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A Night in Paris


It would help if you did not think of it as magic. M certainly had long since ceased to do so. He thought of it as being in good with the Management, like a regular at a neighborhood bar. You come to a place long enough, talk up the chick behind the counter, after a while she’ll look the other way if you have a smoke inside, let you run up your tab, maybe even send over some free nuts on occasion. Magic was like that, except the bar was existence and the laws being bent regarded thermodynamics and weak nuclear force.


So when Idle walked into the Talleyrand, throwing off intangibles like an arc welder, what M thought was—Man, this guy must have naked pictures of the owner or something.


The Talleyrand was a small tavern on a Parisian side street a few minutes’ walk from the Seine. It was one of the places around town where people like M occasionally gathered, which most days was reason enough for M to avoid it. But the Talleyrand had a stash of prewar absinthe, from back when you could still taste the wormwood, and M liked to get drunk on it when he was feeling nostalgic.


Idle was tall, with ash blond hair and surfer-boy good looks, as if to spite which he’d pounded about a half kilogram of metal through each orifice and any fold of skin that would allow it. He was dressed like an extra from a Clash video, and he sneered at everything and everyone that came across his path. He spoke no French and was the sort of person who saw no reason such ignorance should be an impediment to living in Paris.


Idle stood in the door a while, scanning the bar with a dazed expression, the bystanders growing nervous without quite knowing why. M hunched low in his chair, though it soon became clear his vague attempt at concealment was futile. Idle picked up two pints of Belgian stout at the bar, then made his way over. He set one in front of M, and he sat down behind the other.


“Idle.”


“M.”


“What’s going on?”


“I’m here to kill a man.”


“Oh.”


“Not you.”


“Happy to hear it.”


“Have a drink.”


M thought it imprudent to argue. The tattoo on his left forearm was of an umbrella holding off rain.


On the jukebox Johnny Cash was doing a version of “A Boy Named Sue” with lines that M had never heard before, which no one had ever heard before, some pocket reality version of the Man in Black called up from all the energy coursing about the room. Idle stared at M with bloodshot eyes and a scowl more unpleasant than the one he normally wore. “No one likes you, you know.”


“No?”


“You’re always laughing behind your hand at everyone.”


“Am I? Behind my hand, you say?”


“Like that,” Idle said, tugging at the copper hoop that ran through his left nostril. “Like that exactly.”


“What are you up to, slick?”


“I told you—I’m here to kill a man.”


M thought hard on what he would have to do if Idle really lost it. A slim handful of possibilities came to mind, and he was rejecting them each in turn when the door opened and the object of Idle’s antagonism became blindingly clear.


St. Loup was tall and dark as charred hardwood and very handsome. His suit was straight from La Belle Epoque, the sort of sartorial affectation which M didn’t suppose was any handicap to picking up American girls on the Champs-Élysées. M knew St. Loup somewhat, in the sense that they had been running into each other for half a human lifetime. They had never had any problem, at least none that M could remember, but then again St. Loup was not on that list of people for whom M was willing to die. This was, in fairness, a very small list—this was a list that would fit on the back of a movie ticket, or the torn corner of a cocktail napkin.


Another thing about St. Loup was he had some weight to him, a lot more than Idle. M wasn’t great with time, most of the people in his line weren’t—you see enough of it and it stops meaning much—but St. Loup was pretty old, not ancient but venerable. Under normal circumstances, M would have picked St. Loup to put Idle down easy, like a bitch does with a pup.


But these were not normal circumstances. Energy rolled off Idle like stink waves in a Sunday comic. It was too much pull to be carrying around up here in reality; it made the Management antsy, got them focusing on you in an inauspicious fashion.


If M had been St. Loup, he would have turned around and walked straight back the way he had come, maybe even sprinted. That was what M told himself he would have done, at least, though M had on occasion been known to live above himself, or below. Regardless, St. Loup didn’t run, not even after Idle ripped himself upright with enough force to send his chair spinning to the ground.


“Bonsoir, monsieur,” St. Loup said, folding his gloves beneath his arm and doffing his top hat. “Is there something that I might do for you this evening?”


M had it on good authority that St. Loup had gotten his training as a gris-gris man in what was now the Dominican Republic, reading the future in chicken entrails and cooking up love potions. Why he had chosen to remodel himself after a member of a decayed aristocracy that had fallen out of fashion some several world wars previous M could not say. He had seen other adepts with far more eccentric and unpleasant tastes. M would, for instance, take St. Loup’s impersonation of a character from À la recherche du temps perdu over Idle’s deliberate deformation of his body.


“It’s not because you’re black,” Idle began. M wasn’t sure if it was the sheer amount of draw that was making Idle talk like a crazy person or if Idle had just gone crazy.


“I’d hope not,” St. Loup said. “This is the twenty-first century, after all.”


“It’s because of Katherine.”


“Who?”


To judge by the sudden shuddering that overtook Idle just then, this was the wrong question to ask. “Katherine, my girlfriend. Was my girlfriend. Now she’s your nothing, I guess.”


St. Loup made a sound in the back of his throat that conveyed some vague sense of regret. “Kat, you mean. I daresay that she played things out the way she wanted it.”


“And what about what I want?”


“Well, my friend,” St. Loup continued, with an impressive degree of sangfroid, given that he was staring at a primed cannon, “we don’t always get what we want.”


“Not always,” Idle agreed, “but tonight.”


