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Part One: Changeling

Chapter 1

The dead man looked at the clown and smiled. The clown was draped
over a chair and desk across from him in a semi-intoxicated state of
contemplative repose and was too busy studying his reflection in a hand
mitror to notice the nervous gesture. The clown’s small black eyes studied
the image in the mirror with something like the concentrated discipline of
an astronomer. They squeezed into tight whirls of flesh and pondered,
peering at the silvery surface from cavernous sockets in a right then left
canted head as though such contortions could help him fathom what the
eyes saw. A hazy border of greasy fingerprints obscured the issue more
giving the reflection a dream-like quality. The clown could easily make out
the dark spiky hair that grew to his shoulder and the tip of his nose painted
black. By lifting his chin he revealed a wide grin scrawled across his white-
powdered cheeks, by dropping it he showed scripted eyebrows swooping
up and over the tall forehead in exclamation or terror. They wrinkled,
gleaming with sweat. Perhaps they posed a question.

An ill-fitting coverall hung on the big man’s frame with all the
sophistication of an oily tarp thrown over discarded car parts. The apparel
was decorated with faded colored spots that vied equally for notice with
stains of various sorts. His boots were black and heavy, better suited to
combat than office work. They were crossed on the desk, and threatened
to upset the telephone where it had been pushed with a pile of papers and
overflowing ashtrays.
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“What?” The clown drifted from his reverie. His gaze fell evenly on the
corpse that sat across from him. “What?”

“We was talking,” said Elmo, always reluctant to prompt his boss,
“about the Change.”

“Oh.” The clown’s eyes did an inward turn, pupils flashing for memory.
He dropped the mirror in a desk drawer, slammed it. “You remember the
earthquakes, Elmo!” He leaned back in his chair with an air of authority,
but a thin quaver in his voice denounced it. “Airplanes fell from the sky.
There were riots and civil strife! And that millennium bug...”

“True,” rasped the dead man, exhibiting a rare display of assertiveness.
“But could’a been coincidence, could’a been anythin’.” He gingerly nibbled
a yellowed fingernail. “Could’a been the ozone, or the greenhouse gases!”

“Rumors of war—nation rising up against nation! And all that
cloning...oh that was bad!” The clown suddenly animate lurched forward,
pounding the desk. “It’s not coincidence! It’s all there in the book, that
Bible! John saw it didn’t he? And it wasn’t any hothouse effect!”

“But the Bible talked about seals and lambs and such. I ain’t seen no
lambs nor seals.” Elmo’s hands shook, almost overwhelmed by his own
bravado. “I seen hardly any animals at all.”

“That’s where we let ourselves down. It’s not going to happen like a TV
show. The world won’t end after the closing credits or following a
commercial break.” The clown swept his legs back onto the desk as he
tapped his forehead with index finger. “We’re going to have to think about
this one, Elmo. Think about it! A lamb might not be a lamb, so to speak.
Could be a man or a thing. Could be a lamb.”

A stream of derisive air shot from between Fat Elmo’s pursed lips. “Still
ain’t convinced,” he hissed. “Nations is always rising up against nations.
And a lamb is always a lamb where I come from! And seals, I ain’t driving
to the coast just to see them.” He drew a curtain of silence as he crossed
his arms.

The clown silently studied the dead man. His partner’s head was round
and the black skin on it was drawn tight over the exposed crown. What
remained of his hair was fair, almost a strawberry blonde, and long and
lanky. Elmo had pressed or ironed the kinks out of it. It could have been
the bleach he used that pacified the ancestral convolutions. Large dark eyes
sat in a very thin face with a broad broken nose splayed across it. A long
skinny moustache trailed over thick lips. As always, his clothing was
impeccable. Even with the frayed cuffs his dark wool suit was head and
shoulders above the clown’s ensemble. He even had matching silver tiepin
and cufflinks. The slack sag of skin against cheekbone hinted at Elmo’s
need for re-hydration.
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Suddenly, the clown’s eyes burned with revelation. Leaning forward on
his elbows he barked, “For Christ’s sake, Elmo. You’re dead!”

Fat Elmo shifted nervously in his chair then rolled his eyes at the ceiling
as though a suitable rebuttal might be written there.

“Course I am!” His eyes dropped beneath loose lids. “Still don’t prove
it. Just ‘cause I'm dead...”

“The dead rose up from their graves...” the clown started, but Elmo
was saved from this difficult position by the annoying rattle of the
telephone. Glaring, the clown scooped the receiver up and wedged it
between his chin and collarbone. “Yeah.” His inky black eyes darted back
and forth. He wrinkled his eyebrows then picked at something under a
thumbnail.

“This is Wildclown Investigations,” the clown whispered, as the dead
man across from him strained his leathery ears toward the squeaky
chipmunk voice on the phone. Elmo’s eyes were otherworldly in the
extreme shadow of the office, bordered as they were by sooty black skin.
The inconsistent lighting from the street was sending flashing bars of
lightning through the blinds—the lamp on the desk flickered as another
blackout loomed. Madness nibbled at the edges of the scene.

“Yeah, ’'m him. I’'m Tommy Wildclown,” the clown repeated, drilling a
bony finger into his nose. He made a flicking motion, then gestured for a
cigarette. With creaky deliberate movements, Elmo produced a pack and
tossed one to Tommy, who lit it with a match.

“Yeah,” he said as Elmo noisily slurped water from a glass.

Tommy continued like this for some time, chanting his approving
mantra. “Yeah.”

The dead man passed the time lifting and flexing his thin legs where
he sat. He hoisted a foot up to chest level by gripping an argyle-covered
ankle and held it there a few seconds before repeating the process with
the other leg. The post-mortem aerobics produced creaks, snaps and
rubbery thrumming sounds from the dead muscle and connective tissues.
Irritated, the clown pressed a petulant finger to his puckered lips. Elmo
stopped stretching, cowed, but continued to shift uneasily in his chair. All
dead people had Elmo’s problem. The joints froze up with extended
inactivity.

“All right!” Tommy growled as he crashed the receiver into its cradle.
Elmo’s eyes snapped wide. “God-damned, son-of-a-bitchin’ Christ!” The
clown leapt to his feet. “Damned if I'm not going to have to work.”

Elmo’s face made crackling sounds as he worked up a grin. “Got a
caser”

“Yeah,” said Tommy pouring two four-finger whiskies. “Seems some
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lawyer got himself whacked, and he’s pissed right off. §/z2” He raised his
glass and smiled. “He’s coming over which means money, Elmo. No more
of this sitting around, this senseless fucking arguing.”

Elmo declined the drink offered opting instead to fidget noisily in his
chair.

Tommy drank. He sauntered to the window, made scissors of his
fingers, cut a hole in the blind and peered out at the flickering lights. A big
Packard sizzled by on the rain slick street—its retro-fenders glistening like
wet blisters. It was a dark afternoon. The sun hadn’t broken the cloud in
years.

The clown’s teeth clinked against his glass. He wiped whiskey from the
corner of his mouth. Quivers ran from his shoulders to his hands as he
downed the rest of the drink at suicidal speed. He glanced back at Elmo
creases of fear marking his painted cheeks. The dead man watched him
calmly.

I watched the scene from where I floated near the ceiling. Tommy’s
nervousness had nothing to do with the fact that Elmo was dead or the
impending mayhem inherent in any criminal investigation. It was me. I
was about to possess him and he didn’t like it. Every time he got a case, 1
stepped into his head and like Pavlov’s slobbering dogs; the clown was
conditioned to expect it. Not that I was a goblin or a devil. I had no
interest in making him vomit, levitating his bed or forcing him to speak
in tongues. When I took over I worked. He didn’t like it because he
couldn’t remember anything that happened when I was in charge. That
bothered him. And so his reluctance to enjoy the work on the rare
occasion that it came. I guess it would bother me too.

I was in no rush to take over just then. It had been a while since our
last case and I spent the time between them in my invisible, odorless
state. The longer I did that, the more complicated my love-hate
relationship with corporeality became. I enjoyed my time in Tommy
Wildclown’s body, but I had a habit of getting hurt when cases came up
and I was no fan of pain. Neither was the clown and he was the one
stuck with the bruises at the end of the day. But understanding it didn’t
make me stop.



Chapter 2

I walked to the desk, set the empty glass down and refilled it. Elmo
fidgeted across from me. His eyes were fixed in a slack-lidded stare
unaware that anything had happened to his boss. I pushed the glass against
my lips—ran its cold pucker over them for a moment—then drained it. A
good drunk was always tempting in the first giddy moments of possession.
There is nothing like drinking as deep as a fish and feeling it when you
spend most of your days hanging around ceiling fans with cigarette smoke
for company. But as usual, Tommy was running at a fair intoxicated clip
already and I had to be sober enough to handle the interview with the
lawyer. I had an impulse to knock another one back anyway, resisted it for
a second and then gave in. That’s the way of it. I'm not back in a body for
five minutes and I'm all impulses. I could argue that the booze kept my
host sedated wherever he lurked at the back of his mind. But the truth was:
I became addicted to sensation at the first itch.

“Elmo,” I said, pleased with the sound, pleased with the sight of the
dead man—even pleased with the bite of the fiery hemorrhoid that
dictated terms to Tommy’s nether regions. “When this lawyer gets here, 1
want you to keep a close ear to the door from the outer office. I never trust
a dead man. Present company excepted.”

“Sure, Boss. I'll keep an eye out for him.” Elmo nodded and climbed to
his feet. No offense was taken.

He left to take his seat by the lamp in the waiting room where he kept a
pile of yellowed newspapers and tattered magazines. I had told Elmo the
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truth—I didn’t trust dead men. They had different motives. Things outside
of normal human experience governed their actions. I couldn’t figure
Elmo. He worked slavishly even though Tommy was a good six months
behind on his paycheck. I couldn’t figure me. I made the claim that I hated
injustice, but there I was taking over another man’s body. What could be
more unjust? Of course, justice is a word and any word can be
conveniently lodged in a web of semantics. I also made the assumption that
I was dead so it could be argued that the words required definition before
the debate could ensue. So my unique perspective made me a little
protective of Tommy Wildclown. It’s not that I liked him but he was my
only doorway to the land of life and limb and though the rigors could be
painful, I knew that to remain in my incorporeal state—devoid of
sensation—would drive me mad in time. I raised the refilled glass, finished
it off in one lusty bite then slid the bottle back into the right hand drawer
of the desk. I stretched and flexed my borrowed musculature.

Tommy stood about six-one when he didn’t slouch. His shoulders were
heavy with long arms made strong from lifting whiskey bottles and chronic
masturbation. Yes, they broke the mold before they made him. He had an
almost constant erection. As always it was urgently present beside the .44
automatic that was thrust through his pink skipping rope belt. For a
moment, I imagined Tommy’s warped and buckled soul residing in that
particular part of his anatomy during possession. It wouldn’t surprise me—
of course, nothing does.

I yanked open the top drawer and pulled out his mirror. I studied what I
could see of my purloined face. The eyes struck me right away. They were
painted black and sinister as though drawn on by the devil himself. I
noticed the makeup was smeared on the left side and mended it with
pancake and greasepaint from the desk. I had tried to remove the stuff the
first time I had possessed Tommy, but his psyche had bucked me off like a
bronco at the very idea. I had been poised with cold cream and towels
when without warning he appeared as a memory of rage. I was flung from
him like a sneeze. Life is full of compromises. The deal was I could inhabit
his body to do my detective work, but I would have to do it dressed like a
clown. Ob joy.

Tommy lived life simply, slept and ate at the office and wore
functional if austere clothing. He kept another spotted white coverall
draped over the coat rack in the waiting room, and one in the trunk of
his car. Fashion free and painfully utilitarian. I had made the mistake
once of thinking the others were clean. Tommy went to the airing out
school of laundry.

I carefully re-drew the tall false eyes on my forehead. When in Rowme,
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right? Then, 1 put the makeup and mirror back into the drawer and closed
it, before sitting and kicking my big black boots onto the desk.

Elmo poked his head through the door. “Client’s here, Boss.” He
disappeared with a snap of skin and was replaced by a tall thin gentleman
in the early stages of death. His face was a mottled blue and gray hue
with stains of dark purple shadowing each eye. It took a long time for
oxygen to leach out of blood when it happened from the inside out. It
made for some startling skin tones. From his complexion, I judged him
to be recently deceased. His almond-shaped face was crowned with an
expensive fedora that hung low over his brow—I immediately liked the
hat. A crisp gray sharkskin suit showed off a lean and angular form. His
large wool overcoat was draped across thin shoulders.

I rose and reached out to shake. The dry skin on his extended hand
tickled the hairs on the back of mine and I giggled reflexively. I quickly
covered my hypersensitivity by coughing and gesturing to the chair I kept
across from me for clients. He set himself into it like a jeweler would a
prized gem in gold. It was common among the dead to act like that for a
while—all eggshells.

I returned his gaze across the desk.

“Mr. Wildclown?” His voice was not so thin and reedy that it couldn’t
carry the tone of genuine disbelief. He looked at my painted face with
something like horror.

I nodded, “and you’re...”

“Conrad Billings.” He screwed up his eyes, and then tilted his head
from side to side. His chin dipped, lips forming an ugly triangle. Carefully,
he lifted the hat from his dead head with his dead hand.

A ragged hole sat high in his forehead about the size of a penny. By the
shape, I figured it was the exit wound from a low-caliber bullet. Apparently
he had decided to charm me with the sight of it because he set his hat
softly in his lap.

“I’'ve been murdered!” His words knifed out at me.

I pulled my bottom lip. “Looks like the bastard shot you from behind,
too.”

Billings made fists of his dead hands and pounded the arms of the chair.
“I want him!”



Chapter 3

“All right,” I said. “How’d it happen?”

Mr. Billings looked uncomfortable as he squeaked around in his seat. 1
knew the look; he was about to be fairly dishonest with me.

“You must realize the importance of—confidentiality.” His eyes did a
conscientious little roll of self-possession until they came to rest on me
again, quivering and uncertain like bad actors. They were indefinite and
restless on either side of his hatchet nose. Perfectly unconvincing so far.

“You may not believe this, but under all this makeup, I'm a god-
damned angel,” I sneered. “Besides, there are few people who take my
word seriously.” I flashed him a quick idiot grin.

“May I ask?” The dead man nervously pulled out a package of cigarettes
and lit one.

“The makeup?” I cut him off. “It’s none of your business.” In truth I
only had vague suspicions myself. The clown’s thoughts, public and
private, were only dull impressions to me. I reached into the desk drawer
over my knees and pulled out a photostat of my license. I had three copies.
One I kept in Tommy’s egg-shaped plastic change purse, the other in the
Chrysler’s glove compartment. I threw the license across the desk. Billings
leaned forward, studied it for a minute then pushed it awkwardly out of the
lamplight with his numb hands.

“Very well.” His face held an uncomfortable, chastised look. “I’ll have
to trust you.”

“Yes, you will. Besides, even if I am just another asshole who thinks
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he’s a detective and happens to dress like a clown, you could use me to get
whatever’s bothering you off your chest. It’s free for the time being.” I
could feel echoes of Tommy’s psyche rise angrily within. I released the ire
through a pair of clenched fists. I squeaked my chair. I liked the sound of
it. Mr. Billings screwed up his face. He didn’t. He began.

“I was visiting a friend—er, a specialist, she’s a massage therapist who
treats me for a back problem...”

‘Bucking hips syndrome, 1 thought, and grinned at the idea of a dead man
trying to cover up his living tracks. He continued.

“It happened in the older part of town—the Downings—47th Street. I
met with her for a treatment and must have fallen asleep. I woke up around
three a.m. and I guess I was dreaming, because I thought I heard a baby
crying. I was up, so I decided to go to the washroom. I went—the
washroom adjoins the bedroom—and when I was through I heard the
sound of a door opening and closing,.

“There must have been another blackout because I tried to turn on the
overhead light. When nothing happened, I felt around on the bed and
found my therapist. She was in a deep sleep—we’d shared a bottle of gin
earlier, so I grabbed a candle from the nightstand—Iit it—and walked out
into the living room. The candle didn’t throw much light. I took about six
steps, felt a minor pressure at the back of my head...then it was B-b-bl-
blacktime.” His newly deceased tongue machine-gunned the word.
‘Blacktime’ was the catchphrase for the amnesia dead people experienced in
the moments between life and death. The length of it varied from person
to person.

“How long were you out?” I asked.

“I don’t know, youll have to understand my condition, having just been
shot, I was rather frantic. Though I do not remember the moments
immediately following my waking, I know it was morning. But the
impressions I have of that time are funny—fuzzy.”

I nodded my head, lit a cigarette of my own. “So your therapist found
you.”

“No, I was alone. I can remember wandering downstairs...it was a
horror! I spoke to someone then, a little fellow—the night clerk, I think...”

“So,” I said. “What happened to your therapist?”

His face drooped like someone had yanked the bones out of it. “I'm
afraid that is a problem. She disappeared.”

I clicked my tongue and felt adrenaline prickle the hair on my scalp. The
prickling caused a distracting shiver to itch quickly down the length of my
back. “How long?”” I drummed fingers on the desk—enjoyed the feeling.

“You must understand, that being newly deceased, my mind was
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preoccupied with many details. I spoke to Authority, told them what had
happened. They’ve investigated, I'm told. My wife had to be notified...it
was a very strange time.” He studied his fingernails like they were
unfamiliar to him. Maybe he was realizing they would never grow again.
Billings would soon find out there were varnishes on the market designed
to thicken and preserve them. “They told me about you though.”

“Who?” I tried to imagine a single Authority Investigator who hated his
career enough to recommend Wildclown Investigations.

“You were recommended to me by an Inspector Borden. He
interviewed me later, after the initial questioning.”

“Don’t know him. When were you killed?” I snatched a notepad and
pencil from the desk, wrote Borden.

“It was two nights ago, Thursday, the first,” he said this in hushed
tones, as if we were at a funeral in the rain. “The Authority Investigators
said they tried to question my therapist, but she has simply vanished.
They’re still investigating—said they’d contact me if anything turned up.
Jan Van Reydner is her name—my therapist. She hasn’t been seen since
that night. Left her valuables and everything—apparently.”

“It will cost you a hundred a day to find your murderer, plus expenses.”
I murmured, jotting the therapist’s name beside Borden’s.

The dead lawyer smiled and shook his head. “I was told you worked for
two hundred dollars a week on your last case, Mr. Wildclown.” I could tell
that for a moment at least he was feeling like his old self. “Nevertheless, I’ll
pay you seventy-five dollars a day to get my killer. Authority is too big and
clumsy; they’re investigating too many murders now—others that are
more—more important. I’'m at the back of the line. ‘Be patient,” they said.
Patient! It’s not right! It’s not right! I've been murdered, and they ask me to
be patient!” He rose to his feet, dead voice alive with rage. He shook his
thin arms at me. “Well, I'll show them patience! I want my murderer dead!
There’s a ten thousand dollar bonus in it if you make sure he
experiences...that he feels what it’s...only his death is good enough for me!”
He rasped—his face was strained and oily in the lamplight. A last wave of
anger caught his fists and pounded my desk.

“Be careful.” I gestured to his fists, then the desk. “You’ve got to learn
to take things easy. You don’t heal any more.” I spotted Elmo’s face
peeking in the door. I shook my head—he vanished. I lit a cigarette.

“I’ll tell you what, Mr. Billings. I can’t guarantee I’ll kill him, but I’ll find
him for you. Killing is still illegal in the eyes of Authority, and I don’t want
to experience one of their jails. I'll find him.” I smiled. “I'll need your
massage therapist’s address and a number where I can contact you.”

Billings fumbled in his vest pocket and produced a business card. He
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scribbled something on the back. It skimmed across the desk, hit the
phone.

I read the address. “The Morocco Hotel?” I looked at him. “That’s
where she lived?”

“No. That’s where we got together.” Billings’ eyes trembled under the
weight of disclosure. “I first met her at the gym I belong—r/belonged—to.”
He paused, saying goodbye to another facet of his life before continuing.
“She convinced me to try one of her treatments.”

“How long did you know her?”

“About three months.” He looked away.

“She didn’t have a phone number?” I put the card on the desk.

Billings deflated. “Jan called me to arrange treatments. I assumed she
was married too.” His hat had fallen to the floor as he had risen. He
shuffled over, bent to retrieve it. From my vantage point, I could see that
his left buttock was indented like a punched pillow from a wayward spring
in the chair. It looked like Mr. Billings was in need of a lot more re-
hydration therapy.

He cocked an eye over his shoulder as he set his hat over the mortal
wound in his forehead. “You’ll contact me,” he whispered like he was
exhausted.

“Yeah,” I said and watched his back go out the door.

Elmo came in and took his seat opposite me. His face looked anxious,
but it was always hard to tell what was really going on in his head.

“Warm up the Chrysler, old boy. It looks like we’re working again.” 1
grinned through a cloud of smoke and watched him leave the office.

Seventy-five bucks a day wasn’t much, but it would buy us a few more
of these dismal days and—what did Tommy say, more senseless
arguments. A /ot of whiskey! The phrase floated up through my mind from
the depths where Tommy’s spirit lurked. “It wz/ buy a lot of whiskey,” I
agreed then pulled the bottle out of the desk and took a barefaced snort
from it. I relished the burning pressure in my throat and the cool slap on
my face and neck where I spilled it. I took another belt and smiled wildly at
my reflection in the door’s dimpled window. I put the bottle away, checked
the action of my gun and left the office with a cigarette clamped between
my teeth.
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“Sleazebags will be sleazebags ‘til the end of time,” I said, gesturing to a
pimp who counted money in the dim light of a flickering street lamp. Two
foxy lady corpses in tight red skirts leaned provocatively against the front
fender of his mint-green Cadillac. I lit a cigarette.

“No kidding,” muttered Elmo nodding his knobby head. His hands
moved in swift practiced motions on the wheel. “The way I see it,” he
continued. “Everything’s going to be everything ‘til the end of time.”

“Just my luck.” I chuckled at the absurd humor and flicked ash out the
window. I imagined an eternity playing mental leapfrog with a loser who
dressed like a clown. “No thanks!” I sneered at the idea and blew a thin
stream of smoke between my teeth.

Our sleek retro 1965 Chrysler Newport roared past a group that stood
on the crumbling curb. A gang of dead youths with spiky hair and pierced
faces dressed in studded leather and chains made threatening gestures as
we passed. The light from a truck they’d set aflame had the pavement at
their feet glowing illuminating a body there. The tires of the Chrysler hissed
like cobras over the damp streets, still wet with rain. Dark alleys yawned on
cither side of us and passed quickly like gaps in the giant bars of some
terrible cage. I caught glimpses of figures moving jerkily in the amber light
of bonfires. They were silhouette monkeys clambering through a grim
jungle of twisted steel and night. In the air, there was the thick scent of
oriental oils dead men used to keep their skins supple. Burned rubber
colored the reeking breeze black. A group of pariah dogs quarreled over
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something that waved a walking stick. A shot echoed out of an alley. This
was Greasetown after dark. The city’s original name was left behind with
the world it belonged to. Greasetown had been adopted soon after the
Change and it stuck, it was said, because after a walk down one of its
streets, you got something on you that wouldn’t come off.

A graffiti sign three stories tall screamed DOWNINGS. The letters were
painted in neon orange on the wall of a burned out warehouse. The
residents of this fair neighborhood had put it up for reasons of their
own—either as welcome or warning. Authority had little influence in this
section, which was good, because it gave a guy like me freedom I never had
in the controlled parts of town, like New Garden. Authority, which was all
that remained of law and order after the Change, had reprimanded me a
few times about my occasional excesses. I usually just shrugged like a bad
little boy and kicked my heels whenever I was dragged in. For the most
part my cases were nickel and dime divorce stuff, lean on the odd
creditor—nothing worth mentioning. After all, I knew they needed guys
like me. Poor slobs who bust their knuckles and cheekbones because they
think they know what’s right and don’t have the sense to become
newspaper reporters or social workers. Guys like me who did the dirty
work, bush beaters.

The car fishtailed silently through the puddles, and I had to lend Elmo a
hand on the wheel. It was no trouble. The force of his turn had put me
into his right hip pocket.

“Thanks, Boss,” Elmo chattered as I inched back to my seat. “That was
one wild mother corner.”

“Just keep her between the curbs, Fatso.” I stared hard out the window
and tried to unclench the muscles in my back and shoulders. My spine felt
like a rusted spring. Elmo had a tendency to be a little brasher than other
dead men I'd known. The majority of them walked around on tiptoes,
trying to keep from scratching a body that wouldn’t heal. As one dead
acquaintance, Smilin’ Riley, had told me, “A hangnail on a dead man. Fuck,
you might as well sew a zipper on!”

I chuckled at the memory and vaguely wondered what had happened to
him. Smilin’ Riley got his name because he had thin lips. Death had shrunk
them to the thickness of a rubber band and stretched them back to his ears.
I looked at Elmo’s full lips and knew he was one of the lucky ones—of
course, he had to take care not to bite them. I watched him from the
corner of my eye. He was a mystery. I knew only that Elmo used to be
grossly overweight, and went by the uncomfortable nickname Fat Elmo. 1
suspected he worked as a detective or private eye at some time because
he behaved more professionally than I did. I couldn’t prove it because
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the dead man’s memory was hazy and in some places blank. Since my
time in Wildclown’s body was limited, Elmo’s full pedigree was a puzzle 1
didn’t have the leisure to investigate. I believed that Elmo and I were
brothers in a sense. It was my assumption that like him I was dead. Our
major difference being that he had a body; I did not. As a result I was
forced to hitch a ride on Tommy’s square-wheeled wagon.

I had few clues to where the two of them had met and they, true to
form, shared the ignorance—or were reluctant to discuss it. I had hoped
that casual conversation elicited by me, and eavesdropped from my place
near the ceiling would fill in some of the pieces of the puzzle; but they
seemed to be disinterested in the past in any way other than how different
things were now in comparison to it. I was in business with the pair for
about six months before I quit trying to find out. Now, two years had
passed. I was still pretty sure that neither of them knew I existed.

Elmo slammed on the brakes and I took a mouthful of dashboard. I
came up cursing and spitting and looked out at a long roadblock that
stretched burning across the street. Poisonous black smoke billowed from
1t.

“Queens!” Elmo shricked in a voice that would have shamed a
choirboy. My gun was already in my hand.

“Back it out!” I barked before throwing my head around to see a truck
was pushed across the road behind. The cab was burned out—the
windows were black and puckered like scar tissue.

Against the flaming barricade before us, strange shapes suddenly began
to appear. Except for a few short squat forms, the majority of these
Queens were tall and burly. They wore pink silk panties and black leather
chaps. Brassieres cupped muscular chests while skirts of chiffon and taffeta
curled and licked at the smoking wind.

I stifled a giggle. I could feel Tommy’s hidden mirth tickling at the back
of my mind. True, they were as dangerous as hell, but they looked like
assholes. Elmo began to chatter to himself—frightened. He knew the
stories of Queens dismembering the dead as climax to their experiments in
the necromantic arts—heavy on the romantic. 1 casually patted his arm with
my gun, hardened my nerves, and stepped onto the street.

The pavement was greasy under me as I glared into the whiskered faces
of the hormone freaks. The Queen leader stepped forward. He was huge,
made taller by a mountainous blonde Afro. He completed the picture by
sporting a leather pantsuit with studs.

“Fucker, you...I” He shouted through thick painted lips, then twisted his
face in recognition. “You’re that Wildclown asshole.”

