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Mimeo Killed the Radio Star
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Donny had seen the face of Hell, and it was a Gestetner 300-series mimeograph machine.

It was, in theory, a simple process, and sitting down to do the dirty work himself was supposed to be far easier than trying to find a print house who’d run a fanzine for anything less than a small fortune, but theory was theory and reality was, in this case, trying to figure out what in the world had gotten sucked up into the ink drum. Or proofreading the copies of each story and letter he’d been sent, meticulously cutting out stencils one page at a time on his typewriter, proofreading that, and then still finding errors after he’d already printed up a hundred copies. Or whatever the heck was going on with his attempts to transfer the rather nice artwork someone had contributed for the cover, and why said attempts only ever managed to yield a blurry purple smear. Donny was pretty sure he was getting a buzz off the smelly correction fluid he painted across each mistyped master page. Would the cops accept “printing amateur science fiction” as a valid excuse for being high as a kite?

More important than his criminal record was how he was going to get everything collated, bound, and triple-checked by next week, because you just didn’t show up at the 7th annual Farley Fan Festival without new books to sell or trade, at least not if you were Donny Tweed of Tweed Suit Press (established 1981 in the living room). So many of his contributors were Farley Point locals that they’d surely call for his head on Salome’s platter if he didn’t have zines to show off to their friends on the first day of the con.

He looked at the messy stacks of aubergine-inked pages that were devouring the carpet and sighed. Like it or not, he was going to need a collaborator.

An hour later Donny was the proud owner of a tension headache. If the phone book had bothered to include a section for useless jerks he would’ve filed all of his friends directly into it, as they were all mysteriously sick, or doing con prep of their own, or just generically “busy” the instant he brought up needing an extra set of hands to turn the wood-pulp snowdrift consuming his house into a finished issue. He felt like the Little Red Hen: Who will help me bind my zine? Maybe he should’ve called the farm down past the power station instead.

There was exactly one name left he could call in the entire blasted directory, but he’d left it for last for a reason, that reason being that it belonged to Tyler Eustace Wolff. Tyler had been a macho soccer star all during high school before he’d gone off to college to study whatever it was he majored in and come back with an earring and a significantly more colorful wardrobe; neither version of Tyler was the sort of guy Donny knew how to handle at all. He definitely seemed the kind of guy who had better things to do than check the reproduction fidelity on stories about spaceship adventures. Donny hadn’t thought about Tyler at all up until a few months ago, when a broken tape deck had brought him into the appliance repair place where Donny worked, and while Tyler hadn’t been unpleasant or anything, Donny had spent that entire afternoon worrying about how he came off to people who’d known him as a kid; he’d worked extra hard to make sure that tape deck worked flawlessly. It was pointless calling, but if Donny didn’t dial he couldn’t honestly tell people he’d done everything he could when the inevitable fic-starved mob came for him, and that was how he found himself telephoning the most intimidating person he knew.

Ring. This was a bad idea.

Ring. They barely even knew each other, it wasn’t like they were friends.

Ring. Tyler probably didn’t even remember him.

Ring. Maybe he wasn’t home?

Ring. This was pointless, he might as well— “Yeah, this is Ty.”

“Tyler Wolff?” said Donny, even though he recognized the voice. If he was going to be asking favors of almost-strangers he could at least make sure he was bothering the right almost-stranger.

“That’s me. Who’s this?” Was he eating? It sounded like he was eating. Donny hadn’t known that people like Tyler still answered the phone around a mouthful of food. That brief twinkle of everyday-Joeness was enough to get him over the first stressful hill of cold-calling old classmates.

“Donovan Tweed. From high school? We had a few subjects together.”

Tyler made another food noise and swallowed loudly. “Oh yeah, I remember you. Black hair, glasses, did that one biology project about sharks? The one with the puppet?”

Donny still had that shark puppet and the thrift-store Barbie doll he’d used as a demonstration. It had been very important to him to talk about the factual inaccuracies in Jaws that year. He’d gotten an A and a trip to the principal’s office for that one. “Right.”

“Long time no see, I guess. What’s up?”

