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“And when the thousand years are expired,

Satan shall be loosed from his prison,

and shall go out to deceive the nations

which are in the four quarters of the earth,

Gog and Magog, to gather them together to battle:

the number of whom is as the sand of the sea.”

-Revelation 20:7-9

“Now they’re living in my brain

I’m destroying at their cue

A violent reaction begins

and now I’m after you!

I’ll grab you by your head 

and split your skull open wide

The infestation is complete

You’re dead, but yet alive…”

-“Parasite” (Exodus)

“OOOooohhh, I’m DYYYYIN’ Again!”

-Bugs Bunny

For Mom & Dad

I love you eternally…but just so you know,

 last time I was home I took the milk out of the fridge

   and chugged it right from the bottle. I laughed as I did it. 

K.K./Clownwhite/1

PROLOGUE

     Consciousness returned, like a shark bursting through dark water and arctic ice. Like him. Johnny was a shark, and the backstreets of Little Italy were his feeding grounds, where he preyed on the weaker and fled from the stronger.

     But this wasn’t Little Italy now.

     Wherever he was, it was white. And cold.

     Freezing! Way too cold to be a hospital…but that was what it looked like. Nothing else should be this white…and where else should he be? He’d been shot nine times.

     He tried to turn his head…and couldn’t.

     Not up and down, not side to side. A brace? He thought. I’m in some kind of brace. I’m…paralyzed? NO! God no don’t let me be paralyzed…He tried to blink his eyes; that seemed to work, at least. He fought back panic and tried to remember what happened.

     There had been a meeting at a warehouse, a local ‘client’ who needed motivation to pay up on time…and a trap. Five, maybe six cruisers. He’d brought his own gun up in defensive reflex, not even thinking about it, and BAM!

     It had felt like a bee-sting at first, and just for a second he was thinking that’s IT? THAT’S getting SHOT? It ain’t nothi-

     Then the agony hit, an atomic bomb going off in his guts…the memory was sheared off by an explosive sound, somewhere in the white distance. It wasn’t thunder; it was too short, too sharp. He became aware of another sound now as well, a lower background noise all around him. Something like a million tiny voices, screaming for help.

     Again, he tried to turn his head.

     Impossible. And the cold was becoming unbearable, and the stench of his new environment was starting to sear his nostrils. It smelled like the Bronx during a sanitation strike. What kind of hospital IS this? C’mon, where’s the freakin’ doctor around here?

He wished he could feel around for a call-switch, like he’d seen in other hospitals.

     Too bad he couldn’t feel…
     Another loud, concussive sound shattered his thoughts. Then another, and another. Definitely not thunder, but definitely coming closer.

     Sounds like…footsteps…

     As if in defiance of the sounds, more memories slithered back into his skull: the dusty

concrete floor of the warehouse crunching into his knees. Hot cones of yellow fire erupting from the cops’ guns. Looking helplessly at his own Beretta, dangling from his

 nerveless fingers. Thinking inanely that if he could somehow drop the gun, they’d stop shooting. Knowing that he was wrong, he was Macho Johnny Vanicci, a made guy, a cop-killer, and the cops wouldn’t stop firing until his brains were decorating the warehouse wall.

     The impacts of the slugs: hot steel parasites burrowing through his body, turning him into a quivering patchwork of pain.

     His last words, spat out through a mouthful of his own blood:

     “I’m comin’ bac—“

     White, freezing, stinking emptiness.

     And footsteps approaching him.

     Finally, something came into view. A crest of hair, the top of a head. The hair was platinum blonde, and hung straight down from the scalp like a cloak covered with snow. The unwrinkled flesh of the forehead was the same color.

     Closer, and he saw the eyes. They were a beautiful, brilliant blue. The soft angles of the face below confirmed that the visitor was a woman. Her full red lips were stretched tight in a bored half-smile.

     A nurse! He thought, nearly crying with relief. Thank God, I must’ve made it…Fuck! What am I thinkin’? I’m gonna ride the lightning anyway…”Hey! Where am I? What hospital is this?” He yelled up at her.

     She made no reply, but kept coming closer until her body blocked his entire field of vision. For a moment he closed his eyes. Something else was wrong here; either his eyes were screwed up too, or she was…

     HUGE!

     He chose not to think about it right away. He re-opened his eyes and he felt sensation returning to his body. He could feel pain rippling across him, an odd sensation of being frozen and burned at the same time. The stench was searing his nostrils, and the noises around him—the small voices, chattering and screaming—were louder now. He looked back up at her.

     “How bad is it? Am I paralyzed, or what? Give it to me straight—“

     She giggled. “You’re not paralyzed.” In contrast to her better-than-average face, her voice was rough, like a heavy smoker who had just awakened from a long sleep. “As for how bad it is…”

     She grinned, revealing ancient, black-cratered teeth, and reached down. Panic hit him as he saw that the huge fingers descending towards him had four knuckles. They were impossibly long, tapering to shredded black nails caked with filth and gore.

     “…Let me show you.”

     A monstrous, horribly painful crushing began as she lifted him into the air, past her burned and gore-splashed hooves, past her thick, muscular dead-white legs, past the dark triangle at her thighs that crawled with unspeakable things, up over her bleached nakedness until he was at eye level. As Johnny quivered in terrified agony, he saw her right eye—the size of a bus tire—flicker from cobalt blue to dull silver.

     Within the eye he could see himself: there was his face, still handsome except for his bulging eyes. But from the head down, everything was horribly wrong.

     He saw a shiny brown carapace…a twitching, segmented underbody…and quivering, stunted legs. He was a cockroach from the neck down, and scream after scream began ripping from his lips.

     “You’ve probably got a lot of questions at this point. Like what happened to you, what we did to you. The answer’s nothing. Nothing happened to you, Johnny. Nothing’s changed. You were always like this, deep inside.” She told the creature in her grip. It raved and swore, screaming “Fuck you! Fuck you! It’s a lie, it’s all a LIE! I ain’t like this, none of this is real—“

     “Shut. Up.” She growled, applying vicious pressure. His frantic tirade ceased with a dull moan. Through the pain, he thought I’m in Hell…
     She giggled again. “Where’d you think you’d end up, you chump-change shitfucker?

Carmine’s fucking Clam Bar in the East fucking Village?!” Her giggles became loud sadistic cackles that nearly burst his eardrums. “Macho Johnny Vanicci. Shooting that store clerk…when you were thirteen. All for that paltry handful of cash he had in the register! Seventeen: you stabbed your girlfriend eight times for dumping your coke stash. And six policemen, Johnny! Six! One third of my favorite number! You’re a real prize.

Ready for the Pit?”

     She giggled again, and dangled him over the pit by one of his insectile legs so he could see it.

     He saw it. Heard it. Smelled it. All of it.

     NO! NO! NO! His mind shrieked over and over. Anything but THIS!

     She stopped giggling. “Anything?” She offered mockingly.

     YES! YES, ANYTHING! WHATEVER YOU WANT, ONLY  DON’T—

     “Shhh! Keep your thoughts down, damn it. If I take you back to the Other Side with me…you’ll do anything I say?” She whispered.

     YES! YES, I SWEAR!!!

     “HA! Like your word’s any good. But I know you will…because we think alike, Johnny. Great minds think alike.” She told him, and looked around quickly. She never knew what was watching. “You just gotta be ready. It could be centuries, or it could be any second now. You just gotta be ready.”

     Don’t worry about ME, I’ll be READY, I’ll—uh, waitaminute, ready for WHAT?

     She stared at him incredulously. “Ready to cook me a fuckin’ lasagna, you stupid guinea bastard! Ready for WHAT?! Ready to KILL! What else are you good for?!”
She studied him closely, frowning. “You know what, Johnny? I don’t think you can hack this job. I need heavy hitters. I’ve got a crew of hardcore motherfuckers, and I think you’re soft. I think you’re a punk-assed bitch…”

     Johnny spit in her face.

     Her eyes flickered wildly from blue to silver and back again, and her free hand wiped at her face. She looked at him in demoniac fury…and then smiled. Her smile grew until he could see small, horrid creatures hiding in the holes in her teeth. 

     “Johnny Vanicci ain’t soft, bitch. You think I ain’t ready to kill? If this is Hell, then I got all of eternity to find a way to kill you…”

     Her smile grew impossibly wider. “Now that’s just the attitude I’m lookin’ for. You’re gonna fit in just fine, Johnny. Let me introduce you to my crew.”

      “All right, that’s more like it…” Johnny said, then stopped as he was shoved towards her mouth.

     Saliva sizzled on his body, and there was a thunderbolt of agony as her teeth ripped his body in half. He could feel organs tumbling out of him as the rest of him slid down the surface of her leprous black tongue. He was pulled backwards and below, watching the white world outside fade from sight as her teeth kept chewing the other half of his body. He tumbled down a red river, his two and a half remaining roach-legs scuttling for purchase on anything at all.

      The agony was a trillion times worse than anything he could ever imagine, and it was partly because the rest of his body was growing back, little by little.

     Finally his descent ended in a searing splash into liquid flames. His torment increased as the acidic filth he’d landed in boiled over his naked soul. His eyes stung and teared as he saw his new home, the steaming bowels of the demoness, and he realized that he’d just traded one Pit for another…

     And that he was not alone.

     There were others in the huge lake of boiling blood around him; human heads on the bodies of spiders, bats, eels, wasps and other vermin. They screamed, they suffered, they fought and laughed and boiled and bled…and saw him.

     The thing that was Johnny stared in horror at the evil smiles turning towards him.

     He only recognized one right away, due to its small, square mustache. 

     Hitler’s head rode the body of a blackened scorpion now.