“Unfortunately for you,” I growled. “You’ll never see the real McCoy.”
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Inside me, Tommy’s spirit tittered wildly. My hand clenched the gun
nervously. “You all look lovely tonight. But why don’t you girls find
something else to amuse yourselves; go do your nails.” I was about five feet
from the car. I could sense the approach of other Queens behind me. In
all, I think I was facing twenty of them. The only thing keeping me
virtuous was the .44 automatic that was plainly visible where it snaked
around in my hand. Still, I only had ten shots in it and would never get
another clip in. If these guys were gluecheads or PCP freaks they might
make a rush for me.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, Wildclown.” The head Queen had a very
good growl of his own. “I hear you’re crazy as a Varsol drinker.”

I smiled beneath my painted grin. “You girls and your gossip.”

The Queens had gathered in a thirty-foot ring around the Chrysler and
me. Their leader moved smoothly toward me letting his spiked hormones
work for him. His face was obscene.

“I’ll tell you another thing, my sweet-assed clown. I've heard that you
like it like a woman. I bet you’d beg for it if we spanked you hard enough.”
He drew nearer. “I’'ve heard about your hard on, boy, I know you like to
use it.” I noticed that as he approached he was slowly inching his lace
panties down. He was now close enough that I almost choked on his cheap
perfume. It smelled like turpentine and sweat. “I heard you like fuckin’ like
a bird likes flying.” He dipped his whiskered chin and looked at my gun. “I
also heard, my sweet baby boy, that you don’t kill people.”

“One thing you pasties have to learn about gossip,” I stared at the
garish false eyelashes over his sick eyes. “It’s never a hundred per cent
true.” I fired a single shot into his chest that lifted him off his feet and
dropped him six feet away.

I spun on my heel and jammed my back against the car. “Next one of
you sisters that moves gets it—Blacktime!” I waved my gun at them. “I
don’t play games like your dear leader, so whoever wants to be the runner
up in the dead queen contest, step forward!”

Elmo gunned the engine. I swung the automatic around, trying to give
them my ‘I eat nails for breakfast’ face—not easy in clown makeup. “Gol
Now! Run away!” I yelled. “This isn’t the real world any more.” I fired a
slug and tore open the thick calf of a bearded Queen in perverse yellow
tights. He dropped shrieking. “Eight of you can still take the death walk!”

They turned and ran as a unit, taking their wounded comrade with
them. Their ridiculous hairy asses bobbed beneath thin silks. My eyes
glared after them then fell on the dead Queen. He lay in the street like
some ill-fated Hollywood statlet. All he needed was a bouquet of withered
roses and a shoebox full of yellowed love letters—maybe a princess phone,
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receiver off the hook. I felt like I’d done the world a favor.

I slid into the car next to Elmo. The engine roared hungrily. “Sorry,
Fatso.”

“That’s okay, Boss. I never seen a man needed killing more’n that one,”
Elmo muttered this as he drove onto the sidewalk and dragged past the
barricade with a scrape of painted steel.

As we moved through the scene of death and destruction, I could feel
Tommy’s soul glowing within. It was as though he were happy for the first
time in his life.

“The Morocco Building,” I muttered and began to wrestle with
thoughts of my own.
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Chapter 5

The street lamp buzzed and sawed overhead like an angry bee. Sparks
leapt from the naked bulb. The Morocco Building was constructed of dirty
red brick. About fifteen stories up, a wood and neon replica of an Arab
minaret hung awkwardly from its moorings on the roof. It leaned over the
street menacingly. I watched as people instinctively darted from beneath its
shadow.

Candles colored the building’s many windows with an interior orange
light too warm for this neighborhood. That light belonged in the hearth of
some long ago home—not here on another godless night in Greasetown.
My eye caught movement in a window, and I watched as a slack-breasted
woman stripped with skinny arms. I turned away and nodded to Elmo.
“Wait in the car,” I said, got out, and then hurried under the shadow of the
derelict dome. It was Saturday night, around eleven—thirty minutes after I
had killed the Queen. Rain continued to fall in an oily drizzle.

The double door hung from mismatched hinges with dirty light
creeping out around it at odd angles. I grabbed the handle; it crawled under
my grip. I pulled the door open and was slapped in the face with the reek
of urine. I wiped my palms over my coveralls, then moved them up to the
gun at my waist. It felt two bullets light. I cursed my carelessness and then
did a quick inventory.

Bullets had grown too scarce for such haphazard killing. Authority was
doing their best to enforce their ban. But as always, the Black Market
picked up any slack the legislation created. The Black Market loved a
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ban—it drove the price.

I walked over creaking floorboards to a front desk that resembled a
battered truck fender. Just behind it was a ruddy balding head with a
mixture of black and gray hairs straggling from it like dying weeds.

“Good evening,” I said to the cranium.

A pair of eyes peeked over the counter that were so deep and dark they
seemed blurred as though hastily sketched on with a felt tip pen.

“What?” drawled a voice of gargled glass.

“Interesting how you can cut through all the semantics and see the pure
essence of the matter,” I replied glibly before continuing. “I’'m looking for
a woman—a massage therapist of the carnal kind, I believe. Her name is
Miss, Ms. or Mrs. Jan Van Reydner. For that matter she could have been a
Mr. with a taste for women’s hormones and clothes.”

“Gonel” Growled the eyes before they looked away. “Gone...” The
voice mumbled.

“I can see they don’t pay you by the syllable.” I smirked behind my face
paint.

Suddenly the eyes whipped toward me and flashed angty little egg-rings
of white. A distant rumbling began. The eyes rose, followed by shoulders
the size of an ox. His deep chest was covered with bear fur and heaved like
an asthmatic’s. He stood for a moment looking at me. The face perched
high above me was scarred and dented. A baseball bat in one hand
smacked the other with a dead meat abattoir sound.

“Fuck offl” he bellowed. My hair curled behind me in a garlicky breeze.

“I'm a detective,” I said, watching the results of years of steroid abuse
climb up and down his arms like Swedish mountaineers.

“Okay, fuck off, detective.” I noticed for the first time that he had
mastered the art of eye-socket dilation.

“I want to talk to her,” I insisted.

“Did ya hear me, shithead? Or do you want me to cut you another ear.
She ain’t here.”

“Excellent use of the rhetorical question, very good.” I leaned toward
him. “My name’s Wildclown.” I wasn’t afraid, but for some reason my
testicles were rattling around in my lungs.

He paused for a minute and clenched his craggy face. He was not
beautiful. Under an ambiguous cherub nose was a scar where someone had
tried to carve a smile across his cheeks.

“Wildclown...” he muttered, scratching his head with a bratwurst finger.
“I heard’a you. You in good with Authority?”

It was a question with dubious implications. For all I knew it was
Authority who had decorated his face. I gambled. “No. If Greasetown
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were an asshole, you’d put cream on Authority.”

His face blanked while tremors churned his muscular arms. The bat,
which had been tenderizing his palm, stopped with a final thwack! My
hand slid along my belt nearer the gun.

He smiled and flung the bat behind him, then reached out a mammoth
paw. “Fuckin’-A, Man.” I slipped my hand into his and let him squeeze the
marrow out of it. He gave it back and started talking. “Yah, fuckin’
Authority!” He laughed, “You’re okay, Wildclown. Not bad for a little shit
in makeup.”

He leaned heavily on the counter. His callused elbows were rough
enough to cut glass. He rammed a finger in his nose in introduction. “I'm
Douglas Willieboy, man. ’'m from down south.”

Now that he was using more than one syllable, I did detect a slight
twang,

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Willieboy. Can you answer a few questions?”

He laughed and slapped the counter. “Oh shit yah, for a price, Mr.
Wildclown. There was a murder in her room up there, you know.”

Usually, when a mountain tells you this, you prepare to part with a
sizable sum.

“How much?”

He looked me up and down. “Authority is looking for that Van
Reydner broad. They got her room closed up tight. I think I'd have to
break a law to get you in.” He rubbed his chin. “How much you got?”

“Forty?”

He laughed, “I'd a done it for twenty,” Willieboy guffawed; his laugh
was incongruously high and ladylike. “Forty it is!”

I pulled out Tommy’s annoying plastic mouth-purse and after a short
struggle, produced the forty dollars.

Willieboy cackled with glee after he had cast an eye over me. “Shit, you
even got a gun, Wildclown! You’re one soft touch.”

I grinned along with him. Beneath my consciousness, I could feel an
instinctive pang of anger from Tommy. Apparently /is pride was wounded.

“Okay,” I said as I watched the forty disappear forever into one of the
sleeves of his T-shirt. “Where’s her room?”

“I’ll take you,” he grunted as he wrenched up a section in the counter
top and moved his bulk toward the stair. Keys jangled from a chain at his
thin waist. His battered denims, with the remnants of bleached out
numbers at the cuff, told me of a Southern jail less one prisoner.

“C’mon.” He gestured with a large hand. “The elevator’s fucked. We’ll
have to hoof it!” He walked to a wide stairway covered in moldy purple
carpet—he began to stomp up.
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I stomped after him. “What floor?”
“Twelfth,” he mumbled, laughed, and then lit a cigarette.
“Twelfth,” I echoed, searching my pockets for my own.
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Chapter 6

I was gasping and claustrophobic beneath my makeup by the time we
reached the twelfth floor. Tommy didn’t get to the gym very often. Upon
arrival, Willieboy daintily removed the strip of Authority caution tape from
the doorframe. He smiled as he did it. Then he wrestled with the lock and
key. “C’mon, bastard,” he growled. The name-calling worked because the
door swung open with a hollow warped sound. Willieboy clawed and
slapped at the wall inside until a light flicked on. A single dim ceiling lamp
lit the room. The light from it etched a dirty yellow star above us.

“There, man.” Willieboy gestured for me to enter with a quick snap of
his head.

I walked onto dull brown wall-to-wall that had long since forgotten its
original color. Two armchairs framed an ancient television and a tattered
sofa bisected the room.

“Thanks,” I said. “Mind if I look around?”

“Nah,” he grunted. “Just don’t take nothin’. We’re holding her stuff
until she comes up with the rent she owes.”

“Did you know her?” I asked, idly gazing around the room. My guts
jumped as I made out a large dark stain in the middle of the rug. I moved
toward it.

“Nah,” he mumbled as he flung the chain of keys from hand to hand.
“I only saw her the once or so. Great lookin’ piece with red hair. Her tits
was out to here!” He made an exaggerated motion with his hands. I hoped
he was exaggerating. “I just started here a couple of weeks ago. She dressed
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real fine and had an ass she could roll cigarettes with, I'll bet. She was
kind’a snooty though—didn’t have the time of day for me—or nobody else
who didn’t pay.”

“Didn’t pay?” I said as my fingers probed the sticky darkness that
smelled of must and old pennies.

“Sure, she was a go-gitl, you know. Oh shit, she might’a said she was a
professional massage therapist or whatever, but I know she was a
PRO-something else.” He winked. I think he winked. I couldn’t tell. His
eyes were two bony caverns in the overhead light. I winked back anyway. It
was one of those man-things.

“She just left?” I said absently, peering into a doorway that opened at
the back of the room. There was a bed in it.

“Yah, so far as I know—course, I didn’t see her go. I was off that night.
Hard to figure her leggin’ out without her silkies and stuff. Anyway, if you
wanna talk more, see me at the desk. I been havin’ a shit-load of trouble
lately with dead punks in the neighborhood. Jesus, those fuckers are hard
to kill and they think they own the place!” His bulk moved from the
doorway, a glassed picture of a schooner glinted on the wall outside.

“Lock up when you’re done!” He barked over his shoulder.

I nodded and walked into the bedroom. The bed was unmade and 1
could just detect the sour reek of baby oil. I moved to the closet—the door
hung open. On the floor, a small travel bag grimaced at me with brass
teeth. I pulled my mini-flash out of my pocket and quickly probed the floor
with its fairy light. Beside the travel bag, a rectangle of wheel marks in the
carpet told me a larger companion suitcase was missing. Farther in, shoes,
purses and belts: the normal tangle you find on the floor of a woman’s
closet. My flash winked across the shoulders of a line of dresses. I brushed
them. They swayed like the Supremes.

Van Reydner was about medium height, if the dresses told me anything,
and she wore a particularly flowery perfume. There were enough gaps on
the rack to make me think a dress or two could be missing. I shrugged at
the heaviness growing in my shoulders, then pulled the chair out from
under the vanity and sat on it. I had to be careful now that I had been in
Tommy’s body for a few hours. There was a tendency to get overwhelmed
by sensation at first, followed by bouts of anxiety and introspection as the
emotions piled up.

What in hell was I doing? It just wasn’t like the old days. What old days? 1
couldn’t remember them, any better than one remembers a childhood
dream. Memories did come at me like shadows sometimes; but they were
familiar feelings without a narrative, unrecognizable faces and places,
nothing more. I just knew that life had been simpler then. Bodies stayed
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dead, and detectives possessed their own bodies. Impulsively, I tried to
remember a time before I knew Tommy, before my death if that was what
had happened and immediately felt the usual sharp pain. It always
happened. For some reason, what was left of me refused to remember
what I was before. The only thing I knew for sure about myself was that I
was a detective. At least that was something. I had to get up, get working,
get moving. That was something too.

I pulled the chain on the lamp that rested atop the chipped enamel
surface of the vanity. It didn’t work which didn’t surprise me. Nothing
worked anymore. Instead, my mini-flash’s dollar coin light scanned the
wrecking yard of new and used makeup and creams scattered around it. In
an ashtray was the crumpled black nub of a cigar among a host of lipstick-
stained cigarette butts. It was a cute little thing really—nothing big and
Cuban about it. I pulled it out. It smelled like coffee or Irish Cream. 1
pocketed it, then opened the single drawer and snooped inside—more
makeup—a card for Simpson’s Skin Tanning Salon for the Deceased. 1
almost thought that was strange, but matches of the kind were common.
Advertising for afterlife products was an aggressive business. Flipping the
matchbook over I found five numbers written in a strong hand. I put that
in my pocket too, then rummaged a little more. She must have had an
appointment book. Of course, if she were on the run, she would have
taken it with her.

I froze when the floor creaked in the outer room. I clicked off the flash
and whipped out my gun. Dropped to one knee, I waited. Another board
creaked, followed by the sound of cloth rustling. Edging forward quietly, I
pushed a sliver of my eye around the doorframe.

Three dead men fidgeted in the doorway—the hall was a curtain of
black behind them. One of them carried a double-barreled shotgun. He
was very old and decrepit. His skin looked dry and cracked, and was
heavily stitched with green shoelace around the jaw. Hair like weak spider
webbing trailed at his shoulders. From his movements, I could tell he was
the leader. The other two were in equally bad shape and dressed the same,
in filthy knee-length overcoats. One had dark green lichen or mold on the
left side of his head; the other was missing a shoe. A mangled foot showing
yellow bones protruded from his ragged pants leg.

I listened.

“Dis da’ room, now dammit. We do wadda boss wants. Dis da’ room 1
knowed it,” the leader hissed. “Horley, got da jooze man?”

Automatically, I ran an inventory. They were obviously derelicts—the
smell that tortured the air in the room gave that away—Ilikely hired on a
one-shot deal. I was positive all three were dead—which was bad. Eight
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bullets wouldn’t guarantee a take down on any one of them. I knew I could
take the head off the leader, but that would leave me with a scratch and
claw finale with the others. My guts told me the dead men wouldn’t
respond well to a calm discussion. I watched the machine-like clasping of
their withered hands. Their muscles would be like woven leather—hard to
rip or cut. I took a bead on the leader’s head.

“Okey,” he garbled in a guttural lipless slur, teeth clicking like a
typewriter. “Doot!”

A flame flared in the hands of one of his cronies and a glass bottle of
gasoline appeared in the hands of the other. The rag atop the bottle burst
into flame and for a moment they stared wide-eyed. The dead feared fire.
Their bodies go up like tinder. I knew this. With all the preservatives and
oils they used they burned like torches. I'm glad I knew this because when
the dead leader took the bottle and raised his arm to pitch the cocktail, my
gun roared once. The bottle disappeared in a ball of flame—so did the
dead men. The shotgun blazed, and the wall came away over my head.

I glanced in and saw all three doing a fiery dance. They were screeching,
staggering and rolling—setting the whole room on fire. The outer
doorframe burst into flame along with the hallway outside. They must have
splashed a lot of gasoline around. In a moment, I knew the whole building
would go up.

I turned; the only way out was the window. Twelve stories down—no
net. That was the flaw in my plan. I slipped my gun away, and tore the
sheets off the bed. I caught a glimpse of myself in the vanity mirror. In the
eerie red light, I looked like some terrified clown in Hell. I knotted together
the sheets and a blanket, then kicked the window out. Above me, I could
see the fake Arab minaret hanging drunkenly over the street. It was about
fifteen feet above me, but its wooden supports looked inviting. A quick
climb up onto the roof, and down the fire escape. Easy.

The dead men were silent, and the heat of the flames was growing
intense accelerated by the tough old flesh and ratty clothing. I turned back
to the room to attack the vanity chair. In moments, I had it apart and had
fashioned a crude grappling hook from its chromium legs. I knotted the
sheets to this and leapt to the window. The flames were already licking the
frame of the bedroom door. I glared down at the street below. News of the
fire had traveled fast. A crowd had gathered. They chanted, “Burn, burn,
burn!”

I tested the weight of the hook in my hand and swung it upwards. It
lodged in the wooden framework on the first try. Doing my best to grin
like Captain Blood, I tugged twice on the sheets and launched myself into
space.
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There wasn’t even a single sound of protest as the whole structure came
off the building. Not a creak of wood, no groan of tortured nails, it just
came off of the building like it had been balanced there awaiting the exact
addition of my weight to upset its ancient equilibrium.

I think I screamed once as I fell toward the street with the strange,
crumbling structure. I clung tight to the sheets. I really didn’t have anything
else to do. I remember a sharp, searing jolt to my shoulders, and a powerful
tearing of wood. Then falling again. Then another jolt, a wild swing and a
tooth chipping slap into bricks. More falling.

I tasted blood—there was another crash of wood and bricks and
human—then a darkness that was complete. Which was strange.
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Chapter 7

I awoke with a dizzy, sickening sensation. Strange, because since I had
become what I am, incorporeal, a spirit, whatever, I had never lost
consciousness. In the two years since my emergence from utter blackness, 1
had never felt any sensation that could be termed physical when
dispossessed. I could hear and see—nothing else. Now nausea. I floated
over Tommy’s body where it sprawled across the back seat of the Chrysler.

“He g-going to be all right...” Elmo’s muttered to himself behind the
wheel. His wortied eyes appeared in the rearview mirror. “Yeah, he going
to be f-fine.”

The closest thing I ever had to sensation when in my nonphysical state
occurred during the process I used to prepare for possession. To take over,
I had to link up with the pleasure center in Tommy’s brain. I don’t know if
that’s what really happened, but I seemed to have some ability to excite his
lower brain functions and trick him into an internal world of fantasy. I
would begin by broadcasting provocative sexual images until I felt or saw
their echoes mirrored in the nervous activity of his brain—tiny motes of
light appeared like fireflies. At the right moment whatever force separated
us seemed to disappear and the vacuum created sucked me into the driver’s
seat. The odd time I could sense Tommy’s soul flit past me like a shadow
before it disappeared. Most often I experienced nothing more than a
moment of transition, of null space and it was done.

As I struggled with this impossible nauseous echo, I listened.

“Jesus, Boss, that was somethin’—shit!” He glanced quickly over his
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shoulder. “Swingin’ down like a j-jungle man.”

I looked Tommy over and saw that he was breathing; though his body
was peppered with cuts and bruises. On his left temple, an ugly gash oozed
pink into his makeup.

“Holy Moses, Boss.” Elmo almost hooted. “You’re the luckiest man 1
ever met. If that p-power cord didn’t slow you down—you’d be as dead as
me—but flatter!” His laugh was like dry leaves rustling.

Tommy moaned menacingly below me.

“Shit—sorry, Boss—ress, ress!”

As Elmo focused on driving, I tried to concentrate on my problems. I'd
been possessing Tommy’s body for about two years now and had never
lost consciousness. The closest I came to that was a strange hallucinogenic
trance I experienced in the wee hours of the morning. I thought of it as
sleep, but the images I saw in these trances occurred within my field of
vision, overlapping reality and would cease the moment I wanted them to.
In the past, if I got into a scrape and Tommy was knocked out, I was
simply expelled from his body. There was some slight disorientation of
transition, but nothing more. Transition. That was the way it always
happened.

I looked down at Tommy and chased all thoughts of possession from
my mind. I had no desire to feel his pain. Egocentric of me, but I had to
think. Who had sent the arsonists? They were looking for the room, so
either they were there to get e, or just the room. I couldn’t imagine that it
was an old score being settled. No one could have known I was there. If
they came to get the room then Billings” murderer had hired them to hide
evidence. Unfortunately, there would be nothing left of them to question
after the inferno.

Elmo took a corner at about seventy and Tommy slid headfirst across
the back seat into the door. He muttered and moaned—snatched at his
belt—there was no gun—then at his head. He looked at the hand that
came away red. He struggled upright, and for an uncomfortable moment
his head entered the space I was occupying.

“Where the hell am I?” he grunted, leaning forward. “Fuck, what a
dream!”

Silently, he watched the road, forehead wrinkled, mouth moving like a
sleep talker’s. Elmo answered in his dry-lipped lisp.

“Took a fall, Mr. Wildclown. Course the fire was already lickin’ yer b-
boots when you made like the jungleman.”

Tommy’s face looked quizzically at Elmo, then he burst out. “What the
fuck are you talking about?”

It was Elmo’s turn to stare. His dead eyes were cue balls as he gaped
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over his shoulder.

“The Morocco...”

While these two conversed, the car took the opportunity to drive off the
road, crush the fender of a parked truck and bend a street lamp forty-five
degrees before Elmo could wrestle it back under control. I was glad
Chrysler made big cars.

“Christ!” scolded Tommy, hands clutching Elmo’s headrest. “Would
you watch what you’re doing?” His fingers dropped to the skipping rope at
his waist. “Where’s my gun?”

Elmo related the story of going to the Morocco Building and waiting in
the car while Tommy looked over the murder scene for clues to Van
Reydner’s whereabouts. Tommy listened blankly; giving no impression that
he heard anything at all. Elmo ended the tale with an enthusiastic narration
of Tommy’s escape from the fire—his incredible jerking, jarring descent as
the old minaret fell with him. A thick power cord bolted up the front of
the building slowed its fall. I tried to imagine the ridiculous thing lit up like
some Islamic casino...but was cut off by Tommy.

“Great Elmo, great, but this Van Reydner chick what was I gonna do,
fuck her or what?”

Elmo started to retell the story from the beginning. This time Tommy
became excited.

“Right, right—we were having a drink right!” He sat back, rubbed his
chin—then blurted. “My gun!”

“Here Boss,” Elmo handed the .44 over the seat. “I g-grabbed it off the
sidewalk after I pulled you out of that wrecked Arab thing.”

Tommy snatched the gun and slid it through his belt. He pressed its
cold black length against his groin with a satisfied sigh, but the reassuring
steel could not chase all the doubt from his dark eyes. Tommy spent the
rest of the trip to the office silent smiling weakly as he stroked his gun. I
continued to float overhead. I wanted to talk to Mr. Willieboy.
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Chapter 8

The phone was ringing as Tommy shouldered open the door marked
Wildelown Investigations. He muscled through the next to the inner office and
snatched the receiver from its cradle.

“Yeah,” he started in monosyllabic glory as he targeted the office chair
and fell into it.

I contented myself with floating overhead. That’s what happened when
Tommy moved around, I got dragged along about a foot from the ceiling
like a disgruntled balloon. Possessing Tommy was the only action I could
initiate in my vaporous form. It was galling, voyeuristic and frustrating, but
such was the down side of our relationship. It could also be downright
unsettling as I got pulled from place to place without apparent regard for
doorframes and low ceilings. Whatever my story was, what remained of me
passed through solid matter like it wasn’t there.

Before I could overhear what the caller was saying Elmo distracted me
by entering and sliding onto the business chair in a riot of springs. He was
wiping his lips on a handkerchief. The dark skin on his forehead and
cheeks had a lustrous, oily sheen to it. He must have re-hydrated in the
outer office. Elmo kept a mixture of cod and mineral oils in a carafe beside
the water cooler for just such a purpose. He applied it to himself internally
and externally—a process I had witnessed and didn’t want to see again.

It was just one of the problems with being dead in the New Age. They
had to keep well oiled and cool if they wanted to stave off those
desiccating effects that remained after the Change. That’s what most
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people called it. There were other terms for the strange new circumstance
the world found itself in, the rapture, happening or Armageddon but as the
years passed people just got used to calling it the Change. I read how it
happened in back issues of the Greasetown Gazette. Fifty years ago a strange
contiguous weather pattern of cloud and rain blotted out the skies of earth.
The resulting disastrous downpour soon melted what remained of the ice
caps and raised the sea levels enough to threaten if not drown every coastal
city. Before that happened, about two months after the rains began, the
dead rose from their graves. Some inexplicable force animated all dead
flesh. I once watched a pork chop twitch its way completely off its plate—
which was an unsettling thing to see, and a warning against undercooking
pig.

The scientists were caught between primitive wonderment and scientific
horror because they couldn’t explain it. Most of them were still stumped by
the global rainstorm when the first corpse walked into an unemployment
office. Science soon determined that there had been a mass extinction of
the majority of bacterial species on the planet. The cause was unknown,
but it was soon understood that extinction had occurred on a scale that
dwarfed the one that got the dinosaurs. It didn’t get them all, yeast
remained and certain cousins—which drew celebratory yelps from
boozehounds the world over. But everything else died off. The leap was
taken from there to the fact that dead flesh no longer rotted—or if it did, it
did slowly. There were certain bacteria and lichens remaining that fed on
minerals and proteins in the flesh, and there were molds that could cause a
slow break down and raise a stink. Dead flesh was still subject to physical
injury and dehydration but with careful cleaning and maintenance, and if
they avoided flies, the dead could preserve what they had indefinitely.

And it seemed to go for the spirit too. Anyone lucky enough to die with
his or her brain intact, retained all or most of the mind. It further
frightened the scientists to discover that even individuals whose brains had
been sloppily replaced after an autopsy retained much of their awareness.
Research finally determined in quite unscientific fashion that a dead
individual retained his personality if he had something like a pinch of
medulla oblongata and a tablespoon of cerebellum or cerebral cortex.

“Yeah.” Tommy’s hand signal for drinking brought me from my
reverie. Elmo pointed to the desk.

“Yeah, oh yeah. Really?” Tommy breathed into the phone as he pulled
a near-empty office bottle from the desk. After draining it he flung it
angrily into the wastebasket and scowled at Elmo.

The dead man pointed to the chair Tommy was sitting in and mouthed,
“emergency bottle.”
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“Yeah, uh...” Frowning Tommy dropped the receiver into its cradle. I
could just make out a quiet babble as the caller was cut off mid-sentence.

“What emergency bottle?” Tommy glared. Elmo pointed a nervous
finger at the chair.

“Th-the one you keep in the back of your chair.”

Elmo was talking about 7y emergency bottle. I had hoped to keep it a
secret from Tommy, and had managed to; except for the time he lucked on
it one dark night, but had been too drunk to retain the memory. He now
dug into the space between the arm and the seat cushion. The mickey was
half full in his hand when he pulled it out. The clown uncapped it and
pressed it to his lips smiling. He gulped a couple of times before setting it
down quarter-full. He gestured to Elmo.

“Got a smoke, guy?”

“No,” said Elmo. “We smoked the l-last on the way here...” He
stammered, agitated. “Who was on da—th-the phone?”” He gently cracked
his knuckles, then rolled his eyes, embarrassed by the slip of his dead
tongue.