“I know this is out of nowhere, but I kind of have a favor to ask.” He paused to take a deep breath. Tyler didn’t hang up on him, so he had to continue. “I’m trying to get a project together for an upcoming get-together. It’s a small press kind of thing. I’ve got a lot of the printing done, but it’s not enough and I still have to get all the pages in order and there’s some transfer stuff I have to do and that doesn’t even cover the binding and I’ve got a deadline coming up and nobody else will help me and are you free at all this week? Please?” Now that all the cards were on the table, Tyler could properly refuse him and Donny could go back to wondering how viable it was to live in a cave in the woods.

“Sure.”

“What?”

“I said sure. I’m bored and I have nothing to do tomorrow. So long as it gets me out of the house I figure I can at least show up for a few hours.”

Donny was not at risk of dropping the phone in shock, but he was very glad nobody was around to see his gobsmacked expression. “That’s, uh, that’s great! Fantastic! Thank you! I can get some takeout for lunch or something, my treat. Least I can do. You’re a big time lifesaver.” He leaned against the wall and sagged with relief. “Do you need directions to my place?”

The answer was yes, and once Tyler had found a pen to take notes they discovered it was only a handful of turns between them. Donny tiptoed around the fact that the “small press fiction anthology” they’d be working on was entirely dedicated to fanfic about a certain zero-budget sci-fi series that was making the rounds on the UHF stations. Tyler would find out one way or another, of course, especially with the loving rendition of Captain Ralfalcon and First Mate Urrsh (a really good one this time, with one of those exploding planets the actual show mentioned often but never actually showed) that was slated to adorn the still-not-transferring-right cover, but maybe he’d be less inclined to change his mind if he’d already driven out to Donny’s house by the time he figured out he was hip-deep in nerd cruft. Maybe Tyler watched Vertigo Galaxy himself and would want his own copy! Maybe that was too much to ask.

“So do I need to bring anything?” asked Tyler.

“Not really,” said Donny as he scanned his warren of supplies. They had ink and paper in spades, even if they had to completely reprint the entire run twice over, and you could’ve built a fort out of his stacks of cover stock. He’d learned to overprepare the hard way. “Lots and lots of patience helps, though. Expect for things to smell really strange. And don’t wear anything you don’t mind getting weird-colored ink all over.”

Tyler laughed. “I can do that. Sounds like it’ll be a real experience.”

Donny was so flustered from his good fortune he nearly forgot his manners. “Thank you so much, Tyler.”

“The name’s Ty. And sure. See you tomorrow.”

—

Tyler showed up at 9:00 sharp in painter’s jeans and perfect hair. His earring—just the one, in his right ear, and Donny had heard what that meant—was bright in the murky springtime sun. Donny wasn’t really sure what men like Tyler looked for in each other, but whatever it was Tyler was probably pulling it off in his own way; Donny tried not to let his intimidation show. He waved Tyler inside.

“You can kick your shoes off here by the door if you want.” Tyler did so, leaving his boots next to the loafers, house slippers, and single pair of old tennis shoes Donny kept for yard work. “I figure this morning it’ll be mostly showing you what all I’ve got and talking about what we’re trying to do. I can show you how the equipment works and stuff. Then maybe a review of the material itself, put lunch in there somewhere, and the rest of the day is proofreading. The war room’s this way.”

Donny led and Tyler followed, though once they reached the living room Tyler had to stop in the doorway to take in the scene. The stack of boxed paper reams was nearly up to Tyler’s chin. “You weren’t kidding about how big of a project this was,” he said.

“Yeah, it really is,” said Donny. He hunched his shoulders and tucked his hands in his pockets. “If you want to back out now, that’s okay.”

“Nah. Like I said, I’m getting an experience out of it.” Tyler carefully picked his way through the living room towards one of the few chairs that didn’t have a pile of stuff on it, then sat down in it like he owned the place. He leaned over to read the top page on one of the sheaves of paper closest to him. “So you said this was a limited run anthology kind of thing, right? There a theme here or is it just pick ‘n mix?”

