is your final door."


    The two men stepped outside. They stood on Erlkonig's famous pissing platform, a small railed balcony that seemed to float two hundred feet in the night sky. Far below Rory could make out a large crowd gathered in the lighted parking lot and street, tiny people all looking upward. A few dozen yards away the Hudson lay like an oiled snake. The skyline of Manhattan reared up like the crenellations of some far-stranger Oz.


    Erlkonig picked up a bullhorn. His amplified voice bellowed out. "SPECIAL EFFECTS, HY — HIT THE LIGHTS!"


    Twin mobile spots flared on, blinding Erlkonig and Rory.


    "NOT IN OUR FACES, YOU MORONS!"


    The ground crew adjusted the angle of the lights, and the radiant circles dropped to bisect the men on the balcony. As Rory recovered his dazzled vision, he noticed for the first time the polycarbon cable. Solidly guyed and anchored directly to the Brewery chimney at the level of Rory's chest, it stretched east, taut as a jonesing addict's nerves, slim as a giant's hair.


    Erlkonig detected Rory's interest and explained. "It stretches all the way to the Javits Center. The whole length weighs tons, natch, but we have NASA-grade helium-filled weather-balloons attached every few yards, helping support the mass. Otherwise this chimney would be yanked right off, even with the girders."


    Erlkonig's words were accompanied by a buzzing in Rory's ears. At first he thought the hum a figment of his diseased nerves. But then he saw that a single honeybee, apparently wakened by the noise and light, was circling around his head.


    Erlkonig saw the insect too. "Suckers built a hive up in the penthouse eaves. Haven't got around to knocking it down yet. Here, take this."


    With his free hand Erlkonig wrestled with a traditional red-and-white-striped balancing pole that had been standing in one corner of the balcony.


    Rory took the pole in two hands and hefted it. The fifty-pound weight awakened long dormant proprioceptive memories, as well as more conventional ones. Katie training him in her highwire act. His several credible performances before their breakup. Kerry's voice recounting her mother's death.


    "Nothing left here for you, moll. You spurned the money, and your girl spurned you. Your only chance now is to break on through to the other side. If you make it, you've got my blessings to tell the Feds anything you want."


    Rory thought about the choice Erlkonig had just outlined. The distance to cover: impossible. The ambient conditions: darkness, a brisk wind. His condition: drugged up, out of training, and broken-hearted. Despite everything, though, Erlkonig spoke the truth. There was nothing left for him here. And should he refuse, Erlkonig would probably just push him over the edge.


    Rory kicked off his shoes and stood in his socks.


    "Good, man, good. That's the spirit. The crowd loves a daredevil."


    Pole in his hands, Rory climbed a stepladder. Off the last step, he lifted his foot onto the wire. It thrummed like something alive beneath his soles, singing an old circus song, beckoning him on to his destiny: glory or death.


    He stepped entirely onto the cable, swaying slightly, old dusty neurons firing to keep him balanced. Katie would be proud of him. Kerry, too.


    Erlkonig addressed the spectators through his bullhorn, "AND NOW, AS ADVERTISED, TO MARK THE CONQUEST OF THE OUTER WORLD BY SPONDULIX, THEIR INVENTOR, RORY HONEYMAN, WILL SYMBOLICALLY AND PHYSICALLY TRAVERSE THE WATERY GAP BETWEEN HOBOKEN, THE WORLD'S NEW FINANCIAL CAPITAL, AND MANHATTAN, THE OLD."


    Rory took the first few tentative steps of his half-mile walk through the atmosphere, both spotlights following him, trained now on his back.


    "HALF A MILE OF THE THINNEST CABLE, FOLKS, WITH NOTHING BUT TEN STORIES OF OPEN AIR BENEATH HIM — YOW!"


    Rory knew somehow that the angry bee had stung Erlkonig. He almost laughed.


    Right up to the amazing halfway mark he thought he might make it, rivaling all Wallendas. A calf muscle had kinked, but he had paused and flexed the charleyhorse away. Nothing could halt him if that hadn't.


    But at the midpoint of his passage a racketing Channel Four news helicopter — Jessica, Peter, and an avid cameraman leaning out the cockpit — approached from Manhattan. As it swept closer it churned up crazy downdrafts — or downdrifts.


