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To my mother who encouraged me to dream.

To my father who encouraged me to create.

To my husband who encouraged me to finish.

 

To my children and grandchildren who,

whether they knew it or not,

encouraged me to be myself.


Author’s Note 

 

These stories surprise me. 

I began writing fiction in earnest in my fifties. I’m in my seventies now. I offer two volumes of my short fiction written over these years as evidence of what richness can unfold later in life. 

Surprises. 

I wrote the stories one-by-one in response to some internal or external stimulus, with no overall plan or need to consider how they compare and contrast. Re-reading them now as a whole for the first time shows me recurring themes and motifs and also great variety.

The situations and settings are of course essential to good stories, but it’s the characters who inspire me. In these two volumes are a disillusioned military officer who finds a young girl in a place where no human should be; an ancient spacemapper blind and alone on a planet she and her partner discovered when they were young; a grandmother who resurrects latent hacking skills to save her grandchild; a kooky thief who gives away money, blissfully breaking all the rules of polite society. There’s an apocalypse survivor and a kind homeless man who, alas, has no magic. My characters are teachers, caregivers, clowns, healers, subversive former bureaucrats, musicians, game designers, dog-sitters, revivalists, traveling snake oil salesmen, one reluctant superhero…and those are just the human ones. 

Expect the unexpected, especially if you rarely read speculative fiction. There are plenty of familiar paths, however: a couple of romances, a ghost story, one murder mystery, a western. These tales teeter on the ledge of normal expectations; if they fall off completely, even better.

I hope my stories will surprise you too.

NSMW

Volume 1 and 2

March 2021

 

Speculative fiction: a well-established term that takes in many genres including science fiction and fantasy which I predominantly write. Non-speculative means normal-world fiction that does not include magic or fictional science and is set in the past or the present, but not the future. Each story has a note on the title page as to its genre. There are suggestions on the next page for various reading orders.

 

Spelling: I have a foot each in the US and in Canada, so you may notice inconsistent spelling. This reflects where the story was originally published. If a word is misspelled in both countries, just think of it as speculative spelling.


Suggested Reading Orders

 

Not a reader of science fiction or fantasy? Ease into it:

Her Top Forty, Worker Bee, On the Face of the Earth, Dirty Money, Playground of a Lesser God, Pests and Perfection, Mud Pies, Bedroom Community, Hu.man & Best, As Far As, Curbside Collection, Hearth’s Glow, And Always, Murder

 

Not a reader of non-speculative stories? Start with the best for you:

As Far As, And Always, Murder, Hu.man & Best, Hearth’s Glow, Bedroom Community, Pests and Perfection, Curbside Collection, Mud Pies, Playground of a Lesser God, Dirty Money, Worker Bee, On the Face of the Earth, Her Top Forty

 

Science Fiction Fan

As Far As, Hu.man & Best, Hearth’s Glow, And Always, Murder, Bedroom Community, Pests and Perfection, Curbside Collection, Mud Pies, Playground of a Lesser God, Dirty Money, Worker Bee, On the Face of the Earth, Her Top Forty

 

Fantasy Fan

Mud Pies, Curbside Collection, And Always, Murder, Pests and Perfection, Playground of a Lesser God, Bedroom Community, As Far As, Hu.man & Best, Hearth’s Glow, Dirty Money, Worker Bee, On the Face of the Earth, Her Top Forty 

 

Shortest to Longest

Her Top Forty, Worker Bee, And Always, Murder, Bedroom Community, Curbside Collection, On the Face of the Earth, Dirty Money, As Far As, Pests and Perfection, Mud Pies, Playground of a Lesser God, Hearth’s Glow, Hu.man & Best

 

Happiest to Saddest (subjective)

Mud Pies, Pests and Perfection, Hu.man & Best, Her Top Forty, Hearth’s Glow, Worker Bee, And Always, Murder, On the Face of the Earth, Playground of a Lesser God, Dirty Money, Bedroom Community, As Far As, Curbside Collection

 

Mix it Up

Read in order.