Tommy’s features raged, incredulous. “Some Willieboy-bastard—no
cigarettes, Elmo! Shit what kind of organization is this? I mean we can
speak all the way around the world on wires, but we don’t have any
smokes! “ He shook his head, rose and circled the desk until he stood in
front of his partner. “Just another layer in the conspiracy, my friend. But,
they won’t get me. No.” He leaned forward whispering, “They can take
away my privacy with mini-cameras and microphones. They can take my
office chair, my desk and my light. But when they come for my drink and
my cigarettes—then it’s personall” Tommy straightened and smiled, lighter
now from the eruption of paranoia. “Let’s go get some. I've got this wild
feeling to pile them high tonight.”

“But Boss—the c-caser” The dead man was shocked.

“Excellent thought, Elmo. A case of beer or two would add just the
right amount of grease to the old chatter box.” He stabbed his temple with
a finger. “I got to do some thinking.”

“But we should f-follow up that call”” Elmo was wide-eyed. He looked
like he was about to quote from the Pinkerton book on Detective do’s and
don’ts.

“All in good time, my dear Elmo! All in good time.” Tommy drew close
to him, and rubbed condescension into the dead man’s shoulders. “We
have to fight back the only way we know how.”

Elmo seemed to pale, if that was possible, before standing and moving
reluctantly to the door. He knew the score. Whenever Tommy started
talking conspiracies, he usually sank into a drunken depression that lasted
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days. I knew I had to take some of the blame. Tommy’s mind was
unbalanced in the first place. When I started a series of possessions his link
to reality deteriorated rapidly. But I had no choice. Acting quickly I began
imagining the most revolting sexual images I could come up with. I
imagined them with close-ups and all. Tommy froze, his hyperactive mind
suddenly sizzling with neurotransmitters. A firestorm of nervous activity
flickered across my field of vision. He was receptive but not entirely sold as
my psyche crashed into his. The transition was not simple; the clown
struggled feebly. There were a few awkward seconds of overlap. I saw
chains and padded rooms. I felt plastic bristles scrub my cheeks. Anger
surged through me, and pain lanced my—Tommy’s—heart. I staggered
and fell to one knee. Embarrassment and outrage howled through every
nerve. Pain jolted my skull. I doubled over. I'm not sure if it was Tommy
or me who sobbed.

Suddenly, the world clarified. I lurched up onto unsteady legs and
turned to Elmo, saw two of him, then the double vision passed. The only
thing that registered on his face was open-mouthed, but vague surprise. His
boss had had a strange seizure that was all.

I could feel a dull throbbing from the gash on my temple. It was cold
and raw to the touch. The palms of my hands were scored with fire, the
knuckles swollen. I rubbed my shoulders. They were stiff and achy,
overextended and fatigued. My back was strained and bruised. My guts felt
smashed and broken. No wonder Tommy wanted a drink.

“Elmo, you go get some whiskey and cigarettes.” I could feel my face
whiten beneath the paint as I experienced my injuries. The world spun—I
staggered against the desk.

“I have to follow up that call,” I mumbled, and dropped into my chair.
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Pain had moved in and replaced the muscle stiffness. As the injuries
revealed themselves to me I had seriously considered vacating the premises
for healthier days. The act of touching up my makeup had been a chore,
but it focused my mind on things other than bruises and retreat. I had
cleaned the gash on my temple and bandaged it. Half an hour had passed
since I had taken over. I had twice tried to find Willieboy’s number in the
phonebook. The operator wasn’t any help. Elmo had resumed his seat
across from me looking around, relaxed in his own fidgety way. His boss
was back to normal; he would get by. The phone rang. I pushed the
receiver to my ear and welcomed the familiar cool circle against my skin. I
immediately recognized Willieboy’s voice.

“What the fuck do you think yer doin’, man? Hanging up on me—
damn!” His voice had a humotless, tired edge to it.

“Sorry,” I drawled to the best of my abilities. “It’s this crazy thing I do
sometimes—keeps it spontaneous. But I’'m glad you called back.”

“Oh shit!” he growled. “I should’a turned you into Authority. Fuck, 'm
out of a job and jobs ain’t easy to find in the Downings. What'd you have
to burn down the whole fuckin’ hotel for?”

“I didn’t.” It was my turn to flash ire. “Your goddamned friends nearly
killed me!”

“My friends?” His voice registered genuine surprise. He paused, and
then continued. “Look, like I said, I got something you might be interested

. 2
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“Something like giving your friends another chance,” I snarled.

“What the hell?” Again surprise. “I don’t know what’s rolling around in
that bleached peanut you call a head, but if you’re curious come to my
place and bring fifty bucks.”

“Let’s have the address.” I wrote it down, hung up the phone and
glanced into Elmo’s steady gaze. I lit a cigarette and stared blankly out the
window. The half-open blinds divided the scene into long thin strips.

The sky was a muddy gray, ghoulishly lit by the city’s inconsistent light;
but I knew that the sun would soon be coming up, somewhere out there
behind the perpetual cloud. Greasetown lumbered away from me like a
dying elephant. Buildings long past their prime sagged and yawed in a
pathetic ballet of decrepitude. In the distance, I could see the fuzzy glow of
fires burning down to coals. The streets were a hazy gray wash of fog.
Vaguely, I counted the days and realized that I was looking out at a Sunday
morning. I looked at the clock on my desk. Four a.m.

Sunday. Prayer books and hymns, spiritual eunuchs telling people about
the way to live life. Hypocrisy out for a walk on a long leash. Endless lazy
afternoons. A depression began to descend upon me in a steady drizzle and
for a moment I let despair wash over me like a grim, black tide. Sundays
were the worst, the end of one dead week and harbinger of the next. But I
reveled in it. When the water gets deep—dive. Depression is a virtue. Only
the holy find reasons to climb out of it. Looking out the window, I could
see no finger of doom, but I had the feeling one was not far off.

I fumbled for, and dragged the phone to my ear.

“Hungry Elmo?” I asked before dialing. “Oh, sorry.”

“That’s okay, Boss. I f-forget I'm dead myself sometimes.” The dead
took liquids to keep themselves fresh, but they had no need for food.

I had a brief moment of realization. I was a dead detective possessing a
lunatic’s body and having an early Sunday conversation with my dead
sidekick. I forced the ideas from my mind and concentrated on the hot
dogs and coffee I was ordering. It was an expensive way to eat junk food,
but an all night diner down the street delivered anytime.

The only way to survive in Greasetown was to take certain things for
granted. All my reason told me I was dead and that I possessed another
man’s body. For some insane reason he dressed like a clown. My
companion, Fat Elmo, was dead as well, and a lot less fat. Desiccation had
taken the smooth round shape of his belly and limbs. I could see how the
stretched skin hung from him like sheets of thin black rubber. He was
dead, but he was across from me smoking a cigarette. Something terrible
had happened to the world that had driven reality insane. Since I had no
way of finding out what had happened, I tried not to dwell on it. That way
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laid madness. All I needed to know was this: I was a detective, I tried to
catch bad guys—I was on a case. Murder is still murder in Greasetown.
“Four hot dogs are on the way, Mr. Wildclown. Hot coftee too, sit! Boy
will be right over.”
I cleaned and reloaded my gun as I waited.
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Chapter 10

The hotdogs were still fighting when we pulled up in front of an ancient
rooming house. Commanding the front lawn was a crude fountain that had
been formed of bleak gray cement. Constructed, no doubt, to help justify
the exorbitant rent people would have to pay to live behind it. Water
trickled out of the top, adding to a sick brown pool clotted with leaves and
smelling of dead rats. The whole thing looked lovely in the weak light of
morning,.

I belched ground hotdog, whiskey, onions, and coffee. I was tired and
hung over. Nausea rippled through my system from epiglottis to the
unseeing eye. I had the distinct feeling I had swallowed a sick python.

A chill raised the hair on my neck. I looked over into Elmo’s eyes.
“Christ Elmo, remember to blink would you,” I muttered and lurched out
of the car. I leaned in the window. “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.”

As Elmo lit a cigarette, I turned toward the house. Chavis Street was
balanced on the edge of the Downings District and Gritburg. Gritburg was
about an inch above the filth of Downings and about nine miles below
most of the Authority controlled sections.

Downings was becoming overcrowded with the dead. They didn’t have
anywhere else to go. Right after the Change, the dead had been embraced
as a welcome if somewhat unpleasant novelty. Since they retained their
personalities, they were people that living people knew, and so there was a
festive aspect of reunion to things. But they kept coming. And the longer
the living had to think about it, the more unsettled they became. It’s one
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thing to have to look after an aged parent, quite another to have to oil up a
dead one and live with its sleepless pacing. The dead didn’t eat so they were
relatively inexpensive to keep but their expressionless faces raised primitive
hackles amongst their survivors.

The dead claimed to experience varied levels of sensation from pain to
pleasure; but each case was different. Everything was different.
Psychologically, at least, they seemed to act on similar impulses to the
living. There were dead dancers, romantics, rapists and thieves. But the
more lifelike the dead behaved, the more the tension grew between the
groups. Life was tough enough without having to compete for jobs with
people who did not tire or sleep.

So most municipalities passed bylaws restricting the actions of the dead
that would have contravened the rights of the living. The dead represented
a large gray area that public opinion could exploit. And so, as the dead
were oppressed, they began to strike back. There were incidents and riots;
people were killed. The dead were burned and dismembered. Unofficial
Regulators were brought in to suppress the uprisings, and then disbanded
for excesses and abuse. Eventually Authority stepped in and forced a truce
between the groups. Dead people were free to travel in living sections of
town if they were gainfully employed. So even in death the poor got
poorer. The others were forced into derelict sections of town like
Downings where the resident living people were already downtrodden
enough not to care. In Gritburg it was slightly different. A dead man could
walk down the street but he could not live there.

I snagged the toe of my boot on an uneven crack in the sidewalk and
stumbled on my approach to the house. A faded picket fence circled the
yard. Its gate was open forever, entangled in overgrown weeds. There was
something nice about it. From the lowest step of a broad front porch an
old native woman hacked and gurgled until she spat chunks of lung onto
the uncut lawn. She swilled down the remainder of her beer while two old
men sat watching her with lust-glazed eyes. The old coots were stripped to
the waist in the heat—their fat white bellies gleamed like fine china. The
old woman was also bare-chested; her breasts hung slack like a couple of
oranges in panty hose.

“Good morning,” I greeted the woman. “One hot bastard isn’t it?”

She looked at me like I was a mirage.

“Rot and socks you Microsoft—rot—rot!” Her smeared brown eyes
coalesced for a moment to sharp black points that spewed venom at me,
then oozed back into their natural shapeless state. She grunted, then sucked
her lips past toothless gums.

I smiled pleasantly and continued up past the old men perched on the

37



G. WELLS TAYL.OR

top step. They didn’t make a move and could very well have been formed
from the same cement as the fountain. I imagined them set out on the lawn
with fishing poles and funny red caps.

The door had no knob and swung open with a slight push. Inside, I saw
a battered old pay phone in the hallway. The dial was missing, the receiver
was gone, and someone had gutted the body looking for change. There
were two doors—rooms one and two. Dirty tiles crackled underfoot as 1
made my way to a stairway shy a banister. On the way up, the odd wooden
strut poked out of the blackened carpet like a rotten tooth. At the top of
the stairs, I found room five. Its doorframe was chewed and chipped from
a thousand break-ins. I stood to one side of it—knocked, then heard a
grumbling sound within. A metallic rattle followed as someone fumbled
with the lock. The door swung open. Harsh yellow light was diffused by
the dim gray morning of the hallway. I could see the illumination came
from a single uncovered light bulb in the ceiling over Willieboy’s head.

He glared angrily with his deep-set eyes. His mouth moved as though
filled with gum. It was apparent that in this petulant state, a logjam of nasty
words had formed behind his lips that his tongue hurried to sort out.

“You’re early,” he said finally with great restraint. I could tell by the
swollen veins at his temples that he had other things he would like to say.

“You called late,” I grumbled back as I stepped over the threshold onto
matted orange carpeting.

Douglas Willieboy led a humble life. A hot plate and miniature fridge
occupied a small five by five space in the corner that had been wallpapered
with bright sunflowers to more resemble a kitchen. Food-encrusted plates
were piled in a small sink that dripped and dripped. Willieboy’s bed was a
pullout couch that occupied the space opposite the door. It was pulled out
and its gray sheets rumpled. I had to be careful of banging my shins on its
metal frame as I entered. There was a funky smell of moldy cats in the
room, but I resisted the urge to mention it.

A box of crackers lay open on a table in a pile of crumbs. Mayonnaise
and peanut butter mini-sandwiches were dinner if the empty jars on the
floor told me anything. In front of a door, I suspected was the closet, was a
large iron bar loaded down with weights.

“You better watch your diet, Mr. Willieboy.” I pointed to the remnants
of his supper. “Mahatma Ghandi ate that stuff, look what it got him.”

Willieboy was wearing nothing but his denims. He showed off an
enormous musculature in chest and shoulders. “Shit man, am 1 ever
wasted.” He went to his fridge, and pulled out a little stack of pre-cooked
beef patties that were glued together with a mortar of yellow grease. He
peeled one off and ate it noisily as he spoke.
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“Did you bring the fifty?”” His lips smacked with a waxy sound and his
yellow teeth champed like a horse’s.

“Of course I brought the fifty,” I snarled and took a seat in the crumbs
on the side table.

Willieboy pulled up a chair that had been obscured behind curtains. I
noticed an angry red welt on his neck and back.

“If you didn’t know the dead guys who set the fire, then how did they
know where I was?”

“What dead guys?” His forehead wrinkled.

I told him.

He made a fist of his face and shook his head. “I'm tellin’ you,
Wildclown, it must’a been a set up ‘cause after I left you, I found six dead
punkers waitin’ for me downstairs. Jesus, I was mixin’ it up good with them
when the fire started!” He gestured to the injury on his back.

I pulled my gun. I didn’t point it at him—ijust fiddled with it, sighting
along its length and hefting it like it was new.

“Not the best excuse I've ever heard, Mr. Willieboy.” I continued to
play.

He froze, mouth full of hamburger, and then began nodding his head
and sputtering. “There—there! Give a guy a goddamned gun and he gets
tough every time. But I'll show you, you bastard, nobody fucks with
Douglas Willieboy.”

“Unless he has a gun, right.”” I grinned.

“That’s right,” he laughed. “You’re okay, Wildclown—did you bring the
money? I'm tired of eatin’ like a blowfly!”

“I've got the money, but it’ll take a good story to squeeze it out of me. I
fell twelve stories last night—and I’m a little cranky.” I leaned back against
the cracker box and wall.

Willieboy started talking. He punctuated each sentence with squishy
hamburger noises.

“All right, I knew her better than I said—the Van Reydner broad. I
mean I knew her in #hat way, you know. Shit, who wouldn’t—she was
gorgeous. So, I was a little bit involved with her, which I said I wasn’t. It
wasn’t true love or nothin’, but it was fun. Not every night, but sometimes
she’d phone down for room service..” He leaned back and laughed.
“That’s what she called it. Well fuck, who wouldn’t go along?”

I couldn’t think of who wouldn’t and I said as much.

“So that went on for about a month, until she left”” He smiled a great
idiot grin.

“Congratulations, Willieboy,” I grumbled. “But that’s not worth squat
to me. I hope you enjoy your memories.” I stood up to leave.
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“That’s not all,” he said this very shrilly for a man his size. “I knew she
was going away. I was there when she packed her bag.”

“Go on,” I lit a cigarette, offered Willieboy one and took my seat in the
crumbs.

“It was about six days ago—Tuesday night. She said she’d be leaving
soon, but she wouldn’t be away long. Asked me if I’d be sweet enough to
let her go without a hassle. She owed money. See, I was kinda suckered,
but fuck, what the hell. It wasn’t my hotel.”

“Do you know where she went?” I drew in on my smoke—there was
no protest from the hotdogs. I felt like belching anyway.

“No, she just went. Course, the night she split—Thursday, no Friday
morning—I didn’t know that lawyer had been shot up there. He came
down when I was going off my shift at six. She had already left, around 3
a.m.—nailed me in the back room for being a good boy!” he cackled
knowingly.

“Did Authority question you?”

“Funny that, a little shit from Authority came in before I even got a
chance to call. I just figured someone else in the building got a’hold of
them.”

“What was his name?” I leaned forward.

“I don’t know, shit—I’m not a secretary!” he frowned.

“Did you tell him what you told me?” I started glaring.

“Hell no, they’d have framed me like a Vangoff. I’d be eatin’ rats in
their cellar right now.” Willieboy wiped a hand across his mouth.

“Okay,” I said. “You haven’t told me much worth $50, give me some
more, or I'll leave you to your filet mignon.”

“All right, don’t get your shorts stretched out of shape. See, she got a
few calls from this guy, Simon—he never gave a last name. I'd work the
switchboard you know, and he’d call up from time to time. Always late.
Shit, I always figured she was full of it on the massage crap ‘cause I only
saw her with the one client. What did I care, right? That lawyer he had lots
of folding money, understand? He can look after himself.

“I listened in from time to time, when they’d talk, her and that Simon
guy. I ain’t proud of that but it’s a boring late night shift anyway. His voice
was always kind’a scared like he knew I was listening. Well, they’d talk and
I’ve never heard more boring talk. He’d only mention the weather. He’d
say that the clouds were going to break soon. He wondered if she were
ready for some sun. I kept wanting to break in and scream that they’re both
boring and could they talk about some sex or something.” Willieboy sat
back, his face a mask of introspection before continuing. “The only time it
was interesting was the night the lawyer got whacked. This Simon guy calls
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her and says it’s time for a change in the weather. She said she was getting
really tired of the clouds and would be glad for a change and tonight would
be good. Boring shit, still maybe, but at least it was something different. He
sounded like a real pin-head.” Willieboy smiled as though he’d just opened
a treasure chest.

“Great Willieboy, he was a pin-head, big deal. I could have guessed that.
It sure as hell isn’t worth fifty bucks. A name, Simon, talked to her.
Wonderful.”

He kept grinning like a fool. Finally, he leaned forward and pulled a
stained envelope from his back pocket.

“I wonder what his phone number and a picture of Van Reydner
would be worth?” He waggled the folded envelope between his fingers.

I began digging for Tommy’s annoying plastic mouth purse.
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I could tell from the first ring that I had a bad connection. The phone
line rattled and clicked like a drunk unlocking a door. Decay. I was just glad
the lights were on. Blackouts would soon become a daily occurrence, like
the rain. This was another fringe benefit of the Change. Just after the rains
started but before the dead rose up, telecommunications the world over
went on the fritz. Some of it made sense, too. Cell phones and other
satellite dependent technologies like the Internet and television were
immediately impaired. The continuous ceiling of cloud could be blamed at
least in part for interference. But the Change went beyond that. It was as if
the complex system of communications satellites had simply ceased to
exist. Signals could not reach them and no explanation was forthcoming.
Scientists wanted to blame the residual effects of the Millennium bug, but
that concept was too laughable to bear. Instead, the shuttlecraft
Declaration was prepared for launch to investigate the anomaly. It blew up
on the ground killing everyone aboard.

Computer scientists had warned NASA about that, since it was no
secret that computers and networked systems had also begun to behave
erratically if they worked at all. But NASA went ahead, boasting a
breakthrough in computer system shielding technology—one of the
theories at the time was that electrical systems were being compromised by
enormous bursts of electromagnetic radiation from increased sunspot
activity. NASA ignored reports that information stored digitally was
growing more difficult to retrieve and a program stored might not open
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completely, if it opened at all. The crash investigators later blamed the
computer responsible for firing the solid rocket boosters. Its program
designed to control this process fired only one of them, which ripped open
and ignited the main fuel tank. Similar computer-related accidents the
world over soon gave credence to the theory. Information saved on
computers was being garbled and made irretrievable by causes unknown.

And there followed an all-encompassing devolution of sorts. Computers
were too undependable so they were yanked out of everything: planes,
boats, clocks and cars. Ewverything. Just about any device using post-1970
designs was scrapped and the world entered a re7v phase. Simple old-
fashioned internal combustion engines were embraced—wind-up clocks
reappeared. Companies dug through their archives for designs and started
working on the o/d reliable. You could get a "57 style Chevy that would look
like an original if it did happen to have heavier, rain-resistant—perhaps
bulletproof—options available. One company offered the Millennium-T
with crank motor. I'd actually seen one on the highway—smoother lines
but just as ugly. The new rule seemed to be sizple works. So progress took a
couple of steps backward.

Since microwave relay towers were useable but flawed, communications
companies were forced to revert to more dependable landlines. Computers
and the Internet were unstable, and so the public went back to typewriters
and telegraphs. For some reason, electricity itself had begun to behave in
an erratic and unpredictable fashion that scientists were still at a loss to
understand.

Military leaders were made increasingly paranoid by the revelation that
all electrical systems were behaving as if they had been subjected to the
magnetic pulse released by a high altitude nuclear detonation. But since the
whole world was affected, it was unlikely that any independent country
could be considered #hat hostile. With every surprise the Change brought
came a matching conspiracy theory. It soon degenerated to a whole lot of
ignorance shooting in the dark as a crowd of walking dead formed around
the experts. Pakistan and India nuked each other outright, the Middle East
wiped itself off the map and a small but dirty atomic device lifted the
Vatican to heaven. Luckily the mass destruction stopped there. Genocide
raged through its familiar haunts in the Old World, and in southern parts
of the new, but the nukes fell silent.

I had left Douglas Willieboy’s room an hour before and was back at the
office trying to look busy. A chirrupy woman’s voice finally answered.
“You have reached the office of Richard Adrian, President of Simpson’s
Skin Tanning and Preservation for the Deceased.” A recording. “The
offices are closed.” She spoke quickly, as though she had consumed all the
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coffee in Colombia. “Our business hours are...” She rattled out the
regular Monday to Friday, nine to five routine. “If you are calling from a
touch tone phone.” I hung up. I had no interest in leaving a message. The
receiver shrieked as I set it in its cradle.

It was Sunday. Of course their office was closed. Some still held with
the old observances—this company could afford to. Economic
powerhouses like Simpson’s owned enough of the market to be nostalgic.
Most everyone else had to work whenever and wherever they could,
continuing the spirit numbing grind set out at the end of the Millennium
with the Merging Monopolies, the World Economy and New World
Order.

Out of one of my plentiful utility pockets, I pulled the business card
from Van Reydner’s room. The logo was on front, under that the business
office number for appointments. I flipped it. The five numbers on the back
were different, but matched the phone number Willieboy had given me.

I looked at the photo of Van Reydner. It was old, but a good color
image. Her hair was red, shoulder-length, and shimmered like blood in the
sun. Willieboy had not exaggerated about her chest by much. It was out to
‘here’ forming a porch you could hold the company picnic on. Her pose
had a Mae West kind of bend to it, all breasts and hips. Her liquid blue eyes
trickled right out of the picture and dribbled into my lap. She wore an
evening dress, and the lighting was perfect. The photo had a professional,
staged look to it, like something you might find in a model’s portfolio.
Beneath my consciousness Tommy’s psyche began to grow, as did his
erection. I had to fend off the sick images that leaked across the barrier
between our minds. ’'m not a prude, few of the thoughts were alien to me,
but having Tommy’s presence leak through was like finding out your
boarder has been filming kiddy porn in his bedroom. Van Reydner’s face
was pale, as redheads’ usually are, but there was something dark in her
gaze.

I kicked my boots onto the desk and leaned back in the chair. It was
about three o’clock. I could hear the occasional scream echo up from the
streets below. More zealots lamenting their fate. I still remembered the
twitching dead thing I had found crucified on the telephone pole behind
my building one afternoon—it might have been a Sunday too. The poor
bastard had been nailed up during the night. Worse part was when I tried
to help him down he neatly chewed my hand off. He started screaming
proverbs at me. He told me he was doing this for me. I could remember
the insanity in his eyes. The flesh around them was creased and stretched
from inhuman devotion. I told him I would look out for my own sins,
went into the office, and phoned Authority to come scrape him off. They
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managed to do so with the minimum of frenzied screaming. I kind of
hardened after that.

Whatever had happened fifty years ago had knocked the holy wind out
of quite a few religious sails. The true believers were caught napping—the
ones who believed and loved the idea of believing. After it, strange sects
had sprung up all over. Fanatics stepped out of the woodwork spouting
new dogma for a new age. It turned out that just about every religion had
an Apocalypse mythology written into it. So waking up one day to find
dead people wandering away from mortuary tables was too much for
many. The idea of Apocalypse and Revelations came to the minds of most—
even the unbelievers. Hell it had been drilled into every waking moment by
the media at the end of the Millennium—a phenomenon that had escalated
from chasing fire trucks to setting the blazes. The Internet hummed with
stories about government cover-ups and notions about the U.S. Army
bioengineering a flesh-eating form of influenza. Stories circulated about
lights from the heavens, holy men disappearing, Elvis was playing Vegas,
but none of the tales were ever verified because people had grown used to
gathering information without requiring proof. The Hype Age was
mystified by the Change because the first rule of Hype was that none of
the dire predictions ever came true. But what happened was worse than
they had ever imagined. People had been primed for trouble whether
something happened at the end of the Millennium or not. When something
as strange as the Change dzd happen, the world just lost its mind. The jury
was still out on whether it was going to be temporary insanity or not. I
really couldn’t tell much of a difference. Except for the obvious
strangeness, it felt like the same world to me.

I lit a cigarette and rocked gently in my chair. So, we have a dead lawyer
killed in the apartment of a woman who is missing. I had looked for her
phone number already, and found nothing. So maybe she never existed
before, or she lived at the Morocco and that was that. Still, from the
picture, she didn’t seem like the type of woman who would make her home
there. She had the look of someone who was used to being treated well.
Regardless, in the weeks before she disappeared and my client got
whacked, she happened to have a strange set of conversations with a man
named Simon who is somehow involved with a skin tanning salon for the
deceased—and uses the company president’s phone. Billings dies, and she
disappears. Now the hotel burns down. I could already smell the incense
burning.

Since the Change there had been intense competition among
establishments for preserving dead flesh. Funeral parlors were the first into
the competition. They easily adapted their embalming equipment to offer
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formaldehyde baths, skin tanning, leather preservation treatments, plastic
wraps—there were lotions and creams—all of it. Death was a growth
industry. Since you suddenly ‘could’ take it with you, the world found itself
with a lot of extremely rich dead men who wanted to keep their earthly
remains intact. Time was of the essence. The hearse had taken on a new
role as a kind of high-speed ambulance for the dead.

And the dead were organizing. There was a rich dead industrialist and
former senator William King who had dumped tons of his money into
preservation techniques. Dubbed #he King of the Dead by the media, he did
what he had to in the name of research, and was so wealthy that he was
allowed to hold his court in a neighborhood set aside for the living. It was
rumored that he would stop at nothing to fulfill his quest for immortality.
Certain individuals I knew had made veiled half-frightened observations
about the King’s underworld connections.

And there was Captain Updike, a messianic figure who appeared with
the first of the dead and who orchestrated the first Great Revival. This
living former military chaplain took it upon himself to resurrect the dead.
His group financed and orchestrated a reclamation program that saw the
exhumation and rehabilitation of the buried dead. Updike’s organization
was fast becoming enormous, though its objectives remained patently
nonpolitical. His followers simply wanted to release their brothers and
sisters from the prisons their graves had become. I had read that there were
chapters in South America and overseas.