     Lost Johnny tried to backstroke away from the monsters, but there were hundreds of them, all around him, and there was nowhere to go.

     They fell upon him, laughing and screaming, ripping and tearing. But as fast as they wounded him was how quickly he healed. Even as he was forced under the surface of the boiling blood, he fought back, ripping at their throats and eyes. 

     Mad laughter seeped out of him in dark bubbles.

     Malice could feel the damned battling within her body, and smiled. Johnny Vanicci was small-time compared to some of the others, but he was enough to complete the horde.

     To make it a Legion.

     666.

     She had all she needed for the time that was approaching.

     It could be centuries, it could be any second now, you just gotta be ready…

     She turned her eyes skyward, towards the billions of lights above her. They were not stars, she knew, but the eyes of the evil that still lived, and looked out upon the Other Side. Some were blazing red with hate, some the sickly yellow of cowardice or the gold of greed, some pulsed an alien green of guilt or madness. 

     And in the North, there glowed two special green eyes…two that appeared and vanished again and again. One who was caught between good and evil, a soul in torment.

     A soul in her debt.

     “Remember me?” She whispered as she saw them reappear again. She chuckled to herself as she walked towards them, crushing the bodies of the other sinners around her with each thunderous step. In the distance, other tormentors battled for their share of the wicked that fell like rain from the skies of Hell.

     One sinner plummeted toward her, its blackened aura marking it as that of a murderer.

     Mine, she thought as she reached out and caught it. Her talons ripped it in half instantly in one practiced motion. The halves of its body fell into the Pit, where it would reform in time, if the others let it. Its screams were music.

     Malice passed it by, watching the green eyes reappear in the sky again. “You will remember me. Soon.” She laughed.

     And watched. 

     And waited… 

l.

Wake Up Screaming

     Marvin Beale packed his ornate chrome waterpipe with a nice gram of Lebanese blonde hash, and passed it across the table to Steve Mattocks, his one and thankfully only customer of the night. “Fire when ready, Gridley.” He snickered in his best Bugs Bunny voice.

     “You do that pretty well.” Mattocks said, giving a crackling laugh-cough. “Oughta be in cartoons.” He swept his Zippo off the table next to his pack of Kools and fired up the bong.

     “Thanks.” Beale said, but there was no real gratitude in his voice: too high, too tinny, always sounding sarcastic or vicious when he didn’t mean to. It didn’t seem to be stopping him from getting rich, though.

     Mattocks grunted, getting down to the serious business of getting high. A grayish plume of smoke swirled up from the depths of the bong into his throat; he drew in deeply until Beale could see lung-shudders rippling through the weightlifter’s body. Mattocks passed the bong back to Beale in a fusillade of wet coughs.

     Marvin frowned in distaste at a small spit-bubble on his eighty-dollar silk shirt. “Easy. That stuff’s expensive.” He said. Of course, so was everything else in his apartment, but he didn’t need to tell Steve that. Marvin took the bong and sucked up a hit for himself, light and easy, for he knew how hash felt like it expanded in one’s lungs. He coughed a bit himself as he passed the bong back to Steve, who was still huffing and puffing out smoke-remnants like the big bad wolf.

     “Hey, I’m paying for it, right?” Steve took a breather and looked around Beale’s five-star kitchen. “”Damn! You got a fully functioning babe lair here, son. Bet you pick up chicks with a forklift.”

     “Not really.” Beale said, allowing himself a slight grin at the blinding black marble and chrome surrounding him. “I suppose I could—at least the girls who are out for money. But I’m usually too busy making money to spend it on them.” There was some truth in that, and part of him asked why don’t we change that? Why don’t we take a week off…what’ll we lose, four grand? A few Franklins could get some of the girls from the Doll House over here…

     “You might want to change that.” Steve said. “Take a few days off, take it easy. I could show you around a few places…I know a few girls at the Doll House who’ll fuck you from Hell to the unknown! It might cost you a few bills, but hey! Once they get a look inside this place, they won’t be hurryin’ off.” He clicked another blue flame to life from the Zippo and grinned at Marvin.

     Hello? Marvin could only gape at his customer’s sudden telepathy. How the Hell did he know…

     It was just the hash. It had to be.

     “Think about it, man. Between my muscles and your money, they ain’t got a chance. Forget it!” He chuckled, and drew an amazing, colossal, lung-blasting hit off the bong. Smoke began to seep out around his face as he kept inhaling…and inhaling…and inhaling.

     “Whoa! Slow down, man, you’re gonna lose it…!”

     And lose it he did. Marvin’s kitchen virtually vanished in a sudden fog of pungent smoke. Marvin’s hair fluttered back from the force of Steve’s coughing. Steve coughed, choked and retched, and Marvin couldn’t help but grin at him. I tried to tell him! Good thing he’s a bodybuilder and not in charge of one of our nuclear subs.

     He took the bong back out of Steve’s hand. The gram had almost been devoured, but it was still lit and Beale squeezed another toke off of it. He held it in as long as possible, then joined Steve in coughing, choking and retching. Damn, this stuff’s potent.

     He stopped coughing, after a few moments.

     Steve didn’t.

     Marvin cocked an eyebrow at Steve, who was now staring at the ceiling, cough after cough erupting from his bull-like throat. “Steve? You okay?”

     There was no reply beyond another cough, and Beale marveled at just how muscular Steve’s neck (and the rest of him) really was. There were veins everywhere, everywhere, throbbing with agitated blood. The coughs continued, and his huge body began to spasm with obvious pain.

     Now Steve’s muscular hands climbed up and clawed at his throat, clawing at a pain he could not reach, but had to, somehow. His head shook back and forth like a boat in a hurricane.

     “Steve?” Marvin asked.

     A geyser of blood sprayed from Steve’s mouth, spattering the crystal chandelier over the table. The room took on a ruby glow as Marvin frantically wiped red drops from his face. Before he could speak, another red spray showered the wall behind him.

     “HOLY SHIT!!!” Marvin bleated.

     Steve’s hands had dropped limply from his throat, now laying palms-up on the glass-topped table like a weird gesture of messianic offering. Blood was everywhere, dripping from his mouth, his hair, down his neck and shoulders.

     Suddenly Marvin saw something like a cyst form, grow and burst in the left corner of Steve’s throat.

     A long, jagged black fingernail pierced the skin and sawed busily across the tightened flesh; as the wound widened, Marvin saw one-two-three-four others creep out to join it. The gory crater in Steve’s neck yawned until Steve’s head hung back from only the spine

and a flap of skin. The carotid and jugular gave way and Marvin and his expensive babe-lair kitchen were showered with warm blood, coated with it, bizarre dark spray paint that just kept coming.

     The fingers pulled at the rent, and Marvin saw Steve’s chest and neck stretching to grant access to something beneath it, fighting its way free.

     Marvin pissed his pants, not minding at all. He did mind the fact that he couldn’t get up, or do anything but stare in horror and awe.

     A crown of blood-streaked white hair shoved up from the pulsing throat like a foot through a torn sock. A white and red forehead emerged.

     Then the eyes.

     A brilliant blue, almost radioactive in their mirth and satisfaction. They stared out at Beale through drops of blood and shredded vocal cords. The rest of the head kept coming, and Marvin saw that the facial bones were female, and not too bad-looking either. When her mouth was free of the cage of flesh, her full red lips opened and a long, dead-gray tongue lolled out to lap the pulsing blood from the dead man’s throat.

     “Want to pick up some girls with a FORKLIFT, Marvin? I know some girls that’ll fuck you from Hell to the unknown…” Her voice was rough, ugly and ancient. Her hand, which Marvin had ignored, had been busy ripping the rest of Steve’s head off. Now she held the severed head in her hand, brought it to her bloody and beautiful face, and kissed it.

     Slow and deep.

     A soul kiss.

     After a moment, she placed the head down on the table, facing Marvin. Blood pulsed weakly from underneath it. Marvin could not look away from the woman that had invaded Steve’s body…

     …Until Steve’s head opened its eyes.

     “Think about it, man. Between my muscles and your money, they ain’t got a chance.”

Steve said, and laughed.

     And the woman laughed with him.

     And Marvin Beale woke up screaming…

     Wendy Voulkos took in a deep breath, inhaling the scents of cinnamon, apple, chocolate, sugar and flour. One year ago they had made her mouth water, just as they had at the carnivals her father worked at and took her to. Now the scents practically made her gag.

     They were preferable to the scents of the urban Connecticut winter outside: the car exhaust, the road salt, the trash. It was simply the overkill of the sweet scents around here, plus a year of exposure to them. Every once in a while a customer would come into the Dunkin’ Donuts she worked at, take a good nose-hit of her thirty-six varieties, and sigh with delight. That made it easier; sometimes it made it all worthwhile.

     But other times the scents returned to haunt her, even off the clock. The last guy she’d intended to go to bed with, a short but slick rock guitarist named Tony Caccoro, had been seduced quickly with a twitch of her tailfeathers at one of Elaine Hannis’s wild parties. She’d led him easily upstairs to one of Elaine’s ‘anything goes’ bedrooms, and he’d finally gotten her shirt off after winning a nice, long tongue-duel. As he triumphantly buried his face between the smooth mounds of her breasts, he kissed her…sneezed…excused himself, kissed her again, sniffed at her, then stopped.

     “Something wrong?” She asked.

     He tentatively tried to kiss her, but broke away at the last moment to sneeze again.

He shook his head, stopped another sneeze, then snickered uncontrollably.

     “C’mon, Tony!” She murmured. “What is it?”

     “Uh…listen, I’m sorry. But I, ah, don’t think I can do this.” He stammered, losing his customary heavy-metal machismo.