Science fiction, far future

 

As Far As

 

 

 

 

 

The first sign something might be wrong was the man telling the three of us to dock simultaneously in the shuttle. We always recharged on the ship, one at a time, so Azphariz would have at least two for company and assistance. 

After three hours and twenty-three minutes, I came out of hibernation. 

“Come,” he said. “We are in a new place.”

I scanned the atmosphere and then, because the results were so bizarre, repeated it. By that time, Possible and Necessary moved about the shuttle doing Azphariz’s bidding. 

“We are no longer in space,” I said to him.

“This is a shock to you? That is what the shuttle does. It goes places the ship cannot.”

Since he created me, his appearance had changed, as is normal for humans. His skin now had folds and lines. His once thick black hair and beard had turned almost completely white. Scalp shone through on top. 

Necessary used to trim his hair and beard regularly. This had not happened in ninety-seven cycles. One of my functions is to keep track of such things. 

“I have never been on the shuttle to a place,” I said.

The man looked at me. His irises were green and brown. He had made Necessary’s “eyes” light blue, Possible’s violet. I did not know the colour of mine.

“True,” he said. “I’d forgotten that.”

“This time is different,” I replied.

He nodded, already distracted. Possible pulled packs from the cargo hold and handed them to Necessary. “Yes,” he said finally, “it is different. You have come too. We are all here.”

But we weren’t. The ship—part of us—was far away. 

In the building, a person of female gender said, “Welcome to Sanarh, Azphariz Tat. Your accommodations are ready.” 

There were many people in the spaceport. Necessary’s attention was trained on Azphariz, but I saw Possible’s head turn at each one who passed. 

“You will wear out your fittings,” I said.

“They are all so...unique,” Possible said. 

I nodded. Azphariz had more signs of aging than most of these people. He was gendered. Some were not. Compared to most, he was shorter. Except for the tiny people. 

“Children,” I whispered, and Possible nodded.

n

 

We were flown to a building made of glass, metal and stone in the middle of a green space that the woman from the spaceport said was “on the edge of the city with a wonderful view.” The accommodations had four large rooms and three small ones. It had no capacity for flight and no docking station. There was a large galley, but only small stores of food with which we were unfamiliar. 

The “view” was a body of water with mountains in the distance. The body of water could be an ocean, lake, pond, inlet, harbor, or bay—to name a few. My swap space was constantly full, sorting through images to find vocabulary I didn’t have in resident memory. 

The person from the spaceport stayed in a small house next to the man’s large one. 

The second day, Azphariz introduced us to her. “This is Lajul. She is a distant relative.” He turned to the short woman with a full head of black, wavy hair and green/brown eyes. “A cousin, shall we say?”

Her mouth stretched and slackened. “I, your devotee, am honoured.” She looked to us and said, “I will explain how to prepare his meals, wash him and do the other things that are different here than on ship. He will have many appointments and visitors. Your jobs will be to make sure he has what he needs and everything runs smoothly. Do you understand?”

“Of course,” said Necessary. “That is what we do.”

Lajul’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not used to speaking to machines.” She turned to Azphariz and said, “You still prefer them to human servants?” 

The man nodded. “Leave me now, cousin. The gravity exhausts me.”

Later, he asked to be taken outside to admire the view.

“The sun on the lake is beautiful,” I ventured, once he was settled.

Azphariz did not correct me.

“Yes. Amazing.” 

“Is your purpose in coming here to see the beautiful view?”

He did not look my direction, but his eyes crinkled, and he chuckled. “Partly. Partly, it is. I have not seen such a thing in so long, I had forgotten it all. It’s like being reborn.”

“I see.”

“Well,” he said, “being reborn would mean I’d have a new body, so

that analogy isn’t particularly apt.” 

“Is there a way to be reborn into a new body?”