Live like Life was one of the skin shops’ slogans. The rules of this New
Age were simple, if you could stay in one piece it seemed you could have
immortality. A couple of Egyptian kings were still around involved in
precedent setting property battles. Supposedly they had wandered away
from museums. Walt Disney’s inheritors were exhausting the appeals
process to keep old Walt on ice citing ‘living death is not a cure for what
killed him.” And word circulated that the elder Disney had only had the
foresight to freeze his head anyway.

Come stay at the coast, where the salt sea air will give you years of afterlife.

My phone rang. It always does when I'm thinking.

“Hello,” 1 followed this with a yawn. I had been pushing Tommy’s
body too hard. Soon, soon.

“Hello,” came a clipped reply. I recognized it as the lawyer, Billings’,
voice from the snooty edge to it. “How are you today, Mr. Wildclown?”

“Fine,” I said. “I don’t have a wooden leg.”

There followed a grating, bubbling sound that was either laughter, or a
hamster drowning in oil. I laughed along too. There was no point in crying.

“Oh yes,” I added. “I burned down that building—the Morocco—yes,
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the one you were murdered in.”

He stopped laughing.

“I didn’t actually do it by myself, but I was there when it happened.”

“Then all the evidence...”

“Is gone.” He was silent. I let him hang a second. “But, I think Van
Reydner knows enough to find your killer. 'm about two phone calls away
from finding her.” I lied. He wasn’t paying me enough for truth.

“You think she knows who did it?”

“I think she had a hand in the ‘didding’ of it.”

“Never.” His voice nearly broke. “She and I were...”

“Not an item you can’t buy for a dime a dozen.” I decided to push him.
“Listen, you walked out that night looking for someone in the living room.
She could have left the door open for a friend. Also—" 1 could hear his
stuttering indignation. “She has contacts with the only people who could
profit from your death in this day and age.”

“But who?”” he blurted.

“Since people don’t stay lying down dead, killing isn’t the best way to
keep their mouths shut. So I doubt you could have known something that
someone wanted to keep quiet. If you did, you’d have been put in a
blender; your head would have been missing, or something. There was
another motive, I'm almost sure.” I hesitated. “Where are you going for
your preservation treatments?”’

“Simpson’s Skin Tanning and Preservation for the Deceased. They
come highly recommended and timing is crucial to the process. 1
purchased one of their policies before I died. But I don’t...”

“I’ll know soon,” I cut in. “Of course, I'm still going to have to look for
something concrete. That’s why I need Van Reydner. Did she to tell you
about the Simpson’s Afterlife Policy?”

“Come to think of it. But she just mentioned it in passing...”” His voice
held the first hard notes of realization.

“Don’t worry about that right now, all I've told you is a couple of pieces
of a theory. I need evidence. Did you have any contact with Van Reydner
outside of your therapiesr”

“No,” the lawyer said, voice lowering. “She and I had an arrangement.
Since I was married...well you understand.” He fell silent. I did
understand. I didn’t like it, but I understood. “We agreed never to talk
about our personal lives.”

“Okay,” I said. “Are you familiar with the term ‘conjecture?””

“Of course.”

“Well, that’s all I'm talking about. Believe me, I'd like to tell you
something really romantic like; she died protecting your fallen body. You
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never know, I might still find something like that.”

“When will you know?”” His voice quavered.

“Tomorrow, maybe the next day, but not today, I've already done too
much work today. It’s Sunday for Christ’s sakel” I was standing up now
and beginning to pace. The phone’s short cord had it sliding around on the
desk after me.

“Of course,” the lawyer added hastily, “you’ll call as soon as you
know?”

“Yes.” I hung up, grunted, and slipped my gun into the desk. I leered at
the photo of Van Reydner once more before I put it in the filing cabinet,
then walked out past Elmo to the couch in the waiting room. I lay down.
My head felt heavy against the greasy black leather. Tommy’s mind was
nearly asleep. I could feel the pleasant REM state so close to me. The
soothing nervous energy surged like spring water. I released my hold on
him, floated toward the ceiling and began hallucinating immediately.
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Chapter 12

I snapped out of my trance at the first harsh rap on the door. Latent
images of people and places whitled before my perception, flickered and
were gone. If I’d had a tongue, their names would have been on the tip of
it. The second knock brought movement from the inner office. Below me,
I saw Tommy stretched out on the couch. His breathing was deep from
fatigue and whiskey. He personified the sonorous roar. Fat Elmo shuffled
out of the inner office with newspaper in hand and opened the door.

Two leather-jacketed Authority Inspectors stood there. Elmo stepped
back, his mouth slack. He rattled the newspaper at them, like he’d find
words in the sound, and then froze when an Enforcer’s bulky form
appeared behind them. Twin eye-slits glowed with infrared light from a
steel visor sculpted into the shape of a human face. Authority psychologists
had designed the trademark Enforcer Kevlar and steel helmet. Their
studies showed people lost respect for authority figures when they
identified too much with them. Similarly, the public responded negatively
to a faceless authority—riot helmets and tear gas masks tended to provoke
more mobs than they calmed.

In an attempt to tie these disparate issues together, the facemasks were
designed into the helmet. Later, for fashion’s sake a fedora was added in a
final effort to completely humanize and dehumanize Enforcement
Officers. The glaring steel face poised a foot above the Inspector’s hats was
a composite of features that included two presidents and one cowboy
movie star. The final result was a terrifying apparition of a hard,
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emotionless man covered with armor carrying enough weaponry to tear
down a building. The Enforcer in the hall was motionless, the wide,
armored shoulders spanning the doorway. His rubber and steel trench coat
touched the floor. The long-faced inspector in front of him gave Elmo the
once ovet.

“We’re looking for Wildclown, Jellybean, where is he?” he muttered
between paper-thin lips. His eyes were severe slits in shadow beneath his
hat. Jellybean was just one of the cute little nicknames for the dead.
Necrophobia had been given new life with the Change bringing unusual
twists to the time honored tradition of prejudice. All other definitions
sloughed away with the coming of death. You were a Jellybean, a Bone Bag
or a Zomb; it had no relevance whether you were white, black or East
Indian. The fact that you were dead was all that mattered. I had a hard time
understanding those feelings. We were all just one bullet away from the
club.

“He’s sleepin’. Been sleepin’ for a while,” Elmo stammered, then
pointed to the flyspecked window. “It’s night time.”

“I don’t need some zomb to tell me that. Besides, it only just turned
nighttime. It’s seven. We want to talk to your master.”” He peered over
Elmo’s shoulder, eyes squinting through the darkness at Tommy. “That
him?” The Inspectors casually shouldered Elmo out of the way.

Their shadows slid across the floor like snakes. The other inspector, a
short and squat gorilla, chewed at a brass toothpick he clasped between his
teeth. His eyes bulged like a fish’s behind glasses. He licked his thick lips
nervously. Apparently he was of a mean little disposition because he kicked
the couch near Tommy’s head.

The clown mumbled an obscenity, cupped his genitals and curled into a
tighter fetal shape. I had been trying for the last few seconds to arouse
Tommy enough to let me into his head. For some reason he was safe from
me when in the REM state. I had tried before.

The Enforcer’s bulk muted the light from the hallway. He remained
unmoving—a fortress of pain in his reinforced steel and rubber trench coat
and body armor. An auto-shotgun jumped around in his hands. I knew
those weapons held enormous circular magazines of thirty solid rounds
that could chop a Sequoia in half.

The squat Inspector flicked on the lamp by Tommy’s head. The clown’s
makeup was smeared and oddly arranged over sleep lines. A good amount
of it had wiped off on the arm of the couch, and that had migrated into his
hair. Grinning, the Inspector looked over at his partner. “Get a load of this
ugly mug. Christ, I thought they were pulling our leg down at HQ. We got
a fucking meteor jockey here.”
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The tall intruder leaned over and started talking. “Get up you sick
son-of-a-bitch. We want to ask you a few questions about a fire. Let’s be
nice about this. We can run forever with sugar, or we can give you a taste
of Meat!” He gestured to the Enforcer with a quick thumb.

Tommy answered with a few snorting sounds before finishing his
rebuttal with wet sucking noises. I made another fruitless attempt at
possession.

The tall inspector hissed, then stepped back flicking a look at the
Enforcer who responded like a trained elephant. He tramped forward and
raised a hobnailed boot over Tommy’s midsection. A quick nod from his
short superior and the boot whipped down and up in a single pile driving
action. Tommy was suddenly on the floor trying to throw his guts up on
the rug. His chest heaved like it was wrapped in iron bands. Muscle stood
in cords along his neck.

“Shit,” he spat, mouth full of vomit. “Shit.”

Elmo had been standing by the door. He now started inching his way
toward the inner office. As Tommy wretched, I attempted possession
again; but ran into a wall of nausea and anger. He was mad, not close to
one of his blind rages, but he was angry. I could hardly blame him. I
continued to try to take over.

The Enforcer made a noose of his gloved hand and jerked Tommy to
his feet with it. The clown was held out as the tall man approached.

“I'm Inspector Hale, Authority CrimDiv Squad. Inspector Cane and I
would like to question you concerning a fire at the Morocco Building—
Downings District—Saturday night. Witnesses put you at the scene.”

“Tell this, tell this ape to back off!” Tommy gasped, struggling in the
Enforcer’s iron grip. The Enforcer grunted, surprised by Tommy’s
strength.

“Sergeant Dimitria, allow Mr. Wildclown to relax, please,” Hale
breathed nonchalantly. Dimitria threw Tommy onto the couch with a flex
of a thick arm.

I watched the clown’s hand grasping along his belt. He didn’t have his
gun because I'd put it away for him. Elmo continued to inch his way along
the wall unnoticed. I hoped he wasn’t going to do anything stupid. It was a
well-regarded rumor that Authority had special rules for dealing with the
dead.

I again attempted possession and failed. If pushed far enough anger
gripped Tommy’s entire being—soul, bones and all. He became anger at
such times. I had to gain control fast. He was going to get himself killed
and I'd be stuck doing swamp gas impressions. I had to calm him down.

Inspector Cane’s face had a glutted roundness to it that inspired
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revulsion. He licked his lips with a thick gray tongue, dragging the thing
over tombstone teeth. Cane had a nervous tick beside that—grinning
spastically as he talked. It gave me the feeling he had a hunger he could not
satisfy. Most power freaks do.

“What were you doing there?”” he hissed, licked his lips and grinned.

Tommy sat for a moment with his hands clasped over his battered
stomach. “I was working a case you fucking swine.” He spat the words like
new forged nails. “Fascist!”

“Tough guy...” Cane shook his head. “Ever had your legs beaten to
pulp? It sounds impossible, but it isn’t. It’s really something to watch.”

Tommy laughed like a drunken hyena. “You’d be doing me a favor.”
His face contorted with rage. “You Authority shits got your nerve—you’ll
never regain control of this ruptured world with this Rue Morgue
stuff...only complete redemption will save it. The Lord works in mysterious
ways, but he doesn’t blackjack people. You bastards will learn...”

It was Cane’s turn to laugh. “Shit, you are insane. Your record says so,
and here you are.” He looked to his partner then back to Tommy. “What
case were you working ons”

“A baby crying...” Tommy absently licked his fingernails. “Like you
don’t know.”

Both inspectors guffawed. “Jesus,” panted Cane. “Down on your luck
are you, Wildclown?” I noticed a forced tone to his humor. “Working for
one of #hose newspaperse”’

“I've been offered a grand to prove the phantom baby exists!” He
leaned back, then with strange new confidence, pulled a cigarette out and
lit it. He burped painfully.

“Who hired you for that one?” Hale snarled.

“Why all the artifice?” the clown sneered. “I know what Authority’s
doing. I know what you’ve been doing all along. You must have enough on
tape to hang me or you wouldn’t be here. And you know I can’t divulge
the name of my client even if I wanted to.”

Cane started silently pacing the length of the room.

I spent those few moments in shock. Tommy’s lie had caught me by
surprise. Baby? I tried to piece it in. Where had he picked that up?

“Let’s say you were doing what you say you were doing. Why the fire?”
Hale leaned over him.

“I didn’t light it. It was just a coincidence that I was there. Probably a
couple fucking self-righteous Sons of the Firebuggers from the Sungod
Savior Order. It could have been Grannies for Armageddon, for all I know.
If any of your witnesses told you, I didn’t exactly walk out of the building.
I’'ve come to believe that I'm insane, but I wouldn’t torch a building
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without a way out. ’'m into masturbation, not suicide. You god-damned
authority types, all muscle..no brain!” Tommy fumed, crossing his arms
and muttering. “Like you don’t know.”

Cane’s face drew near, puzzled. His jaws worked like he was physically
shaping the words between his teeth. “All right, Wildclown. Your record
speaks for itself. You’re an asshole but youve given Authority a hand
before. Frankly, I don’t care if a building burns in the Downings—just
another Zombie hotel if you ask me...” He jerked his eyes around. “Hey,
where’s the raw meat?”

He had finally missed Elmo. The dead man peeked through the office
door. “Here sit!” His teeth chattered.

“Leave my wife out of it!” Tommy commanded as he crossed and
uncrossed his legs. “You’re talking to me.”

“Take my advice,” Cane said as he signaled the others to leave. The
Enforcer’s bulk swallowed the light in the hall, and then he was gone.
“There’s a lot of shit going down in that district and if you have an ounce
of brains you’ll keep out of it. If I were you, I’d take a long vacation.” He
got close. “Keep joking about babies, Clusterfuck, and I can guarantee
youll get more than a warning next time. There is an Authority
investigation under way. Stay out of itl Or next time your license is up for
renewal you might find yourself changing careers.” He just about turned
away, when a strange twist of his features turned his eyes back on Tommy.
“If you’re stupid enough to ignore my warning, you’ll be smart to let me
know about any developments. If I don’t know where you are, you might
get caught in a crossfire.” He grinned, licked his lips. “Yeah, you can bet on
it!”

Tommy said nothing. He didn’t look at Cane, just stared at the floor
between his feet.

Cane followed Hale out.

Tommy started fondling his groin. He muttered something about
fascists, then curled up on the couch. “You see that Elmo? You see that?
It’s all part of it. That’s what happens in the world that man built. They got
their nerve. I can see it, but no one else can.” He looked over his shoulder
at the door. “Like they don’t know.”

Elmo said, “Sure Boss,” then crossed the room to lock up. As he
returned to his seat in the office I saw the dull weight of the .44 in his
jacket pocket.

I began to think. There was something strange about Tommy.
Apparently, during the last possession he had been more aware than I
thought he could be. Was he referring to the baby Billings had heard? Had
it set him off? Or was it random madness. When he went into a manic
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phase, he spewed information faster than /e could understand. Phantom
baby! Everyone knew there were no such things as babies. Below me,
Tommy sighed. I had the distinct feeling that our relationship had changed.
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Chapter 13

I entered the clown’s body while he was still groggy with sleep. It was
the easiest time to do so because his mind was full of naked pictures from
an active dream life. Yesterday’s injuries made the body unpleasant to put
on at first, like a tight suit, but a few stretches and yawns loosened it up
enough to wear. The sleep had done it a wotld of good. There was even a
bit of bounce in its step as I wandered down the hall to the washroom to
perform my morning ablutions and again as I returned to the office. I made
Soya-eggs, plankton-sausage and a pot of coffee on the hot plate I kept in
the filing cabinet and ate it at a small table and chairs I kept in the outer
office for that purpose. It was spectacular. Breakfast can be like a wet kiss
from God to the disembodied. There was simply nothing like having a
tongue to taste food with. Even if the exigencies of the Change had made
the meat parts of the meal synthetic.

The Change had been far reaching in its effects when it started all those
fifty years ago. The same force that animated dead flesh gave life to
luncheon meats as well Ham, sausage, chicken and steak when
undercooked went through the motions of being alive. The muscle tissue
contracted and expanded, often despite the wvarious methods of
preparation. Meat could be eaten if propetly cooked. It was possible to
avoid the embarrassment of the Thanksgiving turkey flapping its wings.
The problem was, the amount of cooking involved usually spoiled the
texture and flavor and made it hard to justify the expense.

After the appearance of the walking dead, earth experienced the Great
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Stillbirth. Every pregnant mammal spontaneously aborted and seemed to
be unable to conceive again. The same process was later found to affect
birds, most fish and reptiles. Their eggs or offspring were not viable. Meat
was expensive now; it was worth its weight in gold. And so, none but the
rich could afford to eat irreplaceable cows—not even cloning would
work—and the price skyrocketed. Eating real meat had become a fond
memory to the average Joe. There were always rumors of a calf being born,
or a lamb; but science discounted this as obvious hoaxes or mass
hallucinations created by the remnants of a meat eating culture. As a result
meat had been replaced in the diet with a vitamin-enriched paste of
seaweed and plankton that could be spiced, formed and colored to order.
When I ordered hotdogs I was really ordering plankton and seaweed dogs.
They weren’t bad with mustard and onions—Iet’s say they weren’t worse.

Also driving the price of meat and farm produce was the change in the
temperament of animals. It became apparent that they were not going to
tolerate associating with human beings anymore. The first hint that I had
found was a news story written six months into the Change of a Chilean
farmer and his family being eaten by pigs. This was followed by other
reports. In Wisconsin a family dog killed its owners while they slept. An old
woman in Brooklyn had her eyes torn out by her fifteen-year-old cat. A
flock of ravens ripped a Brazilian postman to shreds. Then the big one,
Lazy Lodge, a retirement village in Florida catering to Canadian retirees fell
silent one Saturday evening. Alerted by panicking relatives, police
investigated the following day and were ambushed by over one hundred
alligators. It was so bad the army was eventually called in to mop things up.
Investigators determined that the slaughter occurred the previous evening
when the sixty-two victims had congregated in the recreation room for a
dinner dance. The evidence was plain: the animals had acted together.

As the reports escalated, so did the governmental response. Initial
recommendations concerning pet and livestock control soon became
orders for all out extermination. Since animals were also affected by the
animate death, this was a difficult process. Many animal lovers, often
missing fingers and hands by the end of their action, whisked the creatures
away and freed them in the countryside. This practice when linked with the
wild animal populations already out of control soon made the countryside
unsafe, and there began a general exodus to the cities.

I finished my breakfast then good-morninged Elmo where I found him
sitting motionless in my office. He was entranced by his umpteenth
sunrise. Odd, because the eternal cloud cover allowed only a gradual
lightening of the constant gray.

“Tell me, Elmo,” I asked, skirting the desk and flopping into my chair.
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“Don’t you ever get bored?”

He shifted uneasily for a few moments, with embarrassment. While he
rummaged through his opinion box, I busied myself with makeup and
mirror. Wasn’t I the prettiest little clown?

“Well, Boss, it’s strange being d-dead. Least ways it’s sometimes
strange.” He searched for a cigarette, found one, lit it. “There are days
when it’s almost fun, you feel like you cheated death—Ilike you’re n-never
gonna have to take the big step over—I used to be religious...and some
ideas is—are—hard to shake. Then there’s other times being dead is like
being in line at a bank in the summer. The air conditioning’s broke down,
there’s a hundred people in front of you and someone’s slit your wrists.
Times like that you know that death has cheated you.” He fell silent.

I paused in the middle of drawing on my right eye. “Jesus, Elmo, that
doesn’t sound any different from being alive.”

He nodded. “I said it’s s-strange.” Elmo’s head dropped, as though
saddened. “Most days I'd like to r-ride a roller coaster.”

“That explains your driving,” I laughed and smudged my left eye. “One
day, we’ll drive down the coast to Vicetown—see what we can see. You
know, Elmo that’s what we need: a vacation.”

Elmo pointed a lifeless finger. “That’s what it’s like being dead.”

I grinned, pulled out the office bottle. “How about we pickle ourselves
instead.”

Elmo laughed with a sound like crumpling cellophane. I poured two
drinks and Elmo took one. He said it sometimes made him feel numb, and
it kept his guts clean. I kicked my feet up then grabbed the phone and
started dialing the number that was closed on Sunday.

“Time, Elmo?”

He looked at his watch. “Nine-thirty.”

Over the line, I heard a tiny rattling sound like a tin cup full of stones at
the bottom of a well—another bad connection.

Mrs. Caffeine answered in person this time. “Hello, Mr. Adrian’s office,
Lori speaking,” she said this in one syllable.

“Hi Lori,” I said. “I was killed recently and would be interested in
seeing what services you have to offer.”

“Well, sir, you should phone the business office. Mr. Adrian is far too
busy to handle clients personally. One of our New Life Hosts would be
pleased to speak to you if you would call...”

“It’s rather urgent.”” I cut her off. “I was given this number by a friend.
I’m Gingold the Sublime. You might have heard of me, a mime. You see
my death involved a corrosive substance, and I'm afraid of what a delay
might do to my remains.” I tried to introduce an artsy trill to my voice
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since I tended to talk out the back of my head.

“I understand, sir,” the receptionist said after a pause. “But this is not
the business office. For appointments...”

I cut her off. “I was told by my friend, Jan Van Reydner, to ask for
Simon. She said I'd get a little better treatment.”

There was an eerie pause. “Just a moment.” She was gone. In her place
was a recording of some joker on a panpipe. She was back before I became
suicidal. “Mr. Gingold, you may come in at five o’clock. A New Life Host
will be here to greet you. Do you know where we’re locatedr”

“I've got your card,” I said, thanked her for her help and hung up. I
turned to Elmo.

“You’re not gonna be happy about this...”
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Chapter 14

I headed west along the elevated highway. Elmo had elected to stay
behind to man the phone. I had been pretty sure he would. If crossing the
Landfill was not a treat for the living, it was a nightmare for the dead. The
day was gray, like every day in Greasetown. It was also its usual cool, damp,
and smelly. The perpetual cloud seemed to hold in every belch of exhaust,
every breath of collective halitosis. The highway was practically empty.
Since the Change, a drive in the country had lost its appeal. I looked at my
watch—four-thirty. It had rained hard six times already. The wipers
squeaked and droned. The road rose on pedestals forty feet above the
rolling countryside. It stood as monument to the inevitably recurring
shortsightedness of humanity. I chuckled in reverie.

As the dead had started showing up on unemployment lines, at banks
and bars the scientists had rushed to study the phenomena. They couldn’t
find any sensible reason for anything, but they could at least weigh and
measure, describe cause and effect. The dead retained their personalities
and most of their senses depending on a simple equation of gray matter.
Basically, they were dead people with the same desires and needs as the
living—as long as they retained the minimum amounts of brain tissue. It
didn’t even have to be good brain tissue, dried, pulverized or pureed would
do. Not scientific, but it was something.

Ignoring all the scientific queries it begged the obvious question: What
happened if a dead person didn’t have enough gray matter left? The eerie
landscape below me was the answer. I knew that if I pulled the car over,
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and peered down, I might chance to see strange hulking shapes and body
fragments lumbering, crawling or slithering through the shadows.
Authority had tried the landfill idea with the dismembered and decapitated
bodies that started showing up in a progressively violent world. It soon
became obvious that those in power didn’t have a clear idea of life or death
after the Change, because Authority Internment Facilities were crawling
with pitiful dead people parts after only a few years. Since animals were
similarly affected their remains also joined the undulating mass.

Add to that the wild wolves, coyotes and packs of feral dogs, living and
dead, that terrorized the landscape, it became too dangerous to keep the
Internment Facilities clean. Dead tissue, once carefully buried, was now
dumped with less ceremony than garbage once received. Decent folks
complained about the hellish scene the countryside had become, and
Authority reacted by building walls around cities and constructing a
network of elevated highways connecting them. Everything else was left to
the wild and the dead.

Like most of the cities that remained, Greasetown was insulated around
its inland perimeter by a thirty-foot tall barrier. This allowed the good
citizens to worry about their own doomed existence without the distraction
of thinking about the great living graveyard growing at their backs. The
Landfill was rumored to be a haven for Authority fugitives and groups of
reassembled bandits. Rumored among the dead was the tale that these
lands held hope and promise for the future. One day a call would come,
and they would go.

I understood that these lands held the future for the human race. It was
simple enough to me. We would all end up there someday—sooner or
later. Another one of the perks that came with the Change was that the
living didn’t grow old. Or if they did, it was at a rate too slow to be
detected. Scientists—fast becoming the brunt of most jokes—couldn’t
explain that either. Staying alive meant apparent immortality, but sooner or
later, the longer you lived, the better the chances of dying a violent death.
Then came the ignoble end—the shambling, withered fragments of a once
proud species. I sighed. Thoughts like these were inevitable while crossing
the Landfill. That’s why I always traveled over it with a bottle of whiskey
clamped between my legs. Visions of undead lungs howling at the moon
danced in my head.

I pulled on the whiskey and let the hot bite in my throat burn my mind
onto different tracks. If this Simon fellow was at the treatment center he
would know that someone knew something about Jan Van Reydner. Mr.
Adrian, as president, was not likely taking calls for Simon, so I was pretty
sure he was the same man. I'd soon see. In preparation for my role as
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Gingold the Sublime, the dead mime, I had smeared gray makeup onto my
hands until they were sufficiently ghoulish. I had also done my best to
introduce curlicue crispness to my clown makeup—an understated nuance
of the ‘avant-garde’. It screamed Paris; it screamed France.

At four forty-five, I pulled off the highway onto an elevated track that
ran into an opening in a huge stone wall. This surrounded a gigantic black
stone mansion that rose on a natural granite promontory many stories into
the cloudy sky. I supposed the wall was to keep peace and quiet in and the
discord of the dead out. I listened for the howl of the wolf.

Beside a pair of great iron doors was a parking area. I pulled to a stop.
Far below me, I knew that gray, twitching worm-shapes inched their way
around the base of the wall. I shuddered against such macabre unreality.
My hair tried to stand on end. I felt Tommy’s psyche titter wildly. I let my
ears roam over the silence until they fixed upon a distant clicking,
whispering sound, like a surgeon’s hand in viscera. I took another snort of
whiskey, and fumbled for my cigarettes. Imagination was not always an
asset.

The iron doors before me opened suddenly. A long black truck,
windowless, except for a slit in its bulbous nose, drove silently by on solid
rubber wheels. It reminded me of the old super chief trains I had seen in
pictures. The truck picked up speed and left me alone at the closing gates. I
imagined the happy dead customers inside, all pink-cheeked and fresh from
the Simpson special treatment. Once home they’d begin their regiment of
self-maintenance to wait for the madness that would come for them. I
could understand the lack of windows. It just would not do to expose
clients to the sights of the Landfill. Insanity would arrive without
prompting. I felt a chill go through me as I contemplated the reason
Simpson’s was located in such a neighborhood.

I slipped my gun into the glove compartment and got out of the car—
then began my dead man act. It wasn’t hard; I just stiffened my muscles
and moved mechanically, and tried to blink slowly and methodically.
Watching Elmo every day did more than remind me of my mortality.

There was a brass panel marked ‘guests’ fixed with a large red button. I
pressed the button, while crushing my cigarette beneath my heel. I felt eyes
looking at me. Set in the enormous gates was a people-sized door that
popped open automatically. I walked in wondering what could cause such
corporate paranoia, as to build these formidable gates. I doubted it was fear
of Landfillers. Competition was stiff in the death business.

I entered and was met by a tall, thin man in a black uniform. His jacket
had a high martial collar. A white with red-trim shirt blazed underneath. He
smiled with pink lips that were puckered pining for mother’s breast. I was

61



G. WELLS TAYL.OR

amazed at his youthfulness. The skin on his peanut-shaped face looked
soft, and seemed to be covered by a light down. I tried to register nothing
in my face.

“I'm Gingold the Sublime.” I kept my voice flat.

“I am Tobias, welcome to Simpson’s Skin Tanning and Preservation for
the Deceased, Mr. Gingold.” He smiled with small peatly teeth. I smelled
formaldehyde on his breath and pronounced him dead. Simpson’s did a
real job if Mr. Tobias was an example of their work.