     She stared at him, cheated. That’s supposed to be MY line, you six-string schmuck! She’d been a pricktease only on a few occasions, but she’d never dreamed she’d hook up with a tit-tease. “Tony…what is it? What’s the matter?” She asked anxiously. The apprehensions of young lust rose in her: was it her breath? Did he have a girlfriend? (HA! Probably four or five!) Did he have AIDS? Did he think she did?

     “I’m sorry, Wendy…” He sneezed again, and looked away from her. “But…I just can’t.” He burst into hysterical laughter, which he thankfully cut short.

     “WHY?!” She demanded. She couldn’t believe she was asking this.

     “’Cause you smell like a doughnut!” He spat, blushing with the absurd-but-true reality.

     Her jaw dropped, and she slapped him across the face. He rocked back a step, his face now two shades of crimson, and drew back his hand to retaliate. She waited, eyes widening in apprehension, but stood her ground. Bring it on, I can take it…
     He looked at his hand for a moment, then dropped it. “Sorry. Maybe I asked for that.” He looked at her with frustrated anger, and slung his leather jacket over his shoulder. “But it’s the truth. “ He walked away, out of the bedroom and back to the party raging downstairs.

     She watched him leave, responses racing from her mind to her mouth: Well, YOU smell like Sicilian SWEAT, but I didn’t say anything! or Get over it and breathe through your mouth or Let me take a quick shower, and if I STILL smell like a doughnut, well, you can eat me. But none of these last-ditch efforts escaped her in time. She sat on the bed in silent regret, with small patches of his saliva cooling on her heaving bosom.

     Hesitantly, she sniffed at one of her forearms.

     Ahhh. Apple cinnamon, she said to herself. Great.

     “Miss? May I have some service, please?” A voice said, snapping her out of the memory, back into her chrome-and-glass reality.

     Instantly she said “Sorry for the delay. Welcome to Dunkin’ Donuts, may I take your order, please?” She looked across the counter, focusing on…Tony Caccoro!

     “A cup o’ tea, please. And two o’ those biscuits there, th’ chocolate-chip kind.” He grunted, and there was something odd about his voice…a British accent, as out of place as a leper on a soap opera.

     “’Biscuits’?” She followed his gaze, over to the plexiglas bin of cookies…difficult to do, as he was wearing his mirrored sunglasses. “Oh! Sure, coming right up.” She spun away from him in a practiced motion, and leaned over in another practiced motion to pour his tea. Get a good look on what you missed out on, Mister Rock & Roll! She thought with a mischievious grin. Indeed, the little time she had between work, school, and household chores went to a torturous but rewarding schedule of body building and aerobics. Her work slacks were glove-tight and her panties were a near-invisible thong; Wendy knew she had arguably the best ass in Meriden, due to the army of middle-school boys that marched four blocks out of their way to come in and ogle her.

     She grabbed the cookies and leaned again to get a napkin for him, thinking You see this ass here? You could break your guitar over it, and I’d just think it was starting to rain. She looked in the gleaming chrome trimming the counter to catch his reflection, hoping he’d be surreptitiously sampling her ‘wares’, and was annoyed to see that he was not facing her, but the seven other scattered patrons of the restaurant.

     Freakin’ non-oglin’ snob, she thought. Still, she had slapped him in the face. Maybe she should say something to him. Not Sorry I slapped you ‘cause you said I smelled like a doughnut, but something sweet and innocent to let him know she wasn’t a vengeful bitch. No point in having him spread worse rumours about her than he’d doubtlessly already had.

     Then she hit on a good idea. She grinned and placed the cookies and tea on the counter before him. “It’s on the house, Tony. Enjoy.” She said warmly, with a wink.

     Tony had been looking down at the cookies and tea…was he salivating?…then quickly back up at her. There was a slight, gleaming line of saliva trickling from his mouth. “I beg your pardon?” He said in his British accent, then looked behind him, then back at her.

     Wendy frowned momentarily. “I said it’s on me, Tony. Don’t worry about it.” She said.

     “Oh. Well. That’s very kind of you, I’m sure. But my name isn’t Tony.” He said, reaching for a cookie with a pale, trembling hand. She looked at him carefully. There was his metal-styled long dirty-brown hair, the handsome angles of his face, his leather jacket, his mirrored shades, and it wasn’t him? Yeah, right. Acid! Get yer acid here! She thought.

     “Really?” She said. “Well, if your name isn’t Tony, then your total comes to…” She reached over to the cash register and quickly totaled his order. “Two dollars and thirty-three cents.” She turned back to him with a grin.

     He shoved the first cookie into his mouth whole, chomping and swallowing noisily. His entire body shook slightly. He licked his lips quickly, then snatched up the other cookie and deep-throated that one as well. Crumbs rained down over his leather. His disgusting sounds made the other customers take sudden and irritated notice of him.

     Wendy gritted her teeth. God, what a slob. I can’t believe I wanted to fuck that guy, she thought. “C’mon, Tony, I know they’re good, but you don’t have to gross out everybody else.” She whispered with an impatient edge in her voice. She looked around in a subconscious search for her manager, but she wasn’t there. None of the staff were.

Apparently she was running the restaurant by herself.

     Strange.

     Tony picked up the tea and started pouring it down his throat, in front of God and all her disgusted customers. He gargled noisily, and her jaw dropped. Her tea was hot enough to take pain off of walls, but he was gulping it like it was water in the desert. An elderly couple got up from their table, glared at him like he was a bum, looked at her as if she were a cop on the take, and stalked huffily out the door.

     “Tony…!” Wendy hissed at him in embarrassment.

     His head whirled over at her with such speed his mirrored sunglasses flew off his face, clattering to the floor beneath him. “I’D APPRECIATE IT IF YOU WOULDN’T CALL ME THAT!” He screamed. “MY NAME’S NOT TONY! MY NAME ESCAPES ME FOR THE MOMENT, BUT I’M QUITE SURE IT ISN’T ‘TONY’, THANK YOU VERY MUCH! I KNOW I’M SOMEONE IMPORTANT, I’M SURE I AM! PERHAPS ROYALTY!” His pale fist crushed the paper cup he was holding and he began to slam his fist down on the formica countertop with incredible force. “SO-(Wham)-DON’T-(Wham)-BLOODY-(Wham!)-CALL-(Wham!)-ME-(WHAM!)-TONY!!!

     WHAM!

     “I’m sorry about the mistake, sir.” Wendy said, slowly backing up towards the phone. “But please calm down, you’re disturbing the other customers…and that’ll be two thirty-three, please.”

     He looked at her stupidly, then at his fist and its crushed and bleeding fingers. The formica had a small spiderweb of cracks where he’d hit it. Then he looked back at Wendy again…

     …and she saw that he had blue eyes.

     Tony Caccoro’s eyes had always been brown. Colored contacts? Maybe, but why?

     Tony—or whoever he was—said “Oh? Right.” He took out his wallet with his undamaged hand, flopped it down on the counter, and eased out a twenty. “There you have it.” He said.

     Behind him, the huge plate-glass window of the restaurant burst inwards, sending an avalanche of glass shards into the restaurant. With the shattering sound came a blast of freezing night air, wind-driven snow…and a clown…

     Wendy, the un-Tony and the five remaining patrons reacted with varying degrees of shock. Wendy backed up against the counter, instinctively shielding her face from flying glass that never reached her. Two elderly women screamed and hugged each other. An older bum that Meriden had collectively christened The Ragman leapt up and thrust out a crude cross made from popsicle sticks taped together. Another guy ran for the bathroom, while another kept eating with a belch, either deaf or unimpressed.

     Tony’s clone turned and looked at the clown with raw terror in his new eyes.

     The clown towered over them all, six-foot-six and three hundred brightly-colroed pounds. He wore a battered black porkpie hat, a long flame-red wig, and two blue and gray business suits that had been cut apart and sewn together to make a moder-day harlequin’s motley. The clown danced through the falling glass, remarkably nimble for his considerable bulk. He spun in a carefree pirouette, his arms thrown wide for applause, even though his sleeves and skin had been slashed from the glass.

     He faced the non-Tony with a wide grin. “WHOOO! Call me…irresponsible…” He sang in a beautiful, cheerful voice, then looked around. “Well? What are you all gawking at…?” He turned back to the glass shards all over the floor, the shattered plate-glass window, and the cold, storming night beyond. “Ooh, how clumsy of me…” He said in a passable Speedy Gonzales impersonation.

     Wendy froze with her fingers three inches from the telephone. Because the makeup on the clown…a black spade over the left eye, a red heart over the right, a red-and-black mouth that smiled on the left side of the face and frowned on the right side, and a small red diamond painted on his nose…marked him as Pokerface The Clown, a mainstay of Meriden. And as Henry Voulkos, her father.

     “Dad?!” She gasped in disbelief.

     Pokerface gave her a heavy smoker’s grin. “Is this guy bothering you, snookums?” He looked from her to Not-Tony, raising a white-frosted eyebrow.

     “Ummm…well, he’s kind of upset…he doesn’t seem to know who he is. I thought I knew him, but I guess I’m wrong. Unless he’s got amnesia or something.” She said, shivering slightly as the freezing wind clawed its way into the restaurant. The only other thing bothering me is the fact that you walked in through the window. But other than that, everything’s fine. She thought this, but did not say it aloud. You did not argue with Dear Old Dad; no, no, no.