His head jerked up at me. “That is what I’m here to find out.”

n

 

Necessary learned where to acquire food and, with some difficulty, how it should be prepared. Azphariz asked to have fresh fruit every day in addition to his regular diet. Possible was kept busy greeting the people who came to see Azphariz and fetching things for him and Lajul. I attended to the man, helping with dressing, keeping him clean, providing information and remembering what he might otherwise forget. He leaned on me when he walked. I listened and discovered that the visitors were paying respects to Azphariz. 

When he was sleeping, I talked to the others. “It seems he has many devotees because he has done some important things and is known for them. Also, his medical needs are being paid for by Lajul.” Much medical equipment had been transported by Possible into the man’s bedroom, where he was spending almost all his time.

“Are we not his devotees?” Necessary asked.

“Yes, but not the only ones,” I answered. “This is new information.”

“I have found data on ‘paid for,’” Possible said, “but do not know why this is done. No one ‘pays for’ things on board our ship. Why would one need to do that here?”

“It must be that Azphariz is the only person on our ship, but the planet has 11,906,899,327 persons. So this is the way they decide what things each gets to keep. A way of sharing that everyone agrees to.”

“It is much simpler to live in space,” Necessary said. “Has he told you when we will return?”

“No. He is looking to be reborn, but it seems that the medical decisions about this are complex and that he may die before it can be arranged.”

Necessary said, “I know that he will die someday.”

“He made us aware of that from the beginning.”

Possible said, “He—he will cease to move. To speak. To eat. Is this correct?”

“Yes. Then his body will decay unless it is disposed of first.”

“In space we would put him in the pod and release him.”

“Yes.”

“So...”

“Others will take care of his body. I heard this yesterday. They put it in a coffin.” I pulled up an image and sent it to them. 

“Oh,” Necessary said. “It looks like a hibernation pod.”

“Yes, except it will be put in...under the soil of this place. Buried, they call it.”

I knew the next question would be ‘what happens to us?’ so I told Possible to pick blossoms from the garden and Necessary to make more soup. 

I began to search for a suitable outlet for our inevitable need to recharge. 

n

 

I could find no docking outlets that fit our specifications. 

At ten weeks, as it is counted on this planet, Possible could no longer move. Necessary still functioned, as did I, but Possible had been more active and perhaps, as the last one manufactured, was not made with as much care as we had been. 

It felt wrong and unsuitable and I could not keep it to myself. Azphariz was on the patio, sitting on a chair that supported his legs when they stretched out.

“May we go to the shuttle to dock ourselves?”

His white eyebrows lowered, almost covering his eyes. “Is this— Why do you ask me this?”

“Possible is no longer functioning.”

“Oh...I did not expect—” He didn’t finish and his forehead showed deep vertical creases. 

“Are you having pain? Or, are you showing irritation?” I asked.

“Both!” he barked. “Is it...too much work for you and Necessary?”

“No. It is just that you always wanted all of us in working order.”

He waited a long time before talking. “This is finally the end, I-know.” 

This is what he named me: I-know.

I quickly find the recorded log in my memory, for it is one I have returned to many times. 

A young Azphariz said:  I named the ship As Far As because it was to take me as far as I wanted to go. But it’s also word play because it sounds like my name: Az-phar-iz. I named you I-know because you are smart. You know things I have not learned or cannot remember, but also because I’m having more fun with words. ‘As Far As I Know’ could be considered your full name. 

“We miss the ship,” I said.

“Because you are losing power?”

“Because it is part of us. We dock with the ship, get information from it, are made of it. We came from it.”

“The ship is like your mother.”

“You are our father?”

“Yes. I am.”

“And that makes us your children, but we are not small like children.”

“You are machines, not people.”

“Of course. There is no question of that.”

“Then let me sleep, for I tire so easily. You should hibernate as much as you can.”

n

 

The room was dark. The man, in pain, awake. 

“I-know...it hurts me.” 

I went to him. 

He pointed to the port they recently implanted into his skull. I helped him roll to his side, putting pillows where he told me to.

“Are you going to recharge with that port?” 

It took him a long time to answer. “Not exactly.”

