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About this book

This is my third novel, and aswith my first, Down and Out in the Magic
Kingdom and my second, Eastern Standard Tribe, | am releasing it for
free on the Internet the very same day that it ships to the stores. The
books are governed by Creative Commons licensesthat permit their un-
limited noncommercial redistribution, which meansthat youOrewelcome
to sharethem with anyone you think will want to seethem. In the words
of Woody Guthrie:

OThissong is Copyrighted in U.S., under Seal of Copyright #154085,
for a period of 28 years, and anybody caught singin it without our per-
mission, will be mighty good friends of ourn, causewe donQOtgive a dern.
Publish it. Write it. Sing it. Swing to it. Yodel it. We wrote it, thatOsall we
wanted to do.O

Why do | do this? There are three reasons:

Short Term

In the short term, IOmgenerating more salesof my printed books. Sure,
giving away ebooks displaces the occasional sale, when a downloader
reads the book and decides not to buy it. But itOsfar more common for a
reader to download the book, read some or all of it, and decide to buy
the print edition. Like | said in my essay,Ebooks Neither E Nor Books,
digital and print editions are intensely complimentary, so acquiring one
increasesyour need for the other. IOvegiven away more than half a mil-
lion digital copies of my award-winning first novel, Down and Out in
the Magic Kingdom, and that sucker has blown through five print
editions (yee-HAW!), so IOmnot worried that giving away books is hurt-
ing my sales.

Long Term

Some day, though, paper books will all but go away. WeOrealready
reading more words off of more screensevery day and fewer words off
of fewer pagesevery day. You donOmeed to be a sciencefiction writer to
see the writing on the wall (or screen, as the case may be).

Now, if youOvegot a poor imagination, you might think that weOll
enter that era with special purpose OebookreadersOthat simulate the ex-
perience of carrying around OrealCbooks, only digital. ThatOdike believ-
ing that your mobile phone will be the samething asthe phone attached



to your wall, exceptin your pocket. If you believe this sort of thing, you
have no business writing sf, and you probably shouldnOtbe reading it
either.

No, the business and social practice of ebooks will be way, way
weirder than that. In fact, | believe that itOsprobably too weird for us to
even imagine today, asthe idea of todayOgadio marketplace was incom-
prehensible to the Vaudeville artists who accusedthe radio station own-
ers of mass piracy for playing music on the air. Those people just could
not imagine a future in which audiences and playlists were statistically
sampled by a special Ocollection societyO created by a Congressional
anti-trust Oconsentdecree,Osaid society to hand out money collected
from radio stations (who collected from soap manufacturers and other
advertisers), to compensateartists. It was inconceivably weird, and yet it
made the artists who embracedit rich ashell. The artists who demanded
that radio just stop went broke, ended up driving taxis, and were forgot-
ten by history.

| know which example | intend to follow. Giving away books costsme
nothing, and actually makes me money. But most importantly, it delivers
the very best market-intelligence that | can get.

When you download my book, please:do weird and cool stuff with it.
Imagine new things that books are for, and do them. Use it in unlikely
and surprising ways. Then tell me about it. Email me with that precious
market-intelligence about what electronic text is for, so that | can be the
first writer to figure out what the next writerly businessmodel is. IOman
entrepreneur and | live and die by market intel.

Someother writers have decided that their readers are thieves and pir-
ates, and they devote countless hours to systematically alienating their
customers. These writers will go broke. Not meNI love you people.
Copy the hell out of this thing.

Medium Term

There may well be a time between the sunset of printed text and the
appearance of robust models for unfettered distribution of electronic
text, an interregnum during which the fortunes of novelists follow those
of poets and playwrights and other ink-stained scribblers whose indus-
tries have cratered beneath them.

When that happens, writerly income will come from incidental sources
such as paid speaking engagementsand commissioned articles. No, itOs
not OfairOthat novelists who are good speakerswill have a better deal



than novelists who arenOtbut neither was it fair that the era of radio
gave a boost to the career of artists who played well in the studios, nor
that the age of downloading is giving a boostto the careersof artists who
play well live. Technology giveth and technology taketh away. IOman sf
writer: itOs my job to love the future.

My chancesof landing speaking gigs, columns, paid assignments, and
the rest of it are all contingent on my public profile. The more people
there are that have read and enjoyed my work, the more of these gigs 10l
get. And giving away books increasesyour notoriety a whole lot more
than clutching them to your breast and damning the pirates.

Sothere you have it: IOmgiving these books away to sell more books,
to find out more about the market and to increasemy profile sothat | can
land speaking and columnist gigs. Not because IOmsome patchouli-
scented, fuzzy-headed, Oinformation wants to be freeQinfo-hippie. IOmat
it becausel want to fill my bathtub with money and rub my hands and
laugh and laugh and laugh.

Developing nations

A large chunk of OebookpiracyO (downloading unauthorized ebooks
from the net) is undertaken by people in the developing world, where
the per-capita GDP can be less than a dollar a day. These people donOt
represent any kind of commercial market for my books. No one in Bur-
undi is going to pay a monthOswages for a copy of this book. A Ukraini-
an film of this book isnOgoing to compete with box-office receipts in the
Ukraine for a Hollywood version, if one emerges.No one imports com-
mercial editions of my books into most developing nations, and if they
did. theyOd be priced out of the local market.

So |Oveapplied a new, and very cool kind of Creative Commons li-
censeto this book: the Creative Commons Developing Nations License.
What that meansis that if you live in a country thatOshot on the World
BankOdist of High-Income Countries, you get to do practically anything
you want with this book.

While residents of the rich world are limited to making noncommer-
cial copies of this book, residents of the developing world can do much
more. Want to make a commercial edition of this book? Be my guest. A
film? Sure thing. A translation into the local language? But of course.

The sole restriction is that you may not export your work with my
book beyond the developing world. Your Ukrainian film, Guyanese
print edition, or Ghanian translation can be freely exported within the



developing world, but canOte sent back to the rich world, where my
paying customers are.

ItOsan honor to have the opportunity to help people who are living un-
der circumstancesthat make mine seemlike the lap of luxury. IOmespe-
cially hopeful that this will, in some small way, help developing nations
bootstrap themselves into a better economic situation.

DRM

The worst technology idea since the electrified nipple-clamp is
ODigital Rights Management,Oa suite of voodoo products that are sup-
posed to control what you do with information after you lawfully ac-
quire it. When you buy a DVD abroad and canOwatch it at home be-
causeitOdrom the wrong Oregion,GhatO€DRM. When you buy a CD and
it wonOtrip on your computer, thatODRM. When you buy an iTune and
you canOt loan it to a friend, thatOs DRM.

DRM doesnOwork. Every file ever released with DRM locks on it is
currently available for free download on the Internet. You donOtneed
any special skills to break DRM these days: you just have to know how
to search Google for the name of the work youOre seeking.

No customer wants DRM. No one woke up this morning and said,
ODamn, | wish there was a way to do less with my books, movies and
music.O

DRM canOtontrol copying, but it can control competition. Apple can
threaten to sue Real for making Realmedia players for the iPod on the
grounds that Real had to break Apple DRM to accomplish this. The car-
tel that runs licensing for DVDs can block every new feature in DVDs in
order to preserve its cushy business model (why is it that all you can do
with aDVD you bought ten years ago is watch it, exactly what you could
do with it thenNwhen you can take a CD you bought a decade ago and
turn it into a ringtone, an MP3, karaoke, a mashup, or a file that you
send to a friend?).

DRM is used to silence and even jail researcherswho exposeits flaws,
thanks to laws like the US DMCA and EuropeOs EUCD.

In casethereOsany doubt: | hate DRM. There is no DRM on this book.
None of the books you get from this site have DRM on them. If you get a
DRMed ebook, | urge you to break the locks off it and convert it to
something sensible like a text file.



If you want to read more about DRM, hereOs talk | gave to Microsoft
on the subject and hereOs paper | wrote for the International Telecom-
munications Union about DRM and the developing world.



License

Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.0 License

THE WORK (AS DEFINED BELOW) IS PROVIDED UNDER THE
TERMS OF THIS CREATIVE COMMONS PUBLIC LICENSE (OCCPLO
OR OLICENSEO)THE WORK IS PROTECTED BY COPYRIGHT AND/
OR OTHER APPLICABLE LAW. ANY USE OF THE WORK OTHER
THAN AS AUTHORIZED UNDER THIS LICENSE OR COPYRIGHT
LAW IS PROHIBITED.

BY EXERCISING ANY RIGHTS TO THE WORK PROVIDED HERE,
YOU ACCEPT AND AGREE TO BEBOUND BY THE TERMS OF THIS
LICENSE. THE LICENSOR GRANTS YOU THE RIGHTS CONTAINED
HERE IN CONSIDERATION OF YOUR ACCEPTANCE OF SUCH
TERMS AND CONDITIONS.

1.

Definitions

1. OCollective WorkO means a work, such as a periodical issue, antho-
logy or encyclopedia, in which the Work in its entirety in unmodified
form, along with a number of other contributions, constituting separate
and independent works in themselves, are assembled into a collective
whole. A work that constitutes a Collective Work will not be considered
a Derivative Work (as defined below) for the purposes of this License.

2. ODerivative WorkO means a work basedupon the Work or upon the
Work and other pre-existing works, such as a translation, musical ar-
rangement, dramatization, fictionalization, motion picture version,
sound recording, art reproduction, abridgment, condensation, or any
other form in which the Work may be recast, transformed, or adapted,
except that a work that constitutes a Collective Work will not be con-
sidered a Derivative Work for the purpose of this License. For the avoid-
ance of doubt, where the Work is a musical composition or sound re-
cording, the synchronization of the Work in timed-relation with a mov-
ing image (OsynchingO)will be considered a Derivative Work for the
purpose of this License.

3. OLicensorOmeans the individual or entity that offers the Work un-
der the terms of this License.

4. OOriginal AuthorO means the individual or entity who created the
Work.

5. OWorkOmeans the copyrightable work of authorship offered under
the terms of this License.



6. OYouOmeans an individual or entity exercising rights under this Li-
censewho has not previously violated the terms of this License with re-
spect to the Work, or who has received express permission from the Li-
censor to exercise rights under this License despite a previous violation.

2.

Fair Use Rights. Nothing in this license s intended to reduce, limit, or
restrict any rights arising from fair use, first sale or other limitations on
the exclusive rights of the copyright owner under copyright law or other
applicable laws.

3.

License Grant. Subjectto the terms and conditions of this License, Li-
censor hereby grants You a worldwide, royalty-free, non-exclusive, per-
petual (for the duration of the applicable copyright) license to exercise
the rights in the Work as stated below:

1. to reproduce the Work, to incorporate the Work into one or more
Collective Works, and to reproduce the Work asincorporated in the Col-
lective Works;

2. to distribute copies or phonorecords of, display publicly, perform
publicly, and perform publicly by means of a digital audio transmission
the Work including as incorporated in Collective Works;

The above rights may be exercised in all media and formats whether
now known or hereafter devised. The above rights include the right to
make such modifications as are technically necessaryto exercise the
rights in other media and formats, but otherwise you have no rights to
make Derivative Works. All rights not expressly granted by Licensor are
hereby reserved, including but not limited to the rights setforth in Sec-
tions 4(d) and 4(e).

4.

Restrictions.The license granted in Section 3 above is expressly made
subject to and limited by the following restrictions:

1. You may distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly
digitally perform the Work only under the terms of this License,and You
must include a copy of, or the Uniform Resource Identifier for, this Li-
censewith every copy or phonorecord of the Work You distribute, pub-
licly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform. You may
not offer or impose any terms on the Work that alter or restrict the terms
of this License or the recipientsCexerciseof the rights granted hereunder.
You may not sublicense the Work. You must keep intact all notices that
refer to this License and to the disclaimer of warranties. You may not
distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally



perform the Work with any technological measuresthat control accessor
use of the Work in a manner inconsistent with the terms of this License
Agreement. The above applies to the Work asincorporated in a Collect-
ive Work, but this does not require the Collective Work apart from the
Work itself to be made subjectto the terms of this License.If You createa
Collective Work, upon notice from any Licensor You must, to the extent
practicable, remove from the Collective Work any reference to such Li-
censor or the Original Author, as requested.

2. You may not exerciseany of the rights granted to You in Section 3
above in any manner that is primarily intended for or directed toward
commercial advantage or private monetary compensation. The exchange
of the Work for other copyrighted works by means of digital file-sharing
or otherwise shall not be considered to be intended for or directed to-
ward commercial advantage or private monetary compensation,
provided there is no payment of any monetary compensation in connec-
tion with the exchange of copyrighted works.

3. If you distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly di-
gitally perform the Work, You must keep intact all copyright notices for
the Work and give the Original Author credit reasonableto the medium
or means You are utilizing by conveying the name (or pseudonym if ap-
plicable) of the Original Author if supplied; the title of the Work if sup-
plied; and to the extent reasonably practicable, the Uniform Resource
Identifier, if any, that Licensor specifiesto be associatedwith the Work,
unless such URI does not refer to the copyright notice or licensing in-
formation for the Work. Such credit may be implemented in any reason-
able manner; provided, however, that in the caseof a Collective Work, at
a minimum such credit will appear where any other comparable author-
ship credit appears and in a manner at least as prominent as such other
comparable authorship credit.

4.

For the avoidance of doubt, where the Work is a musical composition:

1. Performance Royalties Under Blanket Licenses. Licensor reserves
the exclusive right to collect, whether individually or via a performance
rights society (e.g. ASCAP, BMI, SESAC), royalties for the public per-
formance or public digital performance (e.g.webcast) of the Work if that
performance is primarily intended for or directed toward commercial
advantage or private monetary compensation.

2. Mechanical Rights and Statutory Royalties. Licensor reservesthe ex-
clusive right to collect, whether individually or via a music rights agency
or designated agent (e.g. Harry Fox Agency), royalties for any
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phonorecord You create from the Work (OcoverversionO)and distribute,
subject to the compulsory license created by 17 USC Section 115 of the
US Copyright Act (or the equivalent in other jurisdictions), if Your distri-
bution of such cover version is primarily intended for or directed toward
commercial advantage or private monetary compensation.

5.

Webcasting Rights and Statutory Royalties. For the avoidance of
doubt, where the Work is a sound recording, Licensor reservesthe ex-
clusive right to collect, whether individually or via a performance-rights
society (e.g. SoundExchange), royalties for the public digital perform-
ance (e.g.webcast) of the Work, subjectto the compulsory license created
by 17 USC Section 114 of the US Copyright Act (or the equivalent in oth-
er jurisdictions), if Your public digital performance is primarily intended
for or directed toward commercial advantage or private monetary
compensation.

5.

Representations, Warranties and Disclaimer

UNLESS OTHERWISE MUTUALLY AGREED BY THE PARTIES IN
WRITING, LICENSOR OFFERSTHE WORK AS-IS AND MAKES NO
REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES OF ANY KIND
CONCERNING THE WORK, EXPRESS,IMPLIED, STATUTORY OR
OTHERWISE, INCLUDING, WITHOUT LIMITATION, WARRANTIES
OF TITLE, MERCHANTIBILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR
PURPOSE ,NONINFRINGEMENT, OR THE ABSENCE OF LATENT OR
OTHER DEFECTS,ACCURACY, OR THE PRESENCEOF ABSENCE OF
ERRORS, WHETHER OR NOT DISCOVERABLE. SOME
JURISDICTIONS DO NOT ALLOW THE EXCLUSION OF IMPLIED
WARRANTIES, SO SUCH EXCLUSION MAY NOT APPLY TO YOU.

6.

Limitation on Liability. EXCEPT TO THE EXTENT REQUIRED BY
APPLICABLE LAW, IN NO EVENT WILL LICENSOR BE LIABLE TO
YOU ON ANY LEGAL THEORY FOR ANY SPECIAL, INCIDENTAL,
CONSEQUENTIAL, PUNITIVE OR EXEMPLARY DAMAGES ARISING
OUT OF THIS LICENSE OR THE USE OF THE WORK, EVEN IF
LICENSOR HAS BEEN ADVISED OF THE POSSIBILITY OF SUCH
DAMAGES.

7.

Termination

1. This License and the rights granted hereunder will terminate auto-
matically upon any breach by You of the terms of this License.
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Individuals or entities who have received Collective Works from You
under this License, however, will not have their licenses terminated
provided such individuals or entities remain in full compliance with
those licenses.Sections1, 2, 5, 6, 7, and 8 will survive any termination of
this License.

2. Subjectto the above terms and conditions, the license granted hereis
perpetual (for the duration of the applicable copyright in the Work). Not-
withstanding the above, Licensor reservesthe right to releasethe Work
under different license terms or to stop distributing the Work at any
time; provided, however that any such election will not serve to with-
draw this License (or any other licensethat has been,or is required to be,
granted under the terms of this License), and this License will continue
in full force and effect unless terminated as stated above.

8.

Miscellaneous

1. Eachtime You distribute or publicly digitally perform the Work or a
Collective Work, the Licensor offers to the recipient alicenseto the Work
on the same terms and conditions as the license granted to You under
this License.

2. 1f any provision of this Licenseis invalid or unenforceable under ap-
plicable law, it shall not affect the validity or enforceability of the re-
mainder of the terms of this License, and without further action by the
parties to this agreement, such provision shall be reformed to the minim-
um extent necessary to make such provision valid and enforceable.

3. No term or provision of this License shall be deemed waived and no
breach consented to unless such waiver or consent shall be in writing
and signed by the party to be charged with such waiver or consent.

4. This License constitutes the entire agreement between the parties
with respect to the Work licensed here. There are no understandings,
agreements or representations with respect to the Work not specified
here. Licensor shall not be bound by any additional provisions that may
appear in any communication from You. This License may not be modi-
fied without the mutual written agreement of the Licensor and You.

Creative Commons is not a party to this License, and makes no war-
ranty whatsoever in connection with the Work. Creative Commons will
not be liable to You or any party on any legal theory for any damages
whatsoever, including without limitation any general, special, incidental
or consequential damages arising in connection to this license. Notwith-
standing the foregoing two (2) sentences,if Creative Commons has
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expressly identified itself as the Licensor hereunder, it shall have all
rights and obligations of Licensor.

Except for the limited purpose of indicating to the public that the
Work is licensed under the CCPL, neither party will use the trademark
OCreativeCommonsQor any related trademark or logo of Creative Com-
mons without the prior written consentof Creative Commons. Any per-
mitted use will be in compliance with Creative CommonsGthen-current
trademark usageguidelines, asmay be published on its website or other-
wise made available upon request from time to time.

Creative Commons Developing Nations 2.0 License

THE WORK (AS DEFINED BELOW) IS PROVIDED UNDER THE
TERMS OF THIS CREATIVE COMMONS PUBLIC LICENSE (OCCPLO
OR OLICENSEO)THE WORK IS PROTECTED BY COPYRIGHT AND/
OR OTHER APPLICABLE LAW. ANY USE OF THE WORK OTHER
THAN AS AUTHORIZED UNDER THIS LICENSE OR COPYRIGHT
LAW IS PROHIBITED.

BY EXERCISING ANY RIGHTS TO THE WORK PROVIDED HERE,
YOU ACCEPT AND AGREE TO BEBOUND BY THE TERMS OF THIS
LICENSE. THE LICENSOR GRANTS YOU THE RIGHTS CONTAINED
HERE IN CONSIDERATION OF YOUR ACCEPTANCE OF SUCH
TERMS AND CONDITIONS.

1.

Definitions

1. OCollective WorkO means a work, such as a periodical issue, antho-
logy or encyclopedia, in which the Work in its entirety in unmodified
form, along with a number of other contributions, constituting separate
and independent works in themselves, are assembled into a collective
whole. A work that constitutes a Collective Work will not be considered
a Derivative Work (as defined below) for the purposes of this License.

2. ODerivative WorkO means a work basedupon the Work or upon the
Work and other pre-existing works, such as a translation, musical ar-
rangement, dramatization, fictionalization, motion picture version,
sound recording, art reproduction, abridgment, condensation, or any
other form in which the Work may be recast, transformed, or adapted,
except that a work that constitutes a Collective Work will not be con-
sidered a Derivative Work for the purpose of this License. For the avoid-
ance of doubt, where the Work is a musical composition or sound re-
cording, the synchronization of the Work in timed-relation with a
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moving image (OsynchingOWwill be considered a Derivative Work for the
purpose of this License.

3. ODeveloping NationO means any nation that is not classified as a
Ohigh-income enconomyO by the World Bank.

4. OLicensorOmeans the individual or entity that offers the Work un-
der the terms of this License.

5. OOriginal AuthorO means the individual or entity who created the
Work.

6. OWorkOmeans the copyrightable work of authorship offered under
the terms of this License.

7.0YouQmeans an individual or entity exercising rights under this Li-
censewho has not previously violated the terms of this License with re-
spect to the Work, or who has received express permission from the Li-
censor to exercise rights under this License despite a previous violation.

2.

Fair Use Rights. Nothing in this license s intended to reduce, limit, or
restrict any rights arising from fair use, first sale or other limitations on
the exclusive rights of the copyright owner under copyright law or other
applicable laws.

3.

License Grant. Subjectto the terms and conditions of this License, Li-
censor hereby grants You a worldwide, royalty-free, non-exclusive, per-
petual (for the duration of the applicable copyright or subjectto Section
7(a)) licenseto exercisethe rights in the Work, in any Developing Nation,
solely within the geographic territory of one or more Developing Na-
tions, as stated below:

1. to reproduce the Work, to incorporate the Work into one or more
Collective Works, and to reproduce the Work asincorporated in the Col-
lective Works;

2. to create and reproduce Derivative Works;

3. to distribute copies or phonorecords of, display publicly, perform
publicly, and perform publicly by means of a digital audio transmission
the Work including as incorporated in Collective Works;

4. to distribute copies or phonorecords of, display publicly, perform
publicly, and perform publicly by means of a digital audio transmission
Derivative Works;

5.

For the avoidance of doubt, where the work is a musical composition:

1. Performance Royalties Under Blanket Licenses.Licensor waives the
exclusive right to collect, whether individually or via a performance
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rights society, royalties for the public performance or public digital per-
formance (e.g. webcast) of the Work.

2. Mechanical Rights and Statutory Royalties. Licensor waives the ex-
clusive right to collect, whether individually or via a music rights agency
or designated agent, royalties for any phonorecord You create from the
Work (OcoverversionO)and distribute, subjectto any compulsory license
that may apply.

6.

Webcasting Rights and Statutory Royalties. For the avoidance of
doubt, where the Work is a sound recording, Licensor waives the exclus-
ive right to collect, whether individually or via a performance-rights so-
ciety, royalties for the public digital performance (e.g. webcast) of the
Work, subject to any compulsory license that may apply.

The above rights may be exercised in all media and formats whether
now known or hereafter devised. The above rights include the right to
make such modifications as are technically necessary to exercise the
rights in other media and formats. All rights not expressly granted by Li-
censor are hereby reserved, including but not limited to the rights and
restrictions described in Section 4.

4.

Restrictions. The license granted in Section 3 above is expressly made
subject to and limited by the following restrictions:

1. You may distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly
digitally perform the Work only under the terms of this License,and You
must include a copy of, or the Uniform Resource Identifier for, this Li-
censewith every copy or phonorecord of the Work You distribute, pub-
licly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally perform. You may
not offer or impose any terms on the Work that alter or restrict the terms
of this License or the recipientsCexerciseof the rights granted hereunder.
You may not sublicense the Work. You must keep intact all notices that
refer to this License and to the disclaimer of warranties. You may not
distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly digitally per-
form the Work with any technological measures that control accessor
use of the Work in a manner inconsistent with the terms of this License
Agreement. The above applies to the Work asincorporated in a Collect-
ive Work, but this does not require the Collective Work apart from the
Work itself to be made subjectto the terms of this License.If You createa
Collective Work, upon notice from any Licensor You must, to the extent
practicable, remove from the Collective Work any reference to such Li-
censor or the Original Author, asrequested. If You create a Derivative
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Work, upon notice from any Licensor You must, to the extent practic-
able, remove from the Derivative Work any referenceto such Licensor or
the Original Author, as requested.

2. If you distribute, publicly display, publicly perform, or publicly di-
gitally perform the Work or any Derivative Works or Collective Works,
You must keep intact all copyright notices for the Work and give the Ori-
ginal Author credit reasonableto the medium or means You are utilizing
by conveying the name (or pseudonym if applicable) of the Original
Author if supplied; the title of the Work if supplied; to the extent reason-
ably practicable, the Uniform Resource Identifier, if any, that Licensor
specifies to be associatedwith the Work, unless such URI does not refer
to the copyright notice or licensing information for the Work; and, in the
caseof a Derivative Work, a credit identifying the use of the Work in the
Derivative Work (e.g., OFrench translation of the Work by Original
Author,O or OScreenplaybased on original Work by Original AuthorO).
Such credit may be implemented in any reasonable manner; provided,
however, that in the caseof a Derivative Work or Collective Work, at a
minimum such credit will appear where any other comparable author-
ship credit appears and in a manner at least as prominent as such other
comparable authorship credit.

3. The Work and any Derivative Works and Collective Works may
only be exported to other Developing Nations, but may not be exported
to countries classified as Ohigh incomeO by the World Bank.

4. This License does not authorize making the Work, any Derivative
Works or any Collective Works publicly available on the Internet unless
reasonablemeasuresare undertaken to verify that the recipient is located
in a Developing Nation, such as by requiring recipients to provide name
and postal mailing address, or by limiting the distribution of the Work to
Internet IP addresses within a Developing Nation.

5.

Representations, Warranties and Disclaimer

UNLESS OTHERWISE MUTUALLY AGREED TO BY THE PARTIES
IN WRITING, LICENSOR OFFERSTHE WORK AS-ISAND MAKES NO
REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES OF ANY KIND
CONCERNING THE WORK, EXPRESS,IMPLIED, STATUTORY OR
OTHERWISE, INCLUDING, WITHOUT LIMITATION, WARRANTIES
OF TITLE, MERCHANTIBILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR
PURPOSE ,NONINFRINGEMENT, OR THE ABSENCE OF LATENT OR
OTHER DEFECTS,ACCURACY, OR THE PRESENCEOF ABSENCE OF
ERRORS, WHETHER OR NOT DISCOVERABLE. SOME
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JURISDICTIONS DO NOT ALLOW THE EXCLUSION OF IMPLIED
WARRANTIES, SO SUCH EXCLUSION MAY NOT APPLY TO YOU.

6.

Limitation on Liability. EXCEPT TO THE EXTENT REQUIRED BY
APPLICABLE LAW, IN NO EVENT WILL LICENSOR BE LIABLE TO
YOU ON ANY LEGAL THEORY FOR ANY SPECIAL, INCIDENTAL,
CONSEQUENTIAL, PUNITIVE OR EXEMPLARY DAMAGES ARISING
OUT OF THIS LICENSE OR THE USE OF THE WORK, EVEN IF
LICENSOR HAS BEEN ADVISED OF THE POSSIBILITY OF SUCH
DAMAGES.

7.

Termination

1. This License and the rights granted hereunder will terminate auto-
matically upon (i) any breach by You of the terms of this License or (ii) if
any Developing Nation in which the Work is used, exported or distrib-
uted ceasesat any time to qualify asa Developing Nation, in which case
this License will automatically terminate with respect to such country
five (5) years after the date of such re-classification; provided that You
will not be liable for copyright infringement unless and until You contin-
ue to exercisesuch rights after You have actual knowledge of the termin-
ation of this License for such country. Individuals or entities who have
received Derivative Works or Collective Works from You under this Li-
cense,however, will not have their licensesterminated provided such in-
dividuals or entities remain in full compliance with those licenses. Sec-
tions 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, and 8 will survive any termination of this License.

2. Subjectto the above terms and conditions, the license granted hereis
perpetual (for the duration of the applicable copyright in the Work). Not-
withstanding the above, Licensor reservesthe right to releasethe Work
under different license terms or to stop distributing the Work at any
time; provided, however that any such election will not serve to with-
draw this License (or any other licensethat has been,or is required to be,
granted under the terms of this License), and this License will continue
in full force and effect unless terminated as stated above.

8.

Miscellaneous

1. Eachtime You distribute or publicly digitally perform the Work or a
Collective Work, the Licensor offers to the recipient alicenseto the Work
on the same terms and conditions as the license granted to You under
this License.
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2. Eachtime You distribute or publicly digitally perform a Derivative
Work, Licensor offers to the recipient a license to the original Work on
the same terms and conditions as the license granted to You under this
License.

3. If any provision of this Licenseis invalid or unenforceable under ap-
plicable law, it shall not affect the validity or enforceability of the re-
mainder of the terms of this License, and without further action by the
parties to this agreement, such provision shall be reformed to the minim-
um extent necessary to make such provision valid and enforceable.

4. No term or provision of this License shall be deemed waived and no
breach consented to unless such waiver or consent shall be in writing
and signed by the party to be charged with such waiver or consent.

5. This License constitutes the entire agreement between the parties
with respect to the Work licensed here. There are no understandings,
agreements or representations with respect to the Work not specified
here. Licensor shall not be bound by any additional provisions that may
appear in any communication from You. This License may not be modi-
fied without the mutual written agreement of the Licensor and You.
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Dedication

For the family | was born into and the family | chose.| got lucky both
times.
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The Novel

Alan sanded the house on Wales Avenue. It took six months, and the
whole time it was the smell of the sawdust, ancient and sweet, and the
reek of chemical stripper and the damp smell of rusting steel wool.

Alan took possessionof the house on January 1, and paid for it in full
by means of an e-gold transfer. He had to do a fair bit of hand-holding
with the realtor to get her setup and running on e-gold, but he loved to
do that sort of thing, loved to sit at the elbow of a novitiate and guide her
through the clicks and taps and forms. He loved to break off for im-
promptu lectures on the underlying principles of the transaction, and so
he treated the poor realtor lady to a dozen addresseson the nature of in-
ternational currency markets, the value of precious metal asakind of fin-
ancial lingua franca to which any currency could be converted, the po-
etry of vault shelvesin a hundred banks around the world piled with the
heaviest of metals, glinting dully in the fluorescent tube lighting, tended
by gnomish bankers who spoke a hundred languages but communicated
with one another by means of this universal tongue of weights and
measures and purity.

The clerks whoOdtended AlanOsmany storesNthe used clothing store
in the Beaches,the used book-store in the Annex, the collectible tin-toy
store in Yorkville, the antique shop on Queen StreetNhad both benefited
from and had their patience tried by AlanOsdiscursive nature. Alan had
pretended never to notice the surreptitious rolling of eyesand twirling
fingers aimed templewise among his employees when he got himself
warmed up to a good oration, but in truth very little ever escapedhis at-
tention. His customers loved his little talks, loved the way he could wax
rhapsodic about the tortured prose in a Victorian potboiler, the nearly
erotic curve of a beat-up old table leg, the voluminous cuffs of an em-
broidered silk smoking jacket. The clerks who listened to AlanOdectures
went on to open their own stores all about town, and by and large, they
did very well.

HeOdput the word out when he bought the house on Wales Avenue to
all his protZgZs: Wooden bookcases! His cell-phone rang every day,
bringing news of another wooden bookcase found at this flea market,
that thrift store, this rummage sale or estate auction.

He had a man he used part-time, Tony, who ran a small man-with-van
service, and when the phone rang, heOdsend Tony over to his protZgZ0s
shop with his big panel van to pick up the caseand deliver it to the cellar
of the house on Wales Avenue, which was ramified by cold storages,
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root cellars, disused coal chutes and storm cellars. By the time Alan had
finished with his sanding, every nook and cranny of the cellar was
packed with wooden bookcases of every size and description and repair.

Alan worked through the long Toronto winter at his sanding. The
house had been gutted by the previous owners, whoOdhad big plans for
the building but had beentempted away by a job in Boston. TheyOdhad
to sell fast, and no amount of realtor magicNflowers on the dining-room
table, soup simmering on the stoveNcould charm away the essential
dagginess of the gutted house, the exposed timbers with sagging wires
and conduit, the runnels gouged in the floor by carelessdraggers of fur-
niture. Alan got it for a song, and was delighted by his fortune.