The moment of truth had arrived far sooner than Donny had planned, but if Tyler was already seated that was half the battle won already. How could he phrase this properly? “Do you ever watch channel 63?” Tyler shrugged, so Donny opted for the CliffsNotes version. “They air a lot of oddball stuff, like Doctor Who and Trek reruns and foreign cartoons. One of their shows is this sci-fi thing called Vertigo Galaxy. It’s made on money they fished out of the couch cushions but the writing is really good. If you’ve ever seen Blake’s 7…?” This earned another blank look from Tyler. “Well, um, it doesn’t matter. There’s a show and people write stories about it, and that’s what this is. It’s for a convention next week.”

“Huh. Neat.” The high school version of Tyler had been a lot more brazen when insulting people, so Donny chose to take the comment at face value.

“I’ve got everything more or less organized and I’ve typed up a hundred sixty-eight pages of text, but I keep finding typos and stuff and I don’t have any of the pages with art on them finished. Our job, over the next however many days there’s an ‘our’ working on this, is to somehow clean up all of this” —Donny waved at the towering stacks— “into something like this.” He tapped his fingers on one of the comb-bound collections sitting on his shelf like so many cookbooks. It might’ve passed for a cookbook, too, if the words “Vertigo Universe #3” and “Tweed Suit Press” hadn’t been written on the spine in silver paint pen. “I have experience with all the moving parts but I only have two hands to work them, you know?”

Tyler folded his arms across his chest. “Lucky for you I did well in English comp. Do I need to know how the thing on the table works or do you want me to go straight to the corrections?”

Donny dug up a set of pages that was mostly completed: everything was in the right order, the pages were numbered and printed on both sides (and thankfully were not bleeding through this time, unlike the disastrous first run of issue #1), and he’d put large sticky notes on any pages that were supposed to have pictures on them. He’d even already organized the poetry and letters of comment sections, since it’d been a lot more appealing to type up the table of contents and story summaries the previous night than anything else. The zine was skeletal but serviceable. In its current state he might even have risked asking for a dollar or two a copy.

He nodded to a hole punch and three-ring binder on the side table next to Tyler as he made a big deal about the efficiency of proofing everything at once so no editorial momentum was lost. A lot of it was just basic spelling and grammar checking on the sample copies, but that dragon, consistency, had to be part of it all, too. There was also the matter of making sure all the names were spelled right, which to the layman was a hopeless case given how many episodes had involved the planet Qr’ti-o’qqh and similar dropped-the-Scrabble-bag names, and Donny was very proud of himself for writing up a guide to as many common (and not so common) show-specific words as he could think of well ahead of his first desperate phone call. Summoning that list from his typewriter’s clattering keys had been one of Donny’s better ideas, if he could say so himself.

Not a small amount of time was spent assuring Tyler that an encyclopedic knowledge of the show wasn’t necessary, as a man of Donny’s temperament and fan club membership was far more suited to the task than that one guy who’d given him the stink-eye during gym class volleyball. He made sure to bring up his collection of cassette tapes—each captured directly from the airwaves to his VCR and meticulously re-recorded until his collection was in chronological, as opposed to broadcast, order—and not-so-subtly mentioned just how many zines he’d collected over the years that had at least one Vertigo Galaxy story; it was very important that Tyler know he was working with an expert in the field, since otherwise how would he be confident that all the fact-checking was correct?

They ended up skipping how the “thing on the table” worked, since Donny had no desire to mimeo more pages until he knew he hadn’t fumble-fingered any more keys, so once Tyler had settled in with a red pen and a mission Donny turned his attention to the illustrations once more.

Oh, the illustrations. He just didn’t have the tools, or money, to run the fancy graphite ones you saw in the bigger-name zines for bigger-name shows, which was such a shame given the very nice pieces Missy Calcot submitted to the con’s art show each year. What he did get in the mail was a guaranteed handful of handsome pieces and quite a few more very nice tries (he didn’t have the heart to call them scribbles), all of them done up in the bold, cartoony pen and ink that was a necessity of the format. Personal honor demanded he eat the cost of heading down to see the vultures at the copy shop to get some photocopies made of each submission; sure, most artists were fire-and-forget types who were just happy to get their free contributor’s copy to show their friends, but he’d be drawn and quartered before he allowed any harm to befall the originals.