     Dear Old Dad’s grin stretched wider as he regarded Not-Tony, who backed away from Pokerface until the counter stopped him. “Hmmm…Well, let’s see…” He jabbed a thick index finger into the air, pointing first at her, then at Not-Tony, then at the rest of the dumbfounded patrons. “Our survey SAID…you’re BOTH right! He IS, indeed, Tony Caccoro, the heart-throb you were going to screw at that party when you told ME you were going ‘baby-sitting’.”

     Wendy’s jaw dropped. How was she getting out of this one?

     Pokerface, still all smiles, went on. “Oh, tut tut, darling daughter! Perhaps you meant you were going to sit on him in a certain position so you’d have a baby. Therefore I can’t really say you lied.” His grin widened.

     One of the customers burst into hysterical laughter. Wendy and Pokerface both shot him glares that could have burned through a bank vault.

     “Sorry.” The man muttered, quietly measuring the distance between Pokerface and the door.

     “But, he’s only Tony Caccoro on the surface. The mind inside his body does have amnesia…it happens when you’ve been dead for a hundred years or so. His real name happens to be Montagu John Druitt.” He looked at Not-Tony, whose eyes closed in a silent hunt for memory. “You’re not really royalty, John. Sorry. But you are an important person, John…or should I call you…Jack?”

     Tony Caccoro’s body opened its eyes and smiled. A smile of knowledge and confidence, or purpose and destiny.

     The smile of an insane, relentless mass murderer who’d never been caught. “Yes…yes…It’s all coming back to me now.”

     “Good.” Pokerface said. He reached over paternally and unbuttoned Jack’s leather jacket.

     Wendy screamed.

     As the jacket opened completely, she saw Jack’s chest…slit open with surgical grace, flesh and muscle peeled back to reveal the stark white ribcage and the glossy organs beneath. There was no blood, but there were three long, thin knives still embedded in the wound.

     Pokerface reached down casually and slid one of the knives back out of him, then took out another. Jack took out the last one and held it in his hand, turning it this way and that under the florescent lights, admiring the gleam. 

     Pokerface began expertly juggling the knives he held as he began walking towards the cowering customers. He caught both knives, then looked back over his shoulder at Jack and Wendy.

     “You still specialize in whores, right, Jack?”

     Jack looked up at Wendy, smiled…and sniffed.

     Wendy silently mouthed the words NO NO NO over and over again, and finally managed to snatch up the telephone. As she brought the receiver up to her mouth, she saw the knife in Jack’s hand fly for her face.

     She had an instant to see his red-and-black painted smile before the world turned red. She had another to hear the screams of her customers under attack, mixing with the mad laughter of her father, and his partner in crime, Jack The Ripper.

     And Wendy Voulkos woke up screaming…

     Rachel Murphy looked down the barrel of her 10mm FBI-issue automatic, sighted carefully, and pulled the trigger.

     B-DAMM!

     The recoil rocked her wrists backwards, bringing the barrel up toward the ceiling, but she quickly readjusted. B-DAMM! Again, the shock of the recoil. Painful, yes, but not the bone-crushing pain that Special Agent Scully had described. Forcing her hands back down, Rachel aimed and fired again.

     She exhaled quietly, then set the weapon down. There were six bullets left, but the Meriden Police Department wouldn't reimburse her for ‘non-essential’ ammunition. If she wanted to use an FBI 10mm, she’d have to buy the bullets herself. And as she had the target reeled back to her, she saw that her three shots hadn’t gone to waste.

     There were three neat holes in the man-sized black silhouette; one in the heart, one in the throat, one in the forehead.

     She removed her safety goggles and hearing protector and put them on their racks on the firing range wall. Her long auburn hair spilled down over her forehead as she did so, and she swept it back with a quick, impatient hand. It was growing too long again, becoming ‘unprofessional’, in Chief Kinoski’s words…but her agent had told her that long hair was ‘back in’ for this year’s catalogue shoots, so she was keeping it long. Kinoski could stay disdainful, and bald.

     “Good shooting.” A voice said behind her. She whirled, reaching for her gun, but it was already in somebody else’s hand.

     It was Tommy Truglio, of course. A year on the force, and he was dying to make detective. Or at least a detective; Detective Rachel Murphy, M.P.D. His brown eyes gleamed with the cheap triumph of getting the drop on her, and he casually spun her 10mm around his index finger by its trigger-guard.

     “Put my gun down, Truglio, or your girlfriend’s gonna miss that finger after I rip it off.” She growled. He was handsome and muscular, but not as funny as he thought he was. 

     He stopped spinning it and offered it to her, grip first. “Your wish is my command. Just wanted to get the feel of it.”

     She nodded, uncaring, and pried it roughly out of his grip. He winced but did not complain. “What’s the matter, you too good for a .38 or somethin’?” He said.

     She clicked the safety back on. “Exactly, Truglio, I’m too good for a .38.” Privately, she felt that .38s were excellent for bringing down cats, dogs and senior citizens, but lousy for criminals. “Can I give you a word of advice? Don’t sneak up on overcaffeinated people when they’re on the shooting range.”

     He shrugged. “I said hello about eight times. Guess you couldn’t hear me with your toy howitzer goin’ off. Sorry.” He stepped back slightly and looked at her target, letting out a low whistle of admiration. “Remind me to stay on your good side.”

     She smirked at him. “What makes you think I’ve got a good side?”

     He shrugged again. He looked good at shrugging, anyway. “Hey…you mind if I try your piece?”

     Piece of WHAT? She almost asked. “Sure. Buck a round.” She said, still smirking.

     “What?! A buck a round? Get outta here!”

     “That’s what they cost me.” It was her turn to shrug now. She held out an open palm.

     “Well, what the hell, with the untold millions I’m getting paid…” He found two crumpled singles in his wallet and forked them over. She put the 10mm on the ledge before him and pressed the button to send the target back down.

     He hefted the 10mm single-handed and aimed. She chewed on her lip to keep from laughing.

     B-DAMM!

     “AHHH! Shit! My fuckin’ hand…! Here, take the goddamn thing—“ He cursed in pain.

     B-DAMM!

     B-DAMM! B-DAMM!

     Rachel and Truglio frowned at each other. There were clearly no more rounds firing from the 10mm, which sat innocently back on the ledge. And the echo of Tommy’s first and only shot was long gone. But—

     B-DAMM! They were the only ones left on the range. And—

     B-DAMM! B-DAMM! BAM! BAM! BAM!

     The sound of gunfire kept coming. From—

     “Ballistics…?” Truglio whispered uncertainly.

     BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM!

     Rachel shook her head. “Soundproofed. And it’s on this floor. That’s coming from upstairs. C’mon!” She snatched up the 10mm and headed for the stairs and Truglio fumbled out his own .38 and followed.

     She took the stairs two at a time, her heart pounding along with the thunder of guns on the floor above. Her ears locked onto each report like matching ballistics computers, and the data they brought to her brain was chilling. Most of the shots were too loud to be police-issue firearms, unless they were riot guns. They sounded like large-caliber hunting rifles or high-gauge shotguns. There were the more familiar sounds of police .38s, but these were in the minority.

     A minority that, as Rachel and Tommy reached the first-floor door, was silenced entirely. Then: the sounds of shattering glass, loud enough to be the God of all ice storms. Beyond the door they could hear winter winds beginning to rip through the police station. Guns still roared, but far, far in the distance.

     Truglio stood at the door with his gun in hand, then turned back to face her. She saw that his customary machismo was gone now, replaced by apprehension, maybe even fear. She didn’t blame him a bit; she felt exactly the same way…but he was looking at her for leadership.

     “We should…uh…we should call for backup, or something…” He stammered.

     She hesitated. “You got your radio handy?”

     He shook his head. “You?”

     “No…damn! But…wait a minute…” She reached out and pulled down the fire alarm on the wall. Instantly a blaring siren sliced the air. “Better than nothing.” She said, almost unheard through the racket. Backup would be nice…so would a day off, as long as she was playing make-believe. But if her instincts were right, she and Truglio were the backup—and they were probably too late.

     She motioned for him to get behind her, then kicked the door open savagely, thrusting the 10mm in front of her in a paranoid double-grip.

     There was nothing but an empty hallway, its temperature dropping like a rock. Across from them was an office door, half of its wire-reinforced glass shot out. The remaining lettering on it now read SEX CRI.

     She looked left and right, but all she could see was the hallway, and recent footprints of dirty snow melting on the floor. They led in both directions.

     On impulse, she headed left, towards the main lobby. She had an idea of what she’d find there…or rather,what she didn’t want to find there, but would anyway. She glanced back once to see if Truglio was following her. He was, he just wasn’t too excited about it.

Rachel began to shake with the cold of a January night in Connecticut.

     The lobby was a battle zone. Chairs and desks were overturned, either from violence or from being used as cover. The front doors had been ripped off their hinges; the great plate glass windows of the entrance had been blasted to hell. Papers were scattered everywhere; a few were on fire. The flags of America and Connecticut had been ripped down and trampled. The long wooden “C’mere and fill out this form” counter had been decimated by bullets and shotgun blasts, just like the walls, doors, and everything else.

     Blood was everywhere. Everywhere.

     But…

     “Where is everybody?!” Truglio demanded over the siren. Rachel shrugged, frowned and continued to aim in assorted directions.

     Where, indeed? She asked herself. Her original theory was that one of Meriden’s chump-change ‘street gangs’ had smoked all their crack at once and decided to take out the police station once and for all. Two things were hampering her theory: one, she hadn’t heard any automatic weapons fire during the ‘fight’, and two, there were no bodies, either of police or their attackers. True, the night shift crew weren’t exactly a formidable army, but who in hell could storm the place in minutes and remove all the dead and wounded?
     Then she knew.