“I'm sorry I came in makeup, but...” I put fingers to my cheek. “My
complexion underneath is so—well, disfigured.”

He nodded, smiled sweetly under a Peter Pan nose, and then laughed
with cherubic vigor. “Oh, I understand—I understand. I was in such a
state myself when I first stepped over into my new life. Have no fear.
Please, try to relax. You’ve come to the right place.” He gestured to a small,
motorized cart. “If you please, the courtyard is enormous. I'll take you to
your New Life Host.”

“Thank you,” I said and followed him to the vehicle. We crossed a
walled enclosure that housed fountains, gabled gazebos and wandering
pathways over grass and garden. I wondered how they managed to keep
the flowers in bloom. There was plenty of water, but no sun, and with the
walls, the courtyard was that much darker. As I sat beside him I felt a pang
for a cigarette—I wasn’t sure if it was me or Tommy.

The mansion piled into the sky before us, castle-like with minarets and
towers. Lights glowed in many windows, the occasional spectral shadow
passed behind curtains. I growled silently, looking at it all. Finally business
had found a perfect niche. Death created a steady supply and demand.
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Chapter 15

I was shown through an elaborate lobby and lounge decorated with a
thousand carved angels. Blood-red Persian carpeting covered many
hundred square feet of floor and stair. Great leather couches and chairs
held quaint positions under potted palm, or by the roaring fireplace you
could park a truck in. At the foot of ornately carved columns, corpses
reclined in wheeled divans and chairs—a few had books or magazines.
Some were bandaged from head to toe; all had a thoroughly antiseptic
smell about them. There was also the distinct aroma of money. Tobias led
me past three dead people engrossed in a discussion about religion and up
a broad staircase with gilt banister—then to a huge set of doors.

Embossed in the brass was an elaborate reproduction of Bruegel’s, The
Trinmph of Death. 1 wasn’t an art expert. This particular painting had become
the rage since the Change. In it, people ran, terrified, through a scene not
unlike my image of the Landfill. Mobs of skeletal demons performed
imaginative butchery upon the living—a hanging here, a decapitation there,
here a skull, there a skull—everywhere a skull-skull. Everyone died in the
picture, peasant, businessman, saint and king. No matter where the people
ran, they died—none with dignity worth mentioning. Briefly, I imagined a
figure in a clown’s greasepaint dancing gleefully through the carnage.
Tommy grew excited inside me. I felt his erection press the canvas of my
coveralls.

“Beautiful,” Tobias whispered when he saw my attention upon the
doors. He fluttered hooded eyes. “Mr. Adrian is a collector of rare art. He
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had that made from the original.” He gestured to the doors. “Morbid to
the timid living, perhaps, but there is no shame in death; and, we are all
aware of the denial that life is.” He pushed lightly upon the doors and they
swung silently open.

“Mr. Adrian’s office.” He bowed slightly sending a shock of black hair
over his brow.

I left him and entered the room. Its corners were lost to me in black
shadows. I followed a tender glow from ceiling lamps until I saw the shape
of a man behind a huge desk. It grew out of the darkness like an oil tanker.
It was so big he would have to walk to the ashtray. I stood for a moment in
feigned awe and studied Mr. Adrian in the soft light.

His head gleamed slightly over a synthetic tan. Hair curled in golden
ringlets from an exposed crown. He looked at me with sharp blue eyes that
were set close to a large nose. His shoulders were square and as he smoked,
thick arms flexed beneath his trim-cut jacket. He wore dark green—odd—
because everyone else I had seen who worked in the place was in black
from head to toe.

“Have a seat, please.” He sketched a line in the air with cigar smoke. As
I pressed my buttocks against the thick leather cushion, I noticed a familiar
aroma. Adrian started talking.

“I don’t know who you are, or the purpose behind that ridiculous
makeup; but I've been in this business long enough to know a dead man
when I see one. You’re not dead and because you lied about that, I assume
you’re not really Mr. Gingold.”

“And you’re not Simon,” I said, trying to figure out how to play the
scene. “Mind if I smoke? I couldn’t help but notice the scent of your cigar.
Expensive?” I lit a cigarette and watched its smoke dance on my hand like
a cobra. It swayed slowly.

“Not really, Dutch, Henry Winterman Cafe Cream Mild. I'm growing
impatient.” He seemed to have perfect control of his voice. He added just
enough volume and emphasis to make it as much a threat as if he held a
gun in his hand.

“Wildclown,” I drawled, slowly puffing smoke in an effort to seem in
control. “I'm a private detective.”

“And the purpose behind that ludicrous outfit?”

“Detective disguise number 118. The dead mime costume, I'm
surprised no one has used it on you yet.”

“Don’t be flippant, Mr. Wildclown. You’ll find ’'m not predisposed to
humor. I have friends with certain authority.” He smiled as he said
“authority.” I began to feel like a rat in a barbecue.

“I'm not trying to be flippant. 'm trying to avoid being rude.” I could
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feel Tommy’s indignation growing within.

“Certainly,” Adrian breathed with a tangible change in tone before
saying to himself. “Refinement before all else...” He looked at me evenly.
“Would you like a drink?”

“I never met one I didn’t.”

“Scotch, isn’t that the usual drink of detectives,” he said scornfully as he
ordered two gins neat from the intercom, and then leaned back in his
enormous chair to study me. I met his gaze with as much fire as I could
muster without letting Tommy out.

A few moments of study passed before the silence was broken by the
whoosh of a door opening, followed by an annoying tick-tock of footsteps.
A secretary clacked in on high stiletto heels she would need a ladder to get
into. She had our drinks, gave one to Mr. Adrian, one to me. A twinkle of
light, and I noticed a strange black and bronze charm hung from a red
chain at her wrist. It looked like a swastika set in the oval part of an
Egyptian ankh. I couldn’t place it. Her eyes were dark. Her lips puckered
and red. I smiled. She wrinkled her nose at me and left.

I looked at my drink, clinked the ice cubes a few times, and
nonchalantly sniffed it. I couldn’t smell any poison. It tasted like gin. I
looked through the glass rim and saw Mr. Adrian looking back at me
through his. I dropped ash on the floor, muttered an apology.

“What do you want, Mr. Wildclown?”’

“Oh, you know, run of the mill kind of stuff. For instance, did you hear
a baby cry last Thursday night at the Morocco Hotel?” His eyes flared
white. I’'m sure mine must have. I didn’t ask the question. Tommy had
slipped it through all my personal defenses and placed it on the tip of my
tongue where it couldn’t help but fall out. For a few moments I was
aghast—afraid to speak. This had never happened before.

“No,” Adrian said, his quick recovery almost hiding the trace of fear in
his voice. “Of course not! That’s ridiculous. Everyone knows there are no
such things as babies. Not since the Change.” He drew in a deep breath,
set his glass down. “I believe this interview is over.”

“That’s okay,” I said. I could feel Tommy clamoring for release. “That
was just a test question. What I wanted to say was...ask you...” I paused for
a second to recapture my hold on Tommy. Sweat burst out and slid
through my greasepaint. My heart pounded. “I wanted to ask if you know a
woman named Jan Van Reydner.” My hand shook as I brought the glass to
my lips. I saw the name register something in his eyes.

When he started speaking his manner was granite.

“Mr. Wildclown, I have already given you enough of my valuable time. I
don’t know who this person is, and if I did, I certainly wouldn’t feel obliged
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to tell you.”

“Get off it!” I snarled. “You've already admitted as much. Why else
would you allow a fictitious, dead mime to see you? Am I a fool or did you
get all this wealth from being sloppy? You knew I knew something about
something you’re involved in and you wanted to know what I knew—
know.” I paused to check my syntax. “You know what I mean. Grow up,
Mr. Adrian, the only reason you let me in is because I mentioned those
magic names. I know you’re Simon and that you hired Jan Van Reydner to
kill Mr. Conrad Billings. I understand he’s a new client of yours.” Adrian
was motionless. “And where’s Van Reydner? Getting more business, or did
you decide she wasn’t useful to you any more?”

“I don’t know where Ms. Van Reydner is.” Adrian dropped his gaze,
picked up his drink and drank off the last of it. A childish slurp escaped
him; he smirked, then leaned forward and ground his cigar flat. “She
disappeared. Jan should have been in touch by now. I do hope she’s well.
We’ve been doing a booming business, she and I. She hasn’t even been
paid yet.”

I suddenly got a cold chill. If someone starts to confess...

“I'm sorry, Mr. Wildclown, but ’'m afraid I'm quite above any law, if
in fact you represent anything resembling that. Mr. Billings is a new
customer of ours, yes; and I assure you he is adjusting well to his
situation,” he said and paused. “Oh, have you had any luck finding Ms.
Van Reydner?” He nodded and I was suckered. I actually disregarded his
nod and started answering. I don’t know how I could have missed it.

An elephant sat on the back of my head. Tremendous pressure—just
as my skull was about to explode a wave of black covered me.
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Chapter 16

We were in the Chrysler. Tommy’s head lolled drunkenly; spittle hung
in a slender strand from his lip. It swung and bobbed like a rookie
surveyor’s plumb. He was jammed in between two big thugs in cheap suits.
They looked like pootly trained apes doing gangster impressions.

The Chrysler rocked and banged along an old road. The pavement was
cracked and wrinkled like a bad tan-job. While the gangsters did their ugly
best in the back seat, a round-gutted, pig-eyed dead man drove. He had a
chest so deep it looked borrowed. A black leather cap with snap-up brim
sat forward on his round head exposing a sweaty bald spot in back.
Stubble, just short of a beard, colored his cheeks. He steered the Chrysler
with skinny arms like stretched rubber bands.

“Don’t worty, you chicken shits!” He sneered through rat teeth. “We
just give him enough shots in the head, he don’t come back like, ‘sides...”
He paused a moment to steer over rocks that protruded from the road.
“We got the chainsaw.”

One of the soldiers in the back seat nudged Tommy and grunted. “Yer
fuckin’ landfill now buddy.” His friend seemed to enjoy the humor because
he laughed around wide teeth in Paleolithic glee.

I was busy playing the friendly little cloud again, blowing in and around
their fuzzy scalps. My attempts to regain control of Tommy had been
frustrated. When I was ambushed in Adrian’s office, I experienced a few
awkward moments of transition as I was ejected from Tommy’s body. But
from my new vantage point, I first saw the gangsters who now sat on either
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side of Tommy like Darwinian bookends. They had been lurking in the
shadows during my interview and had stepped forward and nailed me on
the back of the head with a sap. The big mug that hit me raised his arm to
finish the job but was halted by Adrian, who seemed agitated by the
thought of having brains on his carpet. He ordered them to drop Mr.
Wildclown piece by piece in the Landfill. Regardless of his refinement, I
didn’t like Mr. Adrian.

They carried Tommy to a service elevator, then down and along a
winding poorly lit passageway. This finally opened into an underground
parking garage that exited a hundred feet from where I had parked the
Chrysler. They dragged Tommy to the car with me floating along overhead
attached to the unconscious clown by invisible threads. The little pig-faced
corpse had been waiting for them, all spit and menace. They frisked
Tommy for keys, and then took the car south along the highway toward
the nearest Authority Internment Facility turn off. When they reached the
gate there was a slight argument as to how to open it. Pigface solved it with
a few blasts of his auto-shotgun.

I tried to possess Tommy throughout the ride without luck. When we
pulled to a stop, I noticed that the clouds were fast turning a deep gray in
color. Somewhere up there the sun was sliding out of the greasy brown sky.
Night was falling. For a moment I mused over the last time I had seen
stars. It was at Tommy’s sanctuary—a patch of grass and moss that grew
on the rooftop of a building in a cleft formed by two abandoned
skyscrapers. Three short cedar trees had somehow managed to root
themselves in the gravel and refuse, and it was among them that I spotted
stars one night peeking out between the clouds like naughty children at the
cracks of bedroom doors.

The gangsters rubbed thick elbows in Tommy’s guts bringing a groan
from him. I tried once again to take him—but failed. He must have been
hit worse than I thought. My sex pictures were not working. I couldn’t get
them over a jagged wall of pain.

“We better be quick,” grumbled the driver. “I don’t want to use more
light than we have to. The Landfillers come for lights.”

He looked at his accomplices’ crestfallen faces. “You bitches aren’t
afraid of a few creepy crawlies are you? Just remember to use your sticks!”
He gestured with a stout wooden cane. “Whack the fuckers!” The
gangsters sat silent and grim until the driver rolled his eyes. “Shit, how’d I
get stuck with you pansies? Call yourselves muscle? Bring him!” He shook
his head and climbed from the Chrysler, his auto-shotgun tucked under
one arm.

The ape on Tommy’s left grunted something in opposition, but opened
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his door and dragged the clown after him. His partner followed, eyes
flashing with terror. I had to agree with them. I was not somewhere I ever
wanted to feel comfortable. Strange twitching, rustling noises filled the dry
brush that grew around the road. A mist-shrouded mountain of refuse and
death rose darkly ten yards from the car. The gangsters dragged Tommy
through the grass to the left of the road. I suddenly caught a whiff of his
nerves firing. The clown quickly pulled his feet under him, then kicked the
legs out from under the gangster on the right—who dropped immediately.
Tommy collapsed with the other on top of him. He growled and spat. His
teeth gnashed.

The auto-shotgun roared and the head blew off the gangster on top of
Tommy—then his chest exploded. Pigface had decided to resolve the
dispute by dispatching everything within his range of fire. The gun butt was
pressed against his dead hip. Evil malice shone in his lifeless face.

Tommy got his feet against the other gangster’s torso and strained
against the embrace. Just in time, because the auto-shotgun roared, and his
dancing partner’s face turned to pulp. Tommy rolled out of the carnage.
Pigface fired again. A good chunk of the Chrysler’s rear left fender blew off
as Tommy leapt for cover. He crouched momentarily by the right rear tire,
his head snapping from left to right. I floated impotently over him. There
was little chance of possession now. His heart was beating madly, his
system flushed with adrenaline.

The gun roared three times in succession, eating chunks out of the roof
and door. The front window imploded in a shower. Pigface laughed like a
machine gun. Saliva poured over his rotten teeth.

My gun was in the glove compartment, but I was the only one who
knew it. I saw something limp and pale move near Tommy’s right hip. A
severed hand, a woman’s danced about in the confusion of flying glass.
Tommy grabbed it and threw it over the car. The action was answered by a
startled squawk. The clown felt around for another missile. From my
position I watched Pigface moving slowly around the car. I tried another
frantic possession, but was dunked in a smothering wash of white-hot
panic. Tommy’s breath came in gasps. He threw a rock into nearby brush.
A tree was blasted to twigs.

Suddenly, Tommy froze. He looked up. His eyes seemed unfocused, as
though he were moving his attention from cloud to cloud. He stared
directly into the space I occupied. Then he moved. He yanked open the
passenger door. A quarter of it disappeared with a rattling roar. Pigface
rounded the right front fender. Tommy dove into the car. In a motion, the
glove compartment was open and the .44 automatic was in his hand.

Slowly, Pigface’s footsteps approached. Rubber and grass met with a

69



G. WELLS TAYL.OR

terrifying rustle. He hissed. “Okay, fuck up, ¢’'mon out for Uncle Death.
It’s Blacktime!” His face appeared pinched and oily in the fractured
remains of the windshield. “Good night, sleep tight. Don’t let the
maggots...” Tommy fired. The automatic clattered, eating Pigface’s head
and one shoulder. Dark gobbets spattered against the Chrysler and rained
on the grass. Pigface’s auto-shotgun dropped useless in one hand. The
body took a couple of hesitant steps backward—almost fell. Tommy leapt
from the car and ripped the gun from its lifeless grasp. He kicked the
corpse over with a boot to the chest. It scrabbled and clawed feebly in the
dirt.

Tommy returned to the car, tossed the auto-shotgun inside then circled
the vehicle. The gangsters were both dead, deep in the sleep of Blacktime.
Tommy took their guns, .9mm automatics, and checked their wallets. As an
afterthought, he walked to where Pigface crawled in the grass. He kicked
the grisly torso down and with a knee on its chest, frisked its pockets. This
produced a wallet and a .357 magnum. More for the collection. Tommy
pocketed both then let Pigface’s body continue its crawl into oblivion.

He walked over to the Chrysler and hopped behind the wheel with a
crunch of shattered safety glass. He began laughing. “So, here I am in the
fuckin’ Landfill. What in the Christ?” He laughed until tears started from
his eyes then he dug around under the seat like a cat after a ball of wool.
His efforts procured him the remainder of my bottle. He drank desperately,
then lit a cigarette.

“Where’s that fucking Elmo?” He glared absently at the shattered
windshield. Sharp, angular reflections grinned back. He tittered wildly at
the images—the thousand mad clowns. All the while the whiskey bottle
moved slowly between his legs.

I knew what was going to happen next, so I averted my gaze. All that
violence was an aphrodisiac to the clown. I looked out the broken window.
Pigface’s body had regained its feet. It staggered blindly, whipped around
quickly and flailed its remaining arm as though assailed by a flock of bats. 1
saw the bodies of the gangsters. They were lying peacefully amid the
slaughter like they were made for the job. One even had an arm behind his
shattered skull as if it were a sunny day, and a stream babbled nearby. His
legs were crossed carelessly at the ankles.

Beneath me, I could hear Tommy’s wild breathing. He was reaching his
peak. Taking over would be as easy as getting murdered in Greasetown.
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I left the car at the curb. It leaned battered and beaten at the base of a
dim street lamp. A catload of Firebugs roared past moments before an
ancient truck burst into yellow flames down the street. A dead wino looked
at me with frightened eyes. I gave him a quarter and stumbled up crumbled
steps under a neon sign that throbbed the word Ber/ing.

Shortly, I was cutled around a pink marble bar. Some sex kitten purred
in a voice of rustling bed sheets, a song about Sty Weather. She seemed
oblivious to the many blatant leers that dripped around the lips of foamy
beer mugs. I leaned over my drink and slurped with a bruised pucker. My
vision jumped like jacks as I waved for the bartender’s attention and
stabbed my empty glass.

“You like that stuff, eh, Mr. Clown?” He was a small Latin fellow with
thin black hair slicked over a tiny head. His skinny arms worked the bottle
of Canadian Club over my glass. “You got a lot of blood on you there.” He
looked me up and down.

“Just pour, Caesar. It isn’t mine.” I turned away absently. My head
ached, my body shivered with pain, and my guts burned with each glass of
whiskey. I was in a great mood—felt like sixty-six cents.

I reached back, got my drink and concentrated on the singer. Her dress
was slit to the crotch, and for a lascivious moment I distracted myself by
playing peck-a-boo with a white silk bunny that flashed its cute little nose
from time to time. When the singer jerked her hips in just such a way, her
enormous augmented breasts heaved provocatively against the tight silk
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dress. I lit a cigarette, drained my glass and put my injured brain to work.

Pigface and the monkey-twins were obviously in Mr. Adrian’s employ.
One might ask the question, why does Mr. Adrian hire gentlemen of
questionable heredity when he’s just a nice old taxpaying businessman. The
dead men’s wallets had provided little more than a few small bills in way of
information; in fact, they were buying me a round. I hadn’t expected to
find anything. Nobody carried identification any more. Regardless, Mr.
Adrian called the shots. He would soon know that I had escaped because
his boys wouldn’t be home tonight. I decided not to worry about what he
would do—he would do it anyway.

I was curious about Tommy. He had never intruded when I was taking
my kick at the cat before, so why now? During my past possessions there
had been a few odd Tourette-like explosions, but never awareness. He
usually just picked up and went along his demented way when I was
through with him. But now, he knew about the interview with the lawyer,
he’d given that away when he was talking to Inspector Cane. The phantom
baby case. Now out came his damn voice when I was talking to Mr.
Adrian. Again, the phantom baby. And I couldn’t forget the other new
twist—my fall from the Morocco—I’d been knocked unconscious for the
first time since I'd become what I am. Whatever that is...

A voice intruded into my thoughts.

“Hey, what’s with the makeup, Mac?”

I turned with my lips folded for an ‘f* sound and looked into a face
without a nose. I stopped.

“How are you, Pogo?” I really didn’t care. I was surprised at how much
I didn’t care.

“Fine, you monkey fucker!” He hopped onto the stool beside me.
“What brings you out on a day like this?”

“If I didn’t go out on days like this, I'd never go out.” The whiskey was
starting to take the edge off. I'd known Pogo for about a year and a half.
We frequented the same damp places on the underbelly of the world.

Pogo laughed in his peculiar wet way. He once told me he was a
full-blood Apache Indian. Of course, it explained the brilliant war bonnet
he wore to cap off his expensive suit. The subject of his heritage had come
up once when we watched a documentary on the TV over the bar.
Apparently terrified by the ramifications of the Change, large numbers of
people had forsaken the godless life of the cities to return to nature. Some
of the old tribes were letting them in too. Pogo laughed at the whole
process but said he could never go back. “They ain’t got no video, no
nothing in nature. Who the fuck needs that?” Later, he had had his nose
cut off when he’d fallen into the hands of the Brotherhood of White
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Order. But he took the facial redecoration in stride. Pogo spent his afterlife
as a pimp and dealer in exotic entertainment. He felt the new look terrified
debtors and creditors alike. I added these facts to the list of things I didn’t
care about.

“You’re as crazy as ever, Tommy!” he said and lit up a long imported
cigar. Smoke curled up and was sucked into the wet nasal opening. My guts
jugeled whiskey. He continued. “But like I said, what the fuck are you up
to man?”

“Same old shit, Pogo. Shooting people, getting beaten up, falling out of
windows.” I pointed for a fresh drink.

“Oh shit man, I know,” Pogo laughed. “I heard about you whackin’
that Queen. Now, them Queens like whackin’ but not with no goddamn
bullets... If I was you I'd keep my balls the hell away from the
Downings—forever! A few gitls down there want to wear them for
earrings.”

“What the hell would I go there for anyway? Probably some other
clown.” I slurped my new drink. “You know I don’t shoot people. Death’s
a serious thing these days.”

I noticed Pogo fumbling with something in his hands. It was a little can
of Greaseasy—the newest high in town. He squirted a drop into each eye,
clenched his face and held the can out toward me. I smelled ethanol.

“No thanks,” I said, pushing the tin back. “I’'m working.”

“Come on, man,” he muttered; his head wedged between his knees.
“You'll see clearly now...” He gripped his skull with broad hands. “Oh
shit! There we go...”

“Maybe later.” I turned away from Pogo and his convulsions, and
watched the singer. She had just started into the same sultry tune again. 1
still couldn’t name it—some sad song about a storm, and somebody’s baby
going away.

“Hey, Pompeiil” I waved the bartender over. “Have you got anything to
eat in this joint?”

“Just sandwiches, Mr. Clown!” He smiled insolently and showed off a
gold tooth. I wondered if he’d like to have it surgically removed from his
bowel. I clenched my fists instead of swinging them.

“Sham sandwich—make it two, and one of those giant deli pickles if
you have them.”

“You want sham or real ham Mr. Clown?” He gave me another grin.
“Maybe it’s payday at the circus?” I glared at him as he walked away from
the bar, and whispered through a door at the back. He waved a finger to
signify that it would be just a minute, hour, day or month—possibly a year.
It would just be one of something,.
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I scanned the bar while I waited. Most of the waiters were dead. They
were cheap labor, and would work for nothing: busier, the better. About
ten people in all enjoyed the atmosphere of Berlinz. It was not a big
place—ijust a long rectangle that looked like it had been made over into
about nineteen different styles. Flickering lights behind a smoked glass wall
screamed, “We’re a disco.” Ancient sepia-tone pictures of black men
holding saxophones over their bellies like brass entrails drawled, “We’re a
blues bar.” A prancing little maitre d’ in a lavender tuxedo looking more
bored than gay lisped, “We’re a bistro”; while from the ceiling, low hanging
wagon wheels slung with oil lamp light bulbs twanged, “We’re a country
bar.” It was that type of thing. Oddly enough, the customers fit right in.

My sandwiches arrived. My pickle didn’t. The bread was white and dry;
but I found the sham to be white and dry, so decided not to complain.
Everything breaks down after a while. Who was I to rock the boat?

I looked over at Pogo. His convulsions had ended. The veins in his
neck stood out like sewer pipes, and his face was apple red.

“Good stuff, Pogor”

He smiled, eyes wide as an ocean, and nodded idiotically. “Yeeaaah!”
His voice was wild and uncontrollable. “Gooood stuuuff, baby.” He
nodded his head so rapidly that I had to turn away to smirk.

“Heeyy, Tommmmy!” His voice followed me.

“Hey, Pogo.”

“Da-da Elmo, wwhere’s h-h-heeeer”

“At home looking after the kids...”” My voice trailed off. Mood
momentarily lifted, I smiled at Pogo’s noseless face then threw a ten
dollar bill at the bartender and left.
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The Chrysler’s hubcaps screeched against the curb as I slid its long
battered body to a halt. While I lurched up the steps to the office, the
singer with the rabbit under her dress sang a song in the back of my mind:
“Since my baby went away.” I moved past Elmo where he sat looking
bored in the outer room, and in minutes was pacing the eight feet of dirty
carpet I kept in front of my desk to impress customers. The whiskey wasn’t
doing its job. The back of my head had begun to throb again. The front of
my head had joined in too. Elmo entered, his puzzled look crossed my
bloodstained clothing but disappeared with a shake of my head. He sat
silent in his chair like a deep dark secret. Cigarette smoke sketched clues in
front of him.

I phoned down the street for coffee, lit a cigarette and sat on the edge
of the desk. I was frustrated. I always got that way when a case broke. I
may have completed the puzzle, but there was a real anticlimax in the way
Authority dealt out justice. This was the hard part. Who could I trust with
my news? True, I didn’t have Van Reydner, but I as much as had a
confession from Mr. Adrian. Since the lawyer had hired me to get the guy
who killed him, our business would soon be concluded. My problem was
finding some way of bringing Mr. Adrian to justice. The plain truth of it
was exactly as Mr. Adrian had stated. He, like most powerful people in
history, was above Authority. What that meant was he owned a piece of it.
That was probably why Billings had wanted me to kill his murderer
outright. The lawyer’s professional pragmatism must have told him that
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some people simply owned too much of the law to be subject to it. And
even the worst, most hardened criminal could slip through the cracks on a
technicality. The truth was I had an impulse to kill him myself. I could say
he really hadn’t treated me very well; but where he had power I had none.
It was a long afterlife to spend in a cell.

Still, I had to do something, if for my own sake alone. Mr. Adrian had
just tried to kill me for getting too close. He would try again, unless I could
draw attention to myself. There were enough rival factions in Greasetown
that friction from one, or the possible reaction of another, often stayed the
hand of more aggressive groups. I had done Authority favors before.
Perhaps I’d try my hand again.

I dialed the operator. “Authority, Criminal Division, please.”

The phone rang. Then a stern voice. “Authority, Crimdiv.”

“Hello, I'd like to speak to Inspector Cane.”

“Just a moment. I'll put you over to records.”

More canned Muzak. Of all the things we could have left behind in the
old world, why not...

“Inspector Cane, who’s speaking.”

“Hello, Inspector Cane. It’s Wildclown. I know we didn’t exactly hit it
off at our last meeting; but I remember you saying I should call with
information. And I’d like to report an attempted murder.”

“I’ll come to your office.”

“Don’t we usually do this kind of thing at headquarters? Besides it’s
kind of late.”

“I work late, Wildclown.”

“What time is it now?” I knew it was ten-thirty, the clock on the desk
said as much. But I couldn’t resist asking. He seemed like the type who
would hate that kind of thing.

“Just after ten-thirty.” His voice was a petulant hiss. “T'll be there at
eleven.”