“This is for your re-birth?”

“First step. They use...a cable to upload my...consciousness. It’s taking too long though.”

“Upload where?”

The man didn’t raise his head, but pointed to a machine behind his bed. “Neural Network Processor, equipped with soft-tissue-ware,” he said. “A hybrid, if you will, between machine and man.” 

“Then you would not have a body?”

“The second step is to download my consciousness from the machine into a new body.”

“An infant?”

He smiled. “No. A clone. A younger version of me.”

“Why has this not been accomplished?”

He sighed. “They aren’t ready. They aren’t ready. They told me they were ready, but nothing is ready. At this rate they will put me off until I’m gone for good.”

He stopped talking, abruptly shutting his mouth. 

Then I knew Lajul was in the room. 

I turned around to face her, though I could see her clearly with my 360 degree vision. 

“Leave,” she said.

I turned back to the man. “Should I leave?”

“Stand in the corner. Hibernate,” Azphariz said. Then he winked at me.

I knew this meant that he did not mean what he said. I walked to the wall, but I did not hibernate, even though my energy continued to fall. 

Lajul told him that the clone would come soon, but not the next day or likely the next. Her voice rose in pitch with every word. I recorded and ran it through my vocal-emotion recognition. Impatience, frustration, and misdirection arose as the top three probable words associated with that tone. I wasn’t sure what a human would use misdirection for. The others I understood well. 

“I am still working to save you,” Lajul said, her voice registered more deeply.

n

 

Necessary’s blue eyes flickered to Possible and then back to me. “My power is at ten percent.”

Possible stood, immobilized, in the corner of the room Lajul gave us to be in when we weren’t working. I thought of him as dead, even though I knew he could easily be reborn in the same body—unlike the man.  

“I am at thirty percent,” I said. 

“We can go to the shuttle and recharge. Talk to the man. Why would he not want this? Who will cook for him, clean him, if we both end up in the corner like Possible?”

I knew the answer. Lajul would get human servants to replace us.  

The accommodations had power outlets. I had examined them when we arrived. None had fittings that we could plug into. But where there is power, there is energy. I told Necessary to hibernate until I could figure out how to recharge us.

I went to the man’s room. He was sleeping with a respirator to help him continue to breathe. The sheet was pulled up over half his face, like a turtle. He seemed to be shrinking, as if he were being absorbed into the bed. In a small alcove of his room, there was a house computer. 

“Wake,” I said to it. I asked for house schematics. This did not bring up anything useful. “Show power grid.” A plan of the house from overhead showed green X’s at each outlet. I touched one of them and said, “Show detail.” The schematic zoomed in. 

“What are you doing?” the man asked.

I walked to him. “Trying to find a way to re-power ourselves. We are dying.”

“I’m sorry. Leave if you must.”

“Leave?”

“Go to the shuttle. I assume it is still where we left it. Go. Take it back to As Far As. I won’t be there, but that doesn’t matter. I never thought what it would be like for you to...die along with me.” He said all this quickly, though he was weak and his voice different than it always had been. 

“Azphariz,” I said. 

His hazel eyes widened a bit. “You called me by my name.”

“Yes. Almost-dying may do strange things to our regular habits. You didn’t expect to die, so of course you didn’t think of what it would be like for us if you did. What about being reborn? What about a new body?”

His eyes closed. I saw wetness escape them. His head moved this way and that on the pillow. “Not working. I am weak from just the preliminaries...and from waiting.”

He looked up at me, but I didn’t know what the expression meant. Running through facial software, the closest I could find was a child’s face labelled mischievous. I found the definition of the unfamiliar word. 

He took a few inhalations of oxygen as his respirator was unattached while we talked.

“Are you feeling mischievous?” I asked.

He laughed, but sadly—his mood continuing to challenge my resources. “No. No. I wish. I am tired of being here. Can you figure out how to get all of us back to the ship?”

“All right. What are our obstacles?”

“Lajul.”

“Should I tell her we are leaving?”