     “They’re out there.” She told Truglio, gesturing to the swirling walls of snow beyond the shattered windows. And even as she said it, she began walking towards the outside, over pools of blood and mounds of broken glass. The cold slid frozen fingers into her clothes. Her gun was a lump of ice in her grip. She heard Truglio calling to her over the siren, but she couldn’t understand what he was saying. She kept walking forward…

     “DON’T GO OUT THERE!” Truglio screamed from somewhere behind her.

     …And she was out of the building, out in the storm. Through a million shifting curtains of snow and shadow, she could see dark clouds billowing around the city skyline, backlit in brilliant yellow, orange and red.

     Meriden was burning.

     She bumped into a parked car and threw herself away from it as if it were a giant frozen corpse. She walked around it, into the shadows, and her right foot connected with something that made a metallic clank. Looking down, she saw a pump-action shotgun laying discarded on the snow. Just as she saw it, the hairs rose on her neck.

     Cold hands reached out of the dark and locked onto her legs…and arms…and shoulders, and hair.

     Rachel fired wildly into the crowd that had sprung up around her. The flares of light from her gunshots briefly illuminated blue uniforms, gold badges, familiar faces caked with frozen blood. Her muscles burned with pain as the implacable hands of her former fellow officers began to tear her limb from limb.

     She fired once more, into the smiling dead face of Chief Kinoski, before the gun was wrenched out of her hand.

     And Detective Rachel Murphy woke up screaming…

     Father Andre Lyst sat in the confessional once again, perhaps for the three thousandth time. Only this time it was different. This time he would confront sin, not just listen to it and absolve it. This time he could make a difference, not just sling Hail Marys and Our Fathers at the sinners for penance. For the first time in his thirty years as a priest, he could show them the wages of sin.

     (No…)

     “…Go your way, and sin no more.” He told the faceless confessor.

     From the other side of the privacy screen, the woman who’d just finished her confession heard a strange metallic snap. She turned back for a moment, frowning, about to say something, then changed her mind and left.

     Father Lyst grinned. Truly God was in a merciful mood today; five confessions, and He’d let all the sinners live.

     He picked up the revolver, loaded a second bullet and spun the cylinder.

     His grin widened as the confessional door opened again. There was a groaning creak of wood as the sinner sat down.

     Last week the sound would have filled Father Lyst with irritation and boredom. Now he was excited! Would this confession end with another snap, and the sinner would go free? Or would God’s metallic messenger emerge? And if it did, would it miss them, or strike them down? So many possibilities…after all, he’d never fired a gun before in his life. Perhaps the bullet would ricochet and claim him!

     “Truly, God works in mysterious ways…” He chuckled.

     “Ah…I beg your pardon, Father?” The confessor said.

     “Just thinking out loud, my son. Go ahead.”

     “Ah…yes. Um, bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been six months since my last confession.” The voice said. It was a man’s, familiar but Father Lyst couldn’t place it right away.

     “Go on, my son.” The nickel-plated revolver gleamed in the dim light of the confessional, and Andre felt young again, strong and blessed.

     (What are you DOING?!)

     “Ah…first of all, I have sinned against my daughter, Father. I—struck her, last night, when I was drinking.” The voice trailed off with a sigh of misery.

     It was Henry Voulkos. Unless he had a new parishioner with a gravel voice, a drinking problem and a daughter they liked to slap around.

      Yes. Here was a sign from God. There was nothing more fitting than this, that he had been chosen to end Voulkos’ drinking and abuse once and for all. His smile widened.

     “Your sins are forgiven, my son. Go your way…” He raised the revolver, aiming at the faint silhouette on the privacy screen where Henry’s head should have been.

     “Um…Father?”

     “…And sin no more.” He pulled the trigger. The gun went off, shockingly loud in the small space of the confessional. The screen between Father Lyst and Henry Voulkos burst open, the edges of the huge bullet hole blackened and smoking.

     (You twisted MANIAC! What have you DONE?!)

     Father Lyst grinned even wider, and peered through the opening. Cordite and smoke stung his eyes and he didn’t mind at all. There was no way he could have missed, not at that range…

     A huge, white-gloved hand reached through the hole for him, clasping the sides of his face, pulling his head forwards, into and through the hole. He tried to pull away, but the strength in that huge hand was hideous. As the smouldering edges of the hole scorched his skin, he found himself staring into the face of a huge clown.

     The cream-white facepaint over the forehead was marred by a dime-sized hole over the right eye, that pulsed fresh, dark blood down the brightly colored face. In spite of the wound, the clown was smiling hugely; Father Lyst could see cavities in the rotting yellow teeth stand out in stark relief from the impossibly red lips. There was a black spade over his right eye, a red heart over his left, and the colors highlighted the crazed merriment in his eyes...eyes that swirled with different colors, blue and green battling for supremacy in their midst.

     “You didn’t let me finish my confession, Father.” The clown said, his voice dripping with mocking laughter. “Going to town on my daughter was really nothing at all. What I really wanted to confess was that I’ve sold my soul to a demon and I cannot die…”

     His hand held Father Lyst’s head steady while the other hand effortlessly wrested the revolver out of his hand and aimed it casually at the priest’s face.

     “Can you die, Father…?” The clown asked quietly.

     The hammer of the gun clicked back. Father Andre Lyst saw the cylinder spin, and the other bullet entered the chamber. The trigger moved back slowly, inexorably…

     And Father Andre Lyst woke up screaming…

     More nightmares rippled through the sleeping village, sending of citizens shrieking out of sleep. After a few moments of gasping in the winter dark, they tried to remember what had terrified them so utterly…and failed. Hesitantly, they closed their eyes again, searching for sleep.

     A few of the dreamers had visions so horrifying that their hearts burst, and they never woke up again.

     These were the lucky ones.

     Not so lucky was Henry Voulkos, who was submerged in his own nightmare again, for perhaps the ten thousandth time.

     For Henry Voulkos, Hell was green, hot and never ending. The Devil was a short, slight little guy in dark pajamas, following him around with a long bolt-action rifle. Henry knew he was there, but hardly ever saw him, hardly ever heard him…and being on point, didn’t really want to.

     He’d come to a fork in the trail, and stopped. Stinging sweat crawled down his face; the sweat of heat, exhaustion, and fear…but Henry was just grateful that he still had sweat left in him.

     “What the fuck, Hank? You takin’ a vacation, or what?” Bill said behind him. Henry said nothing, only held up a hand for silence.

     The left-hand fork looked wider and more well-traveled, easy to maneuver down…maybe a little too easy, Henry thought. He looked up, between the forks, into the thick stand of palms breaking the trail. Squinting to look closer, he saw a nearly-invisible clearing beyond it. Inside it, metal gleamed off of a battered kettle…and also off of a rifle barrel that a gook was swinging up towards him…

     Here’s their fuckin’ base camp…and even as he thought it, he’d put a round smoothly between the gook’s eyes. The kid had only been fifteen feet away, and probably could have shot Henry that many times. Probably just too stunned.

     “THEY’RE IN THERE!” Henry roared, jumping back off of the trail, into the bushes. He rolled to the right, ending up about four feet from the original trail before the fork. Bill was high-crawling up behind him, and the rest of them…the rest of the fucking platoon was standing in the middle of the trail like they hadn’t even heard him. Santos, MacReady and the dipshit lieutenant were just standing there when Charlie opened up on them from the trees.

     “CONTACT, FRONT! GET DOWN!” Henry screamed back at them, but as the shooting started he could only watch them drop like flies.

     “Hank—on your right! Hank! Fire, damn it! Why aren’t you firing?!” Bill shouted at him. Henry could only gape as the lieutenant and the RTO fell backwards in slow motion, raked three times.

     Then Charlie opened up with everything they had, including at least two heavy machine guns. They hit the edge of Henry’s glasses and tore them right off his face. They shot the magazine out of his M-16. It was sufficient to snap him out of it. He could see without his glasses—he was nearsighted—but he’d be no sharpshooter, that was for shit-sure. Now splatters of oatmeal mud were kicking up all around him; bullets soared around him like angry wasps. There was no real cover; Henry just stayed as low as he could and fired back blindly. His M-16 spat out its last chambered round and uttered a horrible, impotent click.

     A bellow of pain came from behind him—Bill had been hit. Suddenly Henry’s combat-trance shattered, and his mental armor fell away. The thick shield of training, duty, boredom and uncaring callousness he’d worn all throughout his tour was gone. Just gone. He was no longer a soldier, just a terrified nineteen-year-old youth stranded in a hot jungle. Because this wasn’t some nameless, born-to-die new recruit screaming beside him; this was Bill. Bill was hit; he was next. And shot-time no longer signified the number of days he had left in ‘Nam; now it meant the number of seconds of life he had left.

     Bill’s hit. Help him. The thought activated him like a robot’s impulse, and Henry turned and low-crawled to where Bill crouched in the brush. His friend was trembling, wide-eyed, breathing in frantic locomotive gasps. “Are you hit?” Henry asked. He didn’t think it was a stupid question at the time.

     “Bill’s bleary eyes swiveled right, focused on Henry. “Yeah. I’m hit.”

     Henry couldn’t see a wound…until Bill crashed over onto his back. The front of his shirt was soaked with blood. Bill closed his eyes and died, just like that.

     Then it got heavy.

     The machine guns opened up a blasphemous and redundant line of fresh wounds down Bill’s body, forcing Henry away from his friend. The high-pitched ping sound of sniper fire rang in his ears. Henry played dead—there was nothing else to do, nowhere else to go. He was out of ammo and grenades. Bullets ripped open the earth right in front of his face and the oatmeal mud blinded him again.

     He couldn’t believe he was still alive.