“Fine,” I said, hung up, and then looked across the desk at Elmo. “It’s

the best we can do, Fatso.”
He nodded sadly.
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The setting was everything I could have wanted it to be. My little lamp
cut a yellow circle out of my desk blotter. The ashtray was the perfect
distance from my hand. A cigarette smoked in my fist and my .38 snub-
nose nestled snugly in my right boot where it crossed my left calf. Elmo
was in the waiting room having a coffee and keeping an eye out for
Inspector Cane. Elmo also had a gun, and he wasn’t supposed to.
Everything was perfect.

I heard a rap at the outer door, then heard Elmo shuftle his way toward
it. I listened as Inspector Cane grunted something nasty. He crossed the
waiting room then entered my office. I smiled. I believe his face was
incapable of such sentiment. He walked up to the desk, grinning as he
chewed his brass toothpick.

“Let’s hear it, Wildclown. I don’t have all night.” I could see a double
reflection of my lamp, ashtray and hand in his glasses.

“Want to sit? It might take a while.”

“No.” His eyes were fixed on the back wall of the inside of my skull.

“Okay.” I gestured with the whiskey I had close at hand. He didn’t
surprise me when he turned it down. That was fine, I didn’t want to drink
with him anyway. I poured myself a large one. Client confidentiality got
complicated here. If T kept quiet, then Adrian could have me killed and
Billings disappear which would be bad or Billings could have Adrian killed
which would make me an accessory that was better, but still bad. I didn’t
have a choice. Talking gave me a better chance of survival.
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“On Saturday, March 2 a lawyer, Conrad Billings came to my office. He
had been murdered. It happened at the Morocco Hotel. You may
remember that.”” Cane nodded. “He requested that I find his murderer. I
went to the scene. During my investigation some arsonists torched the
hotel taking all of my evidence with it. Except for this...”” I set the cigar butt
on the desk blotter. Cane picked it up and sniffed it. “Don’t worry, that
comes in later. To be honest, there was not a lot of evidence in the first
place. I think Adrian paid to have the place torched. I was lucky enough to
be there when it happened. I believe Authority investigated both the
murder and the fire.” Again Cane nodded, then set the cigar down on the
desk.

“Mr. Billings” massage therapist disappeared the night he was murdered.
It’s my theory that she was working with whoever wanted Billings dead. An
accessory, to be certain. I acted on a lead from the night clerk: A Mr.
Douglas Willieboy—I have his address written here...” I tossed him a card.
“On that tip, I arranged to meet a man who had been in communication
with Jan Van Reydner on the night of the murder, and her disappearance.

“The man I talked to was Mr. Richard Adrian, president of Simpson’s
Skin Tanning and Preservation for the Deceased. During the weeks prior
to Conrad Billings’ death, he communicated with Van Reydner at the
Morocco under the pseudonym ‘Simon.” That cigar butt is the same brand
that Adrian smokes and I found that butt in an ashtray at the Morocco.
When I met with him, Adrian admitted his involvement and knowledge of
Ms. Van Reydner, though not of her whereabouts. My theory is that he and
Van Reydner had been playing a nasty game. Seems Van Reydner would
work the old sex magic on the boys for a while, gaining their trust. Then,
on a signal from Adrian she would make sure they had a nice gin party to
make everybody real sleepy. In the middle of the night Adrian would sneak
in and off the poor mark in his sleep. It makes sense that Adrian would do
it himself. He looks tough enough, and it’s always better to use people you
trust.” I paused a moment, looked into my glass. “This time something
went wrong. Billings woke up. He said he heard a baby. Whatever he
heard, it got him out of bed just in time to hear Adrian come in. He was
murdered in the living room—shot in the back of the head, which is the
first indication that something went wrong. I'm pretty sure the marks
would normally be poisoned, or killed in some fashion that could be passed
off as natural causes to avoid the inclusion of Authority. I have a feeling
something went wrong again, because Billings was allowed to come out of
Blacktime on his own. I’'m certain that if things had gone right, Van
Reydner’s big breasts would have been resting on him when he came to.
She would have steered him toward Simpson’s Skin Tanning and
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Preservation for the Deceased before he had time to get his bearings. This
time though, Billings was allowed to get to Authority and the outside world
before Simpson’s got him.

“Anyway, back to Adrian’s office, he told me that he was involved and
promptly thereafter, I was ambushed and taken to the Landfill where Mr.
Adrian had asked his men to, and I quote ‘Leave him, piece by piece in the
Landfill” Now, ’'m completely aware of the power a man like Mr. Adrian
wields, and the negative result charges against him would get me; but I had
to tell someone. Authority was my first choice.

“If because of lack of evidence you can’t prosecute Adrian for the
murder at the Morocco, I am willing to charge him with my attempted
murder. I can take you to the scene anytime you’re willing. It’s an Authority
Internment Facility. I suggest the sooner, the better for both. The evidence
will be fresh, and the bodies might not have crawled too far off. There
were three: two living, killed by their accomplice, and the accomplice, a
dead man I was forced to shoot it out with.”

“And Van Reydner?” Cane’s face was inscrutable.

“Gone, for the moment.” I lit another cigarette. “I have the feeling she
is gone for good. The fact that Adrian didn’t know where she was tells me
she might have double-crossed him. He had no reason to lie. He thought I
was a dead man—Iandfill.”

“Leave it with me, Wildclown.” Cane walked to the window, peered out
through the blinds. “It’s not what I'd call an iron-clad case. Christ, all you
have is a cigar butt for physical evidence. I'd think long and hard before
you charge Mr. Adrian with anything. He’s connected. Everything else
you’ve told me is circumstantial and hearsay. And I’ll bet that whatever
happened at the Internment Facility will be nicely cleaned up when we
arrive. Keep everything between you and me. What was the location of the
internment center?” He took out a notebook. I told him where: he wrote it
down. He grinned around his toothpick. “If this is the best you can do, get
out of the business, Wildclown.”

I ignored his sally, then climbed to my feet. “I’'ve got to tell my client.
He'll want to know.” I was still a little leery. I had no reason to trust Cane.
Who paid for his vacations? Also, with Conrad Billings aware, he might be
able to use his talents as a lawyer to put the right amount of pressure on
the right people. Hell, he might know a judge or two. I definitely needed
more power working for me.

Cane stared at me for a moment. “Just a matter of money, eh?” His
sneer was unmistakable.

“I told you I’d press charges.” I stared back, then shrugged. “T’ve got to
eat. Besides, he’s the only reason I know about any of this in the first place.
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Believe me, the last thing I want to do is anger a man with power. I mind
my own business.”

“Okay, tell your client. But leave Adrian and Van Reydner to me. If I'm
going to make these charges stick, I don’t need you poking your silly face
into things.”

“Of course,” I said, smiling.

Cane started for the door, then stopped. “Oh, Wildclown. This doesn’t
have anything to do with that stupid baby case. I guess you were just
clusterfucking us around before.”

“It’s related,” I said, mainly for a reaction. What should he care?

Cane’s face was grim. “Hell of a thing to joke about.”

“By the way,” I rose from my chair. My head throbbed ever so slightly.
“Who’s Inspector Borden?”

Cane’s face turned uglier for a second then went blank. “Why?”

“My client said Borden gave him my name.”

“Did he say any more? Just Borden?” I couldn’t read the look that
played about his toad features.

“Just Borden,” I said absently, intent upon Cane.

“Then your client has hearing problems. I never heard of a Borden.
And I've been in Authority for forty years.”

He adjusted his hat, licked his lips and left.

I walked to the blinds and peered out. Cane’s hunched form climbed
into an armored Authority transport that waited. “More’s the pity,” 1
whispered.

I walked out to the waiting room and met Elmo coming in. “Elmo,
I’'ve got to make another call; but I think you’d better pack. It might be
wise for us to take a trip for a few days—to keep out of Adrian’s way. He
may still want to settle with me, and I don’t trust Cane.”

Elmo nodded like a good partner. He didn’t know what I was talking
about but he nodded anyway. I had to get out of town before I gave
Tommy his body back. I stretched. Damn it. If only I had Van Reydner.
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Billings took it all pretty well. I mean the fact that he was going to
have to eat his vengeance—for the moment. He assured me he would do
his level best to see that Adrian came to trial for his, as Billings put it,
“Crimes against Humanity!” I had to wish him luck. He would need it.
Cane had contacted me once more before Elmo and I left for a vacation.
He told me Adrian was missing. I told Cane that Adrian might have been
a lot of bluff. After all, when he realized I was still alive and talking,
Adrian might have put together an ugly picture of himself in the hands of
a dead lynch mob—rather an unpleasant possibility for a man of
refinement. Cane said Authority was trying to get access to his records.
He might have been responsible for thousands of new clients. There was
no telling how long he and Van Reydner had worked together. Cane
ordered me to keep out of sight for a while, but to expect a questioning.
Billings paid me exactly what he owed me—no bonus—and wished me
luck. I needed luck. So did Elmo. So did a woman named Jan Van
Reydner who had become a recurring dream to me.
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Part Two: A Witching Time of
Night

Chapter 21

I was at the office. Elmo sat motionless across from me looking like he
was painted on black velvet. I was tempted to shout or something, to lever
him out of his trance. I had finished my umpteenth cigarette. So had Elmo.
The air around us resembled a heavy Scottish mist. I resisted the urge to
walk to the window and open it to replace the sour air within with the sour
air without. Then, with extreme ease, I sank back into my own malaise. 1
was into the habit now of possessing Tommy every day, rain or rain, just to
keep in practice. We hadn’t had a case in weeks.

After the Billings’ murder, Elmo and I drove west, and we didn’t stop
until we reached a lonely motel set on a stark hump of granite. We had
started without a destination in mind, the motel simply appeared to us
out of the rain. It was a nice little place lost in a twilight zone of décor—
fake tiger skin couches and plastic dome lamps. A fat landlady would
keep us honest. I had passed over the possibility of a trip to Vicetown
because so many gangsters and outlaws called it home. All those casinos
were like magnets to gunmetal. If Adrian were going to hire a hit man he
would do it from there. Maybe I was being paranoid, but I would be a
well-marked target with the clown makeup.

Instead, Elmo and I visited the Bonny-Vu Motel about eight hours
west of Greasetown. The name must have come from the Old World
before the Change, because the view was anything but bonny. The motel
overlooked a waste disposal dump. Mrs. Loxley, the landlady, explained
with chubby vociferation, that the dump was new. There used to be a
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lovely lake for fishing, she said, canoe rides and everything. The woman
was obviously upset about the turning tide, but you could tell by her
earnest eyes and perpetual blush of embarrassed self-assertion, that she
would do her best with what the good lord had given her.

We stayed there about three weeks, drinking ourselves into oblivion in
a cozy fisherman’s lounge where stuffed trout cavorted in varnished glory
for the guests. Tommy had quite taken to Mr. Loxley, who after initial
hesitation accepted the clown as a formidable drinking partner. Mr.
Loxley occasionally described supplementing his income with trips into
the dump. “Incredible, the things people throw away,” he had said time
and again. Once, he took us into his workshop where every kind of
machine from toaster to dishwasher sat about with insides of wire and
metal vomited on the floor. “A gold mine!” Mr. Loxley’s eyes seldom
betrayed the madness growing behind them. I spent the week in and out
of Tommy. He seemed content to ride the wave, so to speak—as long as
there was plenty of strong drink handy. I had held onto him until we
were checked in at the motel, and he seemed fairly content upon waking.
That was likely due to the exhausted and injured condition his body was
in when I returned it. Mr. Loxley was perfect though. Tommy loved to
drink and talk—argue, if he could—preferably about nothing—and
Loxley had an appetite similar in both respects. Things almost took a bad
turn one night when, full of liquor, Tommy made a clumsy pass at the
lady of the manor. I managed to take over and avert what promised to be
a disastrous situation, much to Tommy and Mrs. Loxley’s chagrin.

A phone call to Inspector Cane gave us the okay for return to
Greasetown. He told us that Van Reydner was still missing, and that by
all appearances; Mr. Adrian had joined her in oblivion. He had not been
heard of, or seen, since the day I spoke to him. Authority was still
looking though. Surprisingly—mainly because of his earlier malice—
Cane described the Authority investigation into Simpson’s Skin Tanning
and Preservation for the Deceased. Files had so far shown over fifty
clients with questionable deaths. What had put them onto it was a
businessman, Henry Ogden. The files said he had been brought to
Simpson’s after a fatal heart attack. One of the investigating Inspectors
knew him, and was certain that Ogden claimed to have suffered the fatal
attack in his sleep after a night of extreme sex with his mistress—one,
Jane Van Meering. When questioned further Ogden described a
relationship with a redheaded massage therapist. This led to further
investigation, and the bodies started popping up. Simpson’s made the
claim that their treatments worked best if applied immediately after
Blacktime. As part of their preservation policy, Simpson’s acquired
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written permission to transport a client’s remains directly to the facility,
forgoing the customary trip to Authority run morgues or private
hospitals. Upon arrival, a doctor would determine the cause of death
using Simpson’s patented non-evasive techniques. When questioned
Simpson’s doctor seemed to be a genuine dupe. Ogden agreed to a
physical examination by Authority physicians and they found no sign of
heart attack trauma. Instead, they discovered high levels of barbiturates
in his now inert tissues.

As I sat across from Elmo, I thought about Van Reydner for about
twenty seconds. It passed. I supposed professional pride wouldn’t let go
of her. She was the one who got away. That always led to a twinge about
Adrian’s absence. He, too, had escaped retribution. I pushed the
disturbing thoughts aside and slipped back into somnolence. I had done
my job. I found a killer. It wasn’t my problem that society was corrupt, or
that justice was insubstantial. It wasn’t my problem.

Now, we had suffered through weeks of inactivity. The season had
changed. We had been back for over a month. The temperature was
rising. The humidity grew to ridiculous proportions at noon. That meant
summer was near. Approaching summer didn’t mean there would be
more sun. It simply meant that after it rained, you could expect to sweat
intensely for hours. I looked at the office clock. It said ten-thirty. It was
Monday, the seventh of May. Oddly enough, Tommy didn’t have a
hangover this morning when I took over. The money was running low,
so the clown had to settle for minimalist bingeing. The only thing that
kept our offices was a secret account that I had taken out while in
possession of Tommy. So far, I had managed to keep it a secret from
Elmo as well. I began to toss around the idea of releasing my hold on
Tommy. Boredom was less acutely felt when disembodied—no aches to
complain about, no buttocks turning to sand.

The phone rang. Elmo and I looked at each other with surprise. I
quickly choked down my optimism as I prepared my business voice. It
was my theory that creditors always expect stupid people to default on
payments. It was the only way I could rationalize their being so
unpleasant. My method was to hit them oozing intelligence and self-
confidence. It caught them off guard. I always tried to make it sound as
though I purposefully missed a payment, just to check up on them.

The phone rang again. I pulled the receiver to my ear.

“Wildclown Investigations.”

There was silence for four seconds. Just enough to get the adrenaline
going,.

“Wildclown.” A voice. It was heavily disguised—completely
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androgynous and muffled.

“Wildclown,” I parroted.

“Not doing your job.”

“Thank you,” I said, resisting the urge to snipe.

“Another murder.”

“Such is the way,” I murmured, interested now.

“At the Morocco.” The voice was almost mechanical.

“The Morocco Hotel no longer exists. I was there when it burned
down.”

“Don’t be a fool.”

“All right, I won’t.”

“Same night as the lawyer.”

My mind began to race. “Who?” I didn’t expect an answer.

A resounding click was all I got.

“Hello?” No answer. So, an anonymous phone caller—perhaps a
fellow do gooder? I doubted it. Looking up, I noticed that Elmo was
watching me with intensity.

“I think we may have something.” I lit a cigarette, kept the phone
cocked at my ear, and put a finger in the dial. Cane first—then the paper.
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I was unable to reach Cane on my first or second try, so I busied
myself perusing back issues of the Greasetown Gazette. 1t was simple
enough to do. The waiting room was full of them. Even though the
Gagette could arrive a day late, it was the biggest paper in Greasetown and
gave the best coverage of events—its motto made the claim in 30 point
“All the News — All the Time!” Whatever that meant. Not that I was big
on news, it was just the best place to find work. And I needed work.
Elmo let them pile up in the waiting room, because he believed my many
clients could read them while they waited to talk to me. He had big plans
old Elmo. In the two years I’d been involved with him and Tommy, I
had never seen a single client use the waiting room. I was pretty sure he
kept the old papers around because it was his favorite way to pass his
sleepless nights. Elmo had piled fifty of the back issues on my desk. I
found one dated March 2, 50 N.A., the day of Billings’ murder. N.A.
stood for the New Age. We had all restarted our clocks with the Change.

The front page held the usual local political intrigues—Mayor Harvey
was up to his old tricks—and vague headlines for world events. They
were vague because information was growing more difficult to collect
from the Four Corners. The breakdown in our global satellite
communications had the effect of making the wotld a big place again.
Just the same, landlines carried information though it often arrived
garbled. Eastern Authorities were still stemming the flow of refugees
from the Middle East. Camps were set up out of the way of radioactive
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clouds that followed the Children of God. The Dark Ages had returned
to Russia. Post-democratic China massed its troops on the border. Civil
wars raged across the African continent. Capetown had been made the
capitol of a newly formed AIDS victims’ republic. Things were getting
exciting.

I flipped past the headlines to the section set aside for murder and
death. I grinned at the ad that ran across the bottom of the page. “King
Industries Announces Breakthrough in Afterlife Products.” The ad under
the banner described a de-mortifying process that married ancient
Egyptian techniques with state of the art technology. The downfall of
Simpson’s Skin Tanning must have been good for the King of the Dead.
By the look of the ad, his company had picked up the slack. I almost felt
like calling him and asking for a piece of the action. After all, I was
instrumental in this surge in business. I dismissed the notion though. The
King made it known that he did not scruple about fairness. His
competitors were conspicuously low-key.

The Murder and Death section contained news articles about recent
murders, stories updating old homicides, bounties for murderers posted
by their victims and obituaries. Obituaries had become an interesting
read, now that the dead could write their own. And I usually enjoyed a
good chuckle. Normally I read the whole section to see if I could drum
up business. This time I had a mission. I curled my tongue like a snail in
its shell—I think better that way. The new murders, about fifty of them,
were listed alphabetically by last name. Then, it jumped out at me. I read
the story under ‘Billings, Conrad.’

Authority is investigating the murder of a New Garden lawyer early
Friday morning at the Morocco Hotel in the Downings District.

Witnesses on the scene reported the murder arose from a quarrel
between the unnamed lawyer and his wiistress.

Authority refuses to speculate on the motive for the killing and will
not comment while the crime is under investigation.

I looked at the byline: Mary Redding. Elmo held out another paper to
me. He pointed to a local news story dated Monday, March 5%. The
headline read: Fire Consumes Landmark. Fires are not uncommon,
especially in the Downings, so they don’t get a lot of press. This one
read:

Authority continnes to investigate the Saturday night blaze that
destroyed the historic Morocco Building in Downings District.

The fire started at 11:30 p.m., officials said, and investigators at
the scene found no evidence of foul play.
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“We are told by our experts that it was likely the old wiring,”
Authority Investigator Roger Shipton said.

“We've questioned a lot of the people in the neighborhood, and we
haven’t turned up anything that warrants further investigation.”

Shipton said that there was no evidence connecting the blaze to the
recent murder of a New Garden lawyer at the Morocco Building.

Authority refuses to release the names of those involved.

The Morocco Building played a significant role in the post-Change
riots of the 20°s as a headquarters for Resurrectionist Captain Jack
Updike and his supporters. Historians monrned this significant loss.

No sign of foul play. 1 had to stifle a gigele. Those dead arsonists must
have left some trace. The gasoline should have been detected. And there
had to be something left of their bodies—charred bones at least—and
the shotgun. Why would Authority sit on this? They usually went out of
their way to discredit Downings District. It helped them justify their
restrictions on the dead.

“Elmo, keep looking for related stories. Anything mentioned after the
Billings’ murder, and before the Morocco fire. A disappearance,
anything.” The Morocco had stood for years and years, and years,
probably the scene of a hundred murders; but the caller had been exact
in saying the murder happened the same night as Billings’. That was the
night I wasn’t doing my job. I hated criticism.

I picked up the phone, dialed the Gagette. 1 read the byline for the fire
story. Same reporter. The phone line buzzed angrily.

“Mary Redding, please,” I asked when the husky, good-morning voice
of a switchboard operator answered.

“One moment...” it rasped.

The line continued to snap and pop like Rice Crispies. Five minutes
ticked by. I could hear the line transfer, buzz, beep and rattle. A muffled
conversation overheard, then...

“Hello.” A clear voice—crisp and sharp. This reporter had purpose. 1
would have hated to work at the desk beside her on Monday morning.
“Mary Redding, how can I help you?”

“Ms. Redding, my name’s Wildclown. I'm a private detective. I
understand you covered a couple of stories at the Morocco Building
before it burned down in March.”

“Yes,” her voice was distracted. “I did.”

“I know about the Billings’ murder. But I wonder if you could tell me
about the other killing.”

A pause, then. “There was no other killing.”

89



G. WELLS TAYL.OR

“Well, what was the other story you covered?”

“The fire.” She was becoming hesitant.

“But,” I pointed out, “the fire did not happen ‘before’ the Morocco
burned down. I assume you covered that story ‘after’.”

“I thought that’s what you meant.” More hesitation.

“You agreed that you covered two stories before the fire. Did you
not?”

“What’s your name again?” She was fast becoming professional on
me.

“Wildclown. I worked on the Billings’ case.” I then decided to try a
lie. Call it a hunch. “I was hired to investigate the other murder. Since
I'm familiar with the scene.”

“Oh,” Redding relaxed, but remained cagey when she said, “I thought
that one was being hushed.”

“I understand.” I actually did. “I understand the pressure that
Authority can bring to bear on some, shall we say, ‘contentious’ stories.”

“You can say that again,” she laughed. “I’'m surprised you know about
this one. They really put the pressure on to keep it out of the papers. I
don’t think any of us ever would have known about it if my fotog hadn’t
stumbled upon the body. We were there on a tip about the Billings’ case.
The whole story would have disappeared.”

“I see.” I had to keep my bluff going. “Your fotog...you see I didn’t
know about that.”

“Yeah, poor guy—he’d only been hired the week before. Then to
have to see the body. Cotton was quite a mess. You know that much.”

“Yes, he certainly was.” I jotted the name on the desk blotter and then
took an intuitive leap. “Cotton, well—Ms. Redding, any ideas what
happened? Why would anyone treat a body like that?”

“You've got me. It was like he’d been put in a blender. One of our
homicide reporters saw the pictures—said it looked like a tree shredder
had been used on him. I saw the body, and it looked fresh. The blood
was still pooling—slowly coagulating in the Dumpster. Christ, there was
a bottle of gasoline too, like whoever did him in was going to really finish
the job—but got cold feet, or ran out of time.”

“And Cotton was registered at the Morocco.”

“Yeah, under the name W. Irving. There would never have been a real
name on him if there hadn’t been that bit of shredded 1.D. In fact, 1
helped Authority put it together. Just the name: Alan Cotton. We had the
last three numbers of his social insurance. Of course, Authority warned
me to leave the story alone, right then and there. They said it was a drug
killing. Said they found liters of Greaseasy in the guy’s sample case—
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which was conveniently unmolested. Authority said he was a salesman
for afterlife cosmetics who was supplementing his income. They
wouldn’t tell me what company. Just told me to drop it. I would have
checked it out further, but the publisher called me personally, told me to
drop it. Then the fire...”

“Well,” I said. ““That about checks out with my notes.”

“Who hired your”

“A friend. I'm not allowed to divulge...”

“What’s your name again?”

“Wildclown.”

“What the hell kind of a name is that?”

“It’s Scottish.”

“Listen, you’re not going to do anything public with the information.”
Her tone was speculative. “I mean, I know all about journalistic
integrity—I mangle it every week—but, I don’t want to lose my place
here, I’ve got job security, but it means squat to Authority. I guess I really
started to run off at the mouth.”

“I think you have a tough time with your integrity. I think you’d like
to see something done with the story.” I liked her voice.

“Probably right.”” She fell silent.

“Do you have a place of origin for Cotton. I mean his home.”

“Down past Vicetown on the coast, but surely you’d have that
yourself.”

“Just double-checking everything.” I tried to push my smile through
the receiver. “It’s important to be certain of the facts. Listen, thanks for
the help. If I can ever be of service—look me up. Just don’t call me
Shirley.”

“Yeah, I will,” she said. Then before she could bring her full faculty to
bear, I hung up. Alan Cotton died the same night as the lawyer Billings.
Unfortunately for Cotton, whoever had killed him had also destroyed his
chance at an afterlife by destroying his body. I had heard of the bodies of
syndicate snitches and both cooperative and uncooperative witnesses
ending up that way. Sliced and diced. But why Cotton? If it was drug
related, then it could have been punishment or retaliation from some
rival faction. Still, Authority had clamped a lid on it. Maybe Cotton was
being made an example of. Whoever did it wanted him silent forever. But
Authority had slammed the lid on the case. Why? And the fire too. No
sign of foul play. They hushed that as well.

I looked at Elmo. He sat across from me. His long arms were
jackknifed like grasshopper legs to launch him out of his chair.

“Elmo, we might have a case here.” My problem was getting
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somebody to pay me to investigate it. “Let’s take a trip to Vicetown.” I lit
a cigarette and leaned back in my chair while Elmo slipped out to bring
the car around front.
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The two-hour drive down the coast was uneventful. I was not
surprised that Elmo had elected to come along. If there was still beauty
in the wotld, you could find it on the drive down the coast. It had been a
long time since the roaring waves had seen a sunset and the craggy cliffs
a blue sky; but there remained a harsh gothic beauty. Whirling clouds of
spray churned over the gray rock face where the sea ground its time-
laden bulk against the coast. I had even noticed a flock of seagulls
stoically facing another day of rain and storm. They stood along the
guardrail like so many Heathcliffes baring their souls to the biting counsel
of nature. Part of me wanted to join them out there—but I knew they’d
go for my eyes. The highway wound in and around granite outbursts
rising onto pedestals only in those areas that were near inhabited
stretches. The Landfillers were less prevalent near the coast. A lively
seabird population scavenged anything that crawled near.

We got to Vicetown at around six-thirty. I’d spent a good part of the
afternoon digging through the remaining newspapers—the Greasetown
Gazette had few competitors—but found nothing about any other
murders at the Morocco. Vicetown had looked much the same as I
remembered it as we drove under its flashing welcome signs. The city
held about a million-and-a-half inhabitants, alive and dead. Its buildings
were unique in the way they marched away from the highway,
precariously close to crumbling cliffs. All told, the city sprawled along ten
miles of coast. Inland, I saw the great Ferris wheel flinging its passengers
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tantalizingly at the sky, before terrifying them with a reckless descent. As
I understood it, since the Change, Ferris wheels had become extremely
popular. In fact, most entertainment of this nature had—at least among
the living. Once dead, an individual had to learn new rules of existence
and acceptable risk.

I had looked up the number for Alan Cotton in the latest phonebook,
but found nothing. Some deeper research located him in a phonebook a
decade old. I called, found his number had changed—was under his
wife’s maiden name, tried again, then reached his widow. She would be
pleased to talk to me. I had her address, 333 Sea Heights. I told her it
would be late in the day. She said that would be fine.