He was drunk on the wood, of course, and would have paid much
more had the realtor noticed this, but Alan had spent his whole life
drunk on trivial things from othersOlives that no one else noticed and
heOdleveloped the alcoholicOknack of disguising his intoxication. Alan
went to work as soon as the realtor staggered off, reeling with a New
YearO®ay hangover. He pulled his pickup truck onto the frozen lawn,
unlocked the Kryptonite bike lock he used to securethe camper bed, and
dragged out his big belt sander and his many boxes of sandpaper of all
grains and sizes, his heat strippers and his jugs of caustic chemical peel-
er. He still had his jumbled, messy place acrosstown in a nondescript
two-bedroom on the Danforth, would keep on paying the rent there until
his big sanding project was done and the house on Wales Avenue was fit
for habitation.

AlanOssanding project: First, finish gutting the house. Get rid of the
substandard wiring, the ancient, lead-leaching plumbing, the cracked tile
and water-warped crumbling plaster. He filled a half-dozen dumpsters,
working with Tony and TonyOshomie Nat, who was happy to help out
in exchangefor cashon the barrelhead, provided that he wasnOtrequired
to report for work on two consecutive days, since heOdheed one day to
recover from the heroic drinking heOdlo immediately after Alan laid the
cash across his palm.

Once the house was gutted to brick and timber and delirious wood,
the plumbers and the electricians came in and laid down their straight
shining ducts and pipes and conduit.

Alan tarped the floors and brought in the heavy sandblaster and
stripped the age and soot and gunge off of the brickwork throughout,
until it glowed red as a golemOs ass.

AlanOsfather, the mountain, had many golems that called him home.
They lived round the other side of his father and left Alan and his
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brothers alone, because even a golem has the sensenot to piss off a
mountain, especially one it lives in.

Then Alan tackled the timbers, reaching over his head with palm-
sanders and sandpaper of ever finer grains until the timbers were as
smooth as Adirondack chairs, his chestand arms and shoulders athrob
with the agony of two weeksOwork. Then it was the floorwork, but not
the floors themselves, which he was saving for last on the grounds that
they were low-hanging fruit.

This materialized a new lecture in his mind, one about the proper role
of low-hanging fruit, afavorite topic of MBAs whoOdpatronize his stores
and his person, giving him unsolicited advice on the care and feeding of
his shops basedon the kind of uselessbook-learning and jargon-slinging
that Fortune 100 companies apparently paid big bucks for. When an
MBA said Olow-hanging fruit,O he meant Oeasypickings,O something
that could and should be snatched with minimal effort. But real low-
hanging fruit ripens last, and should be therefore picked as late as pos-
sible. Further, picking the low-hanging fruit first meant that youOdhave
to carry your bushel basket higher and higher asthe day wore on, which
was plainly stupid. Low-hanging fruit was meant to be picked last. It
was one of the ways that he understood people, and one of the kinds of
people that heOdcome to understand. That was the game, after
allNunderstanding people.

Sothe floors would come last, after the molding, after the stairs, after
the railings and the paneling. The railings, in particular, were horrible
bastards to get clean, covered in ten or thirty coatsof enamel of varying
colors and toxicity. Alan spent days working with a wire brush and
pointed twists of steel wool and oozing stinging paint stripper, until the
grain was as spotless and unmarked as the day it came off the lathe.

Then he did the floors, using the big rotary sander first. It had been
years since heOdlast swung a sander aroundNit had been when he
opened the tin-toy shop in Yorkville and heOdrented one while he was
prepping the place. The technique came back to him quickly enough,
and he fell into a steady rhythm that soon had all the floors cool and dry
and soft with naked, exposed woody heartmeat. He swept the place out
and locked up and returned home.

The next day, he stopped at the Portuguese contractor-supply on Oss-
ington that he liked. They opened at five a.m., and the men behind the
counter were always happy to sketch out alternative solutions to his am-
ateur construction problems, they never mocked him for his incompet-
ence,and always threw in aten percent OcontractorOdiscountO for him
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that made him swell up with irrational pride that confused him. Why
should the son of a mountain need affirmation from runty Portugees
with pencil stubs behind their ears and scarred fingers? He picked up a
pair of foam-rubber knee pads and a ten-kilo box of lint-free shop rags
and another carton of disposable paper masks.

He drove to the house on Wales Avenue, parked on the lawn, which
was now starting to thaw and show deep muddy ruts from his tires. He
spent the next twelve hours crawling around on his knees,lugging atool
bucket filled with sandpaper and steel wool and putty and wood-cray-
ons and shop rags. He ran his fingertips over every inch of floor and
molding and paneling, feeling the talc softness of the sifted sawdust,
feeling for rough spots and gouges, smoothing them out with his tools.
He tried puttying over the gougesin the flooring that heOdseenthe day
he took possession,but the putty seemedlike a lie to him, less honest
than the gouged-out boards were, and so he scooped the putty out and
sanded the grooves until they were as smooth as the wood around them.

Next came the beeswax, sweet and shiny. It almost broke his heart to
apply it, becausethe soft, newly exposedwood was so deliciously tender
and sensuous. But he knew that wood left to its own would eventually
chip and splinter and yellow. So he rubbed wax until his elbows ached,
massagedthe wax into the wood, buffed it with shop rags so that the
house shone.

Twenty coats of urethane took forty daysNa day to coat and a day to
dry. More buffing and the house took on a high shine, a slippery slick-
ness. He nearly broke his neck on the slippery staircasetreads, and the
Portuguese helped him out with a bag of clear grit made from ground
walnut shells. He used a foam brush to put one more coat of urethane on
eachtread of the stairs, then sprinkled granulated walnut shells on while
it was still sticky. He committed a rare error in judgment and did the
stairs from the bottom up and trapped himself on the third floor, with its
attic ceilings and dormer windows, and felt like a goddamned idiot ashe
curled up to sleep on the cold, hard, slippery, smooth floor while he
waited for his stairs to dry. The urethane must be getting to his head.

The bookcasescame out of the cellar one by one. Alan wrestled them
onto the front porch with TonyOshelp and sanded them clean, then
turned them over to Tony for urethane and dooring.

The doors were UV-filtering glass, hinged at the top and surrounded
by felt on their inside lips sothat they closed softly. Eachone had a small
brass prop-rod on the left side that could brace it open. Tony had been
responsible for measuring eachbookcaseafter he retrieved it from AlanOs
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protZgZsGshops and for sending the measurements off to a glazier in
Mississauga.

The glazier was technically retired, but heOdbuilt every display case
that had ever satinside any of AlanOsshops and was happy to make use
of the small workshop that his daughter and son-in-law had installed in
his garage when they retired him to the burbs.

The bookcaseswent into the house, along each wall, according to a
system of numbers marked on their backs. Alan had used TonyOsmeas-
urements and some CAD software to come up with a permutation of
stacking and shouldering casesthat had them completely covering every
wallNexcept for the wall by the mantelpiece in the front parlor, the wall
over the countertop in the kitchen, and the wall beside the staircasesNto
the ceiling.

He and Tony didnOtspeak much. Tony was thinking about whatever
people who drive moving vans think about, and Alan was thinking
about the story he was building the house to write in.

May smelled great in Kensington Market. The fossilized dog shit had
melted and washed away in the April rains, and the smells were all
springy ones,loam and blossomsand spilled tetrapak fruit punch left be-
hind by the pan-ethnic street-hockey league that formed up spontan-
eously in front of his house. When the winds blew from the east, he
smelled the fish stalls on Spadina, salty and redolent of Chinese barbe-
cue spices.When it blew from the north, he smelled baking bread in the
kosher bakeries and sometimes a rare whiff of roasting garlic from the
pizzas in the steaming ovens at MassimoOsall the way up on College.
The western winds smelled of hospital incinerator, acrid and smoky.

His father, the mountain, had attuned Art to smells, since they were
the leading indicators of his moods, sulfurous belchesfrom deep in the
caverns when he was displeased, the cold non-smell of spring water
when he was thoughtful, the new-mown hay smell from his slopeswhen
he was happy. Understanding smells was something that you did, when
the mountain was your father.

Once the bookcaseswere seatedand screwed into the walls, out came
the books, thousands of them, tens of thousands of them.

Little kidsObooks with loose signatures, ancient first-edition hardcov-
ers, outsized novelty art books, mass-market paperbacks, reference
books asthick ascinderblocks. They were mostly used when heOdyotten
them, and that was what he loved most about them: They smelled like
other people and their pages contained hints of their lives: marginalia
and pawn tickets, bus transfers gone yellow with age and smears of
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long-ago meals. When he read them, he was in three places: his living
room, the authorsO heads, and the world of their previous owners.

They came off his shelves at home, from the ten-by-ten storage down
on the lakeshore, they came from friends and enemies whoOdborrowed
his books years before and whoOdOforgottenOto return them, but Alan
never forgot, he kept every book in a great and deep relational database
that had begun as a humble flatfile but which had beenimported into
successive generations of industrial-grade database software.

This, in turn, was but a pocket in the Ur-database, The Inventory in
which Alan had input the value, the cost, the salient features, the unique
identifiers, and the photographic record of every single thing he owned,
from the socksin his sock drawer to the pots in his cupboard. Maintain-
ing The Inventory was serious business, no less important now than it
had been when he had begun it in the course of securing insurance for
the bookshop.

Alan was an insurance manOsworst nightmare, a customer from hell
whoOdmessengerover five bankersCboxes of detailed, cross-referenced
Inventory at the slightest provocation.

The books filled the shelves,row on row, behind the dust-proof, light-
proof glassdoors. The books beganin the foyer and wrapped around the
living room, covered the wall behind the dining room in the kitchen,
filled the den and the master bedroom and the master bath, climbed the
short walls to the dormer ceilings on the third floor. They were organ-
ized by idiosyncratic subject categories,and alphabetical by author with-
in those categories.

AlanOsfather was a mountain, and his mother was a washing ma-
chineNhe kept a roof over their heads and she kept their clothes clean.
His brothers were: a dead man, a trio of nesting dolls, a fortune teller,
and an island. He only had two or three family portraits, but he treas-
ured them, even if outsiders who saw them often mistook them for land-
scapes. There was one where his family stood on his fatherOsslopes,
Mom out in the open for a rare exception, a long tail of extension cords
snaking away from her to the cave and the diesel generatorOshree-prong
outlet. He hung it over the mantel, using two hooks and a level to make
sure that it came out perfectly even.

Tony helped Alan install the shallow collectibles cases along the
houseOgwo-story stairwell, holding the level while Alan worked the
cordless powerdriver. AlanOsglazier had built the casesto AlanOsspecs,
and they stretched from the treads to the ceiling. Alan filled them with
Made-in-Occupied-Japan tin toys, felt tourist pennants from central
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Florida gator farms, a stone from Marie LaveauOdomb in the St. Louis |
Cemetery in New Orleans, tarnished brass Zippos, small framed comic-
book bodybuilding ads, carved Polynesian coconut monkeys, melamine
transistor radios, Bakelite snow globes, all the tchotchkes heOdaccumu-
lated over a lifetime of picking and hunting and digging.

They were gloriously scuffed and non-mint: heOdalways sold off the
sterile mint-in-package goods as quickly as he could, squirreling away
the items that were marked with OProperty of Freddy TerazzoOin shaky
ballpoint, the ones with tooth marks and frayed boxes taped shut with
brands of stickytape not offered for sale in fifty years.

The last thing to go in was the cellar. They knocked out any wall that
wasnOtoad-bearing, smeared concrete on every surface, and worked in a
loose mosaic of beach glass and beach china, smooth and white with
spidery blue illustrations pale asa dream. Three coats of urethane made
the surfaces gleam.

Then it was just a matter of stringing out the cables for the clip-on
halogens whose beams he took care to scatter off the ceilings to keep the
glare to a minimum. He moved in his horsehair sofa and armchairs, his
big old bed, his pots and pans and sideboard with its novelty decanters,
and his entertainment totem.

A man from Bell Canada came out and terminated the data line in his
basement, in a room that heOdoutfitted with an uninterruptible power
supply, a false floor, dry fire extinguishers and a pipe-break sensor. He
installed and configured the router, set up his modest rack and home
servers, fished three four-pair wires through to the living room, the den,
and the attic, where he attached them to unobtrusive wireless access
points and thence to weatherproofed omnidirectional antennae made
from copper tubing and PVC that heOdaffixed to the buildingOsexterior
on short masts, aimed out over Kensington Market, blanketing a whole
block with free Internet access.

He had an idea that the story he was going to write would require
some perambulatory cogitation, and he wanted to be able to take his
laptop anywhere in the market and sit down and write and hop online
and check out little factoids with a search engine so he wouldnOt get
hung up on stupid detalils.

The house on Wales Avenue was done. HeOdrepainted the exterior a
lovely robinOs-eggblue, fixed the front step, and planted a low-mainten-
ance combination of outsized rocks from the Canadian Shield and wild
grasseson the front lawn. On July first, Alan celebrated Canada Day by
crawling out of the attic window onto the roof and watching the
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fireworks and listening to the collective sighs of the people densely
packed around him in the Market, then he went back into the house and
walked from room to room, looking for something out of place, some
spot still rough and unsanded, and found none. The books and the col-
lections lined the walls, the fans whirred softly in the ceilings, the filters
beneath the open windows hummed asthey sucked the pollen and par-
ticulate out of the roomsNAlanOs retail experience had convinced him
long ago of the selling power of fresh air and street sounds, so he refused
to keep the windows closed, despite the fantastic volume of city dust
that blew in.

The house was perfect. The ergonomic marvel of a chair that UPS had
dropped off the previous day was tucked under the wooden sideboard
heOdset up as a desk in the second-floor den. His brand-new computer
sat centered on the desk, a top-of-the-line laptop with a wireless card
and a screen big enough to qualify as a home theater in some circles.

Tomorrow, heOd start the story.

Alan rang the next-door houseOsloorbell at eight a.m. He had a bag of
coffeesfrom the Greek diner. Five coffees,one for each bicycle locked to
the wooden railing on the sagging porch plus one for him.

He waited five minutes, then rang the bell again, holding it down,
listening for the sound of footsteps over the muffled jangling of the
buzzer. It took two minutes more, he estimated, but he didnOtmind. It
was a beautiful summer day, soft and moist and green, and he could
already smell the fish market over the mellow brown vapors of the
strong coffee.

A young woman in long johns and a baggy tartan T-shirt opened the
door. Shewas excitingly plump, round and alittle jiggly, the kind of wo-
man Alan had always gone for. Of course, she was all of twenty-two,
and so was certainly not an appropriate romantic interest for him, but
she was fun to look at as she ungummed her eyesand worked the sleep
out of her voice.

OYes?Ghe said through the locked screendoor. Her voice brooked no
nonsense,which Alan also liked. HeOdhire her in a second, if he were
still running a shop. He liked to hire sharp kids like her, get to know
them, try to winkle out their motives and emotions through observation.

OGoodmorning!O Alan said. OlOmi\lan, and | just moved in next door.
|Ove brought coffee!O He hefted his sack in her direction.

OGood morning, Alan,0 she said. OThanks and all, butNO
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OOh,no need to thank me! Justbeing neighborly. | brought fiveNone
for each of you and one for me.O

OWell, thatOs awfully nice of youNO

ONothing at all. Nice morning, huh? | saw a robin just there, on that
tree in the park, not an hour ago. Fantastic.O

OGreat.Gsheunlatched the screendoor and opened it, reaching for the
sack.

Alan stepped into the foyer and handed it to her. OThereOsream and
sugar in there,Ohe said. OLotsNdonOtknow how you folks take it, so |
just figured better sure than miserable, better to err on the side of cau-
tion. Wow, look at this, your place hasacompletely different layout from
mine. | think they were built at the same time, | mean, they look a lot
alike. 1 donOtreally know much about architecture, but they really do
seem the same, donOtthey, from the outside? But look at this! In my
place, IOvegot a long corridor before you get to the living room, but your
placeis all open. | wonder if it was built that way, or if someonedid that
later. Do you know?0

ONOo,O she said, hefting the sack.

OWell, 10lljust have a seatwhile you get your roommates up, all right?
Then we can all have a nice cup of coffee and a chat and get to know
each other.O

Shedithered for a moment, then stepped back toward the kitchen and
the stairwell. Alan nodded and took a little tour of the living room. There
was a very nice media totem, endless shelves of DVDs and videos, in-
cluding a good selection of Chinese kung-fu VCDs and black and white
comedies. There was a stack of guitar magazines on the battered coffee
table, and a cozy sofa with an afghan folded neatly on one arm. Good
kids, he could tell that just by looking at their possessions.

Not very security-conscious, though. She should have either kicked
him out or dragged him around the house while she got her roomies out
of bed. He thought about slipping some VCDs into his pocket and re-
turning them later, just to make the point, but decided it would be get-
ting off on the wrong foot.

Shereturned a moment later, wearing a fuzzy yellow robe whose belt
and seamswere gray with grime and wear. OTheyOreoming down,O she
said.

OTerrificlOAlan said, and planted himself on the sofa. OHow about
that coffee, hey?0

She shook her head, smiled a little, and retrieved a coffee for him.
OCream? Sugar?0
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ONope,OAlan said. OTheGreek makes it just the way | like it. Black
and strong and aromatic. Try some before you add anythingNitOs really
fantastic. One of the best things about the neighborhood, if you ask me.O

Another young woman, rail-thin with a shaved head, baggy jeans,and
a tight t-shirt that he could count her ribs through, shuffled into the liv-
ing room. Alan got to his feet and extended his hand. OHi there! 1IOm
Adam, your new neighbor! | brought coffees!O

Sheshook his hand, her long fingernails sharp on his palm. ONatalie,O
she said.

The other young woman passeda coffee to her. OHebrought coffees,O
she said. OTry it before you add anything to it.O Sheturned to Alan. Ol
thought you said your name was Alan?0

OAlan, Adam, Andy. DoesnOtmatter, | answer to any of them. My
mom had a hard time keeping our names straight.O

OFunny,O Natalie said, sipping at her coffee. OTwo sugars, three
creams,Oshe said, holding her hand out. The other woman silently
passed them to her.

Ol havenOt gotten your name yet,O Alan said.

ORight,O the other one said. OYou sure havenOt.O

A young man, all of seventeen,with straggly sideburns and a shock of
pink hair sticking straight up in the air, shuffled into the room, wearing
cutoffs and an unbuttoned guayabera.

OAdam,ONatalie said, Othisis Link, my kid brother. Link, this is Ar-
thurNhe brought coffees.O

OHey, thanks, Arthur,O Link said. He accepted his coffee and stood by
his sister, sipping reverently.

OSo that leaves one more,O Alan said. OAnd then we can get started.O

Link snorted. ONot likely. Krishna doesnOt get out of bed before noon.O

OKrishna?0 Alan said.

OMy boyfriend,O the nameless woman said. OHe was up late.O

OMorecoffee for the rest of us, | suppose,OAlan said. OLetOall sit and
get to know one another, then, shall we?0

They sat. Alan slurped down the rest of his coffee, then gestured at the
sack. The namelesswoman passedit to him and he got the last one, and
set to drinking.

OlOm\ndreas, your new next-door neighbor. IOvdust finished renovat-
ing, and | moved in last night. IOmreally looking forward to spending
time in the neighborhoodNI work from home, so IOllbe around a bunch.
Feel free to drop by if you need to borrow a cup of sugar or anything.O

OThatOs so nice of you,O Natalie said. OIOm sure weQll get along fine!O
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OThanks, Natalie. Are you a student?O

OYup,Oshe said. She fished in the voluminous pockets of her jeans,
tugging them lower on her knobby hips, and came up with a pack of ci-
garettes. She offered one to her brotherNwho took itNand one to Alan,
who declined, then lit up. OStudying fashion design at OCAD. IOmin my
last year, so itOs all practicum from now on.O

OFashion!How interesting,O Alan said. Olused to run a little vintage
clothes shop in the Beaches, called Tropictl.O

OOh, | loved that shop,Oshe said. OYouhad the best stuffl | used to
sneak out there on the streetcar after school.OYup. He didnOtremember
her, exactly, but her type, sure. Solo girls with hardcover sketch books
and vintage clothes home-tailored to a nice fit.

OWell, 10d be happy to introduce you to some of the people |
knowNthereOs a vintage shop that a friend of mine runs in Parkdale.
HeOs always looking for designers to help with rehab and repros.O

OThat would be so cool!O

ONow, Link, what do you study?0

Link pulled at his smoke, ashed in the fireplace grate. ONot much. |
didnOtget into Ryerson for electrical engineering, so I0mspending a year
as a bike courier, taking night classes, and reapplying for next year.O

OWell, thatOllkeep you out of trouble at least,OAlan said. He turned to
the nameless woman.

OSo,what do you do, Apu?0O she said to him, before he could say
anything.

OOh, 10m retired, Mimi,O he said.

OMimi?0 she said.

OWhy not? 1tOs as good a hame as any.O

OHer name isNO Link started to say, but she cut him off.

OMimi is as good a name as any. I0Om unemployed. KrishnaOsa
bartender.O

OAre you looking for work?O

She smirked. OSure. Whatcha got?0

OWhat can you do?0

OlOveot three-quarters of a degreein environmental studies, one year
of kinesiology, and a half-written one-actplay. Oh, and student debt un-
til the year 3000.0

OA play!O he said, slapping his thighs. OYoushould finish it. 10ma
writer, too, you know.O

Ol thought you had a clothing shop.O
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Oldid. And a bookshop, and a collectibles shop, and an antique shop.
Not all at the sametime, you understand. But now 1Omwriting. Going to
write a story, then | imagine 10llopen another shop. But IOmmore inter-
ested in you, Mimi, and your play. Why half-finished?0

Sheshrugged and combed her hair back with her fingers. Her hair was
brown and thick and curly, down to her shoulders. Alan adored curly
hair. HeOdhad a clerk at the comics shop with curly hair just like hers, an
earnest and bright young thing who drew her own comics in the back
room on her breaks, using the receiving table as a drawing board. SheOd
never made much of a go of it asan artist, but shedid end up publishing
a popular annual anthology of underground comics that had captured
the interest of the New Yorker the year before. Oljust ran out of inspira-
tion,O Mimi said, tugging at her hair.

OWell,there you are. Time to get inspired again. Stop by any time and
weOll talk about it, all right?O

OIf I get back to it, youOll be the first to know.O

OTremendous!Che said. Oljust know itOllibe fantastic. Now, who plays
the guitar?0

OKrishna,O Link said. Ol noodle a bit, but heOs really good.O

OHesure is,0Alan said. OHewas in fine form last night, about three
a.m.!O He chuckled pointedly.

There was an awkward silence. Alan slurped down his second coffee.
OWhoops!Ohe said. Ol believe | need to impose on you for the use of
your facilities?0

OWhat?O Natalie and Link said simultaneously.

OHewants the toilet,O Mimi said. OUp the stairs, second door on the
right. Jiggle the handle after you flush.O

The bathroom was crowded with too many towels and too many
toothbrushes. The sink was powdered with blusher and marked with
lipstick and mascararesidue. It made Alan feel at home. He liked young
people. Liked their energy, their resentment, and their enthusiasm.
DidnOtlike their guitar-playing at three a.m.; but heOdsort that out soon
enough.

He washed his hands and carefully rinsed the long curly hairs from
the bar before replacing it in its dish, then returned to the living room.

OAbel,0 Mimi said, Osorry if the guitar kept you up last night.O

ONo sweat,OAlan said. Oltmust be hard to find time to practice when
you work nights.O
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OExactly,ONatalie said. OExactlyright! Krishna always practices when
he comesback from work. He blows off some steam so he can get to bed.
We just all learned to sleep through it.O

OWell,0Alan said, Otobe honest, IOmhoping | wonOthave to learn to
do that. But | think that maybe | have a solution we can both live with.O

OWhatOs that?O Mimi said, jutting her chin forward.

OltOeasy,really. | canput up aresilient channel and a baffle along that
wall there, soundproofing. IOllpaint it over white and you wonOteven
notice the difference. ShouldnOttake me more than a week. Happy to do
it. Thick walls make good neighbors.O

OWe donOt really have any money to pay for renovations,O Mimi said.

Alan waved his hand. OWhosaid anything about money? | just want
to solve the problem. IOddo it on my side of the wall, but 1Ovejust fin-
ished renovating.O

Mimi shook her head. Ol donOt think the landlord would go for it.O

OYouworry too much,Ohe said. OGiveme your landlordOsnumber and
10l sort it out with him, all right?0

OAll right!O Link said. OThatOs terrific, Albert, really!O

OAIl right, Mimi? Natalie?0

Natalie nodded enthusiastically, her shaved head whipping up and
down on her thin neck precariously. Mimi glared at Natalie and Link.
OI0Il ask Krishna,O she said.

OAll right, then!OAlan said. OLetme measure up the wall and IOllIstart
shopping for supplies.OHe produced a matte black, egg-shaped digital
tape measure and started shining pinpoints of laser light on the wall,
clicking the eggO$uttons when he had the corners tight. The Portuguese
clerks at his favorite store had dissolved into hysterics when heOd
proudly shown them the $300 gadget, but they were consistently im-
pressed by the exacting CAD drawings of his projects that he generated
with its output. Natalie and Link stared in fascination ashe did his thing
with more showmanship than was technically necessary,though Mimi
made a point of rolling her eyes.

ODonOyo spending any money yet, cowboy,O she said. OlOvsstill got
to talk to Krishna, and youOve still got to talk with the landlord.O

He fished in the breast pocket of his jean jacket and found a stub of
pencil and a little steno pad, scribbled his cell phone number, and tore
off the sheet. He passedthe sheet, pad, and pencil to Mimi, who wrote
out the landlordOs number and passed it back to him.

OOkay!OAlan said. OThereyou go. ItOsbeen a real pleasure meeting
you folks. | know weOregoing to get along great. IOlicall your landlord
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right away and you call me once KrishnaOaup, and I0liseeyou tomorrow
at ten a.m. to start construction, God willinO and the crick donOt rise.O

Link stood and extended his hand. ONiceto meet you, Albert,O he said.
OReally. Thanks for the muds, too.ONatalie gave him a bony hug, and
Mimi gave him alimp handshake, and then he was out in the sunshine,
head full of designs and logistics and plans.

The sun set at nine p.m. in a long summertime blaze. Alan sat down
on the twig-chair on his front porch, pulled up the matching twig table,
and set down a wine glass and the bottle of Niagara Chardonnay heOd
brought up from the cellar. He poured out a glass and held it up to the
light, admiring the new blister heOdgotten on his pinky finger while
hauling two-by-fours and gyprock from his truck to his neighborsOfront
room. Kids rode by on bikes and punks rode by on skateboards. Couples
wandered through the park acrossthe street, their murmurous conversa-
tions clear on the whispering breeze that rattled the leaves.

He hadnOtgotten any writing done, but that was all right. He had
plenty of time, and once the soundwall was in, heOde able to get a good
nightOs sleep and really focus down on the story.

A Chinese girl and a white boy walked down the sidewalk, talking in-
tensely. They were all of six, and the boy had a Russian accent. The Mar-
ketOgdiversity always excited Alan. The boy looked a little like AlanOs
brother Doug (Dan, David, Dearborne) had looked when he was that
age.

Doug was the one heOdhelped murder. All the brothers had helped
with the murder, even Charlie (Clem, Carlos, Cory), the island, whoOd
opened a great fissure down his main fault line and closed it up over
DougOscorpse, ensuring that their parents would be none the wiser.
Doug was a stubborn son-of-a-bitch, though, and his corpse had
tunneled up over the next six years, built a raft from the bamboo and
vines that grew in proliferation on CarlosOsvest coast. He sailed the raft
through treacherous seasfor a year and a day, beachedit on their fath-
erOgentle slope, and presented himself to their mother. By that time, the
corpse had decayed and frayed and worn away, so that he was little
more than atorso and stumps, his tongue withered and stiff, but he pled
his caseto their mother, and she was so upset that her load overbalanced
and they had to restart her. Their father was so angry that he quaked and
caved in Billy (Bob, Brad, Benny)Osoom, crushing all his tools and all his
trophies.
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But a lot of time had gone by and the brothers werenOtkids anymore.
Alan was nineteen, ready to move to Toronto and start scouting for real
estate.Only Doug still looked like a little boy, albeit a stumpy and desic-
cated one. He hollered and stamped until his fingerbones rattled on the
floor and his tongue flew acrossthe room and cracked on the wall. When
his anger was spent, he crawled atop their mother and let her rock him
into a long, long slumber.

Alan had left his father and his family the next morning, carrying a
rucksack heavy with gold from under the mountain and walked down to
the town, taking the same trail heOdwalked every school day since he
was five. He waved to the people that drove past him on the highway as
he waited at the bus stop. He was the first son to leave home under his
own power, and heOdbeen full of butterflies, but he had a half-dozen
good books that heOdchecked out of the Kapuskasing branch library to
keep him occupied on the 14-hour journey, and before he knew it, the
bus was pulling off the Gardiner Expressway by the SkyDome and into
the midnight streetsof Toronto, where the buildings stretched to the sky,
where the blinking lights of the Yonge Streetsleaze-strip recededinto the
distance like a landing strip for a horny UFO.

His liquid cash was tight, so he spent that night in the Rex Hotel, in
the worst room in the house, right over the cymbal tree that the jazz-
drummer below hammered on until nearly two a.m.. The bed was small
and hard and smelled of bleach and must, the washbasin gurgled mys-
teriously and spat out moist sewage odors, and heOdead all his books,
so he satin the window and watched the drunks and the hipsters stagger
down Queen Street and inhaled the smoky air and before he knew it,
heOdnodded off in the chair with his heavy coat around him like a
blanket.

The Chinese girl abruptly thumped her fist into the Russian boyOsar.
He clutched his head and howled, tears streaming down his face, while
the Chinese girl ran off. Alan shook his head, got up off his chair, went
inside for a cold washcloth and an ice pack, and came back out.

The Russian boyOgace was screwed up and blotchy and streaked with
tears, and it made him look even more like Doug, whoOdalways been a
crybaby. Alan couldnOtunderstand him, but he took a guessand knelt at
his side and wiped the boyOdace, then put the ice pack in his little hand
and pressed it to the side of his little head.

OComeon,Ohe said, taking the boyO®ther hand. OWheredo your par-
ents live? 10l take you home.O
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Alan met Krishna the next morning at ten a.m., as Alan was running a
table saw on the neighborsGront lawn, sawing studs up to fit the second
wall. Krishna came out of the house in a dirty dressing gown, his short
hair matted with gel from the night before. He was tall and fit and mus-
cular, his brown calves flashing through the vent of his housecoat. He
was smoking a hand-rolled cigarette and clutching a can of Coke.

Alan shut down the saw and shifted his goggles up to his forehead.
OGoodmorning,O he said. OlOdtay on the porch if | were you, or maybe
put on some shoes. ThereOre lots of nails and splinters around.O

Krishna, about to step off the porch, stepped back. OYoumust be Alv-
in,O he said.

OYup,QAlan said, going up the stairs, sticking out his hand. OAnd you
must be Krishna. YouOre pretty good with a guitar, you know that?0

Krishna shook briefly, then snatched his hand back and rubbed at his
stubble. Ol know. YouOre pretty fucking loud with a table saw.O

Alan looked sheepish. OSorry about that. | wanted to get the heavy
work done before it got too hot. Hope IOmnot disturbing you too
muchNtodayOs the only sawing day. IOllbe hammering for the next day
or two, then itOsall wet workNthe loudest tool IOlIbe using is sandpaper.
WonOttake more than four days, tops, anyway, and weOllbe in good
shape.O

Krishna gave him a long, considering look. OWhat are you, anyway?0

OIOm a writerNfor now. Used to have a few shops.O

Krishna blew a plume of smoke off into the distance. OThatOsot what
| mean. What are you, Adam? Alan? Andrew? 10Ovemet people like you
before. ThereOs something not right about you.O

Alan didnOtknow what to say to that. This was bound to come up
someday.

OWhere are you from?0

OUp north. Near Kapuskasing,O he said. OA little town.O

Ol donOtbelieve you,0 Krishna said. OAre you an alien? A fairy?
What?0

Alan shook his head. OJust about what | seem, IOm afraid. Just a guy.O

OJust about, huh?0 he said.

OJust about.O

OThereQOa lot of wiggle room in just about, Arthur. [tOsa free country,
but just the same, | donOtthink | like you very much. Far as IOmcon-
cerned, you could get lost and never come back.O

OSorryyou feel that way, Krishna. | hope 10llgrow on you astime goes
by.O
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Olhope that you wonOthave the chanceto,OKrishna said, flicking the
dog end of his cigarette toward the sidewalk.