     “Jesus Christ, help me.” He breathed. Jesus didn’t answer, and the guns roared on…Why? Was there anyone left alive for them to shoot at? He made slow love to the jungle floor, trying to get even lower.

     Minutes ticked by until the enemy guns fell silent. Waiting for me to make a move, Henry thought.

     FUCKIN’ A, VOULKOS, the voice of his panic thundered. MAKE ONE! MOVE! GET YOUR ASS OUT OF HERE!

     He did.

     Big mistake. The instant he rolled back onto the trail, the guns roared again. Flesh tore off his shoulder. He bit his lip to keep from screaming. The air stank of cordite.

     “Somebody HELP ME!” He shrieked, a ventriloquist’s dummy with terror’s icy hand fondling his guts.

     “I’ll help you.” A soft voice next to him said.

     “Bill…?” Henry gasped incredulously, staring at the corpse.

     “No. Not Bill.” The voice said, and Henry knew it was true: the voice floated out of Bill’s mouth, but his lips weren’t moving—and the snipers, frustrated in their inability to kill Henry, had shot half of Bill’s face off.

     And it wasn’t Bill’s voice at all.

     It was rough, like a tired, heavy smoker…but it was distinctly female.

     “No. No way.” Henry stammered, not knowing if he was denying the offer of salvation or the sheer unreality of what he was hearing.

     “Fine.” The voice said, like a bored, spoiled child. “Lie there and DIE.” As if on cue, the machine guns started again. It was hot, so incredibly hot that he couldn’t breathe, but at the same time he was so terrified that his guts felt crammed with ice.

     “HELP ME—PLEASE!” He shrilled, his voice much younger.

     “Do you swear never to deny me?” It asked.

     “YES!” He shouted, not knowing or caring what it meant.

     “The blood. From your shoulder. Put it in his mouth.” Shells sang around him as he traced his fingers through his torn shoulder. They came away with a splash of rich red. Henry closed his eyes, felt for Bill’s mouth and thrust his fingers inside. His gibbering mind chanted Sorry man, gotta do this…Sorry man, gotta do this…Sorry man…

     He seemed to feel the cool tongue move beneath him, but his mind wouldn’t accept it.

     “Aaahhh. Yesss. You are in my debt, Henry Voulkos. Now FIRE!” The voice said, and he didn’t need to be told twice. Even without a magazine, the M-16 leapt to life in his hands. It was warm and weightless and he felt an insane, vengeful joy in pulling the trigger. Now, instead of tiny white bursts coming from the muzzle, yard-long orange flames blasted out.

     Henry thought: This is for Bill you sonofabitch…

     Pieces of the jungle in front of him disappeared, one burning square yard at a time. Suddenly one of the NVA gunner’s cover was gone, and he stared stupidly at Henry for a second. Then, whatever power Henry had on loan blew him apart.

     A blackened head rolled past Henry, the eyes smoking like roasted chestnuts. A burning arm tumbled through the air like a stick of firewood. The snipers in the trees leapt for their lives as Henry blew the trees apart. The rest of the NVA force turned and ran like rabbits, which still wasn’t fast enough. Those that Henry could see, he shot in the back with no moral dilemma at all, in full view of their comrades. They disintegrated into bloody, burning fragments.

     “Cease fire!” Somebody behind him called, probably one of the squad leaders who had ran like a chickenshit when the firefight had started. Henry couldn’t care less. He heard the survivors cheering, the jungle burning, the enemy screaming, the voice laughing.

     Henry pulled the trigger again, again, again, watching the jungle in front of him becoming a lake of fire. He laughed as he fired, no longer a soldier but a bleeding god of revenge, the instrument of retribution and holocaust. He saw the flames grow higher, saw the damned writhing in torment, and saw a gigantic white-skinned woman walking through the flames, collecting the souls he’d given her, laughing…

     A hand gripped his shoulder. “Damn it Voulkos, I said cease fire!” The squad leader screamed at him, shaking him angrily.

     Henry turned and blew his head off, laughing…

     …And woke up screaming.

     The sheets were soaked with nightsweat, even though the kerosene heater down the hall had made the house a makeshift sauna. Looking around wildly, his eyes gradually brought the room into focus: his Silver Star and Purple Heart framed on the wall, the family portrait of him, Laura and Wendy; his diploma from Ringling Brothers Clown College on the wall; assorted shadows…

     “Where are you…?” Henry growled angrily to the dark.

     January moonlight beamed through the window, revealing a nearly-empty bottle on the nightstand. Finally! He grabbed it and frantically tried to twist the cap off before realizing there was no cap to twist off; there never was.

     He guzzled the rest of the Jim Beam, and the venom seared a fiery but familiar path into his stomach. In a few seconds it burned away the fear.

     Henry slowly relaxed, his breathing decelerating. Looking out his bedroom window, he saw the familiar snow-blanketed view of Meriden. Not ‘Nam, he hadn’t been there in over thirty years.

     But God! Why the same dreams? Thirty-odd years and still the same damned dream! He knew it was a lie, too. He hadn’t fragged the squad leader or burned down the jungle; he’d just been…

     Knocked out…

     …After the dinks had gotten Bill, somebody had called in an air strike. The dream shouldn’t even have been scary anymore, but somehow it was.

     There had been no voice.

     He took another swig, to blot it all out. Damn, that’ll teach me to go to sleep sober, he thought. He’d considered going to the Vet counselor and talking it out, but that would make him look like a spineless idiot. He’d be fifth in line there, right behind a guy with no eyes, a guy with no arms, a guy with no legs, and a guy with his nuts shot off. ‘Oh, Mr. Voulkos. What seems to be the problem?’

     I’m having nightmares, and I’m drinking too much.

     CHICKENSHIT!—It was only a dream. There had been no voice.

     He took another drink. Shadows fled before the dawn, keeping their secrets to themselves. Down the hall, he thought he heard his daughter Wendy cry out in her sleep.

     He thought of going to her, comforting her, but sleep was clawing at him again. His thoughts turned back to the war one more time as his huge shoulders settled back onto threadbare pillows.

     There had been no voice.

     He took another drink.

     There had been no voice.

     He took another drink.

     There had been no voice…

     Had he known of Henry Voulkos’ nightmare, Glen Shepard would have gladly traded with him…for at least Voulkos had the luxury of waking up!
     Glen’s nightmare was real, and he was living it wide awake. To add to the fun, he was expected to be a fearless, flawless hero the whole time.

     The second floor of the Livingston Arms Hotel was fuly involved, in firefighting terms, or  “A fucking inferno” in Glen Shepard’s terms. Thick smoke reigned in the main hallway, forcing Glen to rely on his SCBA pack. The fire itself was a great mythical beast, constantly moving and changing before his eyes—an undulating serpent on the left wall, a monstrous thousand-legged spider on the right, a dancing, mocking dragon disappearing and reappearing down the hall in front of him. As awed and scared as he was, he couldn’t let it distract him. He was the halligan bar man.

     He levered the bar into position on a door to his right and heaved. The door burst open, only to reveal more smoke.

     “Fire department! Anybody here?!” He shouted, muffled by the facemask but hopefully still audible enough. Nobody answered; the room was empty. They all were, probably—anyone left in the building had to be dead of smoke inhalation by now. He pulled out and went to the door on his left. He slid the bar in, heaved…

     The burning man stepped in front of him before Glen could say anything. His clothes were on fire, his hair and beard were reduced to a blackened sponge cake. Even his eyelashes were on fire. 

     The man, probably a bum who’d miraculously scammed the odd twenty bucks for a room, stared calmly at the firefighter. Glen suddenly realized that most of his nerves must have already been destroyed.

     “The circus is coming.” The burning man said. “For your whole family.”

     Glen could only stare back at the man in confusion, then grabbed him by his flaking shoulders and bore him to the floor. He rolled him, smothering the flames, but as he did so he felt the man go limp. Life seeped out between his fingers, and Glen Shepard was crouching over a charbroiled corpse.

     The circus is coming? For your whole family? He had to have been incoherent, crazy from inhaled smoke. That had to be it. Glen stood up and headed away from the body…the man had no eyelids left to close; the dead were dead, the living were alive, and he had a job to do. He picked up the pace, breaking open doors and checking the rooms. The rest of them were mercifully empty, but the building was going fast. He could hear the hissing roar of the hoses working the gutted first floor, then a crashing of glass from back down the hall on his floor—probably superheated air or gases breaking a window. A split-second later there was a thunderous crash in front of him as the end of the entire second floor disintegrated. Smoke poured toward him like an army of angry ghosts, and an eight-foot-high wall of fire sprang up, sealing off the end of the hall. A wave of savage heat forced him back; he finally obeyed his panicking mind and ran.

     In his haste he stepped right on the chest of the dead man and his foot sank right through the brittle, flame-eaten ribcage. Glen gave a horrified groan and wrenched his foot back out, then raced to the end of the hall and tore down the stairs. He could see the hose team pulling out through the front lobby; shouting and frantically waving at him to get out. 

     Behind him, the entire hotel vibrated like a tuning fork. An enormous cloud of smoke surged out and around him as flames licked at his back. Scant moments after he was through the front door, there was a scream of molten metal and splintering wood, and the ancient hotel gave itself up to the inferno.

     Glen staggered away from the holocaust, ripped off his mask and sucked in great lungfuls of frozen January air. His thick firefighting coat felt like a layer of lava against his skin and he fought the urge to shrug out of it and succumb to thermal shock. As it was, his body shuddered with the three-hundred-degree temperature drop. 