The neon drives you crazy after a while. Vicetown at night is a
menace to the light sensitive. A steady drizzle fell. I complimented Elmo
on his good sense. He had found time to get the windshield replaced
since my engagement in the landfill with Pigface. Mr. Loxley at the
Bonny-Vu had made a few dollars from us playing mix and match with
the parts and pieces he’d mined from his collection. Water still managed
to dampen my right sleeve through holes in the passenger door, but we
were fairly seaworthy. The streets of Vicetown, I’'m told, are reminiscent
of a pre-Change town named Las Vegas. I didn’t know whether Las
Vegas still existed, but if it was like Vicetown in the old days, I could well
imagine what had happened to it after the Change. Vicetown was a place
to go if you wanted to have things emptied: bank accounts, pockets,
over-stimulated imaginations, you name it. I had come down for the
latter, when deep in the intoxication of my first possession of Tommy. I
could remember a dark woman named Lorna, who had a well-knit frame
and plenty of energy.

Those first days had been strange. I had pretty much awakened, fully
sentient, whole without a past, floating over Tommy’s head. I could
remember the dizzying moments as I flinched mentally—expecting a fall.
The following minutes were of extreme angst as I began to realize the
unexplainable nature of my presence. I knew who I was, at least what I
did, but I did not have a name. I had a sense of ‘I’, but I had no body. 1
knew that I existed, but I didn’t know where I came from. This was
incredibly depressing for a few weeks—I had begun to think I was in
hell, following the clown from toilet to liquor store to toilet—then, the
first possession happened. One day, I was floating over Tommy like a
grumpy little rain cloud—he was cleaning his sinuses with his pinky
finger—when he made a frantic phone call and ordered the car around
front. We drove a few blocks before he told Elmo to stop the car and let
him out.
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I remember Tommy running up a flight of steps and into a hotel very
much like the Morocco—I remember the terrifying speed with which I
was impelled after him. He passed up another flight of steps and then
along a hallway to a door. It was open—cigarette smoke hung in the
ait—jazz music squawked sour in my ears. A heavy-set woman leaned
against the frame with exaggerated and somewhat elephantine
coquettishness. She batted large fake eyelashes at the clown. The dialogue
was depressingly average.

“How are you, big boy?” She ran her hands over her hips. The trip
must have tired them out because they hung limp at her sides afterwards.

“How is my little mama?” Tommy had said as he reached out and
fondled her breasts.

“Ooh,” she cooed, pushing back against his hands. “Ooh!”

Tommy shoved her into the room onto a bed about a foot wide. I
think it was an army cot. I floated overhead watching as he clumsily
disrobed her and then mounted. There must be something innately
voyeuristic about the human species, because I had to admit that floating
overhead while all this was going on was very exciting for me—even
though I had no body of my own. Perhaps it excited latent memories. I
don’t know. I just remembered the moment I made the startling
realization that I could see through Tommy’s skull. Inside was some sort
of electrical activity that drew me. The actual transition happened fast.
The next thing I knew, I was lying over this woman’s heaving body
huffing and panting. I could remember the strangeness of the physical
sensations: the half-pain, half-pleasure of the spent orgasm, the cloying
musk of my partner, the little nervous aftershocks I was receiving, and
even the sad, dead feeling of her over-conditioned hair. I went from that
room into a binge of sensation, the Epicurean at large. I became a
wandering Hedonist avatar, drunk on the tangible. I ended up in
Vicetown with both my wallet and my seminal vesicles empty; or, rather
both Tommy’s respectively.

“This h-here, Boss?” Elmo raised a thin arm to a road sign that said
Sea Heights, and brought me from my reverie.

“Look for 333,” I said and then mused gloomily.

Alan Cotton must have been doing a booming business selling
cosmetics to the dead, because 333 Sea Heights was a sprawling white
ranch house that perched incongruously on a tall narrow shelf of rock
overlooking the sea. Incongruous, because the design of the building
demanded acres of flat farmland around it, not a deep precipitous fall
into the pounding surf on one side and a thick apple orchard on the
other. Something with a crenellated tower would have fit the location
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better, and perhaps a low brownstone carriage house—even a second
floor. As we drew near, I realized that what it lacked in height it made up
for in width. Cotton’s house must have been half a mile long. I pointed
to a guesthouse, murmured something about guests then pointed to
another. Cotton had done well.

We pulled up to the front. An ornately gardened walkway led to a tall
oak front door. A monstrous rosebush grew on either side in wood chips.
The drizzle had tapered down a little as we pulled to a stop. I slipped my
gun into the glove compartment, smiled at Elmo, and then climbed from
the car. “Come on, Fatso.” I sniffed the breeze—salty with a faint aroma
of fish. What a strange yet refreshing breeze, I thought.

Elmo busily straightened his suit—an interesting hound’s-tooth
number with dark slacks—then ran a comb through his thin hair. Poor
bastard, I thought. Elmo had class; it was obvious. To have a boss that
clomped around in army boots and greasepaint must have horrified him.
But, he never complained. I walked up to the front door, rang the bell, a
second passed and it opened.

I could tell from the first glimpse that he was the butler. The
jaundiced complexion and permanent sneer on the fellow behind the
door also told me he was a snob. His eyes had an unfeeling metallic
gleam. His tuxedo was covered in minute black and white checks, with a
topcoat that stopped at the waist.

“I'm sorry,” he hissed. “We do not accept solicitations.”

“Oh good,” I said. “Because I didn’t bring any.”

“Well, sir,” he continued, squeezing his eyes at me. “If you have
business here, I suggest you use the servant’s entrance and speak with the
house manager.”

I smiled, clenched my fists, and then smiled again. “I’'m here to see
Mrs. Cotton. I suggest you fulfill your job specs, and see to our
comfort...”

“Now, I’'ve had enough...”

“Am I wrong,” I cut him off. “Or is one of us here, a servant.” I
glared at him. “I'm Wildclown, a detective. I have an appointment with
Mrs. Cotton.” I held up my license.

His eyebrows jumped to the top of his head when he looked at it, and
then fell to a serious line over his eyes. “Mr. Wildclown, of course,” his
voice held a minute inflection of professional remorse. “Please come in.”
He swung the door back to reveal a long oak-paneled hallway that
stretched away from us in three directions. Elmo and I entered.

The butler gestured to a spread of leather chairs. “Here gentlemen. If
you would please wait while I announce your arrival.”
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“Thank you.” I smiled. Everybody was happy again. I noticed the
butler took the seaward hall. His form became a bending rapier of
shadow against the glare of polished wood.

I'looked at Elmo. “Nice place.”

“Like a shit house in heaven.” I noticed Elmo’s eyes searching over the
lavish carving on the pillars and roof beams.

“Yes, keep an eye peeled for Apostles.” A sudden tock-tock-tock
alerted me as a distant form appeared in the glare of the hall. The
strangest thing about Mrs. Cotton was the fact that her perfume reached
me a full minute before she did. 1Vil#s. Mrs. Cotton had somehow
managed to make the scent aggressive. The second thing I noticed about
her was the look of utter disbelief on her smooth features. Her long face
was framed in platinum hair, and her body, to be kind, was thin. Mrs.
Cotton in her expensive shimmery dress looked like a chicken-wing
wrapped in silk.

“Is this some kind of a joke?” She stopped a good ten feet from us.
Her voice honked, goose-like, from her long neck. I winced when the
light from the hallway cast her body into sharp relief against the fabric of
her dress. I was reminded of coat hangers.

“No, Mrs. Cotton.” I climbed to my feet beside Elmo. “I'm
Wildclown, a private detective. This is my partner, Elmo.” He bowed
nervously as though he had met the Virgin herself. “As I told you earlier
on the phone, I’'m working on a case. There was a murder that took place
at the Morocco Hotel the same night that your husband met with
misfortune. There may be a connection.”

Her eyes narrowed—Ilooked me up and down. “This isn’t a joke.”

“No, Mrs. Cotton. I'm here to ask you some very serious questions.”

“And the makeup?”

I restrained Tommy. “Part of a disguise. Investigating murder can be a
dangerous business.” I gave her my ‘I love danger’ smile.

“I see.” Her expression told me she wasn’t convinced. Her big eyes
gave me the twice over. “Has the world gone mad then...” She shook
her head, then tried a gracious smile. “Do come in for a drink. Excuse
me if I ask your partner to wait here.” She turned away and clattered
down the hall she had just come up.

I turned to Elmo. “That okay with you, Fatso?”

“That’s cool, Boss. This is g-good enough for me.”

I left him sitting on the couch, a beatific smile on his face as he
studied the carvings overhead.
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I wrestled gravity. First I gripped my knees, found I sank too far—
pulled myself forward again, locked wrists around them. I wanted a
cigarette, couldn’t smoke one this way so I let go and sprawled back into
the overstuffed pillows on the couch. I tried to make the maneuver look
natural so I dug into one of my pockets and produced a cigarette. I
popped it into my mouth and then gazed across at the distant ashtray
that taunted me from a heavy marble coffee table. I struggled out of the
couch, and sat on the arm.

I noticed Mrs. Cotton had been watching me. I smiled, offered a
cigarette that she declined, and then lit my own. Two great triangular
windows swept up the wall of the living room that faced the coast. They
formed the broad wings of a sea bird that was worked into the stucco.
Through these wings, I could see the world outside, gray and blurry in
the wind-blown rain. Around me sprawled a number of similar man-
eating couches and divans. Mrs. Cotton leaned against a mauve grand
piano. We were waiting for our drinks. Neither of us had said anything
for the last few minutes. The butler returned. I welcomed the warm
presence of the scotch. Mrs. Cotton sipped a martini. The living room
was kept well lit by many ceiling lamps. I could see Mrs. Cotton better in
this light.

She must have been pushing fifty before the Change, and the end of
aging. She had fairly smooth skin, flawed by a slight bagginess over the
cheekbones. It gave her eyes a protuberant, fish-like quality.
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“I suppose you’re through sizing me up,” she said coolly, using the
paperback mystery jargon.

“Nice place you have here.” I walked over, flicked my cigarette at the
ashtray, and then looked around and around. There was a picture on a
side table of a man with a kind face and bulbous nose. He was dark
haired, and dark eyed. Heavy rimmed glasses held up his thick lenses.
“This Mr. Cotton?”

A slight blush washed behind her features. “He hated that picture.”

I stifled an urge to agree with him. “Been here long?”

“Alan purchased the house for us ten years ago—just after his
promotion. It used to belong to a movie director.”

“What was the promotion to? Head of the sales team?” I stood about
ten feet from her; drink in my left hand, cigarette in my right.

She looked offended. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I was told your husband sold cosmetic products for the dead.” 1
sauntered over to the piano, resisted the urge to set my drink on it.

“Now you are being ridiculous.” She turned away from me displaying
a featureless back. “He was nothing of the kind.”

“Really,” I said, experiencing the kind of tight feeling I get in my
stomach moments before life gets complicated. “What did he do
exactly?”

“Well, he was in the afterlife business; but nothing so inconsequential
as cosmetics. Goodness, no. Alan was the inventor of new life
Regenerics.”

Regeneries. The term rang a bell, but I couldn’t place it. “Would you
mind explaining Regenerics to me?”

“You’re quite a detective.” She wandered over and placed her thin
behind on the piano bench. “Regenerics is a relatively new field. Alan
was the first to investigate it to any great degree. That’s what gave him so
much freedom.”

“Freedom?”

“To move around. Write his own ticket—so he used to say.” She
paused. “He was quite sought after. Though he complained about the
fleeting aspects of celebrity.”

“And this Regenerics—what is it a preservation technique?”

“Nothing so superficial. Alan was involved in genetic..let me see—
what did he call it—genetic revivification. He believed there was every
possibility that the dead were not completely dead. Oh, I know they still
walk around and everything, but Alan felt certain there was a way to
restart their life processes. He said it would revolutionize the death
industry. Can you imagine?”
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I could imagine. I tried to relay this with a knowing nod.

“What was he doing up in Greasetown?”

“When he died? He worked up there—spent most of his time in
Greasetown. Something on business, rest assured. Though he was always
secretive with me. He got the majority of his funding from King
Industries. They supplied a laboratory for Alan.”

“He did all of his work in Greasetown?”

“Oh, yes. He had an office here, but as he used to say, ‘the body’ of
his work was in Greasetown. Authority has already been over the
information he kept here—his office and files, I mean. They felt it
necessary, considering the nature of his—demise. But, as I said, Alan
spent the majority of his time at his lab working.” Mrs. Cotton did the
first truly human thing during our encounter. She leaned forward,
pressed a hand to her throat and grimaced as though she was trying to
swallow a pill. “He tried to make it home on weekends.”

I paused a second to hate my job. “I know this is difficult for you, but
how did he die?”

“You don’t know?” She finished the last of her martini. “You are a
detective.” I wasn’t going to miss Mrs. Cotton. She continued: “An
accident at the lab, involving one of his experimental mixtures and some
faulty machinery. The explosion was quite devastating I was told.
There—there, wasn’t much left.” She fell silent and again rubbed her
throat. “Really, Mr. Wildclown. Must this line of questioning be pursued
any further?”

“No, I'm sorry. I understand.” My mind was already tossing these
tidbits into the conspiracy I was cooking. Then I shook my head, and
moved around the piano to stand in front of her. “Uh—no, I’'m sorry,
Mrs. Cotton. But there is something you should know. Your husband
was murdered.”

Mrs. Cotton looked at me hard. “What?”

“He was murdered. At the Morocco Hotel, Downings District in
Greasetown. It’s a bad part of town. It’s a good place to go if you want
to get killed, but what you’ve told me about your husband has me
wondering what would have put him there. I have it on the word of a
reporter for the Greasetown Gazette that she and her photographer
discovered his body. I can’t tell you any names, but Authority
immediately put a gag on the story.”

“This is impossible, Mr. Wildclown.” Her hands clawed the air.

“I'm afraid not. Mrs. Cotton, has anyone other than Authority been
here to talk to you about your husband. You said Mr. Cotton was a
leader in the study of Regenerics. Don’t you think that someone would
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come to talk to you about him if there was nothing unusual going on.” 1
cleared my throat, and leaned in toward her. “His colleagues, his
employer, perhaps the newspaper or TV reporters.”

“There was no one, as I said, his celebrity was fleeting. He often
complained about it. He knew everyone would...talk about him; know
him, if his process worked. For the time being, he was not well-regarded
by his peers.” Her eyes dropped. “But it’s early yet, I quite expect to hear
from Mr. King, his patron, very soon—or some of his colleagues. I'm
sure everyone is a little slow with the shock.”

“It’s been almost two months. That’s a lot of shock,” I sighed. “No
one will come. Not Mr. King. Not the newspapers. Authority is sitting on
the story for some reason.”

“But why...” She gave the floor between my boots a searching glance.
“Why would...”

“I don’t know, Mrs. Cotton, but I’d like to. I have a feeling that this is
somehow wrapped up with another case I worked on. I want to know
how.” I rubbed my chin thoughtfully.

“But, no. This is ridiculous.” She shook her head, ran her eyes over
me again. “You come in here, dressed as a-a clown of all things, and then
begin to tell me this incredible story of Alan being murdered. I never
should have let you in.”

“I understand your skepticism.” I smiled weakly. “And to help get you
over that, I’d like you to do this for me. If there is nothing unusual about
the accident, Authority would be glad to help you out. Am I right?” I
bent, placed my hands on my knees and leaned even closer. “I suggest
you call them, and ask for a tour of your husband’s lab. Tell them your
doctor ordered it as part of the grieving process. Ask the investigating
inspectors to take you to the place where Alan died. I'll bet they won’t
take you. I know what they’ll try to do. Calm you down. Oh, you’re
upset. Poor widow. But, I'll tell you this. Authority won’t take you
because he didn’t die in his lab.”

“I have been curious about this. I just assumed that these things take
time.” She held her face with broad, red hands.

“Another thing, ask them about a rumor. Tell them you heard that
Alan was murdered at the Morocco Hotel. Don’t mention me, that
would just tie my hands or kill me.”” I straightened, but didn’t move back.
“I know how Authority works. They’re a big powerful body. So why
would they hide the truth? Well, they would only hide something that
would damage them.”

“Why are you—did you, come here.” Tears glimmered in her eyes.

“I like the truth. And, to be honest, I need work. If, after you speak to
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Authority, you feel confident that your husband died in an accident at his
lab—fine. I'll be gone, and out of your hair. But, if the conversation
raises the smallest doubt, I suggest you hire me to find the truth. 'm not
expensive and I’'m house broken.” I released a sheepish grin. “I'm sorry, 1
just can’t stand extended periods of seriousness.”

My joke went unheard. Mrs. Cotton’s forehead had become a farmer’s
field of furrows. She rubbed her teeth lightly with a knuckle.

“I’ll make a call.” She looked at me. “It must have been the shock. I
should have found out more about it anyway. I guess it was just so
unexpected. Maybe I've been denying it. The insurance money was
paid—and they always investigate. ..l was in shock!”

“It’s understandable.” I moved over, leaned against the piano.

“Funny,” Mrs. Cotton said, lost in thought. “I remember the day he
left for Greasetown. He would usually stay away for a week at a time. 1
remember the last day. I asked him what he was working on. He said,
“You know I don’t like to talk about my babies. Especially this one.” He
always called his projects ‘babies.” I always thought that was silly, really.
Anyway, there was something about his expression that day...” She fell
silent. “Well, I intend to make that call, Mr. Wildclown.”

“Remember. Don’t mention me, yet.”” She nodded. I continued.
“While I wait, would it be possible for me to view his office. I know
Authority is thorough, but there is always the possibility...”

She tilted her head at me. “They took his files, but I don’t see why you
shouldn’t see his office.”

“Edward!” She called down the hallway. A familiar waspish form
moved toward us.

“Yes, Madam.” The butler bowed stiffly.

“Take Mr. Wildclown to Alan’s office. Allow him to look around. 1
don’t know why...” She searched my eyes with hers, “but I trust him and
I really have no reason to.” She giggled.

“Thank you, Mrs. Cotton.” I felt a little guilty. Sensitivity was
something suppressed by life in Greasetown.

“What makes you so sure he was murdered and that Authority is
somehow involved?” She watched me earnestly.

“Certain actions, facts and behaviors. To be honest I don’t have much
more than hearsay. No evidence. Just a feeling. Something
unexplainable—like you trusting me.”

She smiled with real humor. “Thank you, Mr. Wildclown. Your efforts
will be appreciated.”

I nodded, and followed Edward along the hallway. There was a major
cover-up going on, I knew that much. But how hard should I push? It
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was very easy to disappear in my neighborhood. I had heard of other
detectives that dug too deep and struck lava. And here I was investigating
the death of man whose murderers had almost liquefied his body.
Greasetown wouldn’t miss me any more than I would miss Greasetown.

I didn’t want to be a story in the Murder and Death section: Some
nobody’s mangled remains were found...
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Chapter 25

The search through Alan Cotton’s office had turned up nothing.
Edward had been an annoyance throughout the inspection—humming
distractedly as he checked the top surfaces of furniture for dust. The
office itself was a large one—room enough for a long couch and easy
chair around a low coffee table. At one wall by a bay window, the
prerequisite desk, chair and filing cabinets. It was one of those kinder,
gentler offices—all fuchsia and pastel—that prompted an urge in me to
butt my cigarette on the carpet. Authority had been thorough all right. I
tried to turn the computer on but it blinked and beeped like it was short-
circuiting then quietly died. Edward assured me that Mr. Cotton did not
use or trust computers, but kept this one in the hope that scientists could
find a way to repair them one day. I dug around, but there was nothing
left in the way of records except for a scratch pad. I tried the old
detective pencil shading over paper trick to reveal any impress from
former notes, but even that had come up blank. I left the office, rejoined
Elmo in the foyer, and was met there by Mrs. Cotton. Her protuberant
eyes were red. She dabbed at them intermittently with a silk
handkerchief.

“You were right, Mr. Wildclown. I had a difficult time finding
someone who would talk to me about it. Finally, they gave me to an
Inspector Borden. He told me to calm down. When I pushed him, he
said the lab had been badly damaged and there would be no point in
viewing it. He said I could see it if I had to, but he thought it might be
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dangerous considering some of the chemicals Alan used in his
experiments. He felt it was an unnecessary risk.

“When I asked him if he knew of a rumor about Alan being murdered
at the Morocco Hotel, he became very interested. He wanted to know
where I had heard it; in fact, he became very insistent on the point. I told
him a servant had heard something of it on a trip into Greasetown. He
wanted to know who the servant was. I said I couldn’t be sure because 1
was already quite distraught when I was told, and I have many servants. I
told him I would try to remember.

“This Inspector Borden told me that around every death, rumors are
bound to spring up. He said it had to do with the people’s morbid
curiosity. He then assured me that Alan died in an accident, and then
offered me an Authority Psychologist. He said it might do me good to
talk. I just told him I had my own psychologist, and could look after
myself. He said that if I must see the lab, I would have to give him some
notice.”

Mrs. Cotton’s expression changed from the blank aspect of the
storyteller to a rigid look of determination. “I’d like to hire you, Mr.
Wildclown. I didn’t get this far in life without learning to recognize the
run around when it’s given me. I don’t care about the cost.”
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It was about eight-fifteen when we hit the highway north. Road signs
appeared in our headlights like yellow ghosts. I was employed again—the
same deal I gave Billings. I now had more intrigue than I wanted. Mr.
Adrian was missing. Jan Van Reydner was missing. The lawyer Conrad
Billings was dead. Alan Cotton was dead. He was not a ‘cosmetics for the
dead’ salesman at all. He was a scientist working on Regenerics. Why
would he turn up dead at the Morocco when he could afford a better
hotel? Why would Authority try to cover up Mr. Cotton’s true history? 1
knew how they could. Authority just had to threaten the right individuals,
but why? Unless Cotton was more important in all of this than just
another murder. What was he doing at the Morocco Hotel? Did he
stumble on Adrian and Van Reydner as they were working on Billings?
Who turned him into blood pudding? It was obviously an organized bit
of work. The type of job that was done on his body led me to believe
organized crime was involved, but why would Authority cover for them?
Like them or not, Authority still represented the law—even if it was a
somewhat rabid law. Then, a name came to me: Mr. King of King
Industries: Former Senator William King, the King of the Dead as the media
called him. The King made billions from his preservative treatments for
the dead. Did he actually contemplate selling them life with Regenerics?
Too many questions and not enough answers. I looked at Elmo. His face
was strange and inhuman in the glow from the dashboard.

“Elmo, this is a stupid question, but: if there was a way for you to be
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alive again, would you try it? Even if there were risks.”

Elmo looked at me incredulously. “I'd d-do anything to be alive
again.”

“I thought so.” I lit a cigarette. I was certain that this would be the
attitude of all dead people. If so: what if Regenerics worked? Any dead
man with the slightest amount of pull would do everything in his power
to obtain a new life. But, I couldn’t forget Adrian. Regenerics would
destroy him. So he would want Cotton dead. But he was missing? Did he
step on someone else’s toes? He obviously wanted me out of the picture.
So he had his goons try to finish me off. But what happened to him
while I was out in the Landfill waltzing with the monkey-twins?

“Pull over at the next filling station, Elmo,” I said. In about thirty
minutes we found one. I dropped a dime in the slot of the pay phone. A
bit of verbal fencing with the butler, then...

“Hello, Mrs. Cotton. It’s Wildclown, I don’t want to upset you again,
but could you answer one question for me?”

I heard a muffled affirmative.

“What was the name of the Authority inspector who claimed Alan’s
files?”

“Oh, let me see. Yes, a surly little fellow. Mr. Crane, no Cane.
Inspector Cane.”

I thanked her, hung up and got back in the car. “Cane,” I said
absentmindedly. “Cane.”

“What’s that, Boss?” Elmo looked over as we pulled out onto the
highway.

“Nothing, Fatso. Let’s get home. I could sleep for a week.”

The bars in the broken centerline passed like images in a dream.
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Life is but a dream, and like in every dream the images flicker fast.
The pictures change, dissolve and strangely intertwine. Nothing’s what it
seems. Clocks tick faster, slower, there seem to be recurring themes of
the tightening noose, the enemy draws near, he shoots, you die. I had the
same feeling about this case. Strange New World aside, things were
slipping slowly into the madness of nightmare—far off I heard the click
of the heel, the impatient step of doom.

After returning to my office I sat quietly, my mind perusing
abstractions for a time. It was about ten-thirty, and a bad time to do
official detective research. I wanted to have a look at Cotton’s lab, but
had no idea where it was. The time told me that most reputable scientists
were fast asleep with visions of atom bombs going off in their heads—or
deep in thought in secret laboratories of their own. I had heard that
people were afraid of the dark before the Change—Iliving in a world with
walking dead while perpetual cloud cover hung overhead had intensified
the paranoia to dangerous proportions. The Change had pushed the
majority over the edge. You could see madness in the faces on the
street—people adapted as best they could, but nothing had prepared
them for what the world had become. The hints were there, the cracks in
the human spirit evident in the clothing frayed at the edges, the smeared
lipstick, or the bus driver’s tears. And so people did not open their doors
after dark. And the thought of me showing up unannounced dressed as 1
was, made the notion as ludicrous as it was dangerous. Then, a name
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came to my mind. I snatched the phone up, and rummaged in the desk
for my address book. I made a call.

“Hello, Pogo,” I said with false charm. “Oh, well, I'm Wildclown, a
private detective, I'd like to speak to Pogo. Not there? Have him call me,
it’s important and may benefit us both.” I gave my number and hung up.
Pogo knew just about everybody in Greasetown. Pogo did more than
pimp. The fact that he boosted his profits by trafficking drugs like
Greaseasy, and syncrak, told me that he had the acquaintance of a few
chemists, to say the least. I remembered Pogo telling me once that he had
people working for him that were trying to develop new ‘chemical
entertainment’ as he called it. If you can’t talk to a reputable scientist, try
a disreputable one.

Elmo came in. He was carrying three tall Styrofoam coffee cups on a
cardboard tray. I took one of them and poured three steaming ounces
into a dirty glass that had stood for months on the filing cabinet beside
my desk. I replaced the coffee with three ounces of Canadian Club to
cool it down, took a taste, and then smiled around a cigarette.

“Excellent work, Elmo.” I smiled at the comforting sting of the
whiskey and then kicked my boots onto the desk to think. I pushed back
until the chair was tipped enough to give me a precipitant weightless
sensation. Elmo sat opposite me with a cigarette and coffee of his own.
He could become silence, at such times. That was one of the great things
about a partner like Elmo: he could sit quietly for hours. He didn’t feel a
need to clutter the air with pleasant conversation just to pass the time. I
could think. I'd often fix my eyes on Elmo and let them glaze over. He
didn’t seem to mind. A half-hour slipped by. The phone rang.

“Wildclown Investigations.” I had almost upset my chair answering.

“Wildclown, you crazy monkeyfucker. It’s me, Pogo.” The voice was
charged with adrenaline.

“Pogo, my friend. How are you this evening?” I could tell he was a
little paranoid himself.

“Ah...” Pogo’s voice dropped. “It’s been bad, real bad. Almost
caught one of those bastards that cut me. He lit out on a motorbike
before I could lay a knife in him!”

“That is bad.” The Brotherhood of White Order had become Pogo’s
white whale. And with good reason too. He took his disfigurement in
stride, but he had vowed revenge. “But you’ve still taken three of them
out.”

“Yeah.” Pogo seemed to catch his breath. “But he was close.” A
coughing fit struck him before he continued. “So, what you want?”

“Pogo, we have known each other a while, am I right?”
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“Yes, yes, you could call it a while—a year or so.” The voice
continued with strain. “You could call it that.”

“Pogo, I need some information about science, scientists, and
laboratories. Not the developing, procuring or trafficking of illegal
substances, but about science—genetics, microbiology, that type of thing.
I believe you may have people in your employ that could answer a few
questions. Or failing that, may have a direction in which to point me.”
Pogo knew my feelings about drugs. The Pandora’s box was open. 1
would be there to count survivors, if the whiskey didn’t get me first.