Alan didnOtlike or understand Krishna, but that was okay. He under-
stood the others just fine, more or less. Natalie had taken to helping him
out after her classes,mudding and taping the drywall, then sanding it
down, priming, and painting it. Her brother Link came home from work
sweaty and grimy with road dust, but he always grabbed a beer for
Natalie and Alan after his shower, and theyOdsit on the porch and
kibbitz.

Mimi was less hospitable. She sulked in her room while Alan worked
on the soundwall, coming downstairs only to fetch her breakfast and
coldly ignoring him then, despite his cheerful greetings. Alan had to
force himself not to stare after her as she walked into the kitchen, carry-
ing yesterdayOslishes down from her room; then out again, with a sand-
wich on a fresh plate. Her curly hair bounced as she stomped back and
forth, her soft, round buttocks flexing under her long-johns.

On the night that Alan and Natalie put the first coat of paint on the
wall, Mimi came down in a little baby-doll dress, thigh-high striped
tights, and chunky shoes, her face painted with swaths of glitter.

OYoulook wonderful, baby,ONatalie told her asshe emerged onto the
porch. OGoing out?O

OGoingto the club,Oshe said. ODJNone Of Your Fucking Businessis
spinning and KrishnaOs going to get me in for free.O

ODancemusic,OLink said disgustedly. Then, to Alan, OYouknow this
stuff? 1tOs not playing music, itOs playing records. Snore.O

OSoundsinteresting,O Alan said. ODoyou have any of it | could listen
to? A CD or some MP3s?0

OOh,thatOshot how you listen to this stuff,ONatalie said. OYouhave to
go to a club and dance.O

OReally?0 Alan said. ODo | have to take ecstasy, or is that optional?O

OltOsnandatory,O Mimi said, the first words sheOdspoken to him all
week. OGreatfistfuls of E, and then you have to consume two pounds of
candy necklaces at an after-hours orgy.O

ONotreally,O Natalie said, sotto voce. OButyou do have to dance. You
should go with, uh, Mimi, to the club. DJ None Of Your Fucking Busi-
ness is amazing.O

Ol donOt think Mimi wants company,O Alan said.
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OWhatmakes you say that?OMimi said, making a dare of it with hip-
shot body language. OGetchanged and weOligo together. YouOllhave to
pay to get in, though.O

Link and Natalie exchanged a raised eyebrow, but Alan was already
headed for his place, fumbling for his keys. He bounded up the stairs,
swiped a washcloth over his face,threw on a pair of old cargo pants and
afaded SteelPole Bathtub T-shirt heOdought from a head-shop one day
becausehe liked the wordsOincongruity, though heOdnever heard the
band, added a faded jean jacket and a pair of high-tech sneakers,
grabbed his phone, and bounded back down the stairs. He was con-
vinced that Mimi would be long gone by the time he got back out front,
but shewas still there, the stripes in her stockings glowing in the slanting
light.

ORetrochic,Oshe said, and laughed nastily. Natalie gave him athumbs
up and a smile that Alan uncharitably took for a simper, and felt guilty
about it immediately afterward. He returned the thumbs up and then
took off after Mimi, whoOdalready started down Augusta, headed for
Queen Street.

OWhatOs the cover charge?0 he said, once heOd caught up.

OTwenty bucks,Oshe said. OltOsan all-ages show, so they wonOtbe
selling a lot of booze, so thereOs a high cover.O

OHowOs the play coming?0

OFuck off about the play, okay?O she said, and spat on the sidewalk.

OAll right, then,Ohe said. OlOngoing to start writing my story tomor-
row,O he said.

OYour story, huh?0

OYup.O

OWhatOs that for?0

OWhat do you mean?O he asked playfully.

OWhy are you writing a story?O

OWell, | have to! IOvecompletely redone the house, built that sound-
wallNitOd be a shame not to write the story now.O

OYouOre writing a story about your house?0

ONo,in my house. | havenOtlecided what the storyOsabout yet. ThatOll
be job one tomorrow.O

OYoudid all that work to have a place to write? Man, | thought | was
into procrastination.O

He chuckled self-deprecatingly. Olguessyou could look at it that way.
| just wanted to have a nice, creative environment to work in. The storyOs
important to me, is all.O
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OWhatare you going to do with it once youOredone? There arenOta
whole lot of places that publish short stories these days, you know.O

OOh,| know it! IOdwrite a novel if | had the patience. But this isnOtfor
publicationNyet. [tOs going into a drawer to be published after | die.O

OWhat?0

OLike Emily Dickinson. Wrote thousands of poems, stuck Oemin a
drawer, dropped dead. Someoneelsepublished Oenmand she made it into
the canon. IOm going to do the same.O

OThatOs nutsNare you dying?0

ONope.But | donOtwant to put this off until | am. Could get hit by a
bus, you know.O

OYouOre a goddamned psycho. Krishna was right.O

OWhat does Krishna have against me?0

Ol think we both know what thatOs about,O she said.

ONo, really, what did | ever do to him?0O

Now they were on Queen Street, walking eastin the early evening
crowd, surrounded by summertime hipsters and wafting, appetizing
smells from the bistros and Jamaicanroti shops. She stopped abruptly
and grabbed his shoulders and gave him a hard shake.

OYouOre full of shit, Ad-man. | know it and you know it.O

Ol really donOt know what youOre talking about, honestly!O

OFine, letOsdo this.O She clamped her hand on his forearm and
dragged him down a side street and turned down an alley. She stepped
into a doorway and started unbuttoning her Alice-blue babydoll dress.
Alan looked away, embarrassed, glad of the dark hiding his blush.

Once the dress was unbuttoned to her waist, she reached around be-
hind her and unhooked her white underwire bra, which sagged forward
under the weight of her heavy breasts. Sheturned around, treating him
to a glimpse of the full curve of her breastunder her arm, and shrugged
the dress down around her waist.

Shehad two stubby, leathery wings growing out of the middle of her
back, just above the shoulder blades. They sat flush against her back, and
as Alan watched, they unfolded and flexed, flapped a few times, and
settled back into their position, nested among the soft roll of flesh that
descended from her neck.

Involuntarily, he peered forward, examining the wings, which were
covered in fine downy brown hairs, and their bases,roped with muscle
and surrounded by a mess of ugly scars.

OYouE sewedE these on?0 Alan said, aghast.
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Sheturned around, her eyesbright with tears. Her breastsswung free
of her unhooked bra. ONo, you fucking idiot. | sawed them off. Four
times a year. They just grow back. If | donOtcut them, they grow down to
my ankles.O

Mimi was curiously and incomprehensibly affectionate after she had
buttoned up her dress and resumed walking toward the strip of clubs
along Richmond Street. Sheput her hand on his forearm and murmured
funny commentary about the outlandishly attired club kids in their
plastic cowboy hats, Sailor Moon outfits, and plastic tuxedoes. She
plucked a cigarette from his lips, dragged on it, and put it back into his
mouth, still damp with her saliva, an act that sent a shiver down AlanOs
neck and made the hair on the backs of his hands stand up.

She seemedto think that the wings were self-explanatory and needed
no further discussion, and Alan was content to let them stay in his
mindOseye, bat-shaped, powerful, restless, surrounded by their grid-
work of angry scars.

Once they got to the club, ShastaDisaster, a renovated brick bank with
robotic halogen spots that swept the sidewalk out front with a throbbing
penis logomark, she let go of his arm and her body stiffened. She said
something in the doormanOsear, and he let her pass.When Alan tried to
follow her, the bouncer stopped him with a meaty hand on his chest.

OcCanl help you sir,Ohe said flatly. He was basically a block of fat and
muscle with a head on top, arms as thick as AlanOsthighs barely con-
tained in a silver button-down short-sleeve shirt that bound at his
armpits.

ODo | pay the cover to you?0O Alan asked, reaching for his wallet.

ONo, you donOt get to pay a cover. YouOre not coming in.O

OBut IOmwith her,O Alan said, gesturing in the direction Mimi had
gone. OIOm KrishnaOs and her neighbor.O

OShe didnOt mention it,O the bouncer said. He was smirking now.

OLook,OAlan said. OlhavenOtheen to a club in twenty years. Do you
guys still take bribes?0

The bouncer rolled his eyes. OSomemight. | donOt.Why donOtyou
head home, sir.O

OThatOs it, huh?0 Alan said. ONothing | can say or do?0

ODonOt be a smart guy,O the bouncer said.

OGoodnight, then,OAlan said, and turned on his heel. He walked back
up to Queen Street, which was ablaze with TV lights from the open stu-
dio out front of the CHUM-City building. Hordes of teenagersin tiny,
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outrageous outfits milled back and forth from the coffee shopsto the stu-
dio window, where some band heOdnever heard of was performing,

generally ambling southward to the clubs. Alan bought himself a coffee
with a sixteen-syllable latinate trade name (OMoch-a-latt-a-meraican-a-
spress-a-chino,Ohe liked to call them) at the Second Cup and hailed a
taxi.

He felt only the shortest moment of anger at Mimi, but it quickly
cooled and then warmed again, replaced by bemusement. Decrypting
the mystical deeds of young people had been his hobby and avocation
since he hired his first cranky-but-bright sixteen-year-old. Mimi had
played him, he knew that, deliberately sethim up to be humiliated. But
sheOdilso wanted a moment alone with him, an opportunity to confront
him with her wingsNwings that were taking on an air of the erotic now
in his imagination, much to his chagrin. He imagined that they were soft
and pliable aslips but with spongy cartilage beneath that gave way like
livid nipple flesh. The hair must be silky, soft, and slippery as a pubic
thatch oiled with sweat and juices. Dear oh dear, he was really getting
himself worked into a lather, imagining the wings drooping to the
ground, unfolding powerfully in his living room, encircling him, envel-
oping him as his lips enveloped the tendons on her neck, as her vagina
enveloped himE Whew!

The taxi drove right past his place and that gave Alan a much-needed
distraction, directing the cabbie through the maze of Kensington Mar-
ketOne-way streets back around to his front door. He tipped the cabbie
a couple of bucks over his customary ten percent and bummed a cigar-
ette off him, realizing that Mimi had asked him for a butt but never re-
turned the pack.

He puffed and shook his head and stared up the street at the distant
lights of College Street, then turned back to his porch.

OHello, Albert,O two voices said in unison, speaking from the shadows
on his porch.

OJesus,Be said, and hit the remote on his keyring that switched on the
porch light. It was his brother Edward, the eldest of the nesting dolls, the
bark of their trinity, coarse and tough and hollow. He was even fatter
than heOdeenasalittle boy, fat enough that his arms and legs appeared
vestigial and unjointed. He struggled, panting, to his tiny feetNfeet like
undersized exclamation points beneath the tapered Oh of his body. His
face, though doughy, had not gone to undefined softness. Rather, every
feature had acquired its own rolls of fat, rolls that warred with one
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another to define his appearanceNnose and cheekbonesand brow and
lips all grotesque and inflated and blubbery.

OEugene,O Alan said. OItOs been a very long time.O

Edward cocked his head. Olt has, indeed, big brother. 1Ovegot bad
news.O

OWhat?0

Edward leaned to the left, the top half of his body tipping over com-
pletely, splitting at his narrow leather belt, so that his trunk, neck, and
head hung upside down beside his short, cylindrical legs and tiny feet.

Inside of him was Frederick, the perennial middle child. Frederick
planted his palms on the dry, smooth edges of his older brotherOswaist
and levered himself up, stepping out of EdOdegs with the unconscious
easeof a lifetimeOspractice. OltOgood to seeyou, Andy,O he said. He was
pale and wore his habitual owlish expression of surprise at seeing the
world without looking through his older brotherOs eyes.

OltOsice to seeyou, too, Frederick,O Alan said. HeOdalways gotten
along with Frederick, always liked his ability to play peacemakerand to
lend a listening ear.

Frederick helped Edward upright, methodically circumnavigating his
huge belly, retucking his grimy white shirt. Then he hitched up his
sweatshirt over the hairy pale expanseof his own belly and tipped to one
side.

Alan had been expecting to see Gregory, the core, but instead, there
was nothing inside Frederick. The Gregory-shaped void was empty. Fre-
derick righted himself and hitched up his belt.

OWethink heOslead,OEdward said, his rubbery features distorted into
a Greek tragedy mask. OWethink that Doug killed him.OHe pinwheeled
his round arms and then clapped his hands to his face, sobbing. Freder-
ick put a hand on his arm. He, too, was crying.

Once upon a time, AlanOsmother gave birth to three sons in three
months. Birthing sons was hardly extraordinaryNbefore these three
came along, sheOdalready had four others. But the interval, well, that
was unusual.

As the eldest, Alan was the first to recognize the early signs of her
pregnancy. The laundry loads of diapers and play clothes he fed into her
belly unbalanced more often, and her spin cycle became almost lacka-
daisical, so the garments had to hang on the line for days before they
stiffened and dried completely. Alan liked to sit with his back against his
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motherOshard enamel side while sherocked and gurgled and churned. It
comforted him.

The details of her conception were always mysterious to Alan. HeOd
been walking down into town to attend day school for five years, and
heOdearned all about the birds and the bees,and he thought that maybe
his fatherNthe mountainNimpregnated his mother by means of some
strange pollen carried on the gusts of winds from his deep and gloomy
caves. There was a gnome, too, who made sure that the long hose that
led from AlanOsmotherOshack to the spring pool in his fatherODelly re-
mained clear and unfouled, and sometimes Alan wondered if the gnome
dove for his fatherOsseed and fed it up his motherOsintake. AlanOslife
was full of mysteries, and heOdong since learned to keep his mouth shut
about his home life when he was at school.

He attended all three births, along with the smaller kidsNBill and
Donald (Charlie, the island, was still small enough to float in the middle
of their fatherOsheart-pool)Nwaiting on tenterhooks for his motherOs
painful off-balance spin cycle to spend itself before reverently opening
the round glass door and removing the infant within.

Edward was fat, even for a baby. He looked like an elongated soccer
ball with a smaller ball on top. He cried healthily, though, and gave
hearty suck to their motherOsexhaust valve once Alan had cleaned the
soap suds and fabric softener residue from his little body. His father gus-
ted proud, warm, blustery winds over them and their little domestic
scene.

Alan noticed that little Edward, for all his girth, was very light, and
wondered if the baby was full of helium or some other airy substance.
Certainly he hardly appeared to be full of baby, since everything he ate
and drank passedthrough him in a matter of seconds,hardly digested at
all. Alan had to go into town twice to buy new twelve-pound boxes of
cleanwhite shop ragsto cleanup the slime trail the baby left behind him.
Drew, at three, seemedto take a perverse delight in the scummy water,
spreading it around the cave as much as possible. The grove in front of
the cave mouth was booby trapped with clothesline upon clothesline, all
hung with diapers and rags drying out in the early spring sunlight.

Thirty days later, Alan came home from school to find the younger
kids surrounding his mother as she rocked from side to side, actually
popping free of the grooves her small metal feet had worn in the cave
floor over the years.

Two babiesin thirty days! Such a thing was unheard of in their fath-
erOscave. Edward, normally a sweet-tempered baby, howled long
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screamsthat resonated through AlanOsmilk teeth and made his testicles
shrivel up into hard stones.Alan knew his mother liked to be left alone
when she was in labor, but he couldnOtjust stand there and watch her
shake and shiver.

He went to her and pressed his palms to her top, tried to soothe and
restrain her. Bill, the second eldest and still only four years old, followed
suit. EdwardOsscreams grew even louder, loud and hoarse and utterly
terrified, echoing off their fatherOswalls and back to them. Soon Alan
was sobbing, too, biting his lip to keep the sounds inside, and so were
the other children. Dillon wrinkled his brow and screamed a high-
pitched wail that could have cut glass.

AlanOsmother rocked harder, and her exhaust hose dislodged itself. A
high-pressure jet of cold, soapy water spurted from her back parts, paint-
ing the cave wall with suds. Edward crawled into the puddle it formed
and scooped small handsful of the liquid into his mouth between howils.

And then, it stopped. His mother stopped rocking, stopped shaking.
The stream trailed off into a trickle. Alan stopped crying, and soon the
smaller kids followed suit, even Edward. The echoescontinued for a mo-
ment, and then they, too, stopped. The silence was as startlingNand
nearly as unbearableNas the cacophony had been.

With a trembling hand, Alan opened his motherOsdoor and extracted
little Frederick. The baby was small and cyanotic blue. Alan tipped the
baby over and shook him gently, and the baby vomited up a fantastic
guantity of wash water, a prodigious stream that soaked the front of
AlanOsschool trousers and his worn brown loafers. Finally it ended, and
the baby let out a healthy yowl. Alan shifted the infant to one arm and
gingerly reconnected the exhaust hose and set the baby down alongside
of its end. The baby wouldnOt suck, though.

Across the cave, from his soggy seatin the puddle of waste water, Ed-
ward watched the new baby with curious eyes. He crawled acrossthe
floor and nuzzled his brother with his high forehead. Frederick
squirmed and fussed, and Edward shoved him to one side and sucked.
His little diaper dripped as the liquid passed directly through him.

Alan patiently picked dripping Edward up and put him over one
shoulder, and gave Frederick the tube to suck. Frederick gummed at the
hoseO®nd, then fussed some more, whimpering. Edward squirmed in
his arms, nearly plummeting to the hard stone floor.

OBilly,OAlan said to the solemn little boy, who nodded. OCanyou take
care of Edward for alittle while? | need to clean up.OBilly nodded again
and held out his pudgy arms. Alan grabbed some clean shop rags and
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briskly wiped Frederick down, then laid another acrossBillyOsshoulder
and set Edward down. The baby promptly setto snoring. Danny started
screaming again, with no provocation, and Alan took two swift stepsto
bridge the distance between them and smacked the child hard enough to
stun him silent.

Alan grabbed a mop and bucket and sloshed the puddles into the
drainage groove where his motherOswaste water usually ran, out the
cave mouth and into a stand of choking mountain-grass that fed greedily
and thrived riotous in the phosphates from the detergent.

Frederick did not eat for thirty days, and during that time he grew so
thin that he appeared to shrivel like a raisin, going hard and folded in
upon himself. Alan spent hours patiently spooning sudsy water into his
little pink mouth, but the baby wouldnOt swallow, just spat it out and
whimpered and fussed. Edward liked to twine around AlanOsfeet like a
cat as he joggled and spooned and fretted over Frederick. It was all Alan
could do not to go completely mad, but he held it together, though his
grades slipped.

His mother vibrated nervously, and his fatherOsvinds grew so unruly
that two of the golems came around to the caveto make their slow, peev-
ish complaints. Alan shoved a baby into eachof their arms and seriously
lost his shit upon them, screaming himself hoarse at them while hanging
more diapers, more rags, more clothes on the line, tossing his unfinished
homework in their faces.

But on the thirtieth day, his mother went into labor againNa labor so
frenzied that it dislodged a stalactite and sentit crashing and chundering
to the cave floor in a fractious shivering of flinders. Alan took a chip in
the neck and it opened up a small cut that nevertheless bled copiously
and ruined, ruined his favorite T-shirt, with Snoopy sitting atop his dog-
house in an aviatorOshelmet, firing an imaginary machine gun at the
cursed Red Baron.

That was nearly the final straw for Alan, but he held fast and waited
for the labor to pass and finally unlatched the door and extracted little
George, a peanut of a child, a lima-bean infant, curled and fetal and eer-
ily quiet. He set the little half-baby down by the exhaust hose, where
heOdput shriveled Frederick in a hopeless hope that the baby would
suck, would ingest, finally.

And ingest Frederick did. His dry and desiccatedjaw swung open like
a snakeOsunhinged and spread wide, and he swallowed little George,
ate him up in three convulsive swallows, the new baby making Freder-
ickOsbelly swell like a balloon. Alan swallowed panic, seized Frederick
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by the heels, and shook him upside down. OSpithim out,0 Alan cried,
OSpat him free!O

But Frederick kept his lips stubbornly together, and Alan tired of the
terrible businessand setthe boy with the newest brother within down on
a pile of hay heOdorought in to soak up some of EdwardOscontinuous
excretions. Alan put his hands over his face and sobbed, because heOd
failed his responsibilities as eldest of their family and there was no one
he could tell his woes to.

The sound of baby giggles stopped his crying. Edward had belly-
crawled to FrederickOsside and he was eating him, jaw unhinged and
gorge working. He was up to FrederickOdittle bottom, dehydrated to a
leathery baby-jerky, and then he was past, swallowing the arms and the
chin and the head, the giggling, smiling head, the laughing head that
had done nothing but whine and fuss since Alan had cleared it of its
volume of detergenty water, fresh from their motherOs belly.

And then Frederick was gone. Horrified, Alan rushed over and picked
up EdwardNnow asheavy as a cannonballNand pried his mouth open,
staring down his gullet, staring down into another mouth, FrederickOs
mouth, which gaped open, revealing a third mouth, GeorgeOsThe smal-
lest mouth twisted and opened, then shut. Edward squirmed furiously
and Alan nearly fumbled him. He set the baby down in the straw and
watched him crawl acrossto their mother, where he sucked hungrily.
Automatically, Alan gathered up an armload of rags and made ready to
wipe up the stream that Edward would soon be ejecting.

But no stream came. The baby fed and fed, and let out a deep burp in
three-part harmony, spat up a little, and drank some more. Somehow,
Frederick and George were in there feeding, too. Alan waited patiently
for Edward to finish feeding, then put him over his shoulder and joggled
him until he burped up, then bedded him down in his little rough-hewn
cribNthe crib that the golems had carved for Alan when he was
bornNcleaned the cave, and cried again, leaned up against their mother.

Frederick huddled in on himself, half behind Edward on the porch, ha-
bitually phobic of open spaces.Alan took his hand and then embraced
him. He smelled of EdwardOs clammy guts and of sweat.

OAre you two hungry?0 Alan asked.

Edward grimaced. OOf course weOrehungry, but without George
thereOs nothing we can do about it, is there?0

Alan shook his head. OHow long has he been gone?0

OThree weeks,O Edward whispered. OIOm so hungry, Alan.O
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OHow did it happen?0

Frederick wobbled on his feet, then leaned heavily on Edward. Olneed
to sit down,O he said.

Alan fumbled for his keys and let them into the house, where they
settled into the corners of his old overstuffed horsehide sofa. He dialed
up the wall sconcesto a dim, homey lighting, solicitous of FrederickOs
sensitive eyes. He took an Apollo 8 Jim Beam decanter full of stunning
Irish whiskey off the sideboard and poured himself a finger of it, not of-
fering any to his brothers.

ONow, how did it happen?0

OHewanted to speak to Dad,OFrederick said. OHeclimbed out of me
and wandered down through the tunnels into the spring pool. The gob-
lin told us that he took off his clothes and waded in and started whisper-
ing.O Like most of the boys, George had believed that their father was
most aware in his very middle, where he could direct the echoesof the
waterOgippling, shapethem into words and phrasesin the hollow of the
great cavern.

OSo the goblin saw it happen?0

ONo,OFrederick said, and Edward began to cry again. ONo. George
asked him for some privacy, and so he went a little way up the tunnel.
He waited and waited, but George didnOtcome back. He called out, but
George didnOtanswer. When he went to look for him, he was gone. His
clothes were gone. All that he could find was this.OHe scrabbled to fit
his chubby hand into his jacketOgocket, then fished out a little black
pebble. Alan took it and saw that it wasnOta pebble, it was a rotted-out
and dried-up fingertip, pierced with unbent paperclip wire.

OltOs DaveOs, isnOt it?0 Edward said.

Olthink so,0Alan said. Dave used to spend hours wiring his dropped-
off parts back onto his body, gluing his teeth back into his head. OJesus.O

OWeOrgoing to die, arenOwve?OFrederick said. OWeOrgoing to starve
to death.O

Edward held his pudgy hands one on top of the other in his lap and
began to rock back and forth. OWeOll be okay,O he lied.

ODid anyone see Dave?0 Alan asked.

ONo,CFrederick said. OWeasked the golems, we asked Dad, we asked
the goblin, but no one saw him. No oneOs seen him for years.O

Alan thought for a moment about how to ask his next question. ODid
you look in the pool? On the bottom?0O

OHeOsot there!O Edward said. OWe looked there. We looked all
around Dad. We looked in town. Alan, theyOre both gone.O
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Alan felt a searof acid jet up esophagus.OldonOknow what to do,Ohe
said. Ol donOtknow where to look. Frederick, canOtyou, | donOtknow,
stuff yourself with something? So you can eat?O

OWetried,O Edward said. OWetried rags and sawdust and clay and
bread and they didnOtwork. | thought that maybe we could get a child
and put him inside, maybe, but God, Albert, | donOtwant to do that, itOs
the kind of thing Dan would do.O

Alan stared at the softly glowing wood floors, reflecting highlights
from the soft lighting. He rubbed his stocking toes over the waxy finish
and felt its shine. ODonOdlo that, okay?Ohe said. OIOMhink of something.
Let me sleep on it. Do you want to sleep here? | can make up the sofa.O

OThanks, big brother,O Edward said. OThanks.O

Alan walked past his study, past the tableau of laptop and desk and
chair, felt the pull of the story, and kept going, pulling his housecoat
tighter around himself. The summer morning was already hotting up,
and the air in the house had a sticky, dewy feel.

He found Edward sitting on the sofa, with the sheetsand pillowcases
folded neatly next to him.

Olsetout a couple of towels for you in the second-floor bathroom and
found an extra toothbrush,O Alan said. OIf you want them.O

OThanks,CEdward said, echoing in his empty chest. The thick rolls of
his face were contorted into a caricature of sorrow.

OWhereOs Frederick?0 Alan asked.

OGone!CEdward said, and broke into spasms of sobblng OHeOgone
heOs gone heOs gone, | woke up and he was gone.O

Alan shifted the folded linens to the floor and sat next to Edward.
OWhat happened?O

OYouknow what happened, Alan,0 Edward said. OYouknow as well
as| do! Dave took him in the night. He followed us here and he camein
the night and stole him away.O

OYou donOtknow that,O Alan said, softly stroking EdwardOsgreasy
fringe of hair. OHe could have wandered out for a walk or something.O

OOfcourse | know it'tOEdward yelled, his voice booming in the hollow
of his great chest. OLook!CHe handed Alan a small, desiccatedlump, like
a black bean pierced with a paperclip wire.

OYou showed me this yesterdayNO Alan said.

OltO$rom a different finger!O Edward said, and he buried his face in
AlanOs shoulder, sobbing uncontrollably.

OHave you looked for him?0 Alan asked.
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OlOve been waiting for you to get up. | donOt want to go out alone.O

OWeOlobok together,OAlan said. He got a pair of shorts and a T-shirt,
shoved his feet into Birkenstocks, and led Edward out the door.

The previous nightOshumidity had thickened to a gray cloudy soup,
swift thunderheads coming in from all sides. The foot traffic was re-
duced to sparse, fast-moving umbrellas, people rushing for shelter be-
fore the deluge. Ozone crackled in the air and thunder roiled seemingly
up from the ground, deep and sickening.

They started with a circuit of the house, looking for footprints, body
parts. He found a shred of torn gray thrift-store shirt, caught on a rose
bramble near the front of his walk. It smelled of the homey warmth of
EdwardOsinnards, and had a few of FrederickOsshort, curly hairs stuck
to it. Alan showed it to Edward, then folded it into the change pocket of
his wallet.

They walked the length of the sidewalk, crossed Wales, and began to
slowly cross the little park. Edward circumnavigated the little cement
wading pool, tracing the political runes left behind by the MarketOs
cheerful anarchist taggers, painfully bent almost double at his enormous
waist.

OWhat are we looking for, Alan?0O

OFootprints. Finger bones. Clues.O

Edward puffed back to the bench and sat down, tears streaming down
his face. OIOm so hungry,O he said.

Alan, crawling around the torn sod left when someone had dragged
one of the picnic tables, contained his frustration. Olfwe can find Daniel,
we can get Frederick and George back, okay?O

OAIl right,0 Edward snuffled.

The next time Alan looked up, Edward had taken off his scuffed shoes
and grimy-gray socks,rolled up the cuffs of his tent-sized pants, and was
wading through the little pool, piggy eyes cast downward.

OGood idea,O Alan called, and turned to the sandbox.

A moment later, there was a booming yelp, almost lost in the roll of
thunder, and when Alan turned about, Edward was gone.

Alan kicked off his Birks and splashed up to the hems of his shorts in
the wading pool. In the poolOscenter, the round fountainhead was a
twisted wreck, the concretecrumbled and the dry steeland brassfixtures
contorted and ruptured. They had long streaks of abraded skin, torn
shirt, and blood on them, leading down into the guts of the fountain.

Cautiously, Alan leaned over, looking well down the dark tunnel that
had been scraped out of the concrete centerpiece. The thin gray light
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showed him the rough walls, chipped out with some kind of sharp tool.
OEdward?0 he called. His voice did not echo or bounce back to him.

Tentatively, he reacheddown the tunnel, bending at the waist over the
rough lip of the former fountain. Deep he reached and reached and
reached, and as his fingertips hit loose dirt, he leaned farther in and
groped blindly, digging his hands into the plug of soil that had been
shoveled into the tunnelOsbend a few feet below the surface. He
straightened up and climbed in, sinking to the waist, and tried to kick
the dirt out of the way, but it wouldnOtgiveNthe tunnel had cavedin be-
hind the plug of earth.

He clambered out, feeling the first fat drops of rain on his bare fore-
arms and the crown of his head. A shovel. There was one in the little
coach house in the back of his place, behind the collapsed boxesand the
bicycle pump. As he ran acrossthe street, he saw Krishna, sitting on his
porch, watching him with a hint of a smile.

OLostanother one, huh?Ohe said. He looked as if heOdeen awake all
night, now hovering on the brink of sleepinessand wiredness. A roll of
thunder crashed and a sheet of rain hurtled out of the sky.

Alan never thought of himself as a violent person. Even when heOd
had to throw the occasional troublemaker out of his shops, heOdlone so
with an almost cordial force. Now, though, he trembled and yearned to
take Krishna by the throat and ram his head, face first, into the column
that held up his front porch, again and again, until his fingers were slick
with the blood from KrishnaOs shattered nose.

Alan hurried past him, his shoulders and fists clenched. Krishna
chuckled nastily and Alan thought he knew who got the job of sawing
off MimiOs wings when they grew too long, and thought, too, that
Krishna must relish the task.

OWhere you going?0O Krishna called.

Alan fumbled with his keyring, desperateto getin and get the keys to
the coachhouse and to fetch the shovel before the new tunnels under the
park collapsed.

OYouOréoo late, you know,O Krishna continued. OYoumight as well
give up. Too late, too late!O

Alan whirled and shrieked, a wordless, contorted war cry, a sound
from his bestial guts. As his eyes swam back into focus, he saw Mimi
standing beside Krishna, barefoot in a faded housecoat. Her eyes were
very wide, and as she turned away from him, he saw that her stubby
wings were splayed aswide astheyOdgo, forming atent in her robe that
pulled it up above her knees. Alan bit down and clamped his lips
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together and found his keys. He tracked mud over the polished floors
and the ancient, threadbare Persianrugs as he ran to the kitchen, snatch-
ing the coach-house keys from their hook over the sink.

He ran back acrossthe street to the little park, clutching his shovel. He
jammed his head into the centerpieceand tried to seewhich way the tun-
nel had curved off when it turned, but it was too dark, the dirt too loose.
He pulled himself out and took the shovel in his hands like a spear and
stabbed it into the concrete bed of the wading pool, listening for a hol-
lowness in the returning sound like a man thudding for a stud under
drywall.

The white noise of the rain was too high, the rolling thunder too
steady. His chest heaved and his tears mingled with the rain streaking
down his face as he stabbed, again and again, at the poolOsbottom. His
mind was scrambled and saturated, his vision clouded with the humid
mist rising off his exertion-heated chest and the raindrops caught in his
eyelashes.

He splashed out of the wading pool and took the shovel to the sod of
the parkOdawn, picking an arbitrary spot and digging inefficiently and
hysterically, the bent shovel tip twisting with each stroke.

Suddenly strong hands were on his shoulders, another set prizing the
shovel from his hands. He looked up and blinked his eyesclear, looking
into the face of two young Asian police officers. They were bulky from
the Kevlar veststhey wore under their rain slickers, with kind and exas-
perated expressions on their faces.

OSir,O the one holding the shovel said, Owhat are you doing?O

Alan breathed himself into a semblance of composure. OIE Ohe star-
ted, then trailed off. Krishna was watching from his porch, grinning fero-
ciously, holding a cordless phone.