     A second hose team raced around him to get into position, and Glen plodded back to where Engine Number Six was parked and slid the halligan bar back into its holder on the side of the truck. Now comes Miller time, he thought giddily. Then Coors time, Stolichnaya time, Jack Daniel’s time…then he could come up with a new excuse for staying on the job. Could’ve been an auto mechanic, he thought. Good money, a sane climate…maybe it’s not too late…

     He’d joined Meriden’s Number one Engine Company ten years ago after being laid off from Pratt and Whitney, thinking that firefighters were the only heroes left…the ones that didn’t get bribed, shot at or sued for malpractice. But now he didn’t feel like a hero, he just felt lucky to be alive.

     He turned and faced the blaze once again, mentally writing the hotel off as a lost cause. The second and third floors had collapsed, and flames shot out of every remaining window. Another few minutes and I wouldn’t have made it out, he thought. Number three Engine Company was on the scene now, their three high-pressure hoses brushing back the flames. Lieutenant Spence came over to where Glen shuddered in the cold.

     “Anyone inside, Shep?”

     “There was one guy, sir, but when I found him he was a walkin’ hot dog…just one big fourth-degree burn. I rolled him, but he died right in front of me. There was nothing I could do…If I’d tried to drag him out, neither of us would’ve made it.” Glen said, and burst into a fit of coughing. The lieutenant looked into his eyes and saw the aftershocks of well-deserved fear, the ones he always saw from the halligan bar men.

     “Cut it pretty close yourself, Shep. You okay?” The lieutenant’s voice dropped in volume.

     “Yessir. Just need a minute to catch my breath.”

     “Well, things are pretty much wrapped up here. Number three company’ll take over now. It’s your kids’ birthday party tonight, isn’t it?” Spence looked from the inferno to Glen.

     “Yes, sir—how’d you know?”

     “Ah, a little bird told me that a certain halligan bar man was bitching because a certain bastard of a lieutenant wouldn’t give him a certain night off…” His voice was as harsh as usual, but there was an ever-so-slight grin on his face.

     “Uh, sir, I never meant to say anything, really—“

     “Drop it. It’s a damn shame you twisted your ankle coming out of that hellhole. Too bad we can’t use you for the rest of the shift.”

     “Sir, I didn’t twist my ankle—“ Glen began automatically, then stopped and smiled.

     “Yeah, too bad. That ankle looks nasty. You better get a cab home and have your wife wrap it up for you. Guess I’ll have to do the halligan bar myself for the rest of the shift. Ah, what the hell, it’ll be like memory lane. You got money for a cab?” Spence said over his shoulder as he started walking away.

     Glen’s eyes bulged. Lt. Spence, known as “the ballcrusher” by the rest of the Company, was actually cutting him some slack. He might as well take it before he changed his mind. “Yes, sir! Thank you very much, sir, I’ll have her wrap it up right away.” He grinned and gave an exaggerated limp on his way to a nearby pay phone.

     Out in the street there were a few dozen onlookers, parting to grant  him passage. The firelight was reflected in their wide eyes; a free evening’s entertainment.

     The circus is coming. For your whole family.

     “Sure, pal. Whatever you say.” Glen chuckled to himself.

2.

The Last Laugh

     Nerves, burning through his twenty-one-year-old body like high-tension wires. Voices, a sea of small unimportant chattering sounds. Lights, smoke and shadows, the smell of overpriced liquor. Applause, a mediocre noise of approval for the last act.

     Sweat, breaking on his brow. It was his nineteenth time onstage, and it wasn’t getting easier, it should be getting easier but it wasn’t, he was still fighting back chills and nausea every time the MC said…

     “And now, please give a good ol’ San Antonio welcome for Colin Shepard, better known as…The HOMELESS COMIC!!!”

     Colin stepped out of the shadows and onto the stage, amid a much-appreciated burst

of polite ‘what the hell’ applause. He waved at the crowd…Whoa! There’s got to be a seventy people here tonight! Hot damn!…and took the mic from chris Patterson with his free hand.

     “How y’all doin’?” Colin asked, genuinely interested in the well-being of seventy strangers. “Just gimme one minute, I’ll be right with ya. “He slid the mic back into the stand…at least that was getting easier…then shrugged off his huge black knee-length leather coat off and dropped it onto the stage.

     CRRAASSHH! The coat flopped open to reveal a shitload of knives, cans, flasks and tools. Nine or ten people in the audience snickered at it. Huh! They think they’re props. I never thought of that before. Maybe I could use that. 
     Colin smiled at them while he took off his red and white flannel shirt, then the UCONN sweatshirt beneath it, finally standing before them in grungy jeans and an ANGRY NEUROTIC CATHOLICS T-shirt. He set the other shirts over his coat.

     “YeeeOWWW! Take it all off, baby!” A drunk woman in the audience blurted.

     Colin blushed in spite of himself. “Ah, c’mon, Mom…”

     The audience rippled with laughter. Colin smiled; it was a good comeback, and his skin was finally cooling down after being stuck in the club under four layers of clothing.

     He pried the mic back out of the stand and went to work. “HIYA! Nice to be here tonight, it’s nice and warm. Smells a lot better than the shelter, too.

     A few snickers, but silence otherwise. He felt he had their attention, if nothing else.

     “Also nice to see so many…nicely dressed…well-PAID,,,WELL-FED SQUEAKY CLEAN PEOPLE HERE TONIGHT!!! Don’t worry about me, I’m not JEALOUS or anything!!! Just ‘cause some of you had a STEAK the size of a BUICK and I had a CRUST OF BREAD for dinner doesn’t mean I’m ENVIOUS of you or anything…”

He growled.

     Dead silence.

     Okay, scratch that line, at least for San Antonio, this year.

     “First of all, let me say I don’t presume to speak for ALL the homeless people of America. Because SOME people are homeless as God’s own way of saying ‘Please Don’t Touch’.” Colin paused. A few laughs at that one, good.

     “Damn straight!” A cowboy guffawed. More laughs, and they were on the same side. Good.

     “Yeah, damn straight…like the guys that walk around re-enacting the Korean War!” Colin’s voice dropped and cracked as he began the impression: “Here they COME…Look OUT! I’M HIT, KENNY, I’M HIT!” A beat, and Colin affected the voice and expression of a confused passerby: “Umm, are you all right, sir?” Then back to the psycho: “I’m not tellin’ you SHIT, commie!”

     Loud, beautiful laughter, and applause that was over too quickly. Colin kept going, heating up under the lights. There was a cute cowgirl in the third row, and he decided to play to her.

     “A lot of people ask me, ‘What can I do to keep from being homeless?’” He paused, then screamed sardonic laughter. “HAHAHAHAHAHA! I don’t know. You see, like many of you, I too have a college degree.”

     A good ol’ boy in the crowd snorted. “Yeah, right.”

     Colin ignored him. “Looking back on it now, though, maybe it shouldn’t have been in Astronomy.” A minor laugh, not as big as he’d hoped. Scrap that one, he thought. “One thing I can tell you, though, try not to come down with Tourette’s Syndrome. That’s the ‘Homelessness Express’!”

     Dead silence. Apparently no one had told the crowd what Tourette’s Syndrome was. Oh well; better fix that. “See, Tourette’s is this disease where you swear without meanin’ to…all of a sudden. So there I was with the job, the house, the girlfriend…and I woke up one day next to her, the birds were singing, the flowers were blooming. She woke up and said “Good morning, sweetie.” I wake up and say ‘Good morning…Ho-bitch!”

     A few laughs…but he sensed he was losing them.

     These slobs probably like pain…better give ‘em some.
     “WHAM! A frying pan to the jaw…AND HE’S DOWN! One! Two!” Colin rolled on the stage, then posed like a WWF referee. They ate it up. Colin assumed it was because every Texas husband in the room had tasted a frying pan at least once. He rolled back to his feet and continued.

     “I went to work and it just went downhill from there: ‘Good morning, boss…you boot-licking candyass! You know, I meant to tell you, you’ve done a lot of cool things for the company…except for that time you sold HEROIN to GIRL SCOUTS, you fuck-knuckle!

And I was thinking of a way all of us could express our gratitude to you…But HANGIN’S too GOOD for ya, you MICRO-SCROTUM ASSKISSER!” Colin’s voice switched from cool to crazed easily. His eyes stayed fixed on the cowgirl in the third row. She was smiling, slapping her girlfriend’s knee, her dark brown curls shaking adorably as she laughed. Ah, don’t let it end, Colin thought.

     “What’s this? Another check, for me? Thanks, but it’s not payday…my last one? What do you mean?” Colin suddenly thrashed his way towards the back of the stage. “WHAM!

Security off the top rope! Through the front door! And he’s DOWN! ONE! TWO!…He’s back up! But he’s girlless! Jobless! HOMELESS! It’s TOO BRUTAL!” He came back up to his feet after a volley of pantomimed kicks and slams. He made a quick check of the cowgirl, she was cracking up, along with the rest of them. Ostensibly at Colin’s making a complete, spastic idiot of himself, but she and the crowd were cracking up nonetheless.

Laughter was a rising, cresting wave surging through the room, and Colin was surfing it.

     This is the life, Colin thought. Too bad it includes sleeping in a Volkswagen.
     “Some people ask what the worst part of being homeless is. Is it the lack of personal hygiene, the cold, the environment, the indignity? Nah. It’s really running into people you knew in college.” There was a chuckle as Colin confronted an imaginary friend to his left.

     “Colin…is that you?”

     “Yeah. Steve? Hey, been a while! How you doin’?”

     “Oh, everything’s great! You know, I used to be a copy clerk with that law firm between semesters? Well, when I graduated, they hired me, and now I’m a junior partner with the firm! Is that great, or what?”

     “Ummm…yeah.”