“No. She will kill me.”

“I...”

He pulled me down near his mouth. “I do not trust her. She said she would do the regeneration for me. But she’s stalling. Lying. She wants my ship and my inheritance.”

“What should I do?”

“Get me out of here.”

n

 

I woke Necessary and stated my challenge.

Necessary said, “I will carry Possible. You carry the man. We will take Lajul’s cruiser back to the shuttle, recharge, and then pilot it back to the ship.”

“That will not work. The man needs life-saving medical equipment that will not fit in the cruiser. We need the shuttle to come here. Additionally, he wants to leave, but he also wants to be reborn.”

“Do you know how to do this?”

“Not yet. Lajul said there is no body ready for his consciousness. This is a problem that I do not know how to solve. I don’t even know where the clones are.”

“He may not get both of his needs met.”

“We can only try. Take Possible now and leave in the cruiser. Find the shuttle. Recharge immediately and then come back for us.”

“I might run out of power before I can get there.”

“I know. We have to try.” 

Working through the night, in the small alcove in the man’s room, I ported myself into the house network. Once inside, I easily located the Neural Network Processor—huge, complex and unfamiliar. 

But it is a machine. I just have to find its coding and see how it functions. 

My attention was so absorbed that it took an alarm going off for me to come back to the man’s reality. He was gasping. I got to him quickly and found that his respirator had cut off. I reset it. He calmed down as soon as it was functioning again, but looked at me with scared eyes. After seven minutes, he removed the breathing machine and said, “Lajul...turn off ma...chine.”

“I did not see her in here.”

“Done remotely.”

“Oh.” 

“Get out.” His voice croaked horribly.

“You want me to get out?”

“Get me out!” He grasped my arm and jerked it back and forth.

“I want to move you and the Neural Network Processor to the ship. We can do your upload once we’re on As Far As. Then we will search for a clone body. But first, Necessary must come back with the shuttle.”

“No time. Do now.”

I didn’t want this. “I am here. I will make sure she doesn’t hurt you. I thought you wanted to be back on the ship.”

His eyes took on a sharpness and an asymmetry that I didn’t understand, but there was no time to search my emotive software. I knew he was having an extreme feeling. Like, I thought, a very last wish. “If you are ready, I am going to plug you into the machine to upload your consciousness. Is that what you want?”

He looked at me for a long time. His face went through many expressions, but ended up relaxed. He nodded and rolled onto his side, facing the door, so that I could reach the port on the back of his head.

“You will still be with us,” I said. “I promise.”

I joined the machine to the man and started the process. Power on, calibration, matching, storage check, on and on until all lights were green and the UPLOAD letters blinked slowly. 

I walked around to the other side of the bed. “Azphariz,” I said, “it has begun. Are you...in pain?”

He mouthed the word “no.”

“I will stay here with you. Do not worry. I have studied the machine. Once we have you-in-the-machine on As Far As, we will research where we might find a body...”

But he wasn’t there anymore. His eyes looked more like Possible’s or Necessary’s. Is that what my eyes look like all the time?

I stared at him. I wanted to tell him something. I didn’t quite know what, and it was too late now. I wanted to thank him for...creating me. But never mind. He was just asleep. Recharging. I would see him soon, a different form of him. And his eyes, whatever colour they might be, would be soft again.  

“What are you doing?”

Lajul.

“The man...” I said, turning around and walking toward her, trying to put myself between her and everything else in the room. I didn’t know what to say, but I came up with: “His respirator malfunctioned.”

She immediately saw that he was uploading. “You meddling machine! No! Cut it off!” She lurched toward the bed and the Neural Network Processor.

I parried to the left and caught her arm. “It is what he asked me to do.”

“No. No! Let go of my arm.”

“His last wish.”

She struggled to free herself and almost unbalanced me with her yanking and tugging, but I was able to position my legs in a stronger stance. “Stop trying to move away. You will hurt yourself.”

She screamed very loudly. I had never heard a human make such a noise. “Let me go!”