The creature that had howled at Krishna before scrambled for pur-
chasein AlanOschest. Alan averted his eyes from KrishnaOsshit-eating,
911-calling grin. He focused on the cap of the officer in front of him,
shrouded in a clear plastic shower cap to keep its crown dry. OlOnsorry,O
he said. Oltwas aNa dog. A stray, or maybe a runaway. A little Scottie
dog, it jumped down the center of the fountain there and disappeared. |
looked down and thought it had found a tunnel that caved in on it.O

The officer peered at him from under the brim of his hat, dubiousness
writ plain on his young, good-looking face. OA tunnel?0

Alan wiped the rain from his eyes,tried to regain his composure, tried
to find his charm. It wasnOtto be found. Instead, every time he reached
for something witty and calming, he saw the streaks of blood and torn
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clothing, dark on the loose soil of the fountainOscenter, and no sooner
had he dispelled those images than they were replaced with Krishna,
sneering, saying, OLostanother one, huh?OHe trembled and swallowed
a sob.

Ol think | need to sit down,O he said, as calmly as he could, and he
sank slowly to his knees. The hands on his biceps let him descend.

OSir,do you live nearby?Oone of the cops asked, closein to his ear. He
nodded into his hands, which heOd brought up to cover his face.

OAcrossthe street,0he said. They helped him to his feet and supported
him as he tottered, weak and heaving, to his porch. Krishna was gone
once they got there.

The cops helped him shuck his drenched shoesand socksand put him
down on the overstuffed horsehide sofa. Alan recovered himself with an
effort of will and gave them his ID.

OlIOnsorry, you must think 1Oman absolute lunatic,O he said, shivering
in his wet clothes.

OSir,@he cop whoOdtaken the shovel from him said, Oweseeabsolute
lunatics every day. | think youOrgust a little upset. We all go a little nuts
from time to time.O

OYeah,\lan said. OYeah.A little nuts. | had a long night last night.
Family problems.O

The cops shifted their weight, showering the floor with raindrops that
beaded on the finish.

OAreyou going to be all right on your own? We can call someone if
youOd like.O

ONo,OAlan said, pasting on a weak smile. ONo, thatOsall right. 10llbe
fine. IOmgoing to change into some dry clothes and clean up and, oh, |
donOt know, get some sleep. | think | could use some sleep.O

OThatsounds like an excellent idea,Othe cop whoOdtaken the shovel
said. He looked around at the bookcases.OYouOveead all of these?Che
asked.

ONaw,OAlan said, falling into the rote response from his proprietor-
ship of the bookstore. OWhatOshe point of a bunch of books youOve
already read?OThe joke reminded him of better times and he smiled a
genuine smile.

Though the stinging hot shower revived him somewhat, he kept
guickening into panic at the thought of David creeping into his house in
the night, stumping in on desiccatedblack child-legs, snaggled rictus un-
der mummified lips.
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He spooked at imagined noises and thudding rain and the dry creak-
ing of the old house as he toweled off and dressed.

There was no phone in the mountain, no way to speak to his remain-
ing brothers, the golems, his parents. He balled his fists and stood in the
center of his bedroom, shaking with impotent worry.

David. None of them had liked David very much. Billy, the fortune-
teller, had been born with a quiet wisdom, an eerie solemnity that had
made him easy for the young Alan to care for. Carlos, the island, had
crawled out of their motherOswomb and pulled himself to the cave
mouth and up the face of their father, lying there for ten years, accreting
until he was ready to push off on his own.

But Daniel, Daniel had beena hateful child from the day he was born.
He was colicky, and his screamsechoed through their fatherOscaverns.
He screamed from the moment he emerged and Alan tipped him over
and toweled him gently dry and he didnOtstop for an entire year. Alan
stopped being able to tell day from night, lost track of the weeks and
months. HeOddeveloped a taste for food, real people food, that heOduy
in town at the Loblaws Superstore, but he couldnOtleave Davey alone in
the cave, and he certainly couldnOtcarry the howling, shitting, puking,
pissing, filthy baby into town with him.

Sothey ate what the golems brought them: sweet grasses,soft berries,
frozen winter fruit dug from the base of the orchards in town, blind
winter fish from the streams. They drank snowmelt and ate pine cones
and the baby Davey cried and cried until Alan couldnOtremember what
it was to live in a world of words and conversations and thought and
reflection.

No one knew what to do about Davey. Their father blew warm winds
scentedwith coal dust and loam to calm him, but still Davey cried. Their
mother rocked him on her gentlest spin cycle, but still Davey cried. Alan
walked down the slope to CarlOdandmass, growing with the dust and
rains and snow, and set him down on the soft grassand earth there, but
still Davey cried, and Carlos inched farther and farther toward the St.
Lawrence seaway, sluggishly making his way out to the oceanand asfar
away from the baby as possible.

After his first birthday, David started taking breaks from his scream-
ing, learning to crawl and then totter, becoming a holy terror. If Alan left
his schoolbooks within reach of the boy, theyOdbe reduced to shreds of
damp mulch in minutes. By the time he was two, his head was exactly at
AlanOscrotch height and heOdgreet his brother on his return from school
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by charging at full speedinto AlanOsnuts, propelled at unlikely speedon
his thin legs.

At three, he took to butchering animalsNthe rabbits that little Bill kept
in stacked hutches outside of the cave mouth went first. Billy rushed
home from his grade-two class, eyes crazed with precognition, and
found David methodically wringing the animalsOnecks and then slicing
them open with a bit of sharpened chert. Billy had showed David how to
knap flint and chert the week before, after seeing a filmstrip about it in
class. He kicked the makeshift knife out of DaveyOshand, breaking his
thumb with the toe of the hard leather shoesthe golems had made for
him, and left Davey to bawl in the cave while Billy dignified his petsO
corpses, putting their entrails back inside their bodies and wrapping
them in shrouds made from old diapers. Alan helped him bury them,
and then found Davey and taped his thumb to his hand and spanked
him until his arm was too tired to deal out one more wallop.

Alan made his way down to the living room, the floor streaked with
mud and water. He went into the kitchen and filled a bucket with soapy
water and gathered up an armload of rags from the rag bag. Methodic-
ally, he cleaned away the mud. He turned his sopping shoeson end over
the grate and dialed the thermostat higher. He made himself a bowl of
granola and a cup of coffee and satdown at his old wooden kitchen table
and ate mindlessly, then washed the dishes and put them in the drying
rack.

HeOd have to go speak to Krishna.

Natalie answered the door in a pretty sun dress, combat boots, and a
baseball hat. She eyed him warily.

OlOdike to speak to Krishna,O Alan said from under the hood of his
poncho.

There was an awkward silence. Finally, Natalie said, OHeOs not home.O

OldonOtbelieve you,0 Alan said. OAnd itOsurgent, and IOmnot in the
mood to play around. Can you get Krishna for me, Natalie?0O

Ol told you,O she said, not meeting his eyes, OheOs not here.O

OThatOsnough,OAlan said in his boss voice, his more-in-anger-than-
in-sorrow voice. OGethim, Natalie. You donOmeed to be in the middle of
thisNitOs not right for him to ask you to. Get him.O

Natalie closedthe door and he heard the deadbolt turn. Is she going to
fetch him, or is she locking me out?
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He was on the verge of hammering the buzzer again, but he got his an-
swer. Krishna opened the door and stepped onto the dripping porch,
bulling Alan out with his chest.

He smiled grimly at Alan and made a well-go-on gesture.

OWhat did you see?0 Alan said, his voice tight but under control.

OSawyou and that fat guy,OKrishna said. OSawyou rooting around in
the park. Saw him disappear down the fountain.O

OHeOs my brother,O Alan said.

OSowhat, he ainOtheavy? HeOsfat, but | expect thereOsa reason for
that. IOveseenyour kind before, Adam. | donOtlike you, and | donOtowe
you any favors.O He turned and reached for the screen door.

ONo,OAlan said, taking him by the wrist, squeezing harder than was
necessary. ONot yet. You said, OLostanother one.OWhat other one,
Krishna? What else did you see?0

Krishna gnawed on his neatly trimmed soul patch. OLetgo of me,
Andrew,O he said, almost too softly to be heard over the rain.

OTellme what you saw,OAlan said. OTellme, and 10lllet you go.OHis
other hand balled into a fist. OGoddammit, tell me!OAlan yelled, and
twisted KrishnaOs arm behind his back.

Ol called the cops,OKrishna said. Ol called them again and theyOreon
their way. Let me go, freak show.O

OldonOtlike you, either, Krishna,O Alan said, twisting the arm higher.
He let go suddenly, then stumbled back as Krishna scraped the heel of
his motorcycle boot down his shin and hammered it into the top of his
foot.

He dropped to one knee and grabbed his foot while Krishna slipped
into the house and shot the lock. Then he hobbled home as quickly ashe
could. He tried to pace off the ache in his foot, but the throbbing got
worse, so he made himself a drippy ice pack and sat on the sofa in the
immaculate living room and rocked back and forth, holding the iceto his
bare foot.

At five, Davey graduated from torturing animals to beating up on
smaller children. Alan took him down to the school on the day after
Labor Day, to sign him up for kindergarten. He was wearing his stiff
new blue jeans and sneakers, his knapsack stuffed with fresh binders
and pencils. Finding out about these things had been AlanOsfirst experi-
encewith the wide world, akindergartner sizing up his surroundings at
speed so that he could try to fit in. David was a cute kid and had the be-
nefit of AlanOsexperience. He had a foxy little face and shaggy blond
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hair, all clever smiles and awkward winks, and for all that he was still a
monster.

They cameand got Alan twenty minutes after classesstarted, when his
new home-room teacherwas still briefing them on the rules and regula-
tions for junior high students. He was painfully aware of all the eyeson
his back as he followed the office lady out of the portable and into the
old school building where the kindergarten and the administration was
housed.

OWeneed to reach your parents,Othe office lady said, once they were
alone in the empty hallways of the old building.

OYou can0t,0 Alan said. OThey donOt have a phone.O

OThenwe can drive out to seethem,Othe office lady said. Shesmelled
of artificial floral scentand Ivory soap, like the female hygiene aisle at
the drugstore.

OMomOs still real sick,0 Alan said, sticking to his traditional story.

OYour father, then,Othe office lady said. HeOdhad variations on this
conversation with every office lady at the school, and he knew heOdwin
it in the end. Meantime, what did they want?

OMy dadOsyou know, gone,Ohe said. OSincel was a little kid.O That
line always got the office ladies, Osincel was a little kid,O made them
want to write it down for their family Christmas newsletters.

The office lady smiled a powdery smile and put her hand on his
shoulder. OAll right, Alan, come with me.O

Davey was sitting on the dusty sofa in the vice principalOsoffice. He
punched the sofa cushion rhythmically. OAlan,Ohe said when the office
lady led him in.

OHi, Dave,0 Alan said. OWhatOs going on?0

OTheyOrstupid here. | hate them.OHe gave the sofa a particularly vi-
cious punch.

Ol0Iget Mr Davenport,O the office lady said, and closed the door be-
hind her.

OWhat did you do?0 Alan asked.

OShe wouldnOt let me play!O David said, glaring at him.

OWho wouldnOt?0

OA girll She had the blocks and | wanted to play with them and she
wouldnOt let me!O

OWhat did you hit her with?O Alan asked, dreading the answer.

OAblock,ODavid said, suddenly and murderously cheerful. Olhit her
in the eye!O
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Alan groaned. The door opened and the vice principal, Mr. Davenport,
came in and sat behind his desk. He was the punishment man, the one
that no one wanted to be sent in to see.

OHello, Alan,O he said gravely. Alan hadnOever beenpersonally called
before Mr. Davenport, but Billy got into some spot of precognitive
trouble from time to time, rushing out of classto stop some disaster at
home or somewhere else in the school. Mr. Davenport knew that Alan
was a straight arrow, not someone heOdever need to personally take an
interest in.

He crouched down next to Darren, hitching up his slacks. OYoumust
be David,O he said, ducking down low to meet DaveyOs downcast gaze.

Davey punched the sofa.

OIOmMIr. Davenport,O he said, and extended a hand with a big class
ring on it and a smaller wedding band.

Davey kicked him in the nose, and the vice principal toppled over
backward, whacking his head on the sharp corner of his desk. He
tumbled over onto his side and clutched his head. OMotherfucker!Ohe
gasped, and Davey giggled maniacally.

Alan grabbed DaveyOswrist and bent his arm behind his back, shoving
him across his knee. He swatted the little boy on the assas hard as he
could, three times. ODonOt you everNO Alan began.

The vice principal satup, still clutching his head. OThatOsnough!Ohe
said, catching AlanOs arm.

OSorry,0Alan said. OAnd DavidOssorry, too, right?O He glared at
David.

OYouOrea stupid motherfucker!O David said, and squirmed off of
AlanOs lap.

The vice principalOslips tightened. OAlan,0he said quietly, Otakeyour
brother into the hallway. | am going to write a note that your mother will
have to sign before David comes back to school, after his two-week
suspension.O

David glared at them each in turn. OlOmnot coming back to this
motherfucker place!O he said.

He didnOt.

The rain let up by afternoon, leaving a crystalline, fresh-mown air
hanging over the Market.

Andrew satin his office by his laptop and watched the sun come out.
He neededto find Ed, neededto find Frank, neededto find Grant, but he
was out of practice when it came to the ways of the mountain and its
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sons. Whenever he tried to imagine a thing to do next, his mind spun
and the worldless howling thing inside him stirred. The more he tried to
remember what it was like to be a son of the mountain, the more he felt
something heOdworked very hard for, his delicate normalcy, slipping
away.

Sohe put his soaked clothes in the dryer, clamped his laptop under his
arm, and went out. He moped around the park and the fountain, but the
stroller moms whose tots were splashing in the wading pool gave him
sufficient dirty looks that he walked up to the GreekOstook a table on
the patio, and ordered a murderously strong cup of coffee.

He opened up the screenand rotated around the little cafZtable until
the screenwas in the shade and his wireless card was aligned for bestre-
ception from the yagi antenna poking out of his back window. He
opened up a browser and hit MapQuest, then brought up a street-de-
tailed map of the Market. He pasted it into his CAD app and started to
mark it up, noting all the different approachesto his house that Davey
might take the next time he came. The maps soothed him, made him feel
like a part of the known world.

Augusta Avenue and Oxford were both out; even after midnight,
when the storeswere all shuttered, there was far too much foot traffic for
Davey to pass by unnoticed. But the alleys that mazed the back ways
were ideal. Some were fenced off, some were too narrow to pass, but
most of themNheOd tried to navigate them by bicycle once and found
himself utterly lost. HeOdhad to turn around slowly until he spotted the
CN Tower and use it to get his bearings.

He poked at the map, sipping the coffee, then ordering another from
the GreekOson, who hadnOtyet figured out that he was a regular and so
sneeredat his laptop with undisguised contempt. OComputers,huh?Ohe
said. ODoesnOt anyone just read a book anymore?0

Ol used to own a bookstore,OAlan said, then held up a finger and
moused over to his photo album and brought up the thumbnails of his
old bookstore. OSee?0

The GreekOson, thirty with a paunch and sweat-rings under the pits
of his white OTheGreekOs®-shirt, sat down and looked at the photos. Ol
remember that place, on Harbord Street, right?0

Alan smiled. OYup.We lost the store when they blew up the abortion
clinic next door,Ohe said. Olnsurancepaid out, but | wasnOready to start
over with another bookstore.O

The GreekOs son shook his head. OAnother coffee, right?0O

ORight,O Alan said.
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Alan went back to the map, realigning the laptop for optimal reception
again.

OYougot a wireless card in that?Oa young guy at the next table asked.
He was dressed in Kensington Market crusty-punk chic, tatts and facial
piercings, filth-gray bunchoffuckinggoofs tee, cutoffs, and sweaty high
boots draped with chains.

OYeah,Q\an said. He sighed and closed the map window. He wasnOt
getting anywhere, anyway.

OAnd you get service here? WhereOs/our accesspoint?O Crusty-punk
or no, he sounded as nerdy as any of the Web-heads youOdfind shop-
ping for bargains on CD blanks on College Street.

OThreeblocks that way,O Alan said, pointing. OHanging off my house.
The network name is Owalesave.00

OShit, thatOsyou?Othe kid said. OGoddammit, youOreclobbering our
access points!O

OWhat access point?0O

OAccesspoints. ParasiteNet.OHe indicated a peeling sticker on the
lapel of his cut-down leather jacket showing a skull with crossed radio
towers underneath it. OlOntrying to get a mesh-netrunning though all of
the Market, and youOrehammering me. Jesus,| was ready to rat you out
to the radio cops at the Canadian Radio and Television Commission.
Dude, youOve got to turn down the freaking gain on those things.O

OWhatOs a mesh-net?0

The kid moved his beer over to AlanOstable and sat down. OOkay,so
pretend that your laptop is the accesspoint. It radiates more or less
equally in all directions, depending on your antenna characteristics and
leaving out the RF shadows that microwaves and stucco and cordless
phones generate.OHe arranged the coffee cup and the beer at equal dis-
tances from the laptop, then moved them around to demonstrate the
coverage area. ORight,so what happens if IOmout of range, over hereNO
he put his beer back on his own tableN"and you want to reach me? Well,
you could just turn up the gain on your accesspoint, either by increasing
the power so that it radiates farther in all directions, or by focusing the
transmissions so they travel farther in a line of sight.O

ORight,O Alan said, sipping his coffee.

ORight. So both of those approaches suck. If you turn up the power,
you radiate over everyone elseOsignal, so if IOvegot an accesspoint
here"Nhe held his fist between their tablesN"no one can hear it because
youOredrowning it out. ItOdike youOreshouting so loud that no one else
can carry on a conversation.O
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OSowhy donOtyou just use my network? | want to be able to get online
anywhere in the Market, but that means that anyone can, right?0

The crusty-punk waved his hand dismissively. OSure,whatever. But
what happens if your network gets shut down? Or if you decide to start
eavesdropping on other people? Or if someonewants to get to the print-
er in her living room? 1tOs no good.O

OSo, what, you want me to switch to focused antennae?0

OThatOro good. If you used a focused signal, youOregoing to have to
be perfectly aligned if youOregoing to talk back to your base,so unless
you want to provide a connection to one tiny pinpoint somewhere a
couple kilometers away, it wonOt do you any good.O

OThereOs no solution, then? | should just give up?0

The crusty-punk held up his hands. OHell, no! ThereOgust no central-
ized solution. You canObe Superman, blanketing the whole world with
wireless using your almighty antennaprick, but so what? ThatOswhat
mesh networks are for. Check it out.O He arranged the beer and the
laptop and the coffee cup so that they were strung out along a straight
line. OOkay,youQOrethe laptop and IOmthe coffee cup. We both have ara-
dio and we want to talk to each other.

OWecould turn up the gain on our radios so that they can shout loud
enough to be heard at this distance, but that would drown out this guy
here.OHe gestured at the now-empty beer. OWecould use a focused an-
tenna, but if | move a little bit off the beam"Nhe nudged the coffee cup
to one side N OweOre dead. But thereOs a third solution.O

OWe ask the beer to pass messages around?0

OFuckingright we do! ThatOghe mesh part. Every station on the net-
work gets two radiosNone for talking in one direction, the other for re-
laying in the other direction. The more stations you add, the lower the
power on each radioNand the more pathways you get to carry your
data.O

Alan shook his head.

OltOs a fuckin® mind-blower, isndt it?0

OSure,OAlan said. OSure.But does it work? DonOtall those hops
between point a and point b slow down the connection?0

OA little, sure. Not soOsyouOd notice. They donOthave to go that
farNthe farthest any of these signals has to travel is 151 Front Street.O

OWhatOs at 151 Front?0

OTorlxNthe main network interchange for the whole city! We stick an
antenna out awindow there and downlink it into the cagewhere UUNet
and PSINet meetNvoila, instant 11-megabit city-wide freenet!O
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OWhere do you get the money for that?O

OWho said anything about money? How much do you think UUNet
and PSlcharge eachother to exchangetraffic with one another? Who be-
nefits when UUNet and PSI cross-connect?ls UUNet the beneficiary of
PSIOgraffic, or vice versa? Internet accessonly costs money at the
edgeNand with a mesh-net, there is no edge anymore. [tOgenetration at
the center, just like the Devo song.O

OIOm Adrian,0 Alan said.

OIOm Kurt,O the crusty-punk said. OBuy me a beer, Adrian?0

OI1tOd be my pleasure,O Alan said.

Kurt lived in the back of a papered-over storefront on Oxford. The
front two-thirds were a maze of peeling, stickered-over stamped-metal
shelving units piled high with junk tech: ancient shrink-wrapped soft-
ware, stacked up low-capacity hard drives, cablesand tapes and remov-
able media. Alan tried to imagine making senseof it all, flowing it into
The Inventory, and felt something like vertigo.

In a small hollow carved out of the back, Kurt had arranged a
cluttered desk, a scuffed twin bed and a rack of milk cratesfilled with t-
shirts and underwear.

Alan picked his way delicately through the store and found himself a
seat on an upturned milk crate. Kurt sat on the bed and grinned
expectantly.

0S0?0 he said.

OSo what?O Alan said.

OSo what is this! IsnOt it great?O

OWell, you sure have a lot of stuff, 10Il give you that,O Alan said.

OltOs all dumpstered,O Kurt said casually.

OOh,you dive?OAlan said. Olused to dive.O It was mostly true. Alan
had always been a picker, always on the lookout for bargoons, even if
they were sticking out of someoneOgrash bin. Sometimes especially if
they were sticking out of someoneOgrash binNseeing what normal
people threw away gave him a rare glimpse into their lives.

Kurt walked over to the nearestshelving unit and grabbed a PC mini-
tower with the lid off. OButdid you ever do this?OHe stuck the machine
under AlanOsnose and swung the gooseneckdesk lamp over it. It was a
white-box PC, generic commodity hardware, with a couple of network
cards.

OWhatOs that?0
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OltOsa junk accesspoint! | made it out of trash! The only thing | bought
were the network cardsNtwo wireless, one Ethernet. ItOsrunning a
FreeBSDdistribution off a CD, sothe OScan never get corrupted. [tOgyot
lots of sweet stuff in the distro, and all you need to do is plug it in, point
the antennaein opposite directions, and youOreup. It doesits own power
management, it automagically peers with other accesspoints if it can
find Oemand it does its own dynamic channel selection to avoid step-
ping on other access points.O

Alan turned his head this way and that, making admiring noises.OYou
made this, huh?O

OForabout eighty bucks. ItOsmy fifteenth box. Eventually, | wanna
have a couple hundred of these.O

OAmbitious,OAlan said, handing the box back. OHow do you pay for
the parts you have to buy? Do you have a grant?0

OA grant? Shit, no! IOvegot a bunch of street kids who come in and
take digital pix of the stuff | have no use for, researchthem online, and
post them to eBay. | split the take with them. Brings in a couple grand a
week, and 1Omkeeping about fifty street kids fed besides. | go diving
three times aweek out in Concord and Oakville and Richmond Hill, any-
where | can find an industrial park. If | had room, IQdrecruit fifty more
kidsNIOm bringing it in faster than they can sell it.O

OWhy donOt you just do less diving?O

OAreyou kidding me? 1tOsall | can do not to go out every night! You
wouldnOtbelieve the stuff | findNall | canthink about is all the stuff IOm
missing out on. Somedays | wish that my kids were less honest; if they
ripped off some stuff, IOd have room for a lot more.O

Alan laughed. Worry for Edward and Frederick and George nagged at
him, impotent anxiety, but this was just so fascinating. Fascinating and
distracting, and, if not normal, at least not nearly so strange as he could
be. He imagined the city gridded up with junk equipment, radiating In-
ternet accessfrom the lakeshore to the outer suburbs. The grandiosity
took his breath away.

OLook,OKurt said, spreading out a map of Kensington Market on the
unmade bed. OlOveot accesspoints here, here, here, and here. Another
eight or ten and I0llhave the whole Market covered. Then IOmgoing to
head north, cover the U of T campus, and push east towards Yonge
Street. Bay Street and University Avenue are going to be toughNhow
can | convince bankers to let me plug this by their windows?0O

OKurt,OAlan said, Olsuspectthat the journey to University Avenue is
going to be a lot slower than you expect it to be.O
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Kurt jutted his jaw out. OWhatOs that supposed to mean?0

OThereQa lot of real estate between here and there. A lot of trees and
high-rises, office towers and empty lots. YouOregoing to have to knock
on doors every couple hundred metersNat bestNand convince them to
let you install one of these boxes, made from garbage, and plug it in, to
participate in what?O

ODemocratic communication!O Kurt said.

OAh,well, my guessis that most of the people who youOlineed to con-
vince wonOtreally care much about that. WonOtbe able to make that ab-
stract notion concrete.O

Kurt mumbled into his chest. Alan could see that he was fuming.

OJust because you donOt have the vision to appreciate thisNO

Alan held up his hand. OStopright there. | never said anything of the
sort. | think that this is big and exciting and looks like alot of fun. | think
that ringing doorbells and talking people into letting me nail an access
point to their walls sounds like a lot of fun. Really, IOm not kidding.

OButthis is a journey, not a destination. The value youOllget out of this
will be more in the doing than the having done. The having doneOsgjoing
to take decades, I0dguess. But the doingOsgoing to be something.O
AlanOssmile was so broad it ached. The idea had seized him. He was
drunk on it.

The buzzer sounded and Kurt got up to answer it. Alan craned his
neck to see a pair of bearded neohippies in rasta hats.

OAre you Kurt?O one asked.

OYeah, dude, IOm Kurt.O

OMarceltold us that we could make some money here? WeOrdrying to
raise bus fare to Burning Man? We could really use the work?O

ONot today, but maybe tomorrow,O Kurt said. OCome by around
lunchtime.O

OYou sure you canOt use us today?0O

ONot today,O Kurt said. OIOm busy today.O

OAll right,O the other said, and they slouched away.

OWord of mouth,O Kurt said, with ajingling shrug. OKidsjust turn up,
looking for work with the trash.O

OYou think theyOllcome back tomorrow?O Alan was pretty good at
evaluating kids and they hadnOt looked very reliable.

OThosetwo? Fifty-fifty chance.Tell you what, though: thereOsalways
enough kids and enough junk to go around.O
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OButyou need to make arrangements to get your accesspoints moun-
ted and powered. YouOvegot to sort it out with people who own stores
and houses.O

OYou want to knock on doors?O Kurt said.

Olthink | would,O Alan said. OlsuspectitOsa possibility. We can start
with the shopkeepers, though.O

Ol havenOthad much luck with merchants,OKurt said, shrugging his
shoulders. His chains jingled and a whiff of armpit wafted across the
claustrophobic hollow. OCapitalist pigs.O

Ol canOt imagine why,0 Alan said.

OWales Avenue, huh?0 Kurt said.

They were walking down Oxford Street,and Alan was seeing it with
fresh eyes,casting his gaze upward, looking at the lines of sight from one
building to another, mentally painting in radio-frequency shadows cast
by the transformers on the light poles.

OJust moved in on July first,O Alan said. OStill getting settled in.O

OWhich house?0

OThe blue one, with the big porch, on the corner.O

OSure,l know it. | scored some great plumbing fixtures out of the
dumpster there last winter.O

OYouOre welcome,O Alan said.

They turned at Spadina and picked their way around the tourist
crowds shopping the Chinese importersOsidewalk displays of bamboo
parasols and Hello Kitty slippers, past the fogged-up windows of the
dim-sum restaurants and the smell of fresh pork buns. Alan bought a
condensed milk and kiwi snow-cone from a sidewalk vendor and
offered to treat Kurt, but he declined.

OYounever know about those places,OKurt said. OHow clean is their
ice, anyway? Where do they wash their utensils?0

OYoudig around in dumpsters for a living,0 Alan said. OArenOyou
immune to germs?0

Kurt turned at Baldwin, and Alan followed. OldonOteat garbage, | pick
it,O he said. He sounded angry.

OHey, sorry,0 Alan said. OSorry. | didnOt mean to implyNO

Olknow you didnOt,(Kurt said, stopping in front of a dry-goods store
and spooning candied ginger into a baggie. He handed it to the age-
hunched matron of the shop, who dropped it on her scaleand dusted her
hands on her black dress. Kurt handed her a two-dollar coin and took
the bag back. OlOnjust touchy, okay? My last girlfriend split becauseshe
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couldnOtget past it. No matter how much | showered, | was never clean
enough for her.O

OSorry,O Alan said again.

Ol heard something weird about that blue house on the corner,OKurt
said. OOneof my kids told me this morning, he saw something last night
when he was in the park.O

Alan pulled up short, nearly colliding with a trio of cute university
girls in wife-beaters pushing bundle-buggies full of newspaper-wrapped
fish and bags of soft, steaming bagels. They stepped around him, lugging
their groceries over the curb and back onto the sidewalk, not breaking
from their discussion.

OWhat was it?0

Kurt gave him a sideways look. OltOsveird, okay? The kid who saw it
is never all that reliable, and he likes to embellish.O

OOkay,QAlan said. The crowd was pushing around them now, trying
to get past. The dry-goods lady sucked her teeth in annoyance.

OSathis kid, he was smoking a joint in the park last night, really late,
after the clubs shut down. He was alone, and he saw what he thought
was a dog dragging a garbage bag down the steps of your house.O

OYes?0

OSohe went over to take a look, and he saw that it was too big to be a
garbage bag, and the dog, it looked sick, it moved wrong. He took anoth-
er step closer and he must have triggered a motion sensor becausethe
porch light switched on. He saysk O

OWhat?0

OHeOsot very reliable. He says it wasnOta dog, he said it was like a
dried-out mummy or something, and it had its teeth sunk into the neck
of this big, fat, naked guy, and it was dragging the fat guy out into the
street. When the light came on, though, it gave the fat guyOsheck a hard
shake, then let go and turned on this kid, walking toward him on
stumpy little feet. He saysit made a kind of growling noise and lifted up
its hand like it was going to slap the kid, and the kid screamedand ran
off. When he got to Dundas, he turned around and saw the fat guy get
dragged into an alley between two of the stores on Augusta.O

Ol see,O Alan said.

OItOs stupid, | know,O Kurt said.

Natalie and Link rounded the corner, carrying slices of pizza from
Pizzabilities, mounded high with eggplant and cauliflower and other
toppings that were never intended for use in connection with pizza.
They startled on seeing Alan and Kurt, then started to walk away.
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OWait,0Alan called. ONatalie, Link, wait.O He smiled apologetically at
Kurt. OMy neighbors,O he said.

Natalie and Link had stopped and turned around. Alan and Kurt
walked to them.

ONatalie, Link, this is Kurt,O he said. They shook hands all around.

Olwanted to apologize,OAlan said. OldidnOtmean to put you between
Krishna and me. It was very unfair.O

Natalie smiled warily. Link lit a cigarette with a great show of indiffer-
ence. OItOs all right,O Natalie said.

ONo, itOsot,0Alan said. Olwas distraught, but thatOsio excuse.WeOre
going to be neighbors for along time, and thereO$10 sensein our not get-
ting along.O

OReally, itOs okay,O Natalie said.

OYeah, fine,O Link said.

OThreeof my brothers have gone missing,0 Alan said. OThatOsvhy |
was so upset. One disappeared a couple of weeks ago, another last night,
and one this morning. KrishnaE O He thought for a moment. OHe
taunted me about it. | really wanted to find out what he saw.O

Kurt shook his head. OYour brother went missing last night?0

OFrom my house.O

OSo what the kid sawE O

Alan turned to Natalie. OAfriend of KurtOswas in the park last night.
He says he saw my brother being carried off.O

Kurt shook his head. OYour brother?0

OWhatdo you mean, OcarriedbffO?®atalie said. Shefolded her slice in
half to keep the toppings from spilling.

OSomeoneis stalking my brothers,OAlan said. OSomeonevery strong
and very cunning. Three are gone that | know about. There are others,
but | could be next.O

OStalking?O Natalie said.

OMy family is alittle strange,OAlan said. Olgrew up in the north coun-
try, and things are different there. YouOve heard of blood feuds?0

Natalie and Link exchanged a significant look.

Ol know it sounds ridiculous. You donOtneed to be involved. 1 just
wanted to let you know why | acted so strangely last night.O

OWehave to get back,ONatalie said. ONiceto meet you, Kurt. | hope
you find your brother, Andy.O

OBrothers,O Alan said.

OBrothers,O Natalie said, and walked away briskly.
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Alan was the oldest of the brothers, and that meant that he was the
one who blazed all the new trails in the family.