As for what harm could befall said art, it was a common thread running through the entire zine assembly process and usually mimeo purple. There was also the hair-raising process that was carving it into something the Gestetner could read. He had a light box, an X-Acto #10 blade, and steady hands, but just like every prior attempt at duplicating the picture of Science Officer Jaz in a more flattering version of her usual onesie, it felt like he might as well have been working with a piece of packing foam.

“This’d be easier if I had an electropen,” he muttered to himself.

“A what?” said a voice from outside his field of vision.

Donny nearly jumped; he’d managed to forget Tyler was there in the space of a single stencil. “It’s a thing for burning the stencils. You hold them like a pen and just draw where you want the ink to go later. They’re a lot easier to use than knives.”

“So it’s like when we made prints in art class?” Donny had entirely forgotten they ever shared an art class, but no, that had been sophomore year, one semester before he’d switched his focus over to A/V club. He still had the linocut he made of Superman’s S somewhere up in the attic. Donny nodded, and heard more than saw Tyler stand up, shuffle through the paper pillars, and lean on the back of his chair. “Can I see that?” Tyler asked. He pointed at Donny’s X-Acto. Donny flipped the knife around in his hand until the point was facing away from Tyler and passed it up.

Jocks who knew about very sharp craft knives were the sort of thing that would’ve given a teenage Donny trouble sleeping, but teenage Donny had honestly been a bit of a wiener. There was no need to be weird at someone who just wanted to help. He instead waited for Tyler to finish whatever it was he needed.

“Where’s the spare blades?” Tyler asked.

“The what?”

“There should be a little plastic thing with extra blades in it. Looks like this one’s just gone dull. The handle’s pretty worn, so I’m guessing it’s just been longer than you thought since you replaced it last.”

“I just whet the edge when I need to,” said Donny. He’d taken apart a knife-sharpening kit and set up a tiny little grindstone for that exact purpose.

“You don’t replace the…? You really don’t swap the heads out, do you.” Tyler scrunched his face up like he’d just bitten into a raw grapefruit. He held it that way for a second before his features smoothed out again into their usual clean-shaven disinterest. “You’re killing me, Donovan.”

“I’m not going to buy a new one every time the tip gets a little blunt,” said Donny. He didn’t want to make a scene with so much work to go and so little of that day’s share finished, but who was this, this guy to tell him how to use his own supplies?

“Yeah, no, not saying you should do that. Did it come with a little black plastic thing?”

“The branded pencil sharpener or whatever? I have it here somewhere.” He poked around in his coffee can of supplies and passed a small box with the metal bit on one side to Tyler, who promptly flicked out the metal part without so much as asking. Donny was about to protest when Tyler unscrewed a gizmo on the X-Acto’s handle and slid the blade out like it’d been designed to do that. It turned out the pencil sharpener’s edge fit neatly into the space where the old blade had been. After marking on the side of the old blade with a permanent marker he shoved it into a slot in the side of the black box.

Tyler twisted the gizmo back in place and thumbed the edge of the knife. “Try that,” he said, and handed it back.

The swapped out blade cut like a dream with just the slightest amount of pressure. Donny tooled around with the sheet he was going to be scrapping and marveled at the way he didn’t have to fight the page to trace each groove and divot. This was probably the way you were supposed to do it, not by building a tiny blacksmithing station that you spent a quarter hour in every time you needed to make a fine cut. He felt his palms sweating. It wasn’t even lunchtime and he’d already made a jackass of himself in front of company.

“My dad and uncle build a lot of model kits,” said Tyler, who surprisingly wasn’t being mean about it. “I grew up watching them put together boats and planes. That’s where I learned how to handle cutting tools like that.” He shrugged. “Not the end of the world that you were doing it weird, though. It’s like saying a word wrong because you’ve only seen it in print.”

Donny didn’t have anything to say to that outside of an awkward, mumbled thank-you. Tyler shrugged again and returned to his editor’s chair.