“Please quiet down. All is well.”

She must have realized the futility of her actions because she stopped. She was breathing fast and had scared eyes. Her skin lost colour and gained moisture. When she spoke, it was in a quiet voice. “You must let me go. Please? This is my house. This is my machine. I will go and see if you have hooked Azphariz up properly. If you didn’t, it will not work. It takes years of study to learn how to do this properly. You haven’t had that education. I have. Do you care about the man who created you?”

“Do you?”

Her lips parted, and she showed her teeth pressed tightly together. A high, thin noise without words came out of her. A screech like the birds of prey Azphariz showed me when he was outside admiring the view. Only it lasted longer. 

I loosened my grip. Why did I do that? Thinking about being on the patio with the man? 

But I had no time to wonder at my mistake because she escaped me and in a moment was on the other side of the bed, reaching for the cable through which Azphariz’s consciousness was streaming. 

A mighty sound came out of me: a yell that started low and grew and grew. As I heard myself make noise I didn’t know I’d been programmed for, I launched toward her, leaping over the breadth of the bed, headfirst as if I were an arrow.

The top of my head plowed into her diaphragm just before her hand reached the cable. She flew back as I continued forward. We landed against the wall with a thwunk sound. My knees, feet and hands hitting the floor made sounds as well, but it was the thwunk I noticed most. Her skull crushing against the wall. 

I didn’t investigate. She wasn’t moving anymore, and that was all I needed to know.

I got up. Perhaps there was some damage to me. My right leg didn’t seem as usual, but I could tend to that later. I checked the upload function. Hours to go. Hours. I had to keep him alive for hours.

 

n

 

Necessary had not returned by the time the upload was complete. 

My resources were down to almost nothing. 

Perhaps someone else would look after Azphariz-in-the-machine and find him his clone. But I didn’t find this probable. If it happened, I wouldn’t be here to see it. I imagined that Necessary ended up somewhere between the accommodations and the spaceport, having landed where she could to wait out the final moments of her consciousness. Like the man. And poor Possible, the first one to go. What would happen to As Far As? The AI who always knew everything would never know what had happened to us.

I looked at the now empty body of the man. Two dead bodies in the room. I didn’t want to be the third, but my battery would not take me or the machine anywhere. 

I walked over Lajul’s splayed legs and unplugged the cord from Azphariz’s skull. For the first time, I noticed its fittings. The same as my own 64-prong battery port. I took a tentative try. It fit. 

It fit. 

Was this planet where Azphariz had obtained the raw materials to build us? 

It fit. 

I-know. I-know, you know very little. This does you no good. This machine doesn’t recharge. This fitting will do you no good. 

I checked my function. Two percent. I was all but gone. I walked to the Neural Network Processor and looked at it for three minutes. I pressed the power button. Then I manually skipped all the checks and calibrations and pressed Download. I hoped it might be faster than the Upload had been. 

I wouldn’t hibernate. Why would one sleep through the end of one’s life?

At one hour and one percent, I heard the shuttle, but it might have been an artifact of the machine I was joined to and the odd, oozy feeling I was having. 

Azphariz, I will finally know everything about you. I will know your thoughts. I will know your memories. For a few more minutes, I will know. 

I know the colour of my eyes.

Azphariz, I know. 

 

pq

 

 

 

First published in the anthology Lazarus Risen, Bundoran Press, 2016

The title of this story and this book came from an online writer’s forum Codex contest called the Title Rummage Sale, where members suggest hundreds of titles that other members can view at random until they find one that speaks to them. Thank you, anonymous donor. This one obviously spoke to me.  


Science fiction, Tijuana, Mexico

 

 

 

And Always, Murder

 

 

 

 

 

My caretakers in The Freevolution Habitat played Clue at night. I—Umberto, born an ordinary donkey—recovered from my surgeries and grew to self-awareness hearing the antics of Miss Scarlett and Professor Plum, ropes and conservatories, secret passageways and always, murder.

n

 

Sarelle—uplifted, sublime, blood bay horse and ex-love-of-my-life—came into my bar during the last set of the night. I lost all air. My mouth went dry, the reed stuck to my lip and Betsy, my clarinet, burbled inharmoniously for a moment or two. 