He met a girl in the seventh grade. Her name was Marci, and she had
just transferred in from Scotland. Her father was a mining engineer, and
sheOded a gypsy life that put her in stark contrast to the third-genera-
tion homebodies that made up most of the rest of their class.

Shehad red hair and blue eyesand away of holding her facein repose
that made her look cunning at all times. No one understood her accent,
but there was a wiry ferocity in her movement that warned off any kid
who thought about teasing her about it.

Alan liked to play in a marshy corner of the woods that bordered the
playground after school, crawling around in the weeds, catching toads
and letting them go again, spying on the crickets and the secretlives of
the larvae that grubbed in the milkweed. He was hunkered down on his
haunches one afternoon when Marci came crunching through the tall
grass. He ducked down lower, then peered out from his hiding spot as
she crouched down and he heard the unmistakable patter of urine asshe
peed in the rushes.

His jaw dropped. HeOdnever seena girl pee before, had no idea what
the squatting business was all about. The wet ground sucked at his
sneakerand he tipped back on his asswith ayelp. Marci straightened ab-
ruptly and crashed over to him, kicking him hard in the ribs when she
reached him, leaving a muddy toeprint on his fall windbreaker.

Shewound up for another kick and he hollered something wordless
and scurried back, smearing marsh mud across his jeans and jacket.

OYou pervert!O she said, pronouncing it Yuh peervurrt!

Ol am not!O he said, still scooting back.

OWatching from the bushes!O she said.

OlwasnOtNI was already here, and youNl mean, what were you do-
ing? | was just minding my own businessand you came by, | just didnOt
want to be bothered, this is my place!O

OYou donOtown it,0 she said, but she sounded slightly chastened.
ODonOt tell anyone | had a piss here, all right?O

Ol won®t,0 he said.

She sat down beside him, unmindful of the mud on her denim skirt.
OPromise,O she said. OltOs so embarrassing.O

Ol promise,O he said.

OSwear,O she said, and poked him in the ribs with a bony finger.

He clutched his hands to his ribs. OLook,Che said, Olswear. IOmgood
at secrets.O

66



Her eyes narrowed slightly. OOh,aye? And | suppose youOvelots of
secrets, then?0

He said nothing, and worked at keeping the smile off the corners of his
mouth.

Shepoked him in the ribs, then got him in the stomach as he moved to
protect his chest. OSecrets, huh?0

He shook his head and clamped his lips shut. She jabbed a flurry of
pokes and prods at him while he scooted back on his butt, then dug her
clawed hands into his tummy and tickled him viciously. He giggled,
then laughed, then started to hiccup uncontrollably. He shoved her away
roughly and got up on his knees, gagging.

OOh, 1 like you,0 she said, Ojustlook at that. A wee tickle and youOre
ready to tossyour lunch.O Shetenderly stroked his hair until the hiccups
subsided, then clawed at his belly again, sending him rolling through the
mud.

Once heQOdstruggled to his feet, he looked at her, panting. OWhy are
you doing this?0

OYouOreot serious! ItOshe most fun 10vehad since we moved to this
terrible place.O

OYouOra sadist!OHeOdlearned the word from a book heOdbought
from the ten-cent pile out front of the used bookstore. It had a clipped-
out recipe for liver cutlets between the pagesand lots of squishy grown-
up sex things that seemed improbable if not laughable. HeOdlooked
OsadistO up in the class dictionary.

OAye,Oshe said. OlOnthat.O She made claws of her hands and ad-
vanced on him slowly. He glggled uncontrollably as he backed away
from her. OCOmersjou, youOvemore torture comin®to ye before IOmsat-
isfied that you can keep a secret.O

He held his arms before him like a movie zombie and walked toward
her. OYesmathter,Ohe said in a monotone. Justas he was about to reach
her, he dodged to one side, then took off.

She chased him, laughing, halfway back to the mountain, then cried
off. He stopped a hundred yards up the road from her, she doubled over
with her hands planted on her thighs, face red, chest heaving. OYougo
on, then,Oshe called. OButitOsmore torture for you at school tomorrow,
and donOt you forget it!O

OOnly if you catch me!O he called back.

OO, 10Il catch you, have no fear.O
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She caught him at lunch. He was sitting in a corner of the schoolyard,
eating from a paper sack of mushrooms and dried rabbit and keeping an
eye on Edward-Frederick-George as he played tag with the other kinder-
gartners. She snuck up behind him and dropped a handful of gravel
down the gap of his pants and into his underpants. He sprang to his feet,
sending gravel rattling out the cuffs of his jeans.

OHey!Ohe said, and she popped something into his mouth. It was wet
and warm from her hand and it squirmed. He spat it out and it landed
on the schoolyard with a soft splat.

It was an earthworm, thick with loamy soil.

OYou!Ohe said, casting about for a curse of sufficient vehemence.
OYou!O

She hopped from foot to foot in front of him, clearly delighted with
this reaction. He reached out for her and she danced back. He took off
after her and they were chasing around the yard, around hopscotches
and tag games and sand castlesand out to the marshy woods. She skid-
ded through the puddles and he leapt over them. She ducked under a
branch and he caught her by the hood of her windbreaker.

Without hesitating, she flung her arms in the air and slithered out of
the windbreaker, down to a yellow T-shirt that rode up her back, expos-
ing her pale freckles and the knobs of her spine, the fingers of her ribs.
Shetook off again and he balled the windbreaker up in his fist and took
off after her.

She stepped behind a bushy pine, and when he rounded the corner
she was waiting for him, her hands clawed, digging at his tummy, leav-
ing him giggling. He pitched back into the pine needles and she fol-
lowed, straddling his waist and tickling him until he coughed and
choked and gasped for air.

OTell me!O she said. OTell me your secrets!O

OStop!O Alan said. OPlease! IOm going to piss myself!O

OWhatOs that to me?0O she said, tickling more vigorously.

He tried to buck her off, but she was too fast. He caught one wrist, but
she pinned his other arm with her knee. He heaved and she collapsed on
top of him.

Her face was inches from his, her breath moist on his face. They both
panted, and he smelled her hair, which was over his face and neck. She
leaned forward and closed her eyes expectantly.

He tentatively brushed his lips acrosshers, and she moved closer, and
they kissed. It was wet and a little gross, but not altogether unpleasant.
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She leaned back and opened her eyes, then grinned at him. OThatOs
enough torture for one day,O she said. OYouOre free to go.O

She OtorturedOhim at morning and afternoon recessfor the next two
weeks, and when he left school on Friday afternoon after the last bell,
she was waiting for him in the schoolyard.

OHello,O she said, socking him in the arm.

OHi,O he said.

OWhy donOt you invite me over for supper this weekend?O she said.

OSupper?0

OYes.IOmyour girlfriend, yeah? So you should have me around to
your place to meet your parents. Next weekend you can come around
my place and meet my dad.O

Ol canOt,0 he said.

OYou can0t.0

ONo.O

OWhy not?0

OltOs a secret,O he said.

OOooh, a secret,O she said. OWhat kind of secret?0

OAfamily secret.We donOthave people over for dinner. ThatOshe way
itis.O

OA secret! TheyOre all child molesters?0

He shook his head.

OHorribly deformed?0

He shook his head.

OWhat, then? Give us a hint?0

OltOs a secret.O

She grabbed his ear and twisted it. Gently at first, then harder. OA
secret?0 she said.

OYes,(he gasped. OltOs secret, and | canOtell you. YouOrehurting
me.O

Olshould hope so,0she said. OAnd it will go very hard for you indeed
if you donOt tell me what | want to know.O

He grabbed her wrist and dug his strong fingers into the thin tendons
on their insides, twisting his fingertips for maximal effect. Abruptly, she
released his ear and clenched her wrist hard, sticking it between her
thighs.

OOwwww! That bloody hurt, you bastard. What did you do that for?0

OMy secrets,O Alan said, Oare secret.O

69



Sheheld her wrist up and examined it. OHeavenhelp you if youOvedeft
a bruise, Alvin,0 she said. OIOIill you.OSheturned her wrist from side
to side. OAll right,O she said. OAIl right. Kiss it better, and you can come
to my place for supper on Saturday at six p.m..OSheshoved her arm into
his face and he kissed the soft skin on the inside of her wrist, putting a
little tongue in it.

Shegiggled and punched him in the arm. OSaturday,then!Oshe called
as she ran off.

Edward-Felix-Gerald were too young to give him shit about his
schoolyard romance, and Brian was too sensitive, but Dave had taken to
lurking about the schoolyard, spying on the children, and heOdseen
Marci break off from a clench with Alan, take his hand, and plant it
firmly on her tiny breast, an act that had shocked Danny to the core.

OHi, pervert,0 David said, as he stepped into the cool of the cave.
OPervertQvas DaveyOsiew nickname for him, and he had afinely honed
way of delivering it sothat it dripped with contempt. ODid you have sex
with your girlfriend today, pervert?0

Allan turned away from him and helped E-F-G take off his shoesand
roll up the cuffs of his pants so that he could go down to the lake in the
middle of their father and wade in the shallows, listening to FatherOs
winds soughing through the great cavern.

ODid you touch her boobies?Did she suck your pee-pee?Did you put
your finger in her?OThe litany would continue until Davey went to bed,
and even then he wasnOsafe.One night, Allen had woken up to seeDar-
ren standing over him, hands planted on his hips, face twisted into an
elaborate sneer. ODid you put your penis inside of her?0heOdhissed,
then gone back to bed.

Alby went out again, climbing the rockface faster than Doug could
keep up with him, sothat by the time heOdound his perch high over the
woodlands, where he could seethe pines dancein the wind and the ant-
sized cars zooming along the highways, Doug was far behind, likely sat
atop their mother, sucking his thumb and sulking and thinking up new
perversions to accuse Alan of.

Saturday night arrived faster than Alan could have imagined. He
spent Saturday morning in the woods, picking mushrooms and checking
his snares, then headed down to town on Saturday afternoon to get a
haircut and to haunt the library.
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Converting his fatherOsgold to cashwas easier than getting a library
card without an address. There was an old assayer whom the golems
had described to him before his first trip to town. The man was cheap
but he knew enough about the strangenesson the mountain not to cheat
him too badly. The stern librarian who glared at him while he walked
the shelves, sometimes looking at the titles, sometimes the authors, and
sometimes the Dewey Decimal numbers had no such fear.

The Deweys were fascinating. They traced the fashions in human
knowledge and wisdom. It was easy enough to understand why the ar-
biters of the system subdivided Motorized Land Vehicles (629.2) into
several categories, but here in the 629.22s,where the books on automo-
biles were, you could see the plannersOdeficiencies. Automobiles di-
vided into dozens of major subcategories (taxis and limousines, buses,
light trucks, cans, lorries, tractor trailers, campers, motorcycles, racing
cars,and soon), then ramified into a combinatorial explosion of sub-sub-
sub categories. There were Dewey numbers on some of the automotive
book spines that had twenty digits or more after the decimal, an entire
Dewey Decimal system hidden between 629.2 and 629.3.

To the librarian, this shelf-reading looked like your garden-variety
screwing around, but what really made her nervous were AlanOsexcur-
sions through the card catalogue, which required constant tending to re-
place the cards that errant patrons made unauthorized reorderings of.

The subject headings in the third bank of card drawers were the most
interesting of all. They, too, branched and forked and rejoined them-
selveslike the meanderings of an ant colony on the march. HeOdgo in se-
guence for a while, then start following cross-referenceswhen he found
an interesting branch, keeping notes on scraps of paper on top of the file
drawer. He had spent quite sometime in the mythology categories,look-
ing up golems and goblins, looking up changelings and monsters, look-
ing up seersand demigods, but none of the books that heOdaken down
off the shelves had contained anything that helped him understand his
family better.

His family was uncatalogued and unclassified in human knowledge.

He rang the bell on MarciOssmart little brick house at bang-on six, car-
rying some daisies heOdbought from the grocery store, following the
etiquette laid down in several rather yucky romance novels heOderused
that afternoon.

Sheanswered in jeansand a T-shirt, and punched him in the arm be-
fore he could give her the flowers. ODonOyou look smart?Oshe said.
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OWell, youOrenot fooling anyone, you know.O She gave him a peck on
the cheek and snatched away the daisies. OComealong, then, weOreeat-
ing soon.O

Marci sat him down in the living room, which was furnished with
neutral sofasand a neutral carpet and a neutral coffee table. The book-
caseswere bare. OltOorrible,O she said, making a face. Shewas twitter-
ing a little, dancing from foot to foot. Alan was glad to know he wasnOt
the only one who was uncomfortable. OlsnOit? The company put us up
here. We had a grand flat in Scotland.O

OItOs nice,O Alan said, Obut you look like you could use some books.O

She crossed her eyes. OBooks?SureNIOvegot ten boxes of them in the
basement. You can come by and help me unpack them.O

OTenboxes?lan said. OYouOrenaking that up.OTen boxes of books!
Things like books didnOtlast long under the mountain, in the damp and
with the ever-inquisitive, ever-destructive Davey exploring every inch of
floor and cave and corridor in search of opportunities for pillage.

Ol ainOtneither,O she said. OAt least ten. It was a grand flat and they
were all in alphabetical order, t00.0

OCan we go see?0 Alan asked, getting up from the sofa.

OSee boxes?0

OYes,Q\an said. OAnd look inside. We could unbox them after din-
ner, okay?O

OThatOmore of an afternoon project,Osaid a voice from the top of the
stairs.

OThatOsny Da,O she said. OComedown and introduce yourself to
Alan, Da,Oshesaid. OYouOreot the voice of God, soyou can bloody well
turn up and show your face.O

ONomore sass,gel, or it will go very hard for you,Osaid the voice. The
accentwas like MarciOssquared, thick as oatmeal, liqueur-thick. Nearly
incomprehensible, but the voice was kind and smart and patient, too.

OYouOlhave a hard time giving me any licks from the top of the stairs,
Da, and Alan looks like heOgjoing to die if you donOtat least come down
and say hello.O

Alan blushed furiously. OYoucan come down whenever you like, sir,O
he said. OThatOs all right.O0

OThatOmighty generous of you, young sir,Osaid the voice. OAye. But
before | come down, tell me, are your intentions toward my daughter
honorable?0

His cheeksgrew even hotter, and his earsfelt like they were melting
with embarrassment. OYes, sir,O he said in a small voice.
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OHeOa dreadful pervert, Da,OMarci said. OYoushould seethe things
he tries, youOdkill him, you would.O She grinned foxish and punched
him in the shoulder. He sank into the cushions, face suddenly drained of
blood.

OWhat?Qroared the voice, and there was a clatter of slippers on the
neutral carpet of the stairs. Alan didnOtwant to look but found that he
couldnOthelp himself, his head inexorably turned toward the sound, un-
til a pair of thick legs hove into sight, whereupon Marci leapt into his lap
and threw her arms around his neck.

OGeOQorfine, pervert!O she said, as she began to cover his face in dart-
ing, pecking kisses.

He went rigid and tried to sink all the way into the sofa.

OAll right, all right, thatOsenough of that,Oher father said. Marci stood
and dusted herself off. Alan stared at his knees.

OSheCGsorrible, isnOtshe?Gsaid the voice, and a great, thick hand ap-
peared in his field of vision. He shook it tentatively, noting the heavy
class ring and the thin, plain wedding band. He looked up slowly.

MarciOdfather was short but powerfully built, like the wrestlers on the
other kidsOlunchboxes at school. He had a shock of curly black hair that
was flecked with dandruff, and athick bristling mustache that made him
look very fierce, though his eyeswere gentle and bookish behind thick
glasses.He was wearing wool trousers and a cable-knit sweater that was
unraveling at the elbows.

OPleasedto meet you, Albert,O he said. They shook hands gravely.
OlOvédeen after her to unpack those books since we moved here. You
could come by tomorrow afternoon and help, if youOdlikeNI think itOs
the only way IOllget herself to stir her lazy bottom to do some chores
around here.O

OOh, Da!O Marci said. OWho cooks around here? Who does the
laundry?0

OThetake-away pizza man does the majority of the cooking, daughter.
And asfor laundry, the lasttime | checked,there were two weeksGvorth
of laundry to do.O

ODa,Cshe said in a sweet voice, Ollove you Da,Oshe said, wrapping
her arms around his trim waist.

OYouseewhat | have to put up with?O her father said, snatching her
up and dangling her by her ankles.

Sheflailed her arms about and made outraged choking noiseswhile he
swung her back and forth like a pendulum, releasing her at the top of
one arc so that she flopped onto the sofa in a tangle of thin limbs.
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OltOs madhouse around here,Oher father continued as Marci righted
herself, knocking Alan in the temple with a tennis shoe, Obutwhat can
you do? Once sheQOs little bigger, | can put her to work in the mines, and
then I0llhave a little peacearound here.OHe sat down on an overstuffed
armchair with a fussy antimacassar.

OHeOgot a huge life-insurance policy,0 Marci said conspiratorially.
OIOm just waiting for him to kick the bucket and then I0m going to retire.O

OOh,aye,Oher father said. ORetire.Your life is an awful one, it is. Juni-
or high is a terrible hardship, | know.O

Alan found himself grinning.

OWhatOs so funny?0 Marci said, punching him in the shoulder.

OYoutwo are,Ohe said, grabbing her arm and then digging his fingers
into her tummy, doubling her over with tickles.

There were twelve boxes of books. The damp in the basement had
softened the cartons to cottage-cheesemush, and the back covers of the
bottom layer of paperbackswere soft asfelt. To Alan, theseseemedunre-
markableNall paper under the mountain looked like this after a week or
two, even if Doug didnOt get to itNbut Marci was heartbroken.

OMy books, my lovely books, theyOreroont!O she said, as they piled
them on the living room carpet.

OTheyOréine,O Alan said. OTheyOldry out a little wobbly, but theyOll
be fine. WeOlljust spread the damp ones out on the rug and shelve the
rest.O

And thatOswhat they did, book after bookNold books, hardcover
books, board-back kidsObooks, new paperbacks, dozens of green- and
orange-spined Penguin paperbacks. He fondled them, smelled them.
Some smelled of fish and chips, and some smelled of road dust, and
some smelled of Marci, and they had dog ears where sheOdstopped and
cracks in their spines where sheOdbent them around. They fell open to
pages that had her favorite passages.He felt wobbly and drunk as he
touched each one in turn.

OHaveyou read all of these?QAlan asked as he shifted the John Mor-
timers down one shelf to make room for the Ed McBains.

ONaw,Oshe said, punching him in the shoulder. OWhatOthe point of a
bunch of books youOve already read?0

Shecaught him in the schoolyard on Monday and dragged him by one
ear out to the marshy part. Shepinned him down and straddled his chest
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and tickled him with one hand so that he cried out and used the other
hand to drum a finger across his lips, so that his cries came out Obibble.O

Once heOdbucked her off, they kissed for a little while, then she
grabbed hold of one of his nipples and twisted.

OAIl right,0 she said. OEnough torture. When do | get to meet your
family?0

OYoucanOt,@e said, writhing on the pine needles,which worked their
way up the back of his shirt and pricked him acrosshis lower back, feel-
ing like the bristles of a hairbrush.

OO, | can, and | will,O she said. She twisted harder.

He slapped her hand away. OMy family is really weird,O he said. OMy
parents donOtreally ever go out. TheyOrenot like other people. They
donOt talk.O All of it true.

OTheyOre mute?0

ONo, but they donOt talk.O

OTheydonOtalk much, or they donOttalk at all?OShe pronounced it a-
tall.

ONot at all.O

OHow did you and your brothers learn to talk, then?0O

ONeighbors.OStill true. The golems lived in the neighboring caves.
OAnd my father, a little.O True.

OSoyou have neighbors who visit you?O she asked, a triumphant
gleam in her eye.

Damn. ONo,we visit them.OLying now. Sweaton the shag of hair over
his ears, which felt like they had coals pressed to them.

OWhen you were a baby?0

ONo, my grandparents took care of me when | was a baby.ODeeper.
OBut they died.O Bottoming out now.

Ol donOtbelieve you,O she said, and he saw tears glisten in her eyes.
OYouOre too embarrassed to introduce me to your family.O

OThatOsot it. OHe thought fast. OMy brother. David. HeOsot well. He
has a brain tumor. We think heOllprobably die. ThatOswvhy he doesnOt
cometo school. And it makes him actfunny. He hits people, saysterrible
things.O Mixing truth with lies was a lot easier. OHe shouts and hurts
people and heOghe reason | canOever have friends over. Not until he
dies.O

Her eyesnarrowed. Olf thatOsa lie,O she said, OitOs terrible one. My
Ma died of cancer, and itOsnot something anyone should make fun of.
So, it better not be a lie.O
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OltOsot a lie,Ohe said, mustering a tear. OMy brother David, we donOt
know how long heOllive, but it wonOtbe long. He actslike a monster, so
itOs hard to love him, but we all try.O

She rocked back onto her haunches. OItOs true, then?O she asked softly.

He nodded miserably.

OLetOsay no more about it, then,Oshe said. She took his hand and
traced hieroglyphs on his palm with the ragged edgesof her chewed-up
fingernails.

The recessbell rang and they headed back to school. They were about
to leave the marshland when something hard hit Alan in the back of the
head. He spun around and saw a small, sharp rock skitter into the grass,
saw DaveyOdace contorted with rage, lips pulled all the way back off his
teeth, half-hidden in the boughs of a tree, winding up to throw another
rock.

He flinched away and the rock hit the paving hard enough to bounce.
Marci whirled around, but David was gone, high up in the leaves, invis-
ible, malicious, biding.

OWhat was that?0

Ol dunno,O Alan lied, and groaned.

Kurt and Alan examined every gap between every storefront on
Augusta, no matter how narrow. Kurt kept silent as Alan fished his arm
up to the shoulder along miniature alleys that were just wide enough to
accommodate the rain gutters depending from the roof.

They found the alley that Frederick had been dragged down near the
end of the block, between a mattress store and an egg wholesaler. It was
narrow enough that they had to traverse it sideways, but there, at the en-
trance, were two smears of skin and blood, just above the ground,
stretching off into the sulfurous, rotty-egg depths of the alleyway.

They slid along the alleyOdength, headed for the gloom of the back.
Something skittered away from AlanOsshoe and he bent down, but
couldnOtseeit. He ran his hands along the ground and the walls and
they came back with a rime of dried blood and a single strand of long,
oily hair stuck to them. He wiped his palms off on the bricks.

Ol canOt see,O he said.

OHere,OKurt said, handing him a miniature maglight whose handle
was corrugated by hundreds of toothmarks. Alan saw that he was in-
tense, watching.
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Alan twisted the light on. OThanks,Che said, and Kurt smiled at him,
seemed a little taller. Alan looked again. There, on the ground, was a
sharpened black tooth, pierced by a piece of pipe-cleaner wire.

He pocketed the tooth before Kurt saw it and delved farther, ap-
proaching the alleyOsend, which was carpeted with a humus of molder-
ing cardboard, leaves,and road turds blown or washed there. He kicked
it aside as best he could, then crouched down to examine the sewer grat-
ing beneath. The greenish brass screws that anchored it to the ground
had sharp cuts in their old grooves where they had been recently re-
moved. He rattled the grating, which was about half a meter square, then
slipped his multitool out of his belt holster. He flipped out the Phillips
driver and went to work on the screws, unconsciously putting KurtOs
flashlight in his mouth, his front teeth finding purchase in the dents that
KurtOs own had left there.

He realized with a brief shudder that Kurt probably used this flash-
light while nipple-deep in dumpsters, had an image of Kurt transferring
it from his gloved hands to his mouth and back again as he dug through
bags of kitchen and toilet waste, looking for discarded technology. But
the metal was cool and clean against his teeth and so he bit down and
worked the four screws loose, worked his fingers into the mossy slots in
the grate, lifted it out, and set it to one side.

He shone the light down the hole and found another fingerbone, the
tip of a thumb, desiccatedto the size of a large raisin, and he pocketed
that, too. There was a lot of blood here, a little puddle that was still wet
in the crusted middle. FrederickOs blood.

He stepped over the grating and shone the light back down the hole,
inviting Kurt to have a look.

OThatOs where they went,O he said as Kurt bent down.

OThat hole?0

OThat hole,O he said.

Ols that blood?O

OThatOslood. 1tOsnot easy to fit someone my brotherOssize down a
hole like that.OHe set the grate back, screwed it into place, and passed
the torch back to Kurt. OLetOs get out of here,O he said.

On the street, Alan looked at his blood and moss-grimed palms. Kurt
pushed back his floppy, frizzed-out, bleach-white mohawk and
scratched vigorously at the downy brown fuzz growing in on the sides
of his skull.

OYou think 1I0m a nut,O Alan said. OlItOs okay, thatOs natural.O
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Kurt smiled sheepishly. OlfitOsany consolation, | think youOrea harm-
less nut, okay? I like you.O

OYoudonOthave to believe me, so long as you donOtget in my way,O
Alan said. OBut itOs easier if you believe me.O

OEasier to do what?0

OOh, to get along,O Alan said.

Davey leapt down from a rock outcropping as Alan made his way
home that night, landing on his back. Alan stumbled and dropped his
school bag. He grabbed at the choking arm around his neck, then
dropped to his knees as Davey bounced a fist-sized stone off his head,
right over his ear.

He slammed himself back, pinning Davey between himself and the
sharp stoneson the walkway up to the cave entrance, then mashed back-
ward with his elbows, his head ringing like a gong from the stoneOs
blow. His left elbow connected with DaveyOssolar plexus and the arm
around his throat went slack.

He climbed to his knees and looked Davey in the face. He was blue
and gasping, but Alan couldnOtwork up alot of sympathy for him ashe
reached up to the side of his head and felt the goose egg welling there.
His fingertips came back with a few strands of hair blood-glued to them.

HeOdbeenin afew schoolyard scrapsand this was always the moment
when a teacher intervenedNone combatant pinned, the other atop him.
What could you do after this? Was he going to take the rock from
DaveyOdand and smash him in the face with it, knocking out his teeth,
breaking his nose, blacking his eyes?Could he get off of Davey without
getting back into the fight?

He pinned DaveyOsshoulders under his knees and took him by the
chin with one hand. OYoucanOto this, Danny,Ohe said, looking into his
hazel eyes, which had gone green as they did when he was angry.

ODo what?0

OSpyon me. Try to hurt me. Try to hurt my friends. Teaseme all the
time. You canOt do it, okay?0

OlOlstab you in your sleep, Andy. 10lIbreak your fingers with a brick.
|Ollpoke your eyesout with a fork.O He was fizzling like a baking-soda
volcano, saliva slicking his cheeks and nostrils and chin, his eyes rolling.

Alan felt helplessnesssettle on him, weighing down his limbs. How
could he let him go? What else could he do? Was he going to have to sit
on DaveyOs shoulders until they were both old men?
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OPlease,Davey. |IOmsorry about what | said. | just canOtbring her
home, you understand,O he said.

OPervert. SheOs a slut and youOre a pervert. |0l tear her titties off.O

ODonOt, Danny, please. Stop, okay?0

Darren bared his teeth and growled, jerking his head forward and
snapping at AlanOscrotch, heedlessof the painful thuds his head made
when it hit the ground after each lunge.

Alan waited to seeif he would tire himself out, but when it was clear
that he would not tire, Alan waited for his head to thud to the ground
and then, abruptly, he popped him in the chin, leapt off of him turned
him on his belly, and wrenched him to his knees, twisting one arm be-
hind his back and pulling his head back by the hair. He brought Davey
to his feet, under his control, before heOd recovered from the punch.

OlOntelling Dad,Ohe said in DaveyOsar, and began to frog-march him
through to the cave mouth and down into the lake in the middle of the
mountain. He didnOteven slow down when they reached the smooth
shore of the lake, just pushed on, sloshing in up to his chest, DaveyOs
head barely above the water.

OHewonOtstop,OAlan said, to the winds, to the water, to the vaulted
ceiling, to the scurrying retreat of the goblin. Olthink heOlkill me if he
goes on. HeOs torturing me. YouOve seen it. Look at him!O

Davey was thrashing in the water, his face swollen and bloody, his
eyes rattling like dried peasin a maraca. AlanOsfingers, still buried in
DaveyOsshiny blond hair, kept brushing up against the swollen bruises
there, getting bigger by the moment. OIQllfucking kill you!O Davey
howled, screaming inchoate into the echo that came back from his call.

OShhh,0O Alan said into his ear. OShhh. Listen, Davey, please, shhh.O

DaveyOgoar did not abate. Alan thought he could hear the whispers
and groans of their father in the wind, but he couldnOtmake it out.
OPleaseshhh,Ohe said, gathering Davey in a hug that pinned his arms to
his sides, putting his lips up against DaveyOs ear, holding him still.

OShhh,Che said, and Davey stopped twitching against him, stopped
his terrible roar, and they listened.

At first the sound was barely audible, a soughing through the tunnels,
but gradually the echoeschased each other round the great cavern and
acrossthe still, dark surface of the lake, and then a voice, illusive as a
face in the clouds.

OMy boys,Othe voice said, their father said. OMy sons. David, Alan.
You must not fight like this.O
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OHeN!O Davey began, the echoesof his outburst scattering their fath-
erOs voice.

OShhh,0 Alan said again.

ODaniel,you must love your brother. He loves you. | love you. Trust
him. He wonOthurt you. | wonOtlet you come to any harm. | love you,
son.O

Alan felt Danny tremble in his arms, and he was trembling, too, from
the icy cold of the lake and from the voice and the words and the love
that echoed from every surface.

OAdam, my son. Keep your brother safe. You need each other. DonOt
be impatient or angry with him. Give him love.O

Ol will,O Alan said, and he relaxed his arms so that he was holding
Danny in a hug and not a pinion. Danny relaxed back into him. Ollove
you, Dad,Ohe said, and they trudged out of the water, out into the last
warmth of the dayOssun, to dry out on the slope of the mountainside,
green grass under their bodies and wispy clouds in the sky that they
watched until the sun went out.

Marci followed him home a week before Christmas break. He didnOt
notice her at first. Shewas cunning, and followed his boot prints in the
snow. A blizzard had blown up halfway through the school day, and by
the time classlet out, there was fresh knee-deep powder and he had to
lift eachfoot high to hike through it, the shush of his snow pants and the
huff of his breath the only sounds in the icy winter evening.

She followed the deep prints of his boots on the fresh snow, stalking
him like he stalked rabbits in the woods. When he happened to turn
around at the cave mouth, he spotted her in her yellow snow-suit, strug-
gling up the mountainside, barely visible in the twilight.

HeOdnhever seenan intruder on the mountain. The dirt trail that led up
to the cave branched off a side road on the edge of town, and it was too
rocky even for the dirt-bike kids. He stood at the cave-mouth, torn by in-
decision. He wanted to keep walking, head away farther uphill, away
from the familyOsden, but now sheOdseenhim, had waved to him. His
cold-numb face drained of blood and his bladder hammered insistently
at him. He hiked down the mountain and met her.

OWhy are you here?Ohe said, once he was close enough to see her
pale, freckled face.

OWhy do you think?0 she said. Olfollowed you home. Where do you
live, Alan? Why canOt | even see where you live?0

He felt tears prick at his eyes. OYou just canOt! | canOt bring you home!O
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OYou hate me, donOtyou?Oshe said, hands balling up into mittened
fists. OThatOs it.O

Ol donOt hate you, Marci. INI love you,O he said, surprising himself.

She punched him hard in the arm. OShutup.O She kissed his cheek
with her cold, dry lips and the huff of her breath thawed his skin, mak-
ing it tingle.

OWhere do you live, Alan?0

He sucked air so cold it burned his lungs. OComewith me.OHe took
her mittened hand in his and trudged up to the cave mouth.

They entered the summer cave, where the family spent its time in the
warm months, now mostly empty, save for some straw and a few
scattered bits of clothing and toys. He led her through the cave, his eyes
adjusting to the gloom, back to the right-angle bend behind a stalactite
baffle, toward the sulfur reek of the hot spring on whose shoresthe fam-
ily spent its winters.

Olt gets dark,0 he said. OIOIl get you a light once weOre inside.O

Her hand squeezed his tighter and she said nothing.

It grew darker and darker as he pushed into the cave, helping her up
the gentle incline of the cave floor. He saw well in the darkNthe whole
family didNbut he understood that for her this was a blind voyage.

They stepped out into the sulfur-spring cavern, the acoustics of their
breathing changed by the long, flat hollow. In the dark, he saw Edward-
Frederick-George playing with his matchbox cars in one corner; Davey
leaned up against their mother, sucking his thumb. Billy was nowhere in
sight, probably hiding out in his roomNhe would, of course, have fore-
seen this visit.