—

Midday rolled around to a much more productive, if still slightly awkward, atmosphere. The fresh knife edge not only meant Donny’s cuts were cleaner but that he worked faster, too, and the pile of annotated pages at Tyler’s side (stacked upside-down for order’s sake) had started outstripping the size of the unedited sheets. Donny put the final touches of traced patterns on the picture he’d been converting, put down his knife, and leaned back in his chair with a satisfied grunt. Maybe that deadline wouldn’t be so horrible after all.

He ruffled through the pages of the phone book until his thumb rested on the first entry for take-out food. “You got any requests for lunch? There’s a good number of delivery places around here.”

Tyler looked up and made a curious noise through his nose. “Anything’s good, I guess.”

Donny knew he had a coupon on the fridge for a local pizza place. Being a good host meant springing for a large, especially if you could get a dollar off delivery. Said dollar could go right back into the pizza jockey’s tip. “How do you feel about black olives?”

“On pizza?”

“Yeah.”

“They’re fine. I’ll eat whatever. You need money for it?”

Donny had already dialed the number, so he shook his head and fanned a fistful of ones instead. Nonverbal communication was so underrated. Once the pizza business was settled he made a detour through the kitchen to grab the coupon, tucked it in his wallet with the rest of his folding money, and returned to the living room with two beers and a bottle opener. Tyler put his papers to the side before gratefully accepting the bottle offered to him.

“How’s the art going?” he asked.

“Pretty good. I think I’ll have everything but the covers ready for print by this afternoon.” Donny sipped his beer and felt very pleased with himself for having invested in such a comfortable couch, even if there was only barely enough room for him to sit on it at the moment. “How’s hunting for typos?”

What he’d expected was a “fine” or a “terrible” or something at either end of the scale, not for Tyler to waggle a hand uncertainly. “It’s pretty straightforward. Most pages don’t have any corrections, which is good. I’m just having trouble absorbing all the, uh, setting-ness? There’s all these huge sweeping paragraphs about something that just reads like white noise to me.”

Normally that would have been Donny’s cue to sweep in with a homemade episode tasting menu like one of the Four Horsemen of the Betamax, complete with a quick reference guide to fill in some of the gaps in the information available, but normally Donny was not talking to people like Tyler, who presumably were too busy with people-like-Tyler things (whatever that meant) to have time for serialized space adventure-dramas that only aired at the far end of the dial. Donny tried his hardest to curb his enthusiasm as he composed the most accessible summary of his most dearly beloved program he could.

“Well, you probably already figured out that it’s a science fiction thing with a central ship and how most of the recurring cast is crew of said ship. It starts out just being about exploration, but as the series goes on you see more of a bigger plot with lots of intrigue and betrayal. They start focusing on that more in later seasons.” Said creative decision was almost certainly because there wasn’t enough money to do much else, but Donny wasn’t about to bring that up. “It gets a lot darker than your usual pulpy sci-fi thing, like this is to Trek what Empire Strikes Back is to the original Star Wars.” Maybe he should’ve mentioned Return of the Jedi instead, since it was newer, but that risked muddling the analogy.

“I’ll take your word for it,” said Tyler, who seemed very interested in his beer bottle label.

“Anyway, most of the stories that go around are either filling in the cracks in the narrative, like things happening between episodes, or try to expand on the world itself. They mention Captain Ralfalcon’s childhood a few times but never more than a line here or a reference there, right? Writing up the what-if part of the equation is pretty fun. Sometimes people write AUs, that’s Alternate Universes, so you get stories about what if Ralfalcon was an alien or what would happen if the Hazzax Alliance met Ming the Merciless. There’s even some people who made up their own ship and crew and write about them instead of anybody on the Dazzling 42.”

Tyler half-smirked. “What happened to the other forty-one?”

“Well, see, it’s a clever reference! There’s this one British series called The Hitchhiker’s Guide—”

“I’m sure it’s very interesting,” said Tyler, quickly, “but you were telling me about the show the anthology’s about first.” He ran his fingers through his bleach-tipped hair. “So the deal is that it’s a bunch of people flying around on an adventure in outer space, right up until it turns into a political thriller in outer space?”

Donny would have used different words, but Tyler wasn’t Donny, after all. “That’s more or less it.”

“Neat.” You could do far worse than a “neat,” at least when dealing with people who’d probably never so much as stepped inside a hobby shop before.