    Rory sensed confidence and balance slipping from him like sand through a net. He swayed left and right, overcom-pensating, trapped in deadly negative feedback loops. He lost his pole and the long baton flipped over and down into the hungry night beneath his feet.


    Then he lost the wire.


    The wind whistled past him, chill and curious. For a few seconds he fell formless and free, like a straw man. He swore he heard the roar of Olympic crowds in his ears. Then, without volition, not even thinking of saving himself, he entered into a classic full pike, the dive with which he had traditionally capped off each day's practice.


    Time collapsed, flattening now with then. He was living a day from his past, the last day he had felt completely certain about anything, the day when, full of a serene spiritual and moral strength, he had taken the silver in Mexico City.


    He pierced the water cleanly. Celestial judges flashed high scores. But despite his grace, the impact was still tremendous. The transition from air to water felt like passing through a mile-thick wall of freshly poured concrete instantaneously. He surely abandoned consciousness for a short time. When he came to and opened his eyes, everything was black. He didn't know which direction was up! He had not lost the water on this dive, he had lost the air! Was he still plummeting? He seemed to sense the musty, car-hulk-littered river bottom just ahead of his face.


    Unbroken black watery vacuum. Just give it up. So easy to breathe water, become sodden and sink like a human log to lie peacefully among all the other wrecks.


    A greenly luminescent face was staring at him. The face belonged to Jacky Ray, Pantechnicon contortionist. He still occupied the cramped bottle he had ridden over Niagara Falls. His expression conveyed solemn sympathy and camaraderie. Fellow suicide, he seemed to be saying, join us, join us.


    Other beings distracted Rory's attention from this pickled figure out of his past. Two shining nonhuman forms were fast approaching out of the blind depths. Bigger, bigger, glowing silver —


    Two horses. The Baroness. And Axel. No, not the originals, but their ghosts. Except that these spirits had undergone a post-death mutation into seahorses, with powerful scaled flukes in place of traditional hindquarters.


    Rory opened his mouth to call out to the heavenly marine steeds. River water filled his throat and he began to choke.


    The horses nipped Rory's shirt and pants between their big blunt teeth. He could feel the bubbles of their breath. They began to surge upward, through the murky waters.


    Rory's head broke the surface right next to a Coast Guard cruiser. Spluttering, he looked around for his savior steeds. But naught remained save dwindling silver blots far below his feet.


    A boat-hook snagged his collar and drew him forward. Hands reached down for him, gripped him under the armpits and hauled him aboard.


    Lying flat on his back, head cradled in a soft familiar lap, he knew he hadn't survived, but had died and passed straight to paradise.


    Addie was looking down at him, sobbing and stroking his forehead.


    "Oh, Rory, don't die, please don't die."


    A man's voice said, "That'll be enough coddling of the perp, Agent Swinburne."


    "Yes, Mister Caesar."


    Mister Caesar? Addie's boss?


    A case-hardened bulldog male face thrust itself into his line of sight. "Mister Honeyman, it is my duty to inform you that you're under arrest."


    Mister Caesar read him his rights while Rory threw up Hudson-flavored bile.
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    The mirror reflected a stranger.


    Rory stared at his face. No beard or mustache obscured it. His upper cheeks were sun-darkened, his lower face pale. He ran his hand speculatively along his jaw, as if to confirm by touch that the flesh really belonged to him. He hadn't seen this portion of his anatomy bare for thirty years. He couldn't stop feeling like a teenager. He expected his mother to call him down for breakfast any minute.


    Instead a nurse entered his private hospital room.


    "Mister Honeyman, the discharge papers are complete. You're free to go. Just remember to keep taking those antibiotics."


    "I will. Thank you."


    The nurse left. Rory tossed a few personal items into a vinyl shaving kit. He wore the clothes in which he had taken the Big Dive, except for replacement shoes which some charitable organization had donated to him, The shoes were battered penny-loafers, their penny slots empty.


    The authorities had confiscated Honeyman's Heroes and all its appurtenances. Had moved like gangbusters against him even while he was walking the wire. He had no idea what had happened to the contents oi his sealed apartment. Held as evidence in some warehouse, no doubt. As far ashi knew for sure, all he owned in the world fitted into this shaving kit.


    The prospect, rather than dismaying him, exhilarated him. Like starting a job way above your qualificationi, like trying a new dive, like falling in love.