He put her hand against the cave wall, then said, OWait here.OHe let
go of her and walked quickly to the heap of winter coatsand boots in the
corner and dug through them for the flashlight he used to do his home-
work by. It was a hand-crank number, and as he squeezedit to life, he
pointed it at Marci, her face wan and scared in its light. He gave the
flashlight a few more pumps to get its flywheel spinning, then passedit
to her.

OJustkeep squeezing it,O he said. OltdoesnOneed batteries.OHe took
her hand again. It was limp.

OYoucan put your things on the pile,O he said, pointing to the coats
and boots. He was already shucking his hat and mittens and boots and
snow pants and coat. His skin flushed with the warm vapors coming off
of the sulfur spring.
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OYoulive here?Oshe said. The light from the flashlight was dimming
and he reached over and gave it a couple of squeezes,then handed it
back to her.

Ol live here. ItOs complicated.O

DaveyOseyes were open and he was staring at them with squinted
eyes and a frown.

OWhere are your parents?0 she said.

OltOsomplicated,Ohe said again, asthough that explained everything.
OThis is my secret. No one else knows it.O

Edward-Frederick-George tottered over to them with an armload of
toy cars,which he mutely offered to Marci, smiling a drooly smile. Alan
patted him on the head and knelt down. OldonOtthink Marci wants to
play cars, okay?OEd nodded solemnly and went back to the edge of the
pool and began running his cars through the nearly scalding water.

Marci reached out a hand ahead of her into the weak light, looked at
the crazy shadows it caston the distant walls. OHow can you live here?
1tOs a cave, Alan. How can you live in a cave?0

OYouget used to it, OAlan said. OlcanOexplain it all, and the parts that
| can explain, you wouldnOt believe. But youOvebeen to my home now,
Marci. IOve shown you where | live.O

Davey approached them, a beatific smile on his angelic face.

OThis is my brother, Daniel,O Alan said. OThe one | told you about.O

OYouOrais slut,ODavey said. He was still smiling. ODoyou touch his
peter?0

Alan flinched, suppressing a desire to smack Davey, but Marci just
knelt down and looked him in the eye. ONope,Oshe said. OAre you al-
ways this horrible to strangers?O

OYes!@avey said, cheerfully. Olhate you, and | hate him,0 he cocked
his head Alanward. OAnd youOre all motherfuckers.O

OButweOrenot wee horrible shits, Danny,O she said. OWeOraot filthy-
mouthed brats who canOt keep a civil tongue.O

Davey snapped his head back and then forward, trying to get her in
the bridge of the nose, a favorite tactic of his, but she was too fast for him
and ducked it, so that he stumbled and fell to his knees.

OYourmotherOgyoing to be very crosswhen she finds out how youOve
been acting. YouOllbe lucky if you get any Christmas pressies,Cshe said
as he struggled to his feet.

He swung a punch at her groin, and she caught his wrist and then
hoisted him to his tiptoes by his arm, then lifted him off the floor, bring-
ing his face up level with hers. OStop it,0 she said. ONow.O
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He fell silent and narrowed his eyes as he dangled there, thinking
about this. Then he spat in her face. Marci shook her head slowly asthe
gob of spit slid down her eyebrow and over her cheek, then she spat
back, nailing him square on the tip of his nose. She set him down and
wiped her face with a glove.

Davey started toward her, and she lifted a hand and he flinched back
and then ran behind their mother, hiding in her tangle of wires and
hoses. Marci gave the flashlight a series of hard cranks that splashed
light across the washing machine and then turned to Alan.

OThatOs your brother?0

Alan nodded.

OWell, | see why you didnOt want me to come home with you, then.O

Kurt was properly appreciative of AlanOsbookcasesand trophies, ran
his fingertips over the wood, willingly accepted some iced mint tea
sweetened with honey, and used a coaster without having to be asked.

OA washing machine and a mountain,O he said.

OYes,QAlan said. OHe kept a roof over our heads and she kept our
clothes clean.O

OYouOveéold that joke before, right?0 KurtOsfoot was bouncing, which
made the chains on his pants and jacket jangle.

OAnd now DaveyOsafter us,OAlan said. OldonOtknow why itOsnow. |
donOtknow why Davey does anything. But he always hated me most of
all.O

OSo why did he snatch your brothers first?O

Olthink he wants me to sweat. He wants me scared, all the time. |IOm
the eldest. IOmthe one who left the mountain. 1Onthe one who camefirst,
and made all the connections with the outside world. They all looked to
me to explain the world, but | never had any explanations that would
suit Davey.O

OThis is pretty weird,O he said.

Alan cocked his head at Kurt. He was about thirty, old for a punk, and
had a kind of greasy sheenabout him, like he didnOtremember to wash
often enough, despite his protestations about his cleanliness. But at
thirty, he should have seenenough to let him know that the world was
both weirder than he suspectedand not soweird ascertain mystically in-
clined people would like to believe.

Arnold didnOtlike this moment of disclosure, didnOtlike dropping his
carefully cultivated habit of hiding this, but he also couldnOthelp but feel
relieved. A part of his mind nagged him, though, and told him that too
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much of this would waken the worry for his brothers from its narcotized
slumber.

OlIOveold other people, just a few. They didnOtbelieve me. You donOt
have to. Why donOt you think about it for a while?0

OWhat are you going to do?0

OIOngoing to try to figure out how to find my brothers. | canOgo un-
derground like Davey can.| donOtthink | can, anyway. | never have. But
DaveyOssoE brokenE so small and twisted. HeOsnot smart, but heOs
cunning and heOgetermined. IOmsmarter than he is. So IOlltry to find
the smart way. 10l think about it, to0.0

OWell,10vegot to get ready to go diving,O Kurt said. He stood up with
a jangle. OThanks for the iced tea, Adam.O

Olt was nice to meet you, Kurt,O Alan said, and shook his hand.

Alan woke with something soft over his face. It was pitch dark, and he
couldnOtbreathe. He tried to reach up, but his arms wouldnOt move. He
couldnOt sit up. Something heavy was sitting on his chest. The soft
thingNa pillow?Nground against his face, cruelly pressing down on the
cartilage in his nose, filling his mouth as he gasped for air.

He shuddered hard, and felt something give near his right wrist and
then his arm was loose from the elbow down. He kept working the arm,
his chestafire, and then heOdreed it to the shoulder, and something bit
him, hard little teeth like knives, in the fleshy underside of his bicep.
Flailing dug the teeth in harder, and he knew he was bleeding, could feel
it seeping down his arm. Finally, he got his hand onto something, a de-
siccated, mummified piece of flesh. Davey. DaveyOsibs, like dry stones,
cold and thin. He felt up higher, felt for the place where DaveyOsarm
met his shoulder, and then twisted as hard as he could, until the arm
popped free in its socket. He shook his head violently and the pillow slid
away.

The room was still dark, and the hot, moist air rushed into his nostrils
and mouth as he gasped it in. He heard Davey moving in the dark, and
as his eyes adjusted, he saw him unfolding a knife. It was a clasp knife
with a broken hasp and it swung open with the sound of a cockroachOs
shell crunching underfoot. The blade was rusty.

Alan flung his freed arm across his body and tried to tug himself
loose. He was being held down by his own sheets, which had been
tacked or stapled to the bed frame. Using all his strength, he rolled over,
heaving and bucking, and felt/ heard the staples popping free down one
side of the bed, just as Davey slashed at where his face had been a
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moment before. The knife whistled past his ear, then scored deeply along
his shoulder. His arm flopped uselessly at his side and now they were
both fighting one-armed, though Davey had a knife and Adam was
wrapped in a sheet.

His bedroom was singularly lacking in anything that could be impro-
vised into a weaponNhe considered trying getting a heavy encyclopedia
out to use as a shield, but it was too far a distance and too long a shot.

He scooted back on the bed, trying to untangle the sheet, which was
still secured at the foot of the bed and all along one side. He freed his
good arm just as Davey slashed at him again, aiming for the meat of his
thigh, the big arteries there that could bleed you out in a minute or two.
He grabbed for DaveyOsshoulder and caught it for an instant, squeezed
and twisted, but then the skin he had hold of sloughed away and Davey
was free, dancing back.

Then he heard, from downstairs, the sound of rhythmic pounding at
the door. HeOdbeen hearing it for some time, but hadnOtegistered it un-
til now. A muffled yell from below. Police? Mimi? He screamed out,
OHelp!O hoping his voice would carry through the door.

Apparently, it did. He heard the sound of the small glass pane over
the doorknob shatter, and Davey turned his head to look in the direction
of the sound. Alan snatched up the pillow that heOdeen smothering un-
der and swung it as hard as he could at DaveyOshead, knocking him
around, and the door was open now, the summer night air sweeping up
the stairs to the second-floor bedroom.

OAlan?0 It was Kurt.

OKurt, up here, heOs got a knifelO

Boots on the stairs, and Davey standing again, cornered, with the
knife, slashing at the air toward him and toward the bedroom door, to-
ward the light coming up the stairs, bobbing, KurtOsmaglight, clenched
in his teeth, and Davey bolted for the door with the knife held high. The
light stopped moving and there was an instantOstableau, Davey caught
in the light, cracked black lips peeled back from sharp teeth, chest heav-
ing, knife bobbing, and then Alan was free, diving for his knees,bringing
him down.

Kurt was on them before Davey could struggle up to his good elbow,
kicking the knife away, scattering fingerbones like dice.

Davey screechedlike arusty hinge asKurt twisted his arms up behind
his back and Alan took hold of his ankles. He thrashed like araccoonin a
trap, and Alan forced the back of his head down so that his face was
mashed against the cool floor, muffling his cries.
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Kurt shifted so that his knee and one hand were pinning DaveyOs
wrists, fished in his pockets, and came out with a bundle of hairy twine.
He set it on the floor next to Alan and then shifted his grip back to
DaveyOs arms.

As soon asAlan releasedthe back of DaveyOsead, he jerked it up and
snapped his teeth into the top of KurtOscalf, just above the top of his
high, chain-draped boot. Kurt hollered and Adam reached out and took
the knife, moving quickly before he could think, and smashed the butt
into DaveyOgaw, which cracked audibly. Davey let go of KurtOscalf and
Alan worked quickly to lash his feet together, using half the bundle of
twine, heedlessof how he cut into the thin, cracking skin. He used the
knife to snip the string and then handed the roll to Kurt, who went to
work on DannyOs wrists.

Alan got the lights and rolled his brother over, looked into his mad
eyes. Dale was trying to scream, but with his jaw hanging limp and his
teeth scattered, it came out in a rasp. Alan stood and found that he was
naked, his shoulder and bicep dripping blood down his side into a pool
on the polished floor.

OWeOltake him to the basement,0he told Kurt, and dug through the
laundry hamper at the foot of the bed for jeans.He found a couple of
pairs of boxer shorts and tied one around his bicep and the other around
his shoulder, using his teeth and chin asa second hand. It took two tries
before he had them bound tight enough to still the throb.

The bedroom looked like someone had butchered an animal in it, and
the floor was gritty with DarrelOsleavings, teeth and nails and finger-
bones. Picking his way carefully through the mess, he hauled the sheet
off the bed, popping out the remaining staples, which pinged off the
bookcasesand danced on the polished wood of the floor. He folded it
double and laid it on the floor next to Davey.

OHelpme roll him onto it,Ohe said, and then saw that Kurt was staring
down at his shriveled, squirming, hateful brother in horror, wiping his
hands over and over again on the thighs of his jeans.

He looked up and his eyeswere glazed and wide. Olwas passing by
and | saw the shadows in the window. | thought you were being at-
tackedNO He hugged himself.

Olwas,OAlan said. He dug another T-shirt out of his hamper. OHere,
wrap this around your hands.O

They rolled Davey into the sheetand then wrapped him in it. He was
surprisingly heavy, dense.Hefting his end of the sheetone-handed, heft-
ing that mysterious weight, he remembered picking up Ed-Fred-Geoff in
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the cave that first day, remembered the weight of the brother-in-the-
brother-in-the-brother, and he had a sudden sickening sensethat per-
haps Davey was so heavy because heOd eaten them.

Once they had him bound snugly in the sheet,Danny stopped thrash-
ing and became very still. They carried him carefully down the dark
stairs, the walnut-shell grit echoing the feel of teeth and flakes of skin on
the bare soles of AlanOs feet.

They dumped him unceremoniously on the cool mosaic of tile on the
floor. They stared at the unmoving bundle for amoment. OWaithere, IOm
going to get a chair,O Alan said.

OJesusgdonOtleave me alone here,OKurt said. OThatkid, the one who
saw himNtakeNyour brother? No oneOsseen him since.OHe looked
down at Davey with wide, crazed eyes.

AlanOsshoulder throbbed. OAll right,O he said. OYouget a chair from
the kitchen, the captainOshair in the corner with the newspaper recyc-
ling stacked on it.O

While Kurt was upstairs, Alan unwrapped his brother. DannyOseyes
were closed, his jaw hanging askew, his wrists bound behind him. Alan
leaned carefully over him and took his jaw and rotated it gently until it
popped back into place.

ODavey?(he said. The eyeswere closed, but now there was an attent-
Iveness, an alertnessto him. Alan stepped back quickly, feeling foolish at
his fear of this pathetic, disjointed bound thing on his floor. No two ways
about it, though: Davey gave him the absolutely willies, making his
testicles draw up and the hair on the back of his arms prickle.

OSetthe chair down there,OAlan said, pointing. He hoisted Davey up
by his dry, papery armpits and sat him in the seat. He took some duct
tape out of a utility drawer under the basement staircaseand used it to
gum Danny down in the chair.

ODavey,O he said again. Ol know you can hear me. Stop pretending.O

OThatOs your brother?0 Kurt said. OThe one whoNO

OThatOs him,0 Alan said. Ol guess you believe me now, huh?0

Davey grinned suddenly, mirthless. OStillmaking friends and influen-
cing people, brother?Ohe said. His voice was wet and hiccuping, like he
was drowning in snot.

OWeOreot going to play any games here, Davey. YouOregoing to tell
me where Edward, Felix, and Griffin are, or IOmgoing to tear your fin-
gers off and smash them into powder. When | run out of fingers, 10Il
switch to teeth.O

Kurt looked at him in alarm. He moaned. OJesus, AdamNO
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Adam whirled on him, something shapping inside. ODonOtKurt, just
donOt,okay? He tried to kill me tonight. He may already have killed my
brothers. This is life or death, and thereOso room for sentiment or hu-
manity. Get a hammer out of the toolbox, on that shelf.OKurt hesitated.
ODo it!O Alan said, pointing at the toolbox.

Kurt shrank back, looking asthough heOdbeen slapped. He moved as
if in a dream, opening the toolbox and pawing through it until he came
up with a scarred hammer, one claw snapped off.

Davey shook his head. OYoudonOtscareme, Albert. Not for an instant.
| have a large supply of fingers and teethNall | need. And youNyouOre
like him. YouOrea sentimentalist. Scared of yourself. Scared of me.
Scaredof everything. ThatOsvhy you ran away. ThatOsvhy you got rid
of me. Scared.O

Alan dug in his pocket for the fingerbones and teeth heOdtollected. He
found the tip of a pinky with a curled-over nail as thick as an oysterOs
shell, crusted with dirt and blood. OGive me the hammer, Kurt,O he said.

DaveyOseyes followed him as he set the fingertip down on the tiles
and raised the hammer. He brought it down just to one side of the finger,
hard enough to break the tile. Kurt jumped a little, and Alan held the
hammer up again.

OTell me or this time 1 wonOt miss,O he said, looking Davey in the eye.

Davey shrugged in his bonds.

Alan swung the hammer again. It hit the fingertip with a jarring im-
pact that vibrated up his arm and resonated through his hurt shoulder.
He raised the hammer again. HeOdexpected the finger to crush into
powder, but instead it fissured into three jagged pieces, like a piece of
chert fracturing under a hammer-stone.

DaveyOseyes were squeezed down to slits now. OYouOréhe scared
one. You canOt scare me,O he said, his voice choked with phlegm.

Alan saton the irregular tile and propped his chin in his palm. OOkay,
Davey, youOreright. IOmscared. YouOvekidnapped our brothers, maybe
even killed them. YouOreerrorizing me. | canOthink, | canOsleep. Sotell
me, Danny, why shouldn®tl just kill you again, and get rid of all that
fear?O

Ol know where the brothers are,Ohe said instantly. Ol know where
there are more people like us. All the answers, Albert, every answer
youOveever looked for. 10vegot them. And | wonOttell you any of them.
But so long as IOm walking around and talking, you think that | might.O
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Alan took Marci back to his bedroom, the winter bedroom that was no
more than a niche in the hot-spring cavern, a pile of rags and a sleeping
bag for a bed. It had always been enough for him, but now he was
ashamed of it. He took the flashlight from Marci and let it wind down, so
that they were sitting in darkness.

OYour parentsNO she said, then broke off.

OItOs complicated.O

OAre they dead?0

He reached out in the dark and took her hand.

OldonOtknow how to explain it,O he said. Olcan lie, and youOllprob-
ably think IOmtelling the truth. Or | can tell the truth, and youOllthink
that IOm lying.O

Shesqueezedhis hand. Despite the sweaty heat of the cave, her fingers
were cold asice. He covered her hand with his free hand and rubbed at
her cold fingers.

OTell me the truth,O she whispered. OIOIl believe you.O

So he did, in mutters and whispers. He didnOthave the words to ex-
plain it all, didnOtknow exactly how to explain it, but he tried. How he
knew his fatherOs moods. How he felt his motherOs love.

After keeping this secretall his life, it felt incredible to be letting it out.
His heart thudded in his chest,and his shoulders felt progressively light-
er, until he thought he might rise up off his bedding and fly around the
cave.

If it hadnOtbeen dark, he wouldnOt have been able to tell it. It was the
dark, and the faint lunar glow of MarciOsface that showed no expression
that let him open up and spill out all the secrets.Her fingers squeezed
tighter and tighter, and now he felt like singing and dancing, because
surely between the two of them, they could find a book in the library or
maybe an article in the microfilm cabinetsthat would really explain it to
him.

He wound down. ONo one else knows this,Ohe said. ONo one except
you.OHe leaned in and planted a kiss on her cold lips. Shesatrigid and
unmoving as he kissed her.

OMarci?0

OAlan,O she breathed. Her fingers went slack. She pulled her hand free.

Suddenly Alan was cold, too. The scantinches between them felt like
an unbridgeable gap.

OYou think 10m lying,O he said, staring out into the cave.

Ol donOt knowNO

OltOs okay,O he said. Ol can help you get home now, all right?0
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She folded her hands on her lap and nodded miserably.

On the way out of the cave, Eddie-Freddie-Georgie tottered over, still
holding his car. He held it out to her mutely. Sheknelt down solemnly
and took it from him, then patted him on the head. OMerry Christmas,
kiddo,O she said. He hugged her leg, and she laughed a little and bent to
pick him up. She couldnOt.He was too heavy. She let go of him and
nervously pried his arms from around her thigh.

Alan took her down the path to the side road that led into town. The
moonlight shone on the white snow, making the world glow bluish.
They stood by the roadside for a long and awkward moment.

OGood night, Alan,O she said, and turned and started trudging home.

There was no torture at school the next day. Sheignored him through
the morning, and he couldnOtfind her at recess,but at lunch she came
and sat next to him. They ate in silence, but he was comforted by her
presence beside him, a warmth that he sensed more than felt,

She sat beside him in afternoon classes,too. Not a word passed
between them. For Alan, it felt like anything they could say to one anoth-
er would be lesstrue than the silence, but that realization hurt. HeOdnev-
er been able to discuss his life and nature with anyone and it seemedas
though he never would.

But the next morning, in the school yard, she snagged him as he
walked past the climber made from ajumble of bolted-together logs and
dragged him into the middle. It smelled faintly of pee and was a rich
source of mysterious roachesand empty beer bottles on Monday morn-
ings after the teenagers had come and gone.

Shewas crouched down on her haunchesin the snow there, her steam-
ing breath coming in short huffs. Shegrabbed him by the back of his knit
toque and pulled his faceto hers, kissing him hard on the mouth, shock-
ing the hell out of him by forcing her tongue past his lips.

They kissed until the bell rang, and as Alan made his way to class,he
felt like his face was glowing like a lightbulb. His homeroom teacher
asked him if he was feeling well, and he stammered out some kind of af-
firmative while Marci, sitting in the next row, stifled a giggle.

They ate their lunches together again, and she filled the silence with a
running commentary of the deficiencies of the sandwich her father had
packed her, the strange odors coming from the brown bag that Alan had
brought, filled with winter mushrooms and some soggy bread and
cheese, and the hairiness of the mole on the lunch ladyOs chin.
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When they reached the schoolyard, she tried to drag him back to the
logs, but he resisted, taking her instead to the marsh where heOdfirst
spied her. The ground had frozen over and the rushes and reeds were
stubble, poking out of the snow. He took her mittened hands in his and
waited for her to stop squirming.

Which she did, eventually. HeOdrehearsed what heOdsay to her all
morning: Do you believe me? What am I? Am | like you? Do you still
love me? Are you still my friend? | donOtunderstand it any better than
you do, but now, now there are two of us who know about it, and maybe
we can make senseof it together. God, itOssuch a relief to not be the only
one anymore.

But now, standing there with Marci, in the distant catcalls of the play-
ground and the smell of the new snow and the soughing of the wind in
the trees, he couldnOtbring himself to sayit. Sheeither knew thesethings
or she didnOt,and if she didnOt,he didnOtknow what he could do to help
it.

OWhat?O she said at last.

ODo youNO he began, then fell silent. He couldnOt say the words.

Shelooked irritated, and the sounds and the smells swept over him as
the moment stretched. But then she softened. Ol donOtunderstand it,
Alan,O she said. Olsit true? Is it really how you say it is? Did | seewhat |
saw?0

OltOgrue,O he said, and it was as though the clouds had parted, the
world gone bright with the glare off the snow and the sounds from the
playground now joyous instead of cruel. OltOsrue, and | donOtunder-
stand it any more than you do, Marci.O

OAre youE human, Alan?0

Ol think so,0Ohe said. Ol bleed. | eat. | sleep. | think and talk and
dream.O

She squeezed his hands and darted a kiss at him. OYou kiss,O she said.

And it was all right again.

The next day was Saturday, and Marci arranged to meet him at the
cave-mouth. In the lee of the wind, the bright winter sun reflected
enough heat off the snow that some of it melted away, revealing the
stunted winter grass beneath. They sat on the dry snow and listened to
the wind whistle through the pines and the hiss of loose snow blowing
across the crust.

OWill | get to meet your Da, then?Oshe said, after theyOdwatched a
jackrabbit hop up the mountainside and disappear into the woods.
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He sniffed deeply, and smelled the coalface smell of his fatherOs
cogitation.

OYou want t0?0 he said.

Ol do.O

And so he led her inside the mountain, through the winter cave, and
back and back to the pool in the mountainOsheart. They crept along
quietly, her fingers twined in his. OYou have to put out the flashlight
now,Ohe said. OltOlscarethe goblin.OHis voice shocked him, and her, he
felt her startle. It was so quiet otherwise, just the sounds of breathing and
of cave winds.

Soshe let the whirring dynamo in the flashlight wind down, and the
darkness descended on them. It was cool, but not cold, and the wind
smelled more strongly of coalfacethan ever. OHeOm there,OAlan said.
He heard the goblin scamper away. His words echoed over the pool
around the corner. OComeon.OHer fingers were very cool. They walked
in a slow, measured step, like a king and queen of elfland going for a
walk in the woods.

He stopped them at the poolOsedge. There was almost no light here,
but Alan could make out the smooth surface of his fatherOs pool.

ONow what?O she whispered, the hissing of her words susurrating
over the poolOs surface.

OWecan only talk to him from the center,Ohe whispered. OWehave to
wade in.O

Ol canOt go home with wet clothes,O she whispered.

OYoudonOtwear clothes,Ohe said. He let go of her hand and began to
unzip his snowsuit.

And so they stripped, there on his fatherOsshore. Shewas luminous in
the dark, a pale girl-shape picked out in the ripples of the pool, skinny,
with her arms crossed in front of her chest. Even though he knew she
couldnOtseehim, he was self-consciousin his nudity, and he stepped in-
to the pool as soon as he was naked.

OWait,0 she said, sounding panicked. ODonOt leave me!O

So he held out his hand for her, and then, realizing that she couldnOt
seeit, he stepped out of the pool and took her hand, brushing her small
breast as he did so. He barely registered the contact, though she startled
and nearly fell over. OSorry,O he said. OCome on.O

The water was cold, but once they were in up to their shoulders, it
warmed up, or they went numb.
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Olsit okay?Oshe whispered, and now that they were in the center of
the cavern, the echoescrossedback and forth and took a long time to die
out.

OListen,O Andy said. OJust listen.O

And asthe echoesof his words died down, the winds picked up, and
then the words emerged from the breeze.

OAdam,Ohis father sighed. Marci jumped a foot out of the water, and
her splashdown sent watery ripples rebounding off the cavern walls.

Alan reached out for her and draped his arm around her shoulders.
She huddled against his chest, slick cold naked skin goose-pimpled
against his ribs. Shesmelled wonderful, like afox. It felt wonderful, and
solemn, to stand there nude, in the heart of his father, and let his secrets
spill away.

Her breathing stilled again.

OAlan,O his father said.

OWewant to understand, Father,OAlan whispered. OWhatam 1?01t
was the question heOdhever asked. Now that heOdasked it, he felt like a
fool: Surely his father knew, the mountain knew everything, had stood
forever. He could have found out anytime heOd thought to ask.

OldonOthave the answer,Ohis father said. OTheremay be no answer.
You may never know.O

Adam let go of Marci, let his arms fall to his sides.

ONo,Ohe said. ONo!Ohe shouted again, and the stillness was broken.
The wind blew cold and hard, and he didnOtcare. ONO!Ohe screamed,
and Marci grabbed him and put her hand over his mouth. His ears
roared with echoes,and they did not die down, but rather built atop one
another, to a wall of noise that scared him.

Shewas crying now, scared and openmouthed sobs. Shesplashed him
and water went up his nose and stung his eyes. The wind was colder
now, cold enough to hurt, and he took her hand and sloshed recklessly
for the shore. He spun up the flashlight and handed it to her, then
yanked his clothes over his wet skin, glaring at the pool while she did
the same.

In the winter cave, they met a golem.

It stood like a statue, brick-red with glowing eyes,beside AlanOsmoth-
er, hands at its sides. Golems didnOtventure to this side of his father very
often, and almost never in daylight. Marci caught him in the flashlightOs
beam as they entered the warm humidity of the cave, shivering in the
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gusting winds. Shefumbled the flashlight and Alan caught it before it hit
the ground.

OltOskay,Ohe said. His chest was heaving from his tantrum, but the
presence of the golem calmed him. You could say or do anything to a
golem, and it couldnOtstrike back, couldnOtanswer back. The sons of the
mountain that shelteredNand birthed?Nthe golems owed nothing to
them.

He walked over to it and folded his arms.

OWhat is it?O he said.

The golem bent its head slightly and looked him in the eye. It was
man-shaped, but baggier, muscleslike frozen mud. An overhang of belly
covered its smooth crotch like a kilt. Its chisel-shaped teeth clacked to-
gether as it limbered up its jaw.

OYour father is sad,Qit said. Its voice was slow and grinding, like an
avalanche. OOur side grows cold.O

Ol donOtcare,OAlan said. OFuck my father,0 he said. Behind him,
perched atop their mother, Davey whittered a mean little laugh.

OYou shouldnOtNO

Alan shoved the golem. It was like shoving a boulder. It didnOtgive at
all.

OYoudonOttell me what to do,Ohe said. OYoucanOtell me what to do.
| want to know what | am, how weOrepossible, and if you canOtelp,
then you can leave now.O

The winds blew colder, smelling now of the golemOsside of the moun-
tain, of clay and the dry bones of their kills, which they arrayed on the
walls of their cavern.

The golem stood stock still.

ODoes itE understand?0O Marci asked. Davey snickered again.

OltOsot stupid,O Alan said, calming a little. OItOsEslow. It thinks
slowly and actsslowly. But itOsot stupid.O He paused for a moment. Olt
taught me to speak,O he said.

That did it. He began to cry, biting his lip to keep from making a
sound, but the tearsrolled down his cheeksand his shoulders shook. The
flashlightOsbeam pinned him, and he wanted to run to his mother and
hide behind her, wanted to escape the light.

OGo,0he said softly to the golem, touching its elbow. OltOllbe all
right.O

Slowly, gratingly, the golem turned and lumbered out of the cave,
clumsy and ponderous.

94



Marci put her arm around him and he buried his face in her skinny
neck, the hot tears coursing down her collarbones.

Davey cameto him that night and pinned him in the light of the flash-
light. He woke staring up into the bright bulb, shielding his eyes. He
groped out for the light, but Darryl danced back out of reach, keeping
the beam in his eyes. The air crackled with the angry grinding of its
hand-dynamo.

He climbed out of bed naked and felt around on the floor. He had a
geode there, heOdbroken it and polished it by hand, and it was the size
of a softball, the top smooth as glass, the underside rough asa coconutOs
hide.

Wordless and swift, he wound up and threw the geode as hard as he
could at where he judged DaveyOs head to be.

There was a thud and a cry, and the light clattered to the ground,
growing more dim asits dynamo whirred to a stop. Green blobs chased
themselves acrosshis vision, and he could only seeDarren rolling on the
ground by turning his head to one side and looking out of the corner of
his eye.

He groped toward Davey and smelled the blood. Kneeling down, he
found DaveyOshand and followed it up to his shoulder, his neck. Slick
with blood. Higher, to DaveyOdace, his forehead, the dent there sanded
ragged by the rough side of the geode. The blood flowed freely and be-
neath his other hand DannyOschest heaved as he breathed, shallowly,
rapidly, almost panting.

His vision was coming back now. He took off his T-shirt and wadded
it up, pressedit to DaveyOdorehead. TheyOddone first aid in class.You
werenOtsupposed to move someone with a head injury. He pressed
down with the T-shirt, trying to stanch the blood.

Then, quick asa whip, DaveyOsead twisted around and he bit down,
hard, on AlanOsthumbtip. Albert reeled back, but it was too late: Davey
had bitten off the tip of his right thumb. Alan howled, waking up Ed-
Fred-Geoff, who beganto cry. Davey rolled away, scampering back into
the caveOs depths.

Alan danced around the cave, hand clamped between his thighs,
mewling. He fell to the floor and squeezedhis legs together, then slowly
brought his hand up before his face. The ragged stump of his thumb was
softly spurting blood in time with his heartbeat. He struggled to remem-
ber his first aid. He wrapped his T-shirt around the wound and then
pulled his parka on over his bare chestand jammed his bare feet into his
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boots, then made his way to the cave mouth and scoopedup snow under
the moonOsglow, awkwardly packing a snowball around his hand. He
shivered as he made his way back into the winter cave and propped
himself up against his mother, holding his hurt hand over his head.

The winter cave grew cold as the ice packed around his hand. Bobby,
woken by his clairvoyant instincts, crept forward with a sheet and
draped it over Alan. HeOdforeseenthis, of courseNhad foreseenall of it.
But Bobby followed his own code, and he kept his own counsel, cleaning
up after the disasters he was powerless to prevent.

Deep in the mountains, they heard the echoes of DaveyOstittering
laughter.

Oltwas wrong to bring her here, Adam,OBilly said to him in the morn-
ing, as he fed Alan the crusts of bread and dried apples heOdbrought
him, packing his hand with fresh snow.

OldidnOtbring her here, she followed me,OAdam said. His arm ached
from holding it aloft, and his back and tailbone were numb with the ache
of a night spent sitting up against their motherOsside. OAnd besides,why
should it be wrong? Whose rules? What rules? What are the fucking
rules?0

OYoucan feel the rules, brother,Ohe said. He couldnOtlook Alan in the
eye, he never did. This was a major speech, coming from Bobby.

Ol canOffeel any rules,OAlan said. He wondered if it was true. HeOd
never told anyone about the family before. Had he known all along that
he shouldnOt do this?

Olcan. ShecanOknow. No one can know. Even we canOknow. WeOll
never understand it.O

OWhere is Davey?0

OHeOs doing akE ritual. With your thumb.0

They satsilent and strained their earsto hear the winds and the distant
shuffle of the denizens of the mountain.