The pizza was still approximately twenty minutes out, so Donny braved the wilds of conversation with unfamiliar parties once again. “Thanks again for coming over to help on such a short notice. I mean, I’d planned to have more time than the week before to get everything done, but work got real busy out of nowhere and my free time all vanished overnight, you know?”

“It’s fine,” said Tyler. “I’d probably never think to get involved with this kind of work without someone asking me first. Not my thing, but I wouldn’t be who I am today without giving ‘not my things’ a shot now and again.” He didn’t elaborate on that further, but maybe that was how he’d tweaked to the whole gay thing, whenever that had happened. Had he figured it out during high school and it just hadn’t been as obvious then? Donny’s social graces were developing in the sense that a tadpole is a frog that’s developing, but he still had the good sense to know you didn’t just ask people that sort of thing when the most social contact you’d had with them in years was when they’d offered to do you a solid out of the blue.

The conversation limped around in fits and starts for a while until the doorbell rang. Donny handed off the coupon and extra-heavy tip with probably a bit too much gusto before retreating to the kitchen to plate their lunches. Tyler looked pretty okay with being handed two steaming slices of veggie-laden supreme; not having an argument about toppings already made their impromptu meeting a great deal less stressful than the usual day-long shindigs Donny would get up to with his friends.

Lunch itself was pretty quiet, save for the occasional return to the kitchen for another slice or a fresh bottle of Schlitz. Donny reviewed his schedule in his head: they’d need him at the shop Monday through Thursday as usual, but since he had Friday off he might be able to sneak in some extra working time before the con got started that evening. Assuming Tyler finished the proofreading before he left that day they might be able to finish more printing and even collate a bit, which would mean that Sunday and Donny’s coming weeknights would be a crunch time hell, but everything felt just a little more doable.

He was yanked out of his thoughts when Tyler asked him, apropos of nothing, “So you’ve got tapes of this show, right?”

“Yeah, I’ve got everything right on the shelf over there. Why?”

“I’m not going to mark papers with pizza grease all over my hands. We might as well watch an episode of this thing.”

Donny could’ve wept with joy. “Sure, we can do that.”

The Betamax whirred to life as the living room was bathed in the glow of Donny’s TV set. The familiar triumphant synth tones of the show’s theme warbled through the air as the intro credits—which surely had taken a healthy bite out of the budget—rolled past clips that would artfully freeze-frame on each actor in turn. A heartless viewer might have said it set expectations unfairly high for the humble show it framed, but Donny was no such man; instead, he drank in the experience of introducing a new person to Vertigo Galaxy and the infectiously earnest nature of the whole production. It hadn’t inspired dozens of authors for nothing!

It took effort not to keep glancing over at Tyler to see if he was having a good time. Tyler didn’t say anything at all throughout most of the episode, save for the time he asked for a napkin, but he wasn’t not paying attention, which was something. Donny felt like he was going to explode if he couldn’t get a bead on how his guest felt about his favorite show soon.

During the second commercial break—Donny had grabbed one of his first recordings out of habit, not one of the tapes he’d edited the ads out of—Tyler turned to him and asked, “So why do all the aliens look like normal people who just got in from a drag show?”

Now there was a great newbie question for you. Donny had the answer in a flash: “It’s a side-effect of the interpretation implants people get when they do a lot of interstellar travel! The II makes the human brain see other aliens as humans and filters their body language and stuff into something a human could more easily understand, and the makeup is color-coding so you know you’re not really dealing with a human and shouldn’t make human-centric guesses. It’s mentioned in some episodes that aliens with IIs see humans as their own kind with similar markings, too.”

“Sounds like a cheap way to save on costumes to me.” Tyler took a thoughtful bite of his last remaining crust and washed it down with the dregs of his second beer. “How do they explain everyone’s uniforms fitting and not looking like a starfish or whatever?”

Another excellent question, how wonderful! “Nanomachines,” he said, confidently.

“Oh. Of course.”

They watched two whole episodes before Donny’s beer buzz wore off and he grudgingly admitted they should get back to work. He busied himself with cleanup while he made sure he was in the proper state to tackle the cover, and once he was able to sit down and make himself do the work it felt like it was done in no time at all. Now to actually test how well his stencils had cut.