    Rory paused at the outer doors of the hospital, then pushed on through.


    No other October had ever been this spectacular. An overnight shower had washed the streets of Hoboken clean. The air smelled like that at an Alpine campsite, country odors with an overlay of brewing coffee.


    A maple sapling planted in a sidewalk plot flamed with colored leaves. Addie stood beneath it. She carried a heavy leather valise — an accordion-sided affair — big as a carpetbagger's satchel.


    Rory walked over to her. She held out her hand tentatively.


    He took it and they began to stroll. Addie lugged her satchel uncomplainingly, after refusing Rory's automatic attempt to carry it for her.


    After a few blocks of silence, Addie said, "Earl took the whole rap for you, Rory. He fingered Sterling, but exonerated you completely. So we never needed your testimony at all. The government took your shop only because you had signed it over way back at the start to Hoboken S & L."


    Rory expected to feel his familiar anger blooming at the mention of Erlkonig and all the damage he had wrought. Surprisingly, his emotions remained on an even keel. Instead of a red haze he saw the splendid figures of the twin seahorses swimming through the black river.


    Still, he shouldn't look like too much of a pussycat.


    "So I guess I'm just supposed to forgive everyone now, and forget all the harm and many injustices I endured."


    "That's entirely up to you. I don't see where it's such a bad idea. The quality of mercy and all that. I admit Earl did act like a real bastard at the end. But basically I think he was just running scared. I've had many chances to talk with him since his arrest. He really does like and admire you."


    "He sure had a funny way of showing it."


    "Well, your own dismal attitude at the time just brought out the worst in him. He thought he was helping you get what you wanted — your own destruction."


    "He should have seen I was in no condition to make any radical decisions about my life. I was hurting too bad."


    "I know. I know, and I'm really, truly sorry, Rory. But I had no choice. I wasn't free to follow my own heart. Duty called."


    Rory withheld comment. After a few moment Addie resumed her account of the latest developments.


    "Anyway, Earl's going to be sentenced only on charges connected with running an unauthorized tightrope across the river. Public nuisance, property damage, obstructing air traffic, those kind of minor things.The matter of spondulix has been officially quashed, now that the mint is closed down and the plates melted. Of course Sponco is out of business, too. Although all the subsidiaries they spun off remain untouched behind a thicket of attorneys."


    "So all the Nuts still have their private businesses? Cat obedience school, restaurant, everything?"


    "Yup."


    Rory laughed. "After all those years when Earl bossed them around, he's in jail and they're on easy street. I guess I see some justice after all."


    "Oh, Earl won't be in jail for too long. Not that the Treasury Secretary is happy about that prospect. But we just couldn't find many relevant statutes to prosecute under. A whole squad of lawyers spent hundreds of man-hours trying to unearth something, but couldn't. There's just no legislation against what you guys were doing. And even if there had been, the publicity connected with a trial would have inspired copycat crimes. In that half of the populace that hadn't heard about spondulix already. No, my bosses didn't have much trouble deciding that the best policy was to ignore all the spondulix currently in circulation. Just so long as they're relatively confident that no more new ones are being made. They figure that without leaders the whole para-economy will fade away sooner or later."


    "So I'm completely free myself ? You're not here in some official capacity to escort me to Federal prison?"


    "Yes to the first question, no to the second."


    "So I can go back to running a sandwich shop in Hoboken?"


    "If you want to."


    "Well now, that depends."


    "On me?"


    "Yes."


    Addie smiled. "Suppose I told you that I don't work for the Secret Service anymore? Resignation tendered last week."


    "I might believe you, and say please continue."


    "And suppose I told you I was never acting when I fell in love with you, and that I still love you very much with all my heart and just want to spend my whole life with you trying to atone for ever lying about anything?"


    "I might say I love you, too."


    They stopped to kiss then, and strangers smiled.


    Resuming their walk, Rory said, "You wouldn't mind living on the proceeds of a little sandwich shop?"


    "Oh," said Addie, "I don't think it'll ever come to that."


    They were approaching a park bench now. Addie set her satchel down on the slats of the seat and cracked the satchel's purse-like top.


    Rory looked inside.


    The bag held enough high-denomination spondulix to choke a horse. Or two.
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