I hadn’t seen her for more than a decade. After she left me, I moved here to Tijuana and bought the bar. At least I had music, and, whether metaphor or cliché, border towns the world over are havens for our kind.

She sat at a front center table while I recovered and launched into Sidney Bechet’s blissful Blue Horizon. Her infinite eyes gleamed as she listened.

“I want babies,” Sarelle had told me during the messy break-up, noting some factoid she’d just learned about horses and donkeys being unable to breed. That, of course, was a manshit excuse because uplifted animals are usually sterile regardless of species. 

And then she went with Horace, an up-donk like me. 

The three of us had risen up together at the Hab and were friends in San Francisco when newly aware, when I—thrilled beyond all reason with the delicately capable fingers attached to new hands at the end of new arms—had learned to play. 

I finished the set, but my pride wouldn’t let me go to her. I sat at the end of the bar near Al: bartender, buddy, barrister, biggest fan. I downed three shots in short order. 

“Ease up,” he said.  

“I didn’t ask to be uplifted.” 

His arm halted in mid-air. His scotch swayed on the rocks. “No-one asks to be born, you ass.” 

Al is human. And a lawyer. I liked him anyway. 

“You didn’t have to be ‘born’ twice, so shut the hell up.” It was the only comeback I could think of. Not my best.

“When have I ever shut up? So that’s Sarelle, huh?” He regarded her with undisguised appreciation. 

“She’s a horse, Al.”

“Was. Was a horse. They did a marvellous job on her.”

“You make her sound like a damned refurbished car.”

“Umberto?” 

Her voice entered my body, not through my ears, but my sternum. It swirled around my heart for a few seconds and then squeezed. 

I stood and turned, feeling the tequila, swaying like Al’s scotch. 

“I need your help,” she said.

“Hmm. Should’ve stopped that sentence before the ‘er help’.”

“Be serious. I’m in danger.”

“And I’m drunk. You should have shown up earlier. Ten years ago would have been good.” I saw white in her eyes as her head reared back. “Who’s gonna hurt you?” I asked, melting at the sight of her distress. 

“He’s hurt me for years. I’m trying to get away.”

That sobered me up. Putting my hand around her withers, I guided her to my office, and poured her a brandy. We sat on the couch. 

“Horace?” I asked.

She knocked back half her drink and nodded, eyes down.

Horace. Already, this didn’t add up. I’d run into him a month or so ago. 

Sitting in the shade of a cottonwood in the square, I heard my name, but couldn’t see who was yelling. My natural donkey eyes being none too keen, I’d gotten vision enhancements years ago. I adjusted the eyedial to zoom, resolved the blurriness, and saw Horace loping across the green space—mostly avoiding the intervening toddlers and locked-in-place lovers. 

A bay dun with a light cream pangare on his chest, I had to admit he was elegant for a donk—especially compared to my blotchy hide. 

“What brings you here?” I asked.

“The scene.”

He couldn’t stand still, like he was on something. “What scene?” 

“‘The Scene’ is what we’re calling it. Surprised you didn’t have the idea first.”

I flicked lint off my pin-striped trousers. “Haven’t had an idea in twelve years. Tell me.” I retrieved Betsy’s case from the bench at the last second before he could sit on her.

“It’ll be like an old-time vaudeville show with all uplift acts.”

My belly roiled. 

He continued. “I’ve done pretty well financially, so I’m just trying to give back. To our community, you know.”

“To make spectacles of your fellow beings?”

“Nah, that’s not the spin. Not a freak show. A Variety Revue. We show what we can do.”

“Knock yourself out.”

“You have to be part of this. You’re famous here.”

I can’t deny it; that self-serving bit of flattery spread through me like warm syrup. But like anything sweet, it didn’t last. 
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