He’d gotten the mimeo machine secondhand from someone who had ended up moving to Australia, so while there could’ve been more bells and whistles (it was, after all, a very good brand) it was durable as all get out. The purple ink was a bit of an affectation from his earlier days as a fan, since the big metal beast would run black just fine, but it just didn’t feel right if he brought in something that looked the same as everything else. He’d also bought a tremendous supply of the stuff back when he was still using cruder methods; the idea of throwing it all away just because he’d upgraded one part of the process was horrifying. Tweed Suit Press had a reputation that heavily involved that garish violet and how each copy was guaranteed to be assembled with love. What better way to discourage people passing off copies as originals than to add color to the mix?

Getting the stencils on and off the mimeograph drums wasn’t much fun, since one wrong move could damage the drum or the stencil or both; “not fun” was trumped by “not wanting to reprint hundreds of pages again,” however, so one by one he cranked out copies to make sure the transfers had gone properly. The lines came out crisp and everything looked like the originals the artists had sent him when he’d first put out the call for submissions via an ad in the fan club’s newsletter. There wasn’t even any bleed this time beyond the slight blurriness you got from the porousness of the paper. It all looked like it was going right for a change.

He was so engrossed with his work that he yelped when Tyler cleared his throat a little ways behind him. Grabbing at his chest might have been a bit much, but you didn’t grow up watching Sanford and Son reruns without picking up a few habits.

“Sorry,” said Tyler. He cocked his thumb at the completed stack of papers that sat next to the now vacant chair. “I finished up the parts you gave me and double-checked everything. Do you need me any longer today, or should I be going? It’s getting late.”

Donny glanced out the window to find that, sure enough, the sky was going dark while the streetlights glowed like lightning bug tails. Daylight Savings Time was the bane of his existence. “Well, I was hoping we could get those corrections you made live, or some of the pictures, or something. Is there any way I can get you to stick around a little more?” It wasn’t like he couldn’t do everything himself if he worked himself to the bone, and it definitely wasn’t like he hadn’t done everything solo before, but that second pair of hands had been a godsend.

Tyler shrugged. Tyler shrugged a lot, it felt like. “If you’re going to feed me dinner, yeah, okay. I didn’t really have any plans for tonight.”

This had been the best bad idea Donny had ever dreamed up. “How do you feel about home cooking…?”

—

One meal of reheated shepherd’s pie and two more episodes later they were back at work: Donny had reviewed which pages didn’t need further edits and had shown Tyler how to load and run the infernal machine, leaving Donny himself to hunch over the text stencils one at a time to apply the vile-smelling correction fluid to each before they went back in the typewriter for updates. It was very slow going. Once again that second pair of hands was a pocket-sized miracle, though, since by the time even Donny couldn’t justify keeping Tyler over any later Tyler had run every copy he possibly could. He’d even put pieces of colored paper between each page stack like Donny had asked.

“I owe you so much,” said Donny as Tyler laced his boots back up. “I think I actually have a shot at getting this done by the con, this is just…just great, you know?” He wrung his hands. “I really shouldn’t ask this, but is there any other time you’re free this week to help?”

“I can show up tomorrow, sure. Just don’t expect me to be bright-eyed or bushy-tailed, or for me to call to say I’m heading over before noon. The Wild Swan’s still open and I need to stretch my legs.” A day of zine assistance followed by a night of clubbing? Some people led the most interesting lives. Just being around Tyler was giving Donny plenty of secondhand stories to share the next time his game group met.

Donny waited until Tyler’s car was well out of sight before slipping back into the house. He felt exhausted from being around someone unfamiliar for so long, but it was a good kind of exhausted, like when he used to ride his bike up and down the hiking trails in the park near the library. He wasn’t so tired he wanted to collapse in bed, however, and the Coke he’d treated himself to during dinner was enough to keep him alert until well past midnight. Not the best place to be for the enterprising young publisher who needed to do more organizing tomorrow. This was not the time to indulge in his constant low-grade urge to pop in some shows and indulge in imaginary worlds until morning’s light.
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