Alan shifted, using his good hand to prop himself up, looking for a
comfortable position. He brought his injured hand down to his lap and
unwrapped his blood-soaked T-shirt from his fist, gently peeling it away
from the glue of dried blood that held it there.

His hand had shriveled in the night, from ice and from restricted circu-
lation, and maybe from DaveyQOsitual. Alan pondered its crusty, clawed
form, thinking that it looked like it belonged to
someoneNsomethingNelse.
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Buddy scaled the stalactite that served as the ladder up to the lofty
nook where he slept and came back down holding his water bottle. OltOs
clean, itOsrom the pool,Ohe said, another major speechfor him. He also
had an armload of scavenged diapers, much-washed and worn soft as
flannel. He wet one and beganto wipe away the crust of blood on AlanOs
arm and hand, working his way up from the elbow, then tackling the un-
injured fingers, then, very gently, gently asa feather-touch, slow asa gla-
cier, he worked on AlanOs thumb.

When he was done, AlanOshand was clean and dry and cold, and the
wound of his thumb was exposed and naked, a thin crust of blood weep-
ing liquid slowly. It seemedto Alan that he could seethe stump of bone
protruding from the wound. He was amazed to see his bones, to get a
look at a cross-section of himself. He wondered if he could count the
rings and find out how old he was, ashe had never beenreally certain on
that score. He giggled ghoulishly.

He held out his good hand. OGetme up, okay?OBobby hauled him to
his feet. OGet me some warm clothes, t00?0

And he did, becausehe was Bobby, and he was always only too glad
to help, only too glad to do what service he could for you, even if he
would never do you the one service that would benefit you the most:
telling you of his visions, helping you avoid the disastersthat loomed on
your horizon.

Standing up, walking around, being cleanNhe began to feel like him-
self again. He even managed to get into his snow pants and parka and
struggle out to the hillside and the bright sunshine, where he could get a
good look at his hand.

What he had taken for a bone wasnOtlt was a skinny little thumbtip,
growing out of the raggedy, crusty stump. He could seethe whorl of a
fingerprint there, and narrow, nearly invisible cuticles. He touched the
tip of his tongue to it and it seemedto him that he could feel a tongue
rasping over the top of his missing thumbtip.

OltOslisgusting, keep it away,O Marci said, shrinking away from his
hand in mock horror. He held his proto-thumb under her nose and
waggled it.

ONo joking, okay? | just want to know what it means. IOmgrowing a
new thumb.O

OMaybeyouOrepart salamander. They regrow their Iegs and tails. Or a
wormNcut a worm in half and you get two worms. 1tOsin one of my
DaOs books.O
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He stared at his thumb. It had grown perceptibly, just on the journey
into town to MarciOsplace. They were holed up in her room, surrounded
by watercolors of horsesin motion that her mother had painted. SheOd
raided the fridge for cold pork pies and cheeseand fizzy lemonade that
her father had shipped from the Marks & Spencerin Toronto. It was the
strangest food heOd ever eaten but heOd developed a taste for it.

OWiggle it again,O she said.

He did, and the thumbtip bent down like a scalemodel of a thumbtip,
cracking the scab around it.

OWe should go to a doctor,O she said.

Ol donOt go to doctors,O he said flatly.

OYou havenOt gone to a doctorNdoesnOt mean you can0t.0

Ol donOtgo to doctors.OX-ray machines and stethoscopes,blood tests
and clever little flashlights in your earsNwho knew what theyOdreveal?
He wanted to be the first to discover it, he didnOtwant to have to try to
explain it to a doctor before he understood it himself.

ONot even when youOre sick?0

OThe golems take care of it,O he said.

She shook her head. OYouOre a weirdo, you know that?O

Ol know it,O he said.

Ol thought my family was strange,Oshe said, stretching out on her
tummy on the bed. OBut theyOre not a patch on you.O

Ol know it.O

He finished his fizzy lemonade and lay down beside her, belching.

OWe could ask my Da. He knows a lot of strange things.O

He put his face down in her duvet and smelled the cotton covers and
her nighttime sweat, like a spice, like cinnamon. OldonOtwant to do that.
Please donOt tell anyone, all right?0

She took hold of his wrist and looked again at the teensy thumb.
OWiggle it again,Oshe said. He did. She giggled. Olmagineif you were
like a worm. Imagine if your thumbtip was out there growing another
you.O

He sat bolt upright. ODoyou think thatOgossible?Ghe said. His heart
was thudding. ODo you think so?0

She rolled on her side and stared at him. ONo, donOtbe daft. How
could your thumb grow another you?0O

OWhy wouldnOt it?0

She had no answer for him.

Ol need to go home,O he said. Ol need to know.O
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OlOntoming with,O she said. He opened his mouth to tell her no, but
she made a fierce face at him, her foxy features wrinkled into a mock
snarl.

OCome along then,O he said. OYou can help me do up my coat.O

The winter cavewas deserted. He listened at the mouths of all the tun-
nels, straining to hear Davey. From his high nook, Brian watched them.

OWhere is he, Billy?0 Alan called. OTell me, godfuckit!O

Billy looked down from him perch with his sad, hollow eyesNhad he
been forgetting to eat again?Nand shook his head.

They took to the tunnels. Even with the flashlight, Marci couldnOt
match him for speed. He could feel the tunnels through the soles of his
boots, he could smell them, he could pick them apart by the quality of
their echoes.He moved fast, dragging Marci along with his good hand
while she cranked the flashlight ashard asshe could. He heard her pant-
ing, triangulated their location from the way that the shallow noises re-
flected off the walls.

When they found Davey at last, it was in the golemOsave, on the oth-
er side of the mountain. He was hunkered down in a corner, while the
golems moved around him slowly, avoiding him like he was a boulder
or a stalagmite that had sprung up in the night. Their stony headsturned
to regard Marci and Adam asthey cameupon them, their luminous eyes
lighting on them for a moment and then moving on. It was an eloquent
statement for them: This is the business of the mountain and his sons.
We will not intervene.

There were more golems than Alan could remember seeing at once,
six, maybe seven. The golems made more of their kind from the clay they
found at the riverbank whenever they caredto or neededto, and allowed
their number to dwindle when the need or want had passed by the
simple expedient of deconstructing one of their own back to the clay it
had come from.

The golemsCrave was lined with small bonesand skulls, rank and row
climbing the walls, twined with dried grassesin ascending geometries.
These were the furry animals that the golems patiently trapped and
killed, skinned, dressed, and smoked, laying them in small, fur-wrapped
bundles in the familyOscave when they were done. It was part of their
unspoken bargain with the mountain, and the tiny boneshad once borne
the flesh of nearly every significant meal Alan had ever eaten.

Davey crouched among the bonesat the very back of the cave, his back
to them, shoulders hunched.
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The golems stood stock still as Marci and he crept up on Davey. Soin-
tent was he on his work that he didnOtnotice them, even as they loomed
over his shoulder, staring down on the thing he held in his hands.

It was AlanOsthumb, and growing out of itNAllen. Tiny, the size of a
pipe-cleaner man, and just as skinny, but perfectly formed, squirming
and insensate, face contorted in a tiny expression of horror.

Not so perfectly formed, Alan saw, once he was over the initial shock.
One of the pipe-cleaner-AllenOsarms was missing, protruding there from
DaveyOsmouth, and he crunched it with lip-smacking relish. Alan
gawped at it, taking it in, watching his miniature doppelganger, hardly
bigger than the thumb it sprouted from, thrash like a worm on a hook.

Davey finished the arm, slurping it back like a noodle. Then he
dangled the tiny Allen from the thumb, shaking it, before taking hold of
the legs, one between the thumb and forefinger of each hand, and he
gently, almost lovingly pulled them apart. The Allen screamed,a sound
astiny and tortured asa cricket song, and then the left leg wrenched free
of its socket. Alan felt his own leg twist in sympathy, and then there was
akilling ragein him. He looked around the cave for the thing that would
let him murder his brother for once and for all, but it wasnOt to be found.

DaveyOs murder was still to come.

Instead, he leapt on DaveyOsack, arm around his neck, hand gripping
his choking fist, pulling the headlock tighter and tighter. Marci was
screaming something, but shewas lost in the crash of the blood-surf that
roared in his ears.Davey pitched over backward, trying to buck him off,
but he wouldnOt be thrown, and he flipped Davey over by the neck, so
that he landed it a thrash of skinny arms and legs. The Allen fell to the
floor, weeping and dragging itself one-armed and one-legged away from
the melee.

Then Davey was on him, squeezing his injured hand, other thumb in
his eye, screechinglike arusted hinge. Alan tried to seethrough the tears
that sprang up, tried to reach Davey with his good hand, but the rage
was leaking out of him now. He rolled desperately, but DaveyOsweight
on his chest was like a cannonball, impossibly heavy.

Suddenly Davey was lifted off of him. Alan struggled up into a sitting
position, clutching his injured hand. Davey dangled by his armpits in the
implacable hands of one of the golems, face contorted into unrecognizab-
ility. Alan stood and confronted him, just out of range of his kicking feet
and his gnashing teeth, and Darrel spat in his face, a searing gob that
landed in his eye.
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Marci took his arm and dragged him back toward the cave mouth. He
fought her, looking for the little Allen, not seeing him. Was that him,
there, in the shadows?No, that was one of the little bone tableaux, a field
mouseOs dried bones splayed in an anatomically correct mystic
hieroglyph.

Marci hauled him away, out into the bright snow and the bright sun.
His thumb was bleeding anew, dripping fat drops the color of ared cray-
on into the sun, blood so hot it seemed to sizzle and sink into the snow.

OYouneed to tell an adult, Alan,O she said, wrapping his new little
thumb in gauze sheOd taken from her pocket.

OMy father knows. My mother knows.OHe sat with his head between
his knees, not daring to look at her, in his nook in the winter cave.

She just looked at him, squinting.

OThey count,O he said. OThey understand it.O

She shook her head.

OTheyunderstand it better than any adult you know would. This will
get better on its own, Marci. Look.OHe wiggled his thumb at her. It was
now the size of the tip of his pinky, and had a well-formed nail and
cuticle.

OThatOgot all that has to get better,Oshe said. OYoucanOjust let this
fester. Your brother. That thing in the caveE O She shook her head.
OSomeone needs to know about this. YouOre not safe.O

OPromiseme you wonOttell anyone, Marci. This is important. No one
except you knows, and thatOs how it has to be. If you tellNO

OWhat?Cshegot up and pulled her coat on. OWhat,Alan? If | tell and
try to help you, what will you do to me?0

Ol don®t know,O he mumbled into his chest.

OWell,you do whatever you have to do,Oshe said, and stomped out of
the cave.

Davey escaped at dawn. Kurt had gone outside to repark his old
Buick, the trunk bungeed shut over his haul of LCD flat panels, empty
laser-toner cartridges, and open gift basketsof pricey Japanesecosmetics.
Alan and Davey just glared at eachother, but then Davey closed his eyes
and beganto snore softly, and even though Alan paced and pinched the
bridge of his nose and stretched out his injured arm, he couldnOthelp it
when he sat down and closed his eyes and nodded off.

Alan woke with a start, staring at the empty loops of duct tape and
twine hanging from his captainOschair, dried strings of skin like
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desiccated banana peel fibers hanging from them. He swore to himself
quietly, and shouted Shit! at the low basementceiling. He couldnOthave
been asleep for more than a few seconds, and the half-window that
Davey had escaped through gaped open at him like a sneer.

He tottered to his feet and went out to find Kurt, bare feetjammed into
sneakers, bare chest and bandages covered up with a jacket. He found
Kurt cutting through the park, dragging his heels in the bloody dawn
light.

Kurt looked at his expression, then said, OWhat happened?OHe had
his fists at his sides, he looked tensed to run. Alan felt that he was wait-
ing for an order.

OHe got away.O

OHow?0

Alan shook his head. OCanyou help me get dressed?| donOtthink |
can get a shirt on by myself.O

They went to the GreekOswaiting out front on the curb for the old
man to show up and unchain the chairs and drag them out around the
table. He served them tall coffeesand omelets sleepily, and they atein si-
lence, too tired to talk.

OLetme take you to the doctor?OKurt asked, nodding at the bandage
that bulged under his shirt.

ONo,O Alan said. OIOm a fast healer.O

Kurt rubbed at his calf and winced. OHe broke the skin,O he said.

OYou got all your shots?O

OHellyeah. Too much crap in the dumpsters. | oncefound a styro cool-
er of smashed blood vials in a Red Cross trash.O

OYouOlbe okay, then,OAlan said. He shifted in his seat and winced.
He grunted a little ouch. Kurt narrowed his eyesand shook his head at
him.

OThisis pretty fucked up right here,OKurt said, looking down into his
coffee.

OlItOs only a little less weird for me, if thatOs any comfort.O

OItOs not,O Kurt said.

OWell, thatOswhy | donOtusually tell others. YouOreonly the second
person to believe it.O

OMaybe | could meet up with the first and form a support group?O

Alan pushed his omelet away. OYou canOt. SheOs dead.O
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Davey haunted the schoolyard. Alan had always treated the school
and its grounds as a safe haven, a place where he could get away from
the inexplicable, a place where he could play at being normal.

But now Davey was everywhere, lurking in the climber, hiding in the
trees, peering through the tinsel-hung windows during class.Alan only
caught the quickest glimpses of him, but he had the sensethat if he
turned his head around quickly enough, heOdseehim. Davey made him-
self scarcein the mountain, hiding in the golemsCrave or one of the deep
tunnels.

Marci didnOtcome to classafter Monday. Alan fretted every morning,
waiting for her to turn up. He worried that sheOdold her father, or that
she was at home sulking, too angry to come to school, glaring at her
Christmas tree.

DaveyOs grin was everywhere.

On Wednesday, he got called into the vice principalOs office. As he
neared it, he heard the rumble of MarciOsfatherOsthick voice and his
heart began to pound in his chest.

He cracked the door and put his face in the gap, looking at the two
men there: Mr. Davenport, the vice principal, with his gray hair growing
out his large earsand cavernous nostrils, sitting behind his desk, looking
awkwardly at MarciOsfather, eyes bugged and bagged and bloodshot,
face turned to the ground, looking like a different man, the picture of
worry and loss.

Mr. Davenport saw him and crooked afinger at him, looking stern and
stony. Alan was sure, then, that MarciOdtold it all to her father, whoOd
told it all to Mr. Davenport, who would tell the world, and suddenly he
was jealous of his secret, couldnOtbear to have it revealed, couldnOtbear
the thought of men coming to the mountain to catalogue it for the subject
index at the library, to study him and take him apart.

And he wask afraid. Not of what theyOdall do to him. What Davey
would do to them. He knew, suddenly, that Davey would not abide their
secrets being disclosed.

He forced himself forward, his feet dragging like millstones, and stood
between the two men, hands in his pockets, nervously twining at his
underwear.

OAlan,OMarciOsfather croaked. Mr. Davenport held up a hand to si-
lence him.

OAlan,0 Mr. Davenport said. OHave you seen Marci?O

Alan had been prepared to deny everything, call Marci a liar, betray
her as sheOdbetrayed him, make it her word against his. Protect her.

103



Protect her father and the school and the town from what Davey would
do.

Now he whipped his head toward MarciOs father, suddenly
understanding.

ONOo,O he said. ONot all week! Is she all right?O

MarciOs father sobbed, a sound Alan had never heard an adult make.

And it cametumbling out. No one had seenMarci since Sunday night.
Her presumed whereabouts had moved from a friendOsplace to AlanOs
place to runaway to fallen in a lake to hit by a car and motionless in a
ditch, and if Alan hadnOt seen herN

OlhavenOt,@lan said. ONot since the weekend. Sunday morning. She
said she was going home.O

Another new sound, the sound of an adult crying. MarciOsfather, and
his sobsmade his chestshake and Mr. Davenport awkwardly camefrom
behind his desk and set a box of kleenexes on the hard bench beside him.

Alan caught Mr. DavenportOseye and the vice principal made a shoo
and pointed at the door.

Alan didnOtbother going back to class.He went straight to the golemsO
cave, straight to where he knew Davey would beNmust beNhiding, and
found him there, playing with the bones that lined the walls.

OWhereis she?QAlan said, after heOdaken hold of DaveyOshair and,
without fanfare, smashed his face into the cold stone floor hard enough
to break his nose. Alan twisted his wrists behind his back and when he
tried to get up, Alan kicked his legs out from under him, wrenching his
arms in their sockets. He heard a popping sound.

OWhere is she?OAlan said again, amazing himself with his own
calmness.Davey was crying now, genuinely scared,it seemed,and Alan
reveled in the feeling. OIOKill you,Ohe whispered in DaveyOsar, almost
lovingly. OIOKill you and put the body where no one will find it, unless
you tell me where she is.O

Davey spat out a milk tooth, his right top incisor, and cried around the
blood that coursed down his face. OIOmNIOmsorry, Alan,O he said. OBut
it was the secret.CHis sobswere louder and harsher than MarciOgatherOs
had been.

OWhere is she?0 Alan said, knowing.

OWith Caleb,0 Davey said. Ol buried her in Caleb.O

He found his brother the island midway down the mountain, sliding
under cover of winter for the seaway. He climbed the islandOsslope,
making for the ring of footprints in the snow, the snow peppered brown
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with soil and green with grass, and he dug with his hands like a dog,
tossing snow soil grassthrough his legs, digging to loose soil, digging to
a cold hand.

A cold hand, protruding from the snow now, from the soil, some of
the snow red-brown with blood. A skinny, freckled hand, a fingernail
missing, torn off leaving behind an impression, an inverse fingernail. A
hand, an arm. Not attached to anything. He setit to one side, dug, found
another hand. Another arm. A leg. A head.

Shewas beaten, bruised, eyesswollen and two teeth missing, ear torn,
hair caked with blood. Her beautiful head fell from his shaking cold
hands. He didnOtwant to dig anymore, but he had to, becauseit was the
secret, and it had to be kept, andN

Nhe buried her in Caleb, piled dirt grass snow on her parts, and his
eyes were dry and he didnOt sob.

It was a long autumn and a long winter and a long spring that year,
unwiring the Market. Alan fell into the familiar rhythm of the work of a
new venture, rising early, dossing late, always doing two or three things
at once: setting up meetings, sweet-talking merchants, debugging his
process on the fly.

His first victory camefrom the Greek, who was no pushover. The man
was over seventy, and had been pouring lethal coffee and cheap beer
down the throats of KensingtonOshipsters for decades and had stead-
fastly refused every single crackpot scheme hatched by his customers.

OLarry,OAndy said, Ol have a proposal for you and youOregoing to
hate it.O

Ol hate it already,O the Greek said. His dapper little mustache
twitched. It was not even seven a.m. yet, and the Greek was tinkering
with the guts of his espressodelivery system, making it emit loud hisses
and tossing out evil congealed masses of sin-black coffee grounds.

OWhat if | told you it wouldnOt cost you anything?O

OMaybe 10d hate it a little less.O

OHereOthe pitch,0 Alan said, taking a sip of the thick, steaming coffee
the Greek handed to him in a minuscule cup. He shivered as the stuff
coated his tongue. OWow.O

The Greek gave him half a smile, which was his version of roaring
hilarity.

OHereOshe pitch. Me and that punk kid, Kurt, weOreworking on a
community Internet project for the Market.O

OComputers?0 the Greek said.
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OYup,O Alan said.

OPah,O the Greek said.

Anders nodded. Olknew you were going to say that. But donOthink of
this as a computer thing, okay? Think of this as a free speech thing.
WeOreputting in a system to allow people all over the MarketNand
someday, maybe, the whole cityNto communicate for free, in private,
without permission from anyone. They can send messages,they can get
information about the world, they can have conversations. ItOdike a lib-
rary and a telephone and a cafZ all at once.O

Larry poured himself a coffee. Ol hate when they come in here with
computers. They sit forever at their tables, and they donOttalk to nobody,
itOs like having a place full of statues or zombies.O

OWell, sure,OAlan said. OIf youOreall alone with a computer, youOre
just going to fall down the rabbit hole. YouOren your own world and cut
off from the rest of the world. But once you put those computers on the
network, they becomeaway to talk to anyone elsein the world. For free!
You help us with this networkNall we want from you is permission to
stick up a box over your sign and patch it into your power, you wonOt
even know itOghereNand those customers wonOtbe antisocial, theyOllbe
socializing, over the network.O

OYou think thatOs what theyOll do if | help them with the network?O

He started to say, Absolutely, but bit it back, becauseLarryOsbullshit
antennae were visibly twitching. ONo, but some of them will. YouOllsee
them in here, talking, typing, typing, talking. ThatOshow it goes. The
point is that we donOtknow how people are going to use this network
yet, but we know that itOs a social benefit.O

OYou want to use my electricity?0

OWell, yeah.O

OSo itOs not free.O

ONot entirely,O Alan said. OYou got me there.O

OAha!O the Greek said.

OLook, if thatOsa deal breaker, 10lIpersonally come by every day and
give you a dollar for the juice. Come on, LarryNthe box we want to put
in, itOsjust a repeater to extend the range of the network. The network
already reachesto here, but your box will help it go farther. YouOllbe the
first merchant in the Market to have one. | came to you first because
youOvebeen here the longest. The others look up to you. TheyOllseeit
and say, OLarry has one, it must be all right.00
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The Greek downed his coffee and smoothed his mustache. OYouare a
bullshit artist, huh? All right, you put your box in. If my electricity bills
are too high, though, | take it down.O

OThatOs deal,OAndy said. OHow about | do it this morning, before
you get busy? WonOt take more than a couple minutes.O

The GreekOswas midway between his place and KurtOs,and Kurt
hardly stirred when he let himself in to get an accesspoint from one of
the chipped shelving units before going back to his place to get his lad-
der and Makita drill. It took him most of the morning to get it securely
fastened over the sign, screws sunk deep enough into the old, spongy
wood to survive the build up of ice and snow that would come with the
winter. Then he had to wire it into the sign, which took longer than he
thought it would, too, but then it was done, and the idiot lights started
blinking on the box Kurt had assembled.

OAnNnd what, exactly, are you doing up there, AI?0Kurt said, when he
finally stumbled out of bed and down the road for his afternoon break-
fast coffee.

OLarryOdetting us put up an accesspoint,O he said, wiping the pigeon
shit off a wire preparatory to taping it down. He descended the ladder
and wiped his hands off on his painterOspants. OThatOlbe ten bucks,
please.O

Kurt dug out a handful of coins and picked out enough loonies and
toonies to make ten dollars, and handed it over. OYoutalked the Greek
into it?0 he hissed. OHow?0

Ol kissed his ass without insulting his intelligence.O

ONeattrick,O Kurt said, and they had a little partner-to-partner high-
five. OIOd better login to that thing and get it onto the network, huh?0

OYeah,Anders said. OlOngonna order some lunch, lemme get you
something.O

What they had done, was they had hacked the shit out of those boxes
that Kurt had built in his junkyard of a storefront of an apartment.

OThesework?O Alan said. He had three of them in a big catering tub
from his basement that heOdsluiced clean. The base stations no longer
looked like theyOdbeen built out of garbage. TheyOdswitched to low-
power Mini-ATX motherboards that let them shrink the hardware down
to small enough to fit in a 50-dollar all-weather junction box from Cana-
dian Tire.

Adam vaguely recognized the dayOsstreet-kids asregulars whoOdbeen
hanging around the shop for some time, and they gave him the hairy
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eyeball when he had the audacity to question Kurt. Thesekids of KurtOs
werenOtmuch like the kids heOdhad working for him over the years.
They might be bright, but they were a IotE angrier. Some of the girls

were cutters, with knife scarson their forearms. Some of the boys looked

like theyOdbeen beatenup a few times too many on the streets, like they

were spoiling for a fight. Alan tried to unfocus his eyeswhen he was in

the front of KurtOs shop, to not see any of them too closely.

OTheywork,O Kurt said. He smelled terrible, a combination of garbage
and sweat, and he had the raccoon-eyed jitters he got when he stayed up
all night. Ol tested them twice.O

OYoubuilt me a spare?QAlan said, examining the neat lines of hot glue
that gasketed the sturdy rubberized antennae in place, masking the
slightly melted edges left behind by the drill press.

OYou donOtneed a spare,OKurt said. Alan knew that when he got
touchy like this, he had to be very careful or heOdlow up, but he wasnOt
going to do another demo KurtOsway. TheyOddone exactly one of those,
at a Toronto District School Board superintendents meeting, when Alan
had gotten the idea of using schools@lagpoles and backhaul as test beds
for building out the net. It had been a debacle, needlessto say. Two of
the accesspoints had been permanently installed on either end of KurtOs
storefront and the third had beenin storage for a month since it was last
tested.

One of the street kids, a boy with a pair of improbably enormous raver
shoes, looked up at Alan. OWeOve tested these all. They work.O

Kurt puffed up and gratefully socked the kid in the shoulder. OWe
did.O

OFine,0 Adam said patiently. OBut can we make sure they work now?0

OTheyOWork,0 Kurt had said when Alan told him that he wanted to
test the accesspoints out before they took them to the meeting. OItOs
practically solid-state. TheyOrerunning off the standard distribution.
ThereOs almost no configuration.O

Which may or may not have beentrueNit certainly sounded plausible
to AlanOslay earNbut it didnOtchange the fact that once they powered
up the third box, the other two seizedup and died. The blinking network
lights fell still, and as Kurt hauled out an old VT-100 terminal and
plugged it into the serial ports on the backs of his big, ugly, bestickered,
and cig-burned PC cases,it became apparent that they had ceasedto
honor all requests for routing, association, deassociation, DHCP leases,
and the myriad of other networking services provided for by the
software.
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OltOspractically solid-state,O Kurt said, nearly shouted, after heOd
powered down the third box and found that the other twoNpreviously
routing and humming along happilyNrefused to come back up into their
known-good state.He gave Alan a dirty look, asthough his insistence on
preflighting were the root of their problems.

The street-kid whoOdspoken up had jumped when Kurt raised his
voice, then cringed away. Now as Kurt began to tear around the shop,
looking through boxes of CDs and dropping things on the floor, the kid
all but cowered, and the other three all looked down at the table.

Ol0ljust reinstall,O Kurt said. OThatOthe beauty of these things. ItOsa
standard distro, | just copy it over, and biff-bam, itOllcome right back up.
No problem. Take me ten minutes. WeOve got plenty of time.O

Then, five minutes later, OShit,| forgot that this one has a different mo-
bo than the others.O

OMo-bo?0OAlan said, amused. HeOdspotted the signs of something
very finicky gone very wrong and heOdgiven up any hope of actually
doing the demo, so heOdsettled in to watch the process without rancor
and to learn as much as he could.

OMotherboard,OKurt said, reaching for a spool of blank CDs. OJusigot
to patch the distribution, recompile, burn it to CD, and reboot, and weOre
on the road.O

Ten minutes later, OShit.O

OYes?0 Alan said.

OBack off, okay?0

OIOm going to call them and let them know weOre going to be late.O

OWeOraot going to be late,OKurt said, his fingers going into claws on
the keyboard.

OWeOre already late,0 Alan said.

OShit,O Kurt said.

OLetOdo this,O Alan said. OLetObring down the two that youOvegot
working and show them those, and explain the rest.O

TheyOdhad a fight, and Kurt had insisted, as Alan had suspected he
would, that he was only a minute or two away from bringing everything
back online. Alan kept his cool, made mental notes of the things that
went wrong, and put together a plan for avoiding all these problems the
next time around.

Ols there a spare?0O Alan said.

Kurt sneered and jerked a thumb at his workbench, where another
junction box sat, bunny-ear antennae poking out of it. Alan moved it into
his tub. OGreat,O he said. OTested, right?O
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OAIl permutations tested and ready to go. You know, youOrenot the
boss around here.O

Olknow it,O he said. OPartners.(He clapped Kurt on the shoulder, ig-
noring the damp gray grimy feeling of the clammy T-shirt under his
palm.

The shoulder under his palm sagged. ORight,O Kurt said. OSorry.O

ODonObe,0Alan said. OYouOvdeen hard at it. 10llget loaded while
you wash up.

Kurt sniffed at his armpit. OWhew,O he said. OYeah, okay.O

When Kurt emerged from the front door of his storefront ten minutes
later, he looked like heOdat least made an effort. His mohawk and its fins
were slicked back and tucked under a baseball hat, his black jeanswere
unripped and had only one conservative chain joining the wallet in his
back pocket to his belt loop. Throw in a clean t-shirt advertising an old
technology conference instead of the customary old hardcore band and
you had an approximation of the kind of geek that everyone knew was
in possessionof secretknowledge and hence must be treated with atten-
tion, if not respect.

Ol feel like such a dilbert,O he said.

OYoulook totally disreputable,OAlan said, hefting the tub of their ac-
cesspoints into the bed of his truck and pulling the bungeestight around
it. OPunk as fuck.O

Kurt grinned and ducked his head. OStop it,O he said. OFlatterer.O

OGet in the truck,O Alan said.

Kurt drummed his fingers nervously on his palms the whole way to
Bell offices. Alan grabbed his hand and stilled it. OStopworrying,0 he
said. OThis is going to go great.O

Ol still donOtunderstand why weOredoing this,O Kurt said. OTheyOre
the phone company. They hate us, we hate them. CanOwe just leave it
that way?0

ODonOt worry, weOQll still all hate each other when we get done.O

OSowhy bother?OHe sounded petulant and groggy, and Alan reached
under his seatfor the thermos heOchad filled at the GreekOdefore head-
ing to KurtOs place. OCoffee,Ohe said, and handed it to Kurt, who
groaned and swigged and stopped bitching.

OWhy bother is this,OAlan said. OWeOrgoing to get a lot of publicity
for doing this.O Kurt snorted into the thermos. OltOgoing to be a big
deal. You know how big a deal this can be. WeOreyoing to communicate
that to the press, who will communicate it to the public, and then there
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will be a shitstorm. Radio cops, telco people, whateverNtheyOre going to
try to discredit us. | want to know what theyOre liable to say.O

OChrist, youOredragging me out for that? | can tell you what theyOll
say. TheyOlldrag out the Four Horsemen of the Infocalypse: kiddie porn,
terrorists, pirates, and the mafia. TheyOlltell us that any tool for commu-
nicating that they canOtap, log, and switch off is irresponsible. TheyOll
tell us weOrestealing from I1SPs.tOswhat they say every time someone
tries this: Philly, New York, London. All around the world same song.O

Alan nodded. OThatOgood backgroundNthanks. | still want to know
how they say it, what the flaws are in their expression of their argument.
And | wanted us to run a demo for some people who we could never
hope to swayNthatOs a good audience for exposing the flaws in the
show. ThisOll be a good prep session.O

OSal pulled an all-nighter and busted my nuts to produce a demo for
a bunch of people we donOt care about? Thanks a lot.O

Alan started to say something equally bitchy back, and then he
stopped himself. He knew where this would end upNa screaming match
that would leave both of them emotionally overwrought at a time when
they needed cool heads. But he couldnOtthink of what to tell Kurt in or-
der to placate him. All his life, heOdbeenin situations like this: confron-
ted by people who had some beef, some grievance, and heOdhad no an-
swer for it. Usually he could puzzle out the skeleton of their cause,but
sometimesNtimes like thisNhe was stumped.

He picked at the phrase. | pulled an all-nighter. Kurt pulled an all-
nighter becauseheOdeft this to the last minute, not becauseAlan had
surprised him with it. He knew that, of course. Was waiting, then, for
Alan to bust him on it. To tell him, This is your fault, not mine. To tell
him If this demo fails, itOsbecauseyou fucked off and left it to the last
minute. So he was angry, but not at Alan, he was angry at himself.

A bunch of people we donOtcare about, what was that about? Ah. Kurt
knew that they didnOttake him seriously in the real world. He was too
dirty, too punk-as-fuck, too much of his identity was wrapped up in be-
ing alienated and alienating. But he couldnOtmake his dream come true
without AlanOshelp, either, and so Alan was the friendly face on their
enterprise, and he resented thatNfeared that in order to keep up his ap-
pearance of punk-as-fuckitude, heOdhave to go into the meeting cursing
and sneering and that Alan would bust him on that, too.

Alan frowned at the steering wheel. He was getting better at under-
standing people, but that didnOtmake him necessarily better at being a
person. What should he say here?
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OThatwas areally heroic effort, Kurt,O he said, biting his lip. Olcan tell
you put alot of work into it.OHe couldnOtbelieve that praise this naked
could possibly placate someoneof KurtOsheroic cynicism, but KurtOsfea-
tures softened and he turned his face away, rolled down the window, it
a cigarette.