     “So, how’re you doing these days?”

     Colin looked down at his ragamuffin clothes, then looked up again with a frown of disbelief. “Oh, not bad. Thursday I had a bowl of soup, I think it was tomato, it was pretty good…and just this morning I found half a pack of cigarettes! Menthols, wouldn’t you know it, but hell, it was half a pack! Want one? No? Well, it’s been nice seein’ you again, Steve, but I gotta get down to the clinic and sell my plasma now. You take care, though.” 

     The audience rippled with laughter…and sneezes. Colin checked the cowgirl: she was chuckling, but wrinkling her nose, too. And the front row, now that he noticed, was fanning the air in front of their faces. He became conscious of an earthy, sour smell. A smell that was coming from him.

     Damn! That cheap-ass cologne’s wearing off. They’re starting to notice. Well, Hell, did they think I was kidding or something? Better wrap it up…

     “Some people ask if there’re any advantages to bein’ homeless. Well, there are a few:

First of all, there’s no set time you’ve got to get up in the morning. Imagine if all the homeless people in America had alarm clocks? BEEEP! Ah, seven o’clock! Time to…um…time to…let’s see…time to go shuffle around!”

     There was a soft burst of laughter from the back, but two people in the front got up from their table and walked out of the club, coughing and shaking their heads as they went. Oh, great. Two down, sixty-eight to go.
     “Another advantage is that you don’t have to worry about if there’s spinach stuck in your teeth. If there is any, you’re damned glad it’s there!” Colin made a show of picking his teeth, removing something, and sniffing it: “Ahh…the aroma is promising…the bouquet, though nebulous, endures…” He delightedly devoured it.

     “That’s fuckin’ SICK!” somebody snarled.

     Another couple got up and left.

     “Best of all, the IRS doesn’t know where the hell I am!” Colin said with a wide grin…then suddenly, he widened his eyes and clapped a hand over his mouth. A few people guffawed. “Until now. Oops! DAMN! I’m sorry, folks, but apparently I’ve just soiled myself again, so I gotta cut this one short. But thanks a lot and enjoy the rest of the show. My name’s Colin Shepard and I’ll be back with a nasty cough.” He grinned and slid the mic back into the stand, then gathered up his shirts and coat as Chris Patterson jogged back onto the stage. The audience was applauding politely. At least they hadn’t heckled much, or stayed silent. He’d ‘slated’ them, or had gotten some laughs, as the pro comics would say. Better than having empty beer pitchers hurled at him, as they’d done in Phoenix.

     Chris high-fived Colin as he walked offstage, although Colin noticed a tiny scowl of disgust on his face. Colin walked off towards the rear of the club as Chris shouted “ONE MORE TIME! GIVE IT UP FOR COLIN SHEPERD, THE HOMLESS COMIC! He might smell like a dead possum, but that boy’s funny. The bartender’s gonna let him sniff the empty bottles now…All-RIGHT! Comin’ up next, from San Francisco, we got DALE ERICKSON! Give it up…” The crowd gave another ripple of polite applause. San Antonio wasn’t bad. Colin waved to Madeleine, the bartender, on his way to the door.

     “Hey, Colin, want a beer?” Madeleine called.

     Colin stopped walking and grinned. He twisted his left arm behind his back and swatted at it with his right, pulling himself backwards towards the bar. “AARRHH! My ARM! Stop it! No, I DON’T want a beer! Ouch! Okay, OKAY! Maybe just one…!” He threw himself onto a barstool and grinned up at Madeleine.

     She grinned back at him and placed a frosty mug of draft beer on a coaster before him. “Here y’go, Mr. Dramatic. On the house, for wringin’ some laughs outta these shitkickers.”

     He toasted her. “Thankee, Miz Madeleine! Yer jest as fine as frog-hair!” He drank. The suds were delicious, like any free beer was.

     “You’re welcome. Now hold still.” She aimed a small canister of perfume at him and sprayed it over him. He sputtered and choked for a moment, then decided it didn’t smell all that bad. A bit feminine, but his own manly scent would overpower it in tim.

     “Agkh! Thanks, I think.” Colin retched.

     “There! Now you’re so sweet, bees’ll light on ya. So…what does ‘Angry Neurotic Catholics’ mean?” She asked.

     “Oh. It was a band I started in L.A. last year. Kind of like Spinal Tap. You know, metal and comedy, together.” Colin spaced out for a moment as he ran down memory lane and quickly back again. “Thooooose were the dayyyyys!” He sang without much feeling.

     “Really? Any songs I’d know?” She inquired, her implacable smile lighting up her weatherbeaten cheeks and forehead.

     “Hmmm, let me see. ‘Married To A Psycho?’—‘Dead Girls Don’t Say No?’—‘Take Me Drunk, I’m Home’? Any of those ring a bell?” He saw her shake her head. “Well, those are all the classics. We were only in existence for about nine months anyway. We only cut one demo, gave out five hundred tapes, but we paid all our bar tabs and I got some cool T-shirts made.” He shrugged with a half-smile; the look of somebody pummeled senseless by reality, but who still refused to get out of the ring.

     “Well, the T-shirt’s nice…but Colin, when was the last time you washed?” She asked.

     He frowned, but the question was valid. “Right after work today. But I could only wash from the waist up, ‘cause it was an Exxon station restroom. At least this one had soap.”

     “You’ve got a job, too? Where?”

     “ I do temp construction jobs out of the labor pool. It’s nothing to write mother about, but it’s daily work, daily pay. Enough to keep gas in the car and corn dogs in my gut.” He patted his work-flattened stomach. “Keeps my girlish figure.” He grinned and took another swallow of beer.

     She nodded. “And how long did you plan on living like this?” She poured a scotch and soda for a waitress, but kept looking back at him.

     “Until I—“ His voice trailed off and he stared into his mug for an answer. It wasn’t forthcoming. He frowned and looked from the mug to Madeleine and back again, but couldn’t say anything.

     Madeleine nodded. After fourteen years of tending bars, she could read the ‘can’t-go-home-again’ look very well, thank you. “Let me guess. Until you get a TV show, freeze to death, get your throat cut, get a real job, or go home, whichever comes first.” She said quietly.

     His green eyes glinted with anger, but only for a moment. Here again was the truth, this time in the guise of a sassy Texas bartender. At least the ninth time since he’d began The Homeless Comic’s 2001 ‘Laugh In The Face Of Starvation’ Tour. “Let me guess: you’re trying to tell me something.” He said evenly.

     “Just an opinion, Colin. You know what they say about ‘em. ‘Scuse me a minute.” She said, and turned to refill another customer’s endless White Russian. By the time she was back, Colin had already killed his beer, slid his sweatshirt back on and was starting to button his flannel shirt over it. 

      Oh well; Mr. Pride was going out to fall again. “Listen, Colin, I’m not tryin’ to sound like your mother or anythin’. But I heard Chris talkin’ when you came in. He said: Oh, no, here comes the Dumpster Diver. If he doesn’t crack everyone up tonight, he’s not goin’ on anymore.’ Said he was tired of holding his breath around you. Sorry to be the one to tell you, but he’s callin’ the shots.” Madeleine whispered.

     This time the anger stayed in his eyes. “Huh! Well, If I got paid for doin’ this, maybe I could do the laundry more often.” He turned to stare at the stage, where Chris was closing the show. The last comic was making his way towards the bar, an angry flush on his face. It suddenly occurred to Colin that, as mediocre as he might’ve been, Dale Erickson hadn’t gotten many laughs at all, and his heart went out to him. 

     And there was High & Mighty Chris Patterson, dressed to the nines, raking in the dough and not having to put his ass on the line at all. Just you wait, Mr. Big. Another year and you’ll be shining my shoes to get me back onstage.

     Assuming he didn’t freeze to death first, or get his throat cut, or…

     Go home…

     “Well, Madeleine, I wouldn’t want to keep stinking up a fine establishment like this. Thanks for the beer.” He pulled a crumpled dollar bill out of his jeans and laid it on the bar. “Gotta go get a TV show. Take care.” He threw on his huge overcoat, bowing slightly under the weight of it, and marched out the door .

     And marched back in four minutes later with fury in his eyes. “Call the cops, will you, Madeleine?”

    She cocked an eyebrow. “What is it, Colin?”

    “Somebody stole my car.”

     Thus ended The Homeless Comic’s 2001 ‘Laugh In The Face Of Starvation’ Tour. He’d done L.A., Bakersfield, Vegas, Phoenix, Kingman, Albuquerque, San Jose and San Antonio, and no one could say he hadn’t tried.
     His Volkswagen might have gotten him to the next town with a comedy club and a 

labor pool…yeah, and maybe dolphins might be Russian spies. But now it was gone, with ninety-five percent of everything he owned; the other five percent being cunningly concealed in his magical trenchcoat.

     The cops had been polite and thorough, but nobody had seen a damned thing. Even if someone had, Colin knew that the San Antonio cops’ motivation to get a car returned to a non-resident drifter would equal their motivation to lick the lice off of their police dogs.

     Madeleine had been kind enough to make some local calls. A one-way bus ticket to Meriden was a hundred and fifteen dollars. HA! HA! HA!

     He had nine dollars and seventy cents to his name.

     A chiding voice instantly spoke up in his brain: I TOLD you! Didn’t I tell you? You were pricing bus tickets back to Meriden when the band broke up in L.A.! I said SELL the car and live off the money until we were down to the bus fare! What’d YOU say? “Oh, no, let’s keep the car and DRIVE back across America! Yee-HA! What, me worry?”  Well, NOW we’re going to see America up-close and personal, via the Shoe Leather Express! Happy now?