“This ain’t no Authority fuckover?” It was a rhetorical question. Pogo
knew I had no allegiance with any authority. “What’s in it for me,
Wildclown?”

“You could add to the betterment of mankind. Failing that, you could
help me put the screws to some local nasties.” Local/ nasties was a term I
used specifically to set Pogo off. He always talked of competing local
nasties when he was ripe and paranoid with the effects of his own
products.

“Local nasties! Oh, fuck, sure Wildclown.” He fell silent for a
moment, but in the background I could hear the persistent car-start
sounds of giggling.

“Can I talk to someone tonight? What is it, eleven—a little after?”

“Oh sure, we’re open twenty-four hours...” Again the gigeling. “But I
got to straighten up first.” There followed a lot of coughing and the
sounds of partial regurgitation. “Yeah, Wildclown. I’ll, I'll send a runner
over. He’ll take you to my scientists...” More gigeling and coughing.

“I appreciate it...”

“Don’t worry about it, Wildclown. You’ve been good shit to me, even
if you are one crazy monkeyfucker!” Giggling ensued. “Besides, if you
can take down a local nasty. Hey, fuck I’ll help put the boots to him. Just
don’t push my scientist around or anything. He’ll help—no shit. I’ll ask
around—microbiology, ge-genetics—try to find out who to send you to.”
Pogo laughed spasmodically. “Hey, you ain’t thinking of cloning yourself
are you? I couldn’t take that.” I made sure I laughed patronizingly that
time. Finally he chuckled. “Give me some time.”

I thanked Pogo and hung up. I looked at Elmo. “I believe the ball is
rolling again.”

2
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The runner was a lean whippet of a dead man. He wore a tight-fitting
suit covered by a long, loose trench coat of the same dark purple. A
broad-brimmed hat sat low over his eyes. I could tell by the unbalanced
way he walked that he carried a cannon in his left armpit. He had a dark
Spanish complexion that, despite his dead state, still added a sultry
carnality to the set of his liquid eyes and leering thick-lipped mouth. He
introduced himself as Moreau. Moreau was a runner. A runner was
someone who carried money or drugs. Moreau looked capable of taking
care of himself.

“Come on, Dick.” He used the nickname. “We gotta meet our fella
real soon. It’s awful late to need a scientist, ain’t it? You need an abortion
or something? Haw! Haw!” He smiled carnivorously then looked at his
watch. I knew if it were accurate, the big hand would be pointing at the
twelve and the small hand at the one.

“My personal vibrator broke down,” I grumbled glibly. I knew that
runners did not trust anybody. It was their job. I guess a detective still
represented some kind of law to them. He would have to get to know
me.

“Haw, haw,” he laughed. “Personal vibrator—you ain’t taking some
sort a stab at me there, are you, Dick?” He drew near me, a menacing
angular shadow. His long thin fingers worked like pliers.

“Just making light, Mr. Moreau. It keeps my spirits up, this late at
night.” I showed him the palms of my hands, shrugged.
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“Oh, haw, haw! Try coffee, Dick! It’s safer...” He gestured to Elmo.
“The nigger coming?”

I looked at Elmo. I had forgotten he was black. “My partner’s
coming.” Elmo appeared unperturbed by the racial epithet. He was used
to prejudice based on the fact that he was dead. Race had all but slipped
into the background. Maybe Moreau was nostalgic. 1 gestured. He
followed.

The runner led us down the stair and out. “Where’s your car?” The
Chrysler leaned wearily against the curb like it was dying. I gestured to it.
Moreau stifled a chuckle as he opened its bullet-riddled passenger door.
“This ain’t no fucking car. This is a traffic accident!” He insisted on
sitting in the back seat. I took the front passenger, but sat sideways with
my hand near my gun. Elmo drove.

“Waterfront,” Moreau hissed. “A boat. The Clementine. Pier 74.”

Elmo nodded absently and gunned the car ahead.

“So, how’s business?” 1 watched the dead man in the shadow. I
wanted to keep an eye on him. “Good?”

“Hey, I don’t talk about fucking business!” Moreau shouted. He
talked with both hands and I could see the thick butt of a .45 caliber
revolver echo his movements through his coat. “No fucking business. I
told Pogo, I don’t talk about business!”

“No problem.” I shrugged. “I just get tired of talking about the
weather. You know, rain, rain, rain, rain...”

We contented ourselves with staring at each other for the rest of the
trip. Moreau would flare his eyes; I would flare mine. I realized we were a
pair of local nasties.
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Speeding recklessly down a pier past midnight with two dead men
might make your average detective a little nervous. It wasn’t the most
comfortable thing I’d ever done, but I had experienced stranger. Since
the Change, I couldn’t walk into a convenience store without something
unbelievable happening. You could see it on people’s faces. Hesitation
and fear lurked behind every pair of eyes. Everyone was a little disturbed,
a little on edge, waiting for the next change. Yet, there were truly
unsettling moments, and this was one of them. There are intuitive flashes
one gets when in the company of the dead. I suspected some dark
brotherthood—minute adrenaline impulses of warning—nanoseconds of
paranoia flickered where a comment or action was mistaken for envy. I
had to remember I was with Elmo. He was my partner.

The pregnant bellies of freighters bowed out toward us. The pier and
the looming shapes of rusty hulks were created instantaneously from the
fog ten feet in front of us only to be returned to the gray chaos the
moment we passed. The pier’s uneven planking gave the car an unsettling
bounce.

“Ease it back a little, EImo.” I patted the dash. “Ease it back.”

Elmo’s driving managed to shake Moreau’s tough demeanor. “This
fucking partner—he’s crazy. We don’t need to go so fast, but he goes so
fast! Ah, fuck!” He leaned forward and pointed. “Just ahead.” Moreau
breathed the word. “Clementine.” he repeated, “Clementine.”

Elmo must have spotted a dime, because he stopped on it. “Ease it
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back next time,” I scolded him. If I wore dentures I would have had to pry
them out of the dashboard. But Elmo was all primed for something.
Perhaps speeding down a pier past midnight with a dead man and a gun-
toting clown might make your average dead gunsel a little nervous. His
hands gripped the wheel as though the rest of his body were hanging over
a cliff.

On our right was an old, well-patched freighter named Clementine.
Large rectangles of steel were welded over its many portholes. From the
awkward angle of its smokestack and superstructure, I could tell that the
Clementine’s well-traveled keel rested on the garbage and junk that made
up the bottom of Greasetown harbor. Its tie lines were slack. The dock it
leaned against had shifted with the weight. Its planking zigzagged
dangerously away from the ship. I climbed out of the car, cautiously
fingering my gun. Moreau followed me. I stared up at the superstructure
of the freighter and barely made out a dim orange glow.

“So this...” I was cut off.

“Is the Clementine. Jeeze, Dick, I don’t think you gotta be no smart
guy to figure that,” he chuckled. “No wonder you need help
investigating...”

“Right.” There was no use getting upset with Moreau. I wasn’t afraid
of him there was just no point in having it out with someone who was
undoubtedly tough. It would be a rather meaningless display of violence,
and a messy one at that. Instead I chose to frustrate him with
pleasantries.

“Right, you’re right, Mr. Moreau. And thank you for helping me and
my partner find the Clementine.”

“Hey.” I noticed a demonic lack of light in Moreau’s heavy-lidded
eyes. “You ain’t taking a sort of stab there are you, Dick?”

“Of course not, Mr. Moreau. Just making light, you know.”

“Oh, haw, haw,” Moreau laughed in his unnatural way. “I just wanted
to be sure. I never know.”

I smiled and turned away breathing a “No kidding...” and then
mumbled to Elmo. “Well, Elmo, here we have the Clementine. I wonder
if anybody is home.”

“Go on up,” Moreau said plainly as he lit a thin black cheroot. “He’s
waitin’.”

I didn’t ask who was waiting, because I knew I would receive a “Well,
a sclentist a’course, Dick! Haw, haw!” I could feel Tommy’s anger just
beneath the surface of my mind. He did not like insults. I released the
suppressed anger by tearing the soles out of my boots with my toenails.

“Thanks.” I nodded again, and lit a cigarette. Moreau backed into the

2
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fog. Elmo followed me along the wharf to a rusted iron gangway—the
weight of the Clementine was slowly driving it through the dock. I saw a
large silhouette at the top of it. It carried the sharp angle of a machine
gun.

“You Wildclown?” The words came out as a growl.

“Yes.” I tried to do my serious face.

“Come on up...” The machine gun jerked up and down to encourage
us. Tommy appeared like an afterthought to me, intensely aware of the
gun barrel.

I muttered to Elmo. “Let’s remember Plan A.” Plan A was a simple
one we kept around for trouble in close quarters. It ran like this: if
someone had the drop on us, and didn’t just gun us down, whoever
didn’t have a gun pointed at him would moan like a lovesick moose. We
had used it once and it worked when we found ourselves ambushed by
an angry man we had photographed with another man’s wife. He had
caught us in a bar with a couple of his friends. In that case, Elmo had
moaned, and I was able to deliver a searing right hook that downed the
protagonist. His friends just carried him away, unimpressed by any of our
actions. Regardless, Plan A became part of our repertoire.

I reached the top of the gangway. A lantern suddenly flashed in my
face. “Shit.” I heard. “You do dress like a clown!”

“My detective costume is at the cleaners,” I snarled. “We’re here to see
someone.”

The lantern fell from my face. The voice grunted: “Follow me.” I did
my best. It was difficult with all those little green dots in the way, and
with the deck of the ship rising at an uneven and steep incline. I heard
Elmo bark his shin on something and swear. We were led along a
shadow-strewn companionway to the bridge of the old freighter. Inside
was all of the equipment you would expect to find there. A large wooden
wheel and an instrument panel commanded a good portion of two walls.
There was a cabinet for nautical charts and a broad brass and oak table to
spread them out on. The ceiling was low, lit by a forty-watt bulb. The
smell of fish and oil was heavy. There had been some changes. A leather
couch stretched along a wall opposite me. In front of that was a battered
coffee table bearing magazines, overflowing ashtrays and a couple of
empty whiskey bottles. There were three fiberglass chairs arranged
around that. Everything listed toward the dock.

Against the window, was a man in a long, black overcoat wearing a
wide-brimmed fedora. He stood in shadow, staring away from us. The
greasy, flyspecked window afforded him an ugly view of the fog. Smoke
trailed up from his cigarette. I heard a funny trickling sound, like the last
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syrupy drops from a beer bottle.

“The most important point...” came a voice that was soft like the fog.
“Is why you would want to talk to me. I don’t trust Pogo’s judgment. He
takes too many of my drugs.”

I gestured for Elmo to sit in one of the fiberglass chairs. He quickly
complied. “I just wanted to ask a few questions....”

“Don’t, Wildclown, if that s your name! Not about drugs, not about
the infinitesimal parameters that they hold—the crystalline magnificence
of chemicals. The more you know, the closer you get to death: by my
hand, by the drugs, by Authority. Knowledge of them, the drugs, gives
you knowledge of the Netherworld. Knowledge of the Netherworld
gives you the power of Anarchy.”

“I'm not interested in drugs. At least not other than a severe alcohol
dependency that I'm nursing.” I moved a little further in. I still couldn’t
see his features.

“Not now, but you could be, if you began to know the complexity,
the hidden qualities. They’re the building blocks of life—and death. I
don’t care how strong you are. You would become addicted. If not to
their effects—then their eternal natures. Such knowledge could make you
god of the underworld—or a maggot in the belly of a corpse,” he
chuckled, and then turned away from me when I drew nearer. He hissed,
“No closer!” Again the strange trickling sound. “Take a chair. Take the
couch. No closer.” I did as I was told, dropping into the chair beside
Elmo. The man in black called to the guard that I now noticed had
remained at the door. “Lonny! Get them a drink. Whiskey is all I have for
you gentlemen. I will not insult you by offering less potent
pharmaceuticals.” He chuckled quietly. I concentrated on his speech.
There was a quality to the whispering that was forced. His words were
pronounced with supernatural articulation. His diction reminded me of a
bad stage actor.

“No, Wildclown, you would not be able to resist. There are too many
interesting things to know, and you’re a detective. One clue leads to the
next, and you go on and on, despite the fact that the clues may be leading
you to your own death. You have no control over it after a while. We are
the same in that, Wildclown. Explorers, driven and obsessive.” Again, I
heard a low chuckling. The shoulders bunched.

“You have me at a disadvantage,” I started. “I’d like to know who I'm
talking to, but if you’d rather not...”

“Why not,” the voice was bitter, petulant. “Why not? Oh, oh, oh what
if I had a respectable life? Is that what you mean—what you infer? That
there is some respectable set of circumstances I would keep my nefarious
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activities secret from?” His shoulders tightened around the words. “That
is the inference you make!”

Lonny returned with a bottle of Five Star and a couple of gray glasses.
He placed them on the table and left. The man in black continued.
“Have a drink, gentlemen. Forgive my outburst, but you see, I no longer
have a respectable position or life, for reasons I am reluctant to
divulge—even now, and yet, it is ever the same. I now have no choice;
but I did not choose this life...death.” I poured two drinks, made them
good ones and lifted mine.

He turned as I tipped it to my mouth and I immediately felt my
stomach turn to stone. The speaker entered the half-light given off by the
single dim ceiling bulb. His hat threw dark shadow over his face so what I
saw was mainly in diffuse, reflected light. A skull grinned out from under
the hat. I could see the bone gleam waxily. The jaw worked and I saw that
where his cheeks should be were the thin remnants of leathery muscle.
Drool caused the prominent teeth to glisten like wet peatls. He twitched
his head with the chin up, and jerked saliva down his throat in spastic
motions. The most horrifying part of the gruesome face was the very
human but lidless eyes that stared from within the bony sockets. A clear
plastic tube looped up from his coat and over his forehead. It fed two thin
brass nozzles bolted to the ridge of bone that ran from temple to temple. A
faint gesture from him, and two streams of water sprayed his eyes. Excess
liquid trickled over shiny bone.

“I make drugs, Mr. Wildclown,” he admitted moving closer—now I
could hear the rehearsed inflection. He would have made a great
ventriloquist. “Some of the most intricate and complex interactive
hallucinogens ever invented. I have made drugs that I consider too
powerful for Pogo to sell. I have created hallucinogens that work on the
chromosomes that bond with genetic material: their effects, permanent.
But, in the best case, I can only create an altered state that inevitably and
inexorably leads me back to this reality. Can you understand why I don’t
take them, Mr. Wildclown?” He took a seat opposite me. My mind
gibbered at the bony face. “My respectable job was lost when I had my
accident. ‘It’s not because you’re dead, that we have to let you go,” they
said. ‘It’s because you don’t have a face.” They forced me to give up a
respectable life in the name of aesthetics.”

“I can see it made you bitter.” I was strangely angered by the self-pity.

“BITTER!” he screamed, leapt up, whipped away from us before
tearing his hat off. “This is, that’s...” His yellow cheekbones glistened
with eye lubricant. Gloved hands crushed the hat into his face. There was
an agonizing moment as his chest heaved and strained against tortured
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moans. I tensed, hoping I had not gone too far. The terror and self-
hatred in the sound suddenly changed to a cynical, self-mocking chuckle.
Soon muffled laughter, contemptible satire, absorbed him until he
doubled over. Yet, there was no real humor in its tone—only bitterness.
Fear and madness tinged every sound. Slowly the sobs of laughter trailed
off. He replaced his hat and, chuckling horribly, lit a cigarette. A strand
of drool hung from his jawbone. “I suppose that will teach me for being
dramatic.” He shook his head. “Yes, it has made me bitter, Mr.
Wildclown. It has caused me from time to time to add cyanide to the
syncrak we sell. I'm a wanted man. They are calling me Skullface. Simple
and brutish.”

“Well, what you do is your business.” I got a truly notable twinge of
responsibility at mention of the murders. I had read about them, but,
everyone took their chances these days; and for the moment, I was
investigating another murder.

“I just want to ask you a question about another scientist. He was
working in the field of Regenerics.”

Skullface leaned in toward me. His mouth opened, the icicle of drool
fell from his jawbone, pasted the back of my hand. His eyes cantered on
me. The brass nozzles pumped. I felt a thin mist on my cheeks.
“Regenerics, ah, that titillating bit of nonsense. Regenerics. Don’t tell me
you give it credence.” He stepped back, crossed his arms over his chest
and caressed his chin with his left hand. Skullface absently squeezed
saliva between his fingers.

“It doesn’t matter to me one way or the other. I’'m more interested in
the actions of people who do give it credence. Belief is nine-tenths of
reality.”

“Of course, of course. Regenerics... I've heard of it. Any dead
scientist would give it a glance wouldn’t he? Life for the dead. Dead
tissue transmuted into living tissue. Biological alchemy. Regenerics...Isn’t
that what I heard? Yes, somewhere, but where, where! Regenerics was a
theory held in very low esteem. Most of all, because the scientist who was
its greatest proponent was of no reputation. Oh, believe me, anything to
do with the dead or treatment of dead tissue gets immediate attention.
The problem with this fellow’s...what was his name, Cotton’s, theory was
that it depended too much upon another unanswerable question.”

“What’s that?” I asked to validate my existence.

“He needed viable fetal tissue to start his process. And, as we all
know, there is no more viable fetal tissue. Conception no longer occurs.
That is the true question of the day. Why are there no more offspring?”

“What about embryos preserved from before the Change? Frozen or
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whatever—won’t they work?” I took a stab.

“Excellent thinking, Wildclown, but about fifty years too late. Those
embryos that were thawed out after the Change did not grow. They live,
as the living, in stasis. They do not develop. They do not age. The only
cellular activity to occur is like your own. Maintenance, mitosis, no
meiosis—nothing more than replacement.”

I knew about the forever children out there. Most of them had gone
into hiding, or been conveniently rounded up for study by Authority.
Apparently their minds aged, but their bodies remained those of children.

“What about the babies born before the Change.” Something about
Skullface’s intensity drew me in. “They aged.”

“To the approximate physical age of five, and no more.” Skullface’s
eyes gleamed with moisture. “And those tissue samples taken at that time
and frozen, have since been found locked in the same mitosis cycle.”

“Okay, but what about someone who didn’t know or understand
these factors. I suppose something like Regenerics, if it worked, would
threaten a lot of livelihoods.”

“Of course, of course. That is exactly why I believe that even if he
could make his theory an actuality, Authority would keep it a secret for
the very select. It would be eternal life, would it not? Given the strange
circumstances the world finds itself in—immunity to natural death. And
resurrection for the dead. No more fear.”

“And to the best of your knowledge his theory was useless without
fetal tissue.”

“Useless.” Skullface kept caressing his bare jaw. “There was
something, oh yes. What he hoped was to graft a dead gene onto a living
gene—a process that is unthinkable without a reliable computer lab. He
was certain that the viable genes would jumpstart the dead. With his
technique, you see, he depends upon a certain assumption. That with the
entire absence of bacteria which degrade tissues, the genetic material of
the dead is unchanged from the living state. The genes are simply in
stasis. Therefore, life functions could cease and since dead matter is
resistant to corruption, the dead would be in a holding pattern, so to
speak—though plagued with a host of other problems. He believed that
fetal genes, the proteins from them, would jumpstart the normal
processes in the dead genes. He had no luck with existing genetic matter.
Its growth is retarded. It is in a pattern of self-replication—no new
development. That fact is responsible for the absence of offspring. But
that is the important part and the nail in the coffin for Regenerics. The
genetic material had to come from developing tissue. It had to be taken
from tissue that is growing, and that, Mr. Wildclown, we have not had
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since the Change.” Though Skullface was excited by the discussion his
body language was slowly driving him away from the light.

“Did you know Cotton?”

“Not personally. We didn’t travel in the same circles, you understand.
I’'m no longer welcome in reputable company—though his was hardly
better. He was hired by King Industries which surprised me because the
King is no fool.”

“So they might have had some kind of breakthrough.”

“I doubt it, but that’s something you’ll have to find out. It means
nothing to me. To be returned to life,” he gestured to his missing face,
“would be worse than death. Don’t you think?”’

“So, in your opinion,” I pushed. “Cotton would never have been
successful.”

“Not without a brand new baby. And I have a feeling that if there
were babies, there wouldn’t be things like me, or your partner.” He
gestured towards Elmo.

“Thanks for your time...Mr.”

“Skullface will do. I am not unaware of the defensive power of the
sinister.” He shifted his position—turned away from us again.

“My feelings exactly.” Elmo and I left Skullface after he had resumed
his position at the window on the gloom. We drove along the pier and
then back toward the office. Skullface had left me with a bad feeling
about birth and death, and life in general. What kind of a world was it
that could fire a good man for aesthetic reasons? Then, my skepticism
kicked in, as I realized that under all that ugly Skullface was still a human
being. I had a feeling he wasn’t telling me everything he knew. But I
couldn’t be sure. He had no face to read. As he told me his story, of
course he’d be the victim in it. The pathos in the tale would evoke
compassion and soften my stance. Everyone did the same thing.
Everything happens to me. I don’t deserve this! Who does? As the vacant
warehouses passed, I thought of a victim humanity. Strange twists of fate
had played upon it. How much of what was happening did humanity
deserve?
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The coverall stuck to the small of my back. It wasn’t the sweat of fear;
it was the air that closed around me at over a hundred degrees. The
wortld after the Change was a world of extremes. I walked around the
front of the building. Long yellow strips of Authority security tape
blocked doors, windows and air vents. All useless, since a good portion
of the wall had collapsed, leaving a hole you could only block with a
building. The oily conglomerate smell of burned furniture and scorched
stone was thick. With it came a damp and clammy presence that made
me instinctively wipe my hands against my sides. We were back at the
waterfront again, and there was not so much as a cool breeze.

Warehouses by the thousands lined the jagged cement and steel coast
of Greasetown. Since hundreds of airliners had crashed with the first
computer malfunctions after the Change people were reluctant to start
trusting flight again. Another devolution had occurred, to control-wires
and levers, pilot-oriented air travel; but the memories were still fresh.
And so sea traffic had taken over from air as the world’s principal form
of intercontinental locomotion and Greasetown’s harbor had seen
rejuvenation as a result, though it managed to retain much of its derelict
charm. Rusted iron freighters with foreign names came and went—now
the primary physical contact with the Old World. Luxury liners did not
dock here, but you could catch one after a five-hour drive north to the
City of Light. That growing metropolis rested on the inland bones of the
now dead and drowned New York City.
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Elmo and I had a devil of a time finding this particular warehouse,
there were so many of them, old and new. My instincts were on full alert.
I was afraid to call Authority. I was afraid to talk to anybody. I knew I
was lucky that Cane had missed the call I made before slipping down the
coast to Vicetown. I couldn’t trust anyone, least of all, someone in
Authority. I was certain I couldn’t trust the anonymous person who had
slipped a cryptic note under my office door during the night.

Warehouse 31, Pier 14: 1t read.

After driving all the way down, and a frustrating hour of traveling
blind alleys, a scorched sign greeted me from one of the loading doors. It
read: King Industries. Now, it wasn’t logical to chase after every lead,
especially after one that came to me so mysteriously; but I had the
distinct feeling that the anonymous phone caller was the letter writer as
well. I took it for granted that someone was going to lead me for a step
or two. I had decided to do a thing a detective does at great risk. I was
going to wait for guidance. It was obvious that there was a good deal of
power at work, and if I looked lazy, they were bound to feed me
something. It was risky, because I’d have to decide whether or not I was
being led into something dangerous and deadly.

Someone had started the chain of events I was following. If it was just
a case of vengeance, they could walk in and shoot me whenever they
wanted. Whoever had called wanted me to do something specific. Well, I
wondered what they’d do if I went sedentary—if I just kicked back and
relaxed. I’d find out.

The security tape on the building indicated that Authority was
involved, and as usual, wanted to hog all the fun. But it was hardly proof.
I hoped that by letting my mystery guide feed me clues, I might get lucky
and find out who he was and what he wanted—and who else was
involved.

I poked my head through a scorched window frame. There were the
expected chunks of melted plastic that had been computers and
centrifuges, amid the charred skeletons of tables with so many hunks of
glass and metal spot welded to them by the intense heat from a blast or
fire. I could see the remains of a Bunsen burner, and a few firebombed
cabinets and cupboards. The place was cinder and coal from baseboard
to ceiling. There was no way I would trust the floor. It had collapsed in
one corner already. I was looking at a burnt out lab all right, and it was
supposed to be Cotton’s. Plenty of evidence was lying all around to
support that, so much so that I doubted it immediately. I knew there’d be
something there with his name on it, if I looked. But it was all too pat. 1
had a nagging suspicion that this, too, was a part of an intricate shell
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game.

I turned from the building and headed toward the car. I would go
home. It was noon, Tuesday. The paper sometimes came eatly on
Tuesday. I needed to think, and Tommy needed to relax. A change is as
good as a rest, they say. Well, I would change my approach to this case,
and rest. Someone would be calling, I felt sure of that. I didn’t know
who, but someone had a timetable of his own that he wanted me to
follow. I would let him make the next move.
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Chapter 31

The office was its usual depressing self. The single picture on the wall
was crooked, and the ballerinas practicing in it were ready to cartwheel
out into the waiting room. I left them. Something about their unbalanced
state complimented my mood. I motioned for Elmo to sit, then jigeled
the bottle of Canadian Club at him. He shook his head. I nudged his
portion into the glass after mine. Waste not...the whiskey set its teeth in
my tongue and hung there for a moment like a bulldog. I smiled at Elmo,
emptied the glass, and then replaced the four ounces or so. I took
another mouthful then lit a cigarette. I moved over and opened the
blinds. Night was falling fast; it doesn’t have any other speed in
Greasetown. I resumed my seat.

“Boss?” Elmo’s voice broke my silent contemplation of another drink.

“Yes, Elmo.” 1 twisted my head toward him. I had been staring
distractedly at a streetlight outside the window. I realized it had been on
continuously for the last month. That was fine, because I knew when it
burned out, it would be off continuously for a month or so.

“What are we d-doing?” He seemed nervous, as he usually did when
questioning the boss. I had tried to encourage him to be a little more
democratic about our relationship, but he looked at me like I had run
over his grandmother. Elmo liked things the way they were. Anyway,
whenever Tommy was in control he had a way of undoing my efforts
with his insane bombast.

A whole day had passed, all I had done was walk down the street for
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coffee and a sandwich, tried to straighten my files, and leafed through a
nudie magazine looking for interesting articles. I glanced at the clock on
my desk. Ten-thirty, Wednesday evening and I was still waiting for
Tuesday’s paper.

“We’re waiting, Elmo.” I grimaced wickedly. “We’re playing chess.”

“Chess?” Elmo’s eyes looked at me incredulous.

“Basically, I've finished all the moves I want to make.” I laughed with
Tommy’s strained and frightening mirth. “We’ve been led along for a
while, and the longer this case, or cases, go on, the more I see conspiracy.
Since I’ve only suspicions about who is involved, I'll wait. I can afford to,
and hope one of the conspirators will grow impatient, and make a move.
Either that or they’ll get another detective. I need to know more, so I
know whose toes to step on.”

“Oh,” Elmo nodded and lit a cigarette. “We’ll w-wait.”

“It’s the best thing.” I leaned back in my chair and burped—hot and
acid. What was it about alcohol? Why could they never hide its poison
nature? I never made the attempt, but even in those gigantic tropical
drinks with the beach umbrellas, coconuts and fruit spears, you could
taste its distinct toxic flavor. Unless the body held some sway still. Like a
d