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Dedication

 


For Lach, Barry, Monty, and
one hell of an afternoon


The Serpent and the Satchel

A Lombard Alchemist Tale

by J. Daniel Sawyer

 


In the broken-down old
gambling town bordering the hot zone at the edge of nowhere, not
everyone was suffering gambler's gloom. Some folks, such as the
casinos, their employees, and the businesses that served them,
hadn't been hurting since the first signs of spring had touched the
mountains. The worst was over, it seemed. People wanted to gamble
again—at least, people that came in from out of town—and the city's
malaise, in certain quarters, had lifted a bit.

Enzo, for example, was doing
quite well for himself, at least when accounting by the standards
of his modest ambitions. As a displaced Northern Californian of the
older sort, he found his greatest satisfaction in being able to
make enough money meet his needs while working few enough hours
that he could have a life outside of the car dealership at the
Palmyra Casino.

This spring brought green
back to the high valley that had seemed, for years, to be stuck in
perpetual winter. By early May, even the parks set deep in the
canyons had given up fighting and started sprouting green. The
whole city, and the area around it all the way out to the hot zone,
seemed to be calling Enzo to go outside.

He hadn't taken a vacation
in over a year, and, looking out the car dealership window on
Thursday afternoon, he decided there'd never be a better time.

“Joe!” he
shouted as he undid his tie, “I'm taking off the next couple days.
Mark it vacation.”

Joe tried to keep him around
on the grounds that there wasn't anyone else to help him handle the
customers, but Enzo left anyway on the grounds that he had the
vacation coming and there were four other salesmen around.

On the drive back to his
apartment, he rolled down the windows and sang.

Once in his apartment, he
stripped out of his work clothes and put on a pair of shorts that
were two sizes too long for him, a t-shirt that didn't match the
shorts, and a driving cap. He didn't drive anything that really
merited a cap, but he didn't have anything resembling hair, either,
and he didn't want to get a sunburn on his one and only scalp. He
had a fixed notion that people who got brain cancer did so because
the cancer snuck inwards from the skin. Protect the scalp and face
from skin cancer, he figured, and your brain would keep working as
long as you gave it regular oil changes and scheduled maintenance.
Whatever the brain equivalent of those things were. Fresh air,
maybe? Hikes? Seemed reasonable—they always cleared his head and
made him feel a few thousand percent better.

Enzo strapped on some
Birkenstocks and retrieved Monty—his pet python—from his terrarium
and draped it around his neck. Then, car keys at the ready, he
struck out in the general direction of the parking lot, all the
while excitedly sharing his afternoon plans with the reptile who,
quite honestly, couldn't care less.

 


For Albert Freeley,
Thursdays were the worst day of the week. One day away from the
ever-retreating weekend, too far from the last one for him to
remember what it was like. Boring, too, since nothing interesting
ever happened on Thursdays.

Except new deadlines.
Thursday was the day that clients decided—at the last minute—that
the insurance claims they'd been putting off absolutely had to be
dealt with before the weekend. When Albert's co-workers couldn't
cope with that kind of pressure—which was every week—Albert was the
one who got to clean up the mess. It was in the job
description.

Being one of the dullest—or,
as he would proudly phrase it, “most dependable”—members of the
human race, he'd probably have done that even if it wasn't in his
job description. But even so, Albert was convinced that deadlines
were called deadlines because they were calculated to give people
heart attacks. Similarly, boredom was called boredom because it
bored holes in people's souls that other people—usually named
“managers”—would later come along and drop dynamite into. Usually
in the form of deadlines that threatened to eat the weekend.

It wasn't that he was
exactly doing badly. He had a good job in a down economy, and a
family that he liked well enough, at least when he got to see them
between work times. If pressed, Albert would even have admitted
that, as problems went, boredom and deadlines were the better ones
to have. Certainly they was less stressful than divorce and easier
to solve than foreclosure.
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