Olthought IOdnever get it done,OKurt said. Olwas so sleepy, | felt like
| was half-baked. CouldnOt concentrate.O

You were up all night becauseyou left it to the last minute, Alan
thought. But Kurt knew that, was waiting to be reassured about it. Ol
donOt know how you get as much done as you do. Must be really hard.O

OltOsot so bad,OKurt said, dragging on his cigarette and not quite
disguising his grin. Olt gets easier every time.O

OYeahweOreyoing to get this down to a sciencesomeday,OAlan said.
OSomething we can teach anyone to do.O

OThatwould be so cool,OKurt said, and put his boots up on the dash.
OGod,you could pick all the parts you needed out of the trash, throw a
little methodology at them, and out would pop this thing that destroyed
the phone company.O

OThis is going to be a fun meeting,O Alan said.

OShit, yeah. TheyOre going to be terrified of us.O

OSomeday. Maybe it starts today.O

The Bell boardroom looked more like aretail operation than a back of-
fice, decked out in brand-consistent livery, from the fabric-dyed rag car-
pets to the avant-garde lighting fixtures. They were given espressosby
the young secretary-barista whose skirt-and-top number was some kind
of reinterpreted ravewear outfit toned down for a corporate workplace.

OSathis is the new Bell,OKurt said, once she had gone. OOur tax dol-
lars at work.O

OThisis good work,O Alan said, gesturing at the blown-up artwork of
pan-ethnic models who were extraordinary- but not beautiful-looking on
the walls. The Bell redesign had come at the sametime as the telco was
struggling back from the brink of bankruptcy, and the marketing firm
theyOdhired to do the work had made its name on the strength of the
campaign. OMakes you feel like using a phone is a really futuristic,
cutting-edge activity,O he said.

His contact at the semiprivatized corporation was a young kid who
shopped at one of his protZgZs@esigner furniture store. He was a young
turk whoOdmade a name for himself quickly in the company through a
couple of ISP acquisitions at fire-sale prices after the dot-bomb, which
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heOdexecuted flawlessly, integrating the companies into BellOsnetwork
with hardly a hiccup. HeOdbeen very polite and guardedly enthusiastic
when Alan called him, and had invited him down to meet some of his
colleagues.

Though Alan had never met him, he recognized him the minute he
walked in as the person who had to go with the confident voice heOd
heard on the phone.

OLyman,Ghe said, standing up and holding out his hand. The guy was
slightly Asian-looking, tall, with a sharp suit that managed to look casual
and expensive at the same time.

He shook AlanOshand and said, OThanksfor coming down.O Alan in-
troduced him to Kurt, and then Lyman introduced them both to his col-
leagues, a gender-parity posse of young, smart-looking people, along
with one graybeard (literallyNhe had a Unix beard of great rattiness and
gravitas) who had no fewer than seven devices on his belt, including a
line tester and a GPS.

Once they were seated, Alan snuck a look at Kurt, who had narrowed
his eyes and cast his gaze down onto the business cards heOdbeen
handed. Alan hadnOtbeen expecting thisNheOd figured on finding him-
self facing down a group of career bureaucratsNand Kurt was clearly
thrown for a loop, too.

OWell, Alan, Kurt, itOsnice to meet you,O Lyman said. Ol hear youOre
working on some exciting stuff.O

OWeare,OAlan said. OWeOréuilding a city-wide mesh wireless net-
work using unlicensed spectrum that will provide high-speed, Internet
connectivity absolutely gratis.O

OThatOambitious,O Lyman said, without the skepticism that Alan had
assumed would greet his statement. OHowOs it coming?0

OWell, weOvegot a bunch of Kensington Market covered,OAlan said.
OKurtOseen improving the hardware design and weOvecome up with
something cheap and reproducible.O He opened his tub and handed out
the access points, housed in gray high-impact plastic junction boxes.

Lyman acceptedone solemnly and passedit on to his graybeard, then
passed the next to an East Indian woman in horn-rim glasseswhose
bitten-down fingernails immediately popped the latch and began lightly
stroking the hardware inside, tracing the connections. The third landed
in front of Lyman himself.

OSo, what do they do?0

Alan nodded at Kurt. Kurt put his hands on the table and took a
breath. OTheyOvegot three network interfaces; we can do any
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combination of wired and wireless cards. The OS is loaded on a flash-
card; it auto-detects any wireless cards and auto-configures them to seek
out other accesspoints. When it finds a peer, they negotiate a client-serv-
er relationship basedon current load, and the client then associateswith

the server. ThereOsa key exchangethat we use to make sure that rogue
APs donOtsneak into the mesh, and a self-healing routine we use to
switch routes if the connection drops or we start to seetoo much packet
loss.O

The graybeard looked up. Oltizz aradio vor talking to Gott!O he said.
LymanOs posse laughed, and after a second, so did Kurt.

Alan must have looked puzzled, for Kurt elbowed him in the ribs and
said, OItOs from Indiana Jones,O he said.

OHa,OAlan said. That movie had come out long before heOdcome to
the cityNhe hadnOtseena movie until he was almost 20. As was often
the case, the reference to a film made him feel like a Martian.

The graybeard passed his unit on to the others at the table.

ODoes it work?O he said.

OYeah,O Kurt said.

OWell, thatOs pretty cool,O he said.

Kurt blushed. OldidnOtwrite the firmware,O he said. OJuststuck it to-
gether from parts of other peoplesO projects.O

OSowhatOghe plan?OLyman said. OHow many of theseare you going
to need?0

OHundreds, eventually,O Alan said. OButfor starters, weOllbe happy if
we can get enough to shoot down to 151 Front.O

OYouOrgoing to try to peer with someonethere?OThe EastIndian wo-
man had plugged the AP into ariser under the boardroom table and was
examining its blinkenlights.

OYeah,Q\lan said. OThatOshe general idea.OHe was getting a little
uncomfortableNthese people werenOtnearly hostile enough to their
ideas.

OWell, thatOsvery ambitious,0 Lyman said. His posse all nodded as
though heOdpaid them a compliment, though Alan wasnOtsure. Ambi-
tious could certainly be code for Oridiculous.O

OHow about a demo?0 the East Indian woman said.

OCourse,Kurt said. He dug out his laptop, a battered thing held to-
gether with band stickers and gaffer tape, and plugged in a wireless
card. The others started to pass him back his accesspoints but he shook
his head. OJustplug Oemin,O he said. OHere or in another room
nearbyNthatOll be cooler.O
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A couple of the younger people at the table picked up two of the APs
and headed for the hallway. OPutone on my desk,OLyman told them,
Oand the other at reception.O

Alan felt a sudden prickle at the back of his neck, though he didnOt
know whyNjust a random premonition that they were on the brink of
something very bad happening. This wasnOthe kind of vision that Brad
would experience,that far away look followed by a snhap-to into the now,
eyes filled with certitude about the dreadful future. More like a goose
walking over his grave, a tickle of badness.

The EastIndian woman passedKurt a VGA cable that snaked into the
tableOguts and down into the riser on the floor. Shehit a button on are-
mote and an LCD projector mounted in the ceiling began to hum, pro-
jecting a rectangle of white light on one wall. Kurt wiggled it into the
backside of his computer and spun down the thumbscrews, hit a button,
and then his desktop was up on the wall, ten feet high. His wallpaper
was a picture of a group of black-clad, kerchiefed protesters charging a
police line of batons and gas-grenades.A closer look revealed that the
protester running in the lead was probably Kurt.

He tapped at his touchpad and a window came up, showing relative
strength signals for two of the accesspoints. A moment later, the third
came online.

OlOvédeen working with this network visualizer app,OKurt said. Olt
tries to draw logical maps of the network topology, with false coloring
denoting packet loss between hopsNthatOsa pretty good proxy for dis-
tance between two APs.O

OMore like the fade,O the graybeard said.

OFadeis a function of distance,OKurt said. Alan heard the dismissal in
his voice and knew they were getting into a dick-swinging match.

OFadeis a function of geography and topology,O the graybeard said
quietly.

Kurt waved his hand. OWhateverNsure. Geography. Topology.
Distance. 1tOs a floor wax and a dessert topping.O

OIOm not being pedantic,O the graybeard said.

OYouOreot just being pedantic,O Lyman said gently, watching the
screenon which four animated jaggy boxeswere jumbling and dancing
as they reported on the throughput between the routers and the laptop.

ONot just pedantic,Othe graybeard said. OIf you have a lot of these
boxesin known locations with known nominal throughput, you can use
them as a kind of sensor array. When throughput drops between point
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foo and point bar, it will tell you something about the physical world
between foo and bar.O

Kurt looked up from his screen with a thoughtful look. OHuh?0

OLike,whether a tree had lost its leavesin the night. Or whether there
were a lot of people standing around in a normally desolate area. Or
whether there are lots of devices operating between foo and bar that are
interfering with them.O

Kurt nodded slowly. OThepackets we lose could be just as interesting
as the packets we donOt lose,O he said.

A light went on in AlanOshead. OWecould be like jazz critics, listening
to the silences instead of the notes,O he said. They all looked at him.

OThatOs very good,O Lyman said. OLike a jazz critic.O He smiled.

Alan smiled back.

OWhat are we seeing, Craig?0O Lyman said.

OKurt,O Alan said.

ORight, Kurt,O he said. OSorry.O

OWeOrseeing the grid here. Seehow the accesspoints go further up
the spectrum the more packets they get? IOmassociated with that bad
boy right there.OHe gestured to the box blinking silently in the middle of
the board room table. OAnd itOsconnected to one other, which is connec-
ted to a third.O

Lyman picked up his phone and dialed a speed-dial number. OHey,
can you unplug the box on my desk?O

A moment later, one of the boxes on the display winked out. OWatch
this,OKurt said, asthe remaining two boxeswere joined by a coruscating
line. OSee that? Self-healing. Minimal packet loss. Beautiful.O

OThatOs hot,0 Lyman said. OThat makes me all wet.O

They chuckled nervously at his crudity. OSeriously.O

OHere,XXurt said, and another window popped up, showing twenty
or more boxes with marching ant trails between them. OThatOs time-
lapse of the Kensington network. The boxes are running different ver-
sions of the firmware, soyou can seethat in some edge cases,you get a
lot more oscillation between two similar signals. We fixed that in the
new version.O

The graybeard said, OHow?0

OWeflip a coin,OKurt said, and grinned. OTheseguys in Denmark ran
some simulations, proved that a random toss-up worked aswell as any
other algorithm, and itOs a lot cheaper, computationally.O

OSo whatOs going on just to the northeast of center?0
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Alan paid attention to the patch of screen indicated. Three access
points were playing musical chairs, dropping signal and reacquiring it,
dropping it again.

Kurt shrugged. OBumhardware, | think. WeOvegot volunteers assem-
bling those boxes, from parts.O

OParts?0

KurtOsgrin widened. OYeah.From the trash, mostly. | dumpster-dive
for Oem.O

They grinned back. OThatOs very hot,O Lyman said.

OWeOréooking at normalizing the parts for the next revision,O Alan
said. OWewant to be able to use a single distro that works on all of
them.O

OOh,sure,OLyman said, but he looked alittle disappointed, and so did
Kurt.

OOkay, it works,O Lyman said. Oltworks?Ohe said, nodding the ques-
tion at his posse. They nodded back. OSo what can we do for you?0O

Alan chewed his lip, caught himself at it, stopped. HeOdanticipated a
slugfest, now he was getting strokes.

OHow come youOrebeing so nice to us?OKurt said. OYouguys are The
Man.O He shrugged at Alan. OSomeone had to say it.O

Lyman smiled. OYeahweOrehe phone company. Big lumbering dino-
saur that is thrashing in the tarpit. The spazz dinosaur thatOsso embar-
rassed all the other dinosaurs that none of them want to rescue us.O

OHeh, spazz dinosaur,O the East Indian woman said, and they all
laughed.

OHeh,O Kurt said. OBut seriously.O

OSeriously,Q.yman said. OSeriously.Think a second about the scale of
a telco. Of this telco. The thousands of kilometers of wire in the ground.
Switching stations. Skilled linesmen and cable-pullers. Coders. Switches.
Backhaul. Peering arrangements. WeOvegot it all. Ever get on a highway
and hit a flat patch where you canOseeanything to the horizon except
the road and the telephone poles and the wires? Those are our wires. 1tOs
a lot of goodness, especially for a big, evil phone company.

OSoweOvegot a lot of smart hackers. A lot of cool toys. A gigantic
budget. The biggest network any of us could ever hope to manageNlike
a model train set the size of a city.

OThatsaid, weOrehardly nimble. Moving a Bell is like shifting a battle-
ship by tapping it on the nose with a toothpick. It can be done, but you
can spend ten years doing it and still not be sure if youOvemade any
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progress. From the outside, itOseasyto mistake Oslow@r Oevil.@Oseasy
to make that mistake from the inside, too.

OButl donOtet it get me down. [tOgyood for a Bell to be slow and plod-
ding, most of the time. You donOtwant to go home and discover that
weOvedispatched the progress-ninjas to upgrade all your phones with
video screensand a hush mode that reads your thoughts. Most of our
customers still canOfigure out voice mail. Some of them canOfigure out
touch-tone dialing. So weOreslow. Conservative. But we can do lots of
killer R&D, we canroll out really hot upgrades on the back end, and we
can provide this essential service to the world that underpins its ability
to communicate. WeOre not just cool, weOre essential.

OSoyou come in and you show us your really swell and interesting
meshing wireless data boxes, and | say, OThais damned cool.Q think of
ways that it could be part of a BellOsusiness plan in a couple decadesO
time.O

OAcouple decades?Xurt squawked. OJesuChrist, | expectto have a
chip in my brain and a jetpack in a couple decadesO time.O

OWhich is why youOd be an idiot to get involved with us,0 Lyman said.

OWho wants to get involved with you?O Kurt said.

ONoone,OAlan said, putting his hands on the table, grateful that the
conflict had finally hove above the surface. OThatOsot what weOrehere
for.O

OWhy are you here, Alvin?0 Lyman said.

OWeOraere becauseweOregoing into the moving-data-around trade,
in an ambitious way, and because you folks are the most ambitious
moving-data-around tradespeople in town. | thought weOdcome by and
let you know what weOre up to, see if you have any advice for us.O

OAdvice, huh?0

OYeah.YouOvegot lots of money and linesmen and switches and users
and so forth. You probably have some kind of well-developed cosmo-
logy of connectivity, with best practices and philosophical ruminations
and tasty metaphors. And | hear that you, personally, are really good at
making geeksand telcos play together. SinceweOregoing to be a kind of
telco"NKurt startled and Alan kicked him under the tableN"l thought
you could help us get started right.O

OAdvice,O Lyman said, drumming his fingers. He stood up and paced.

OOne:donOtbother. This is at least two orders of magnitude harder
than you think it is. There arenOtenough junk computers in all of
TorontoOslandfills to blanket the city in free wireless. The range is
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nothing but three hundred feet, right? Lessif there are trees and build-
ings, and this city is all trees and buildings.

OTwo: donOtbother. The liability here is stunning. The gear youOre
building is nice and all, but youOreputting it into peopleOshands and
youOvegot no idea what theyOregoing to do with it. TheyOregoing to
hack in bigger antennae and signal amplifiers. The radio cops will be on
your ass day and night.

OWhatOmore, theyOregoing to open it up to the rest of the world and
any yahoo who has a need to hide what heOsip to is going to use your
network to commit unspeakable actsNyouOregoing to be every pirateOs
best friend and every terroristOs safest haven.

OThree:donOtbother. This isnOtgoing to work. YouOvegot a cute little
routing algorithm that runs with three nodes, and youOvegot a model
that may scaleup to 300, but by the time you get to 30 thousand, youOre
going to be hitting so much latency and dropping so many packets on
the floor and incurring so much signaling overhead that itOllbe a gigantic
failure.

OYouwant my advice? Turn this into a piece of enterprise technology:
a cheapway of rolling out managed solutions in hotels and office towers
and condosNbuilding-wide meshes, not city-wide. Those guys will
payNthey pay a hundred bucks per punchdown now for wired net-
working, so theyOllgladly cough up a thousand bucks a floor for these
boxes, and youOllonly need one on every other story. And those people
use networks, theyOrenot joe consumer who doesnOhave the first clue
what to do with a network connection.O

Kurt had stiffened up when the rant began, and once he heard the
word Oconsumer,(he beganto positively vibrate. Alan gave him a warn-
ing nudge with his elbow.

OYouOre shitting me, right?0 Kurt said.

OYou asked me for adviceNO Lyman said, mildly.

OYouthink weOregoing to bust our balls to design and deploy all this
hardware so that businesshotels can save money on cable-pullers? Why
the hell would we want to do that?O

OBecausét pays pretty well,O Lyman said. He was shaking his head a
little, leaning back from the table, and his posse picked up on it, going
slightly restlessand fidgety, with aroom-wide rustle of papers and click-
ing of pens and laptop latches.

Alan held up his hand. OLyman, |IOmsorry, weOvebeen unclear. WeOre
not doing this as a money-making ventureNO Kurt snorted. OltOsibout
serving the public interest. We want to give our neighbors accessto tools
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and ideas that they wouldnOthave had before. ThereOsomething funda-
mentally undemocratic about charging money for communications: It
meansthat the more money you have, the more you get to communicate.
SoweOrarying to fix that, in some small way. We are heartily appreciat-
ive of your advice, thoughNO

Lyman held up a hand. OSorry, Alan, | donOtmean to interrupt, but
there was something | wanted to relate to you two, and IOvegot to go in
about five minutes.OApparently, the meeting was at an end. OAnd | had
made myself a note to tell you two about this when | discovered it last
week. Can | have the floor?0

OOf course,O Alan said.

Oltook a holiday last week,OLyman said. OMeand my girlfriend. We
went to Switzerland to seethe Alps and to visit her sister, whoOsdoing
something for the UN in Geneva. So her sister, sheOinto, | donOtknow,
saving children from vampires in Afghanistan or something, and she has
Internet accessat the office, and canOseeany reason to drop a connec-
tion in at home. Sothere | was, wandering the streetsof Genevaat seven
in the morning, trying to find a WiFi connection so | can get my email
and find out how many ways | can enlarge my penis this week.

ONo problemNoutside every hotel and most of the cafZs,l can find a
signal for a network called Swisscom.| log on to the network and | fire
up abrowser and | get a screenasking me for my password. Well, | donOt
have one, but after poking around, | find out that | can buy a card with a
temporary password on it. Sol wait until some of the little smoke shops
open and start asking them if they sell Swisscom Internet Cards, in my
terrible, miserable French, and after chuckling at my accent,they look at
me and say, Olhave no clue what youOretalking about,Oshrug, and go
back to work.

OThenl get the idea to go and ask at the hotels. The first one, the guy
tells me that they only sell cards to guests, since theyOren short supply.
The cards are in short supply! Three hotels later, they allow as how
theyOlisell me a 30-minute card. Oh, thatOdine. Thirty whole minutes of
connectivity. Whoopee. And how much will that be?Only about a zillion
Swiss pesos.DonOtthey sell cards of larger denominations? Oh sure, two
hours, 24 hours, seven daysNand each one costs about double the last,
soif you want, you can get a sevenday card for about as much asyouOd
spend on a dayOsworth of connectivity in 30-minute incrementsNabout
three hundred dollars Canadian for a week, just FYI.

OWell, paying 300 bucks for a weekOslnternet is ghastly, but very
Swiss, where they charge you if you have more than two bits of cheeseat
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breakfast, and hell, | could afford it. But three hundred bucks for a dayOs
worth of 30-minute cards?Fuck that. | was going to have to find a seven-
day card or bust. So | ask at a couple more hotels and finally find
someonewhoOllexplain to me that Swisscom is the Swiss telco, and that
they have a retail storefront a couple blocks away where theyOdsell me
all the cards | wanted, in whatever denominations | require.

OBythis time, itOsnearly nine a.m. and 10mthinking that my girlfriend
and her sister are probably up and eating a big old breakfast and won-
dering where the fuck | am, but 1Ovegot too much invested in this adven-
ture to give up when 10mso closeto finding the treasure. And so | hied
myself off to the Swisscom storefront, which is closed, even though the
sign saysthey open at nine and by now itOsine-oh-five, and so much for
Swiss punctuality. But eventually this sneering kid with last yearOdaux-
hawk comesout and opens the door and then disappears up the stairs at
the back of the show room to the secondfloor, where | follow him. | get
up to his counter and say, OPardonnezmoi,Obut he holds up a hand and
points behind me and says, ONumero!® make an elaborate shrug, but he
just points again and says, ONumero!® shrug again and he shakes his
head like heOslealing with some kind of unbelievable moron, and then
he steps out from behind his counter and stalks over to a little touch-
screen.He takes my hand by the wrist and plants my palm on the touch-
screenand a little ribbon of paper with zero-zero-one slides out. | take it
and he goes back behind his counter and says, ONumero un!O

Olcan tell this is not going to work out, but | need to go through the
motions. | go to the counter and ask for a seven-day card. He opens his
cash drawer and paws through a pile of cards, then smiles and shakes
his head and says, sorry, all sold out. My girlfriend is probably through
her second cup of coffee and reading brochures for nature walks in the
Alps at this point, so | say, fine, give me a one-day card. He takes a mo-
ment to snicker at my French, then says, so sorry, sold out those, too.
Two hours? Nope. Half an hour? Oh, those we got.

OThink about this for a second. | am sitting there with my laptop in
hand, at six in the morning, on a Swiss street, connected to SwisscomOs
network, a credit card in my other hand, wishing to give them some
money in exchangefor the use of their network, and instead | have to go
chasing up and down every hotel in Genevafor a card, which is not to be
found. So | go to the origin of these cards, the Swisscom store, and
theyOresold out, too. This is not a T-shirt or a loaf of bread: thereOso in-
herent scarcity in two-hour or seven-day cards. The cards are just a con-
venient place to print some numbers, and all you need to do to make
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more numbers is pull them out of thin air. TheyOrejust numbers. We
have asmany of them aswe could possibly need. ThereOs0 sane,ration-
al universe in which all the Otwo-hour@umbers sell out, leaving nothing
behind but ©30-minute® numbers.

OSothatOspretty bad. [tOsthe kind of story that net-heads tell about
Bell-heads all around the world. [tOsthe kind of thing IOvemade it my
businessto hunt down and exterminate here wherever | find it. Sol just
wrote off my email for that week and came home and downloaded a
hundred thousand spams about my cockOsnsufficient dimensions and
went in to work and | told everyone | could find about this, and they all
smiled nervously and none of them seemedto find it as weird and ri-
diculous as me, and then, that Friday, | went into a meeting about our
new high-speed WiFi service that weOrepiloting in Montreal and the guy
in charge of the program hands out these little packagesto everyone in
the meeting, a slide deck and some of the marketing collateral andNa
little prepaid 30-minute access card.

OThatOwhat weOredelivering. Prepaid cards for Internet access.Com-
plet avec number shortages and business travelers prowling the bagel
joints of Rue St Urbain looking for a shopkeeper whose cashdrawer has
a few seven-day cards kicking around.

OAnd you come in here, and you ask me, you ask the ruling Bell, what
advice do we have for your metro-wide free info-hippie wireless
dumpster-diver anarcho-network? HonestlyNI donOthave a fucking
clue. We donOthave a fucking clue. WeOrea telephone company. We
donOtknow how to give away free communicationsNwe donOteven
know how to charge for it.O

OThat was refreshingly honest,O Kurt said. Ol wanna shake your
hand.O

He stood up and Lyman stood up and LymanOsposse stood up and
they converged on the doorway in an orgy of handshaking and grinning.
The graybeard handed over the accesspoint, and the EastIindian woman
ran off to get the other two, and before they knew it, they were out on
the street.

Ol liked him,O Kurt said.

Ol could tell,O Alan said.

ORememberyou said something about an advisory board? How about
if we ask him to join?0

OThatis a tremendous and deeply weird idea, partner. IOlisend out the
invite when we get home.O
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Kurt said that the anarchist bookstore would be a slam dunk, but it
turned out to be the hardest sell of all.

Olspoke to them last month, they said they were going to run it down
in their weekly general meeting. They love it. ItOsanarcho-radio. Plus,
they all want high-speed connectivity in the store so they can webcast
their poetry slams. Justgo on by and introduce yourself, tell Oem sent
you.O

Ambrose nodded and skewered up a hunk of omelet and swirled it in
the live yogurt the Greek served, and chewed. OAll right,O he said, OIOII
do it this afternoon. You look exhausted, by the way. Hard night in the
salt mines?0

Kurt looked at his watch. Olgot about an hourOsworth of diving in. |
spent the rest of the night breaking up with Monica.O

OMonica?0O

OThe girlfriend.O

OAlready? | thought you two just got together last month.O

Kurt shrugged. OLongestfucking month of my life. All she wanted to
do was go clubbing all night. Shehated staying over at my place because
of the kids coming by in the morning to work on the access points.O

OlOnsorry, pal,O0Andy said. He never knew what to do about failed
romance. HeOdhad no experience in that department since the seventh
grade, after all. OYouOll find someone else soon enough.O

OToosoon!OKurt said. OWescreamed at each other for five hours be-
fore | finally got gone. It was probably my fault. | lose my temper too
easy. | should be more like you.O

OYouOre a good man, Kurt. DonOt forget it.O

Kurt ground his fists into his eyesand groaned. OlOnsuch a fuck-up,0
he said.

Alan tugged KurtOshand away from his face. OStopthat. YouOrean ex-
traordinary person. IOvenever met anyone who hasthe gifts you possess,
and |Ovemet some gifted people. You should be very proud of the work
youOredoing, and you should be with someone whoOsequally proud of
you.O

Kurt visibly inflated. OThanks, man.O They gripped one anotherOs
hands for a moment. Kurt swiped at his moist eyeswith the sleeveof his
colorless grey sweatshirt. OOkay, itOsway past my bedtime,O he said.
OYou gonna go to the bookstore today?0

OAbsolutely. Thanks for setting them up.O

Oltwas about time | did some of the work, after you got the nut-shop
and the cheese place and the Salvadoran pupusa place.O
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OKurt, IOmjust doing the work that you setin motion. 1tOsall you, this
project. IOm just your helper. Sleep well.O

Andy watched him slouch off toward home, reeling a little from sleep
deprivation and emotional exhaustion. He forked up the rest of his om-
elet, looked reflexively up at the blinkenlights on the AP over the GreekOs
sign, just above the apostrophe, where heOdhailed it up two months be-
fore. Since then, heOdnailed up five more, each going more smoothly
than the last. At this rate, heOdhave every main drag in the Market
covered by summer. Sooner, if he could offload some of the labor onto
one of KurtOs eager kids.

He went back to his porch then, and watched the Market wake up. The
traffic was mostly bicycling bankers stopping for a fresh bagel on their
way down to the business district. The Market was quite restful. It
shuffled like an old man in carpet slippers, setting up streetside produce
tables, twiddling the dials of its many radios looking for something with
a beat. He watched them roll past, the Salvadoran pupusa ladies, Jamaic-
an Patty Kings, Italian butchers, Viethamese pho-tenders, and any num-
ber of thrift-store hotties, crusty-punks, strung-out artistes, trustafarians
and pretty-boy skaters.

As he watched them go past, he had an idea that heOdbetter write his
story soon, or maybe never. Maybe never nothing: Maybe this was his
last seasonon earth. Felt like that, apocalyptic. Old debts, come to be
settled.

He shuffled upstairs and turned on the disused computer, which had
sat on his desk for months and was therefore no longer top-of-the-line,
no longer nearly so exciting, no longer so fraught with promise. Still, he
made himself sit in his seatfor two full hours before he allowed himself
to get up, shower, dress,and head over to the anarchist bookstore, taking
a slow route that gave him the chanceto eyeball the lights on all the APs
heOd installed.

The anarchist bookstore opened lackadaisically at 11 or eleven-thirty
or sometimes noon, so heOdrought along a nice old John D. MacDonald
paperback with a gun-toting bikini girl on the cover to read. He liked
MacDonaldOshooks: You could always tell who the villainesses were be-
causethe narrator made a point of noting that they had fat asses.lt was
as good a way as any to shorthand the world, he thought.

The guy who came by to open the store was vaguely familiar to Al-
fred, a Kensington stalwart of about forty, whose thrifted slacksand un-
raveling sweater werenOthip so much as they were just plain old down
and out. He had a frizzed-out, no-cut haircut, and carried an enormous
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army-surplus backpack that saggedwith beat-up lefty books and bags of
organic vegetariania.

OHi there!O Arnold said pocketing the book and dusting off his hands.

OHey,Othe guy said into his stringy beard, fumbling with a keyring.
Ol0Ibe opening up in a couple minutes, okay? | know IOmlate. [tOsa bad
day. okay?0

Arnold held his hands up, palms out. OHey,no problem at all! Take as
much time as you need. IOm in no hurry.O

The anarchist hustled around inside the shop, turning on lights, firing
up the cash-registerand counting out a float, switching on the coffee ma-
chine. Alan waited patiently by the doorway, holding the door open
with his toe when the clerk hauled out a rack of discounted paperbacks
and earning a dirty look for his trouble.

OOkay, weOreopen,Othe anarchist said looking Alan in the toes. He
turned around and banged back into the shop and perched himself be-
hind the counter, opening a close-typed punk newspaper and burying
his nose in it.

Adam walked in behind him and stood at the counter, politely, wait-
ing. The anarchist looked up from his paper and shook his head exasper-
atedly. OYes?0

Alan extended his hand. OHi, IOmArchie, | work with Kurt, over on
Augusta?0

The anarchist stared at his hand, then shook it limply.

OOkay,O he said.

OSoKurt mentioned that heOdspoken to your collective about putting
a wireless repeater up over your sign?0

The anarchist shook his head. OWedecided not to do that, okay.OHe
went back to his paper.

Andrew considered him for a moment. OSo, whatOs your name?0

OldonQitike to give out my name,Othe anarchist said. OCallme Waldo,
all right?0

OAll right,0 Andy said smiling. OThatOfine by me. So, can | ask why
you decided not to do it?0

Olt doesnOfit with our priorities. WeOrehere to make print materials
about the movement available to the public. They can get Internet access
somewhere else. Internet accessis for people who can afford computers,
anyway.O

OGoodpoint,0 Art said. OThatOa good point. | wonder if | could ask
you to reconsider, though? |0dlove a chanceto try to explain why this
should be important to you.O
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Ol don®t think so,0 Waldo said. OWeOre not really interested.O

Ol think you would be interested, if it were properly explained to
you.O

Waldo picked up his paper and pointedly read it, breathing heavily.

OThanks for your time,O Avi said and left.

OThatOs bullshit,0 Kurt said. OChrist, those peopleNO

Olassumed that there was some kind of politics,O Austin said, Oand|
didnOtwant to get into the middle of it. | know that if | could get a
chance to present to the whole group, that | could win them over.O

Kurt shook his head angrily. His shop was better organized now, with
six accesspoints ready to go and five stuck to the walls as a test bed for
new versions of the software. A couple of geeky Korean kids were seated
at the communal workbench, eating donuts and wrestling with drivers.

OltOsll politics with them. Everything. You should hear them argue
about whether itOscool to feed meat to the store cat! Who was working
behind the counter?O

OHe wouldnOt tell me his name. He told me to call himNO

OWaldo.O

OYeah.O

OWell, that could be any of about six of them, then. ThatOsvhat they
tell the cops. They probably thought you were a narc or a fed or
something.O

Ol see.O

OltOsot total paranoia. TheyOvebeen busted beforeNitOsalways bull-
shit. | raised bail for a couple of them once.O

Andrew realized that Kurt thought he was offended at being mistaken
for a cop, but he got that. He was weirdNvisibly ~weird. Out of place
wherever he was.

OSo they owe me. Let me talk to them some more.O

OThanks, Kurt. | appreciate it.O

OWell,youOredoing all the heavy lifting these days. [tOshe least | can
do.O

Alan clapped a hand on his shoulder. ONone of this would exist
without you, you know.O He waved his hand to take in the room, the
Korean kids, the whole Market. Olsaw a bunch of people at the GreekOs
with laptops, showing them around to eachother and drinking beers.In
the park, with PDAs. | seepeople sitting on their porches, typing in the
twilight. Crouched in doorways. Eating a bagel in the morning on a
bench. People are finding it, and itOs thanks to you.O
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