Johnny’s voice hammered through the speakers, angry and dissonant, like something running you down in the dark. M was widely considered the coolest thing on the continent, and his heart was beating so hard in his chest he thought he might scream. Idle crackled, and reality stretched to accommodate him. The walls pulsed and warped, existence going hallucinogenic. The lights went strobe and the crystalline ornament on top of St. Loup’s cane shattered, sending fragments through his hand. He screamed. The bystanders screamed also. Idle laughed in a rather maniacal fashion. M stayed quiet.


St. Loup stumbled back toward the bar, half tripped over a stool, then righted himself, calling up whatever he could, trying to spark some burst of energy through the agony of his pulped fist and the virtual certainty of his demise. A swirling copper carapace tightened up from his ankles, over his pressed pants and the clean white cream of his shirt, coiled and contorted around his wounded arm, sealing off the flow of blood and protecting him—in theory at least—from further injury. It was the sort of patently impossible thing at which the Management tended to look askance, a work of wonder that could only be accomplished by an adept of great talent.


It also was no help whatsoever. Idle was all but glowing, he was so thick with the pulse. He wiggled his index finger, and the air around it coalesced into slender crimson tendrils, and then the tendrils shifted into flat-headed vipers, a surging mass of them, and then the mass flowed through the air, snakes atop snakes swimming through the firmament, and then they had surrounded St. Loup and his copper shielding, and then they had penetrated it. And then there was no more St. Loup to be seen, the spectral serpents swelling over and obscuring him.


And then they were gone as well, and what was left was something closer to a slab of meat than a human being, and it collapsed and leaked blood out onto the floor.


Idle seemed as happy in that moment as anyone M had ever seen, happy as a child on Christmas morning, happy as a virgin bride, happy as a junkie who just topped off. He did not have long to enjoy it.


Because here’s the other thing, to return to our earlier analogy: No one is such a good customer that they can, say, start throwing glasses at other patrons or take a dump behind the bar. You push the boundaries far enough, and at some point the Management will have to call in the bouncer.


And reality has a hell of a bouncer.


There was a sound of something screaming. No, there was the sound of everything screaming: M and the rest of the patrons in the bar, and the bar itself, the heavy oak counter, the seats and the leather booths, the taps and the kegs they led to, the bottles of whiskey and vodka, the floor, the ceiling, the air between them, the cobblestones on the street outside, the night and the city and the world beyond that.


Everything but Idle, who turned then to look at M for a single moment, smiling, apparently pleased with the choices that he had made.


And then Idle was not standing next to the counter, victorious in single combat. And then he was not sitting at the table with M, and then he was not walking into the bar, and then he was not opening the door. And then he was not on the sidewalk outside, and then he was not in Paris at all, and then he had not been in London either, and then he had never been born.


St. Loup was still dead, of course. Not even the Management could bring a man back to life—this was something M had learned long ago, to his not-insignificant despair. But as for the remainder, or at least the majority of Idle’s other works, these had been rendered null by the Management’s alteration. The surgery was imperfect, leaving bumps and tears in the record, particularly for those who had known the man well or been around to witness his demise. There was a scar in M’s mind that would never go away, and if he worked very hard at it, he could get a sense of what had happened in a fuzzy sort of way, at the price of a headache that was more agonizing than painful.


It was while M was sitting in the Talleyrand, wondering how he had ended up with two half-drunk pints of beer in front of him, that he decided he had seen enough of Paris in autumn, and it might be time to toddle off back to the States.
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The Pocket


The greatest advantage to being in good with the Management was that things went well for you so long as you moved out of the way and let them. M thought of this as being in the pocket. Being in the pocket meant doors open just before you walk into them, taxis stop when you toss your hand up, and bank errors always turn out in your favor. It meant throwing a hard eight after you’d just put your last bill down, meant that the cop who busts you for possession turns out to be an old drinking buddy. It meant walking down the street in perfect synchronous rhythm with the music on your iPod and the traffic lights and the pulsing beat of existence itself. It was why M didn’t worry about little things like money or travel visas or having a permanent residence or much by way of possessions.


And what did the Management demand, in exchange for all the kindnesses it saw fit to bestow on M? M wasn’t altogether sure, and he’d learned from experience thinking too hard about being in the pocket was the surest way of falling out of it. Just do what came natural and let the chips fall where they may. Not being big on forethought anyway, this suited M just fine.


M met Jessie a half hour after landing at JFK, in one of the bars in Terminal A. She was a stewardess for Singapore Airlines—the Occident had long since switched over to flight attendants, but in the East they still had stewardesses, and Jessie was clearly the latter: burnt sienna skin and walnut brown eyes, an ass like a ripe peach. After finding out M had no place to stay, she decided to give him one—her apartment in Queens, or the bed in her apartment in Queens, to be precise. And since, being a stewardess, Jessie wasn’t in Queens that much, she said she didn’t mind if M hung around a while, just until he could get back on his feet.


They spent two days cocooned in love, then M walked Jessie to the subway so she could catch her next flight. On the way back to her place he stepped into a bar for a quick drink, brushing past a furious, goateed gentleman who was on his way out. It turned out that the angry hipster was the bartender, or had been the bartender but wasn’t any longer, and the manager liked M’s look and also was desperate, so he asked if M knew how to mix a drink. M didn’t, really, but he said he did, figuring he could pick it up as he went along. The first night some of the patrons were less than pleased with their Negronis, but after that M pulled it together.


The tips weren’t bad and it was a good way to meet girls, but M got pretty sick of it after about three days, so he was happy when on the fourth a tall, thin man with wild hair came in and ordered a Belgian ale. After three of these and an hour listening to M’s travel stories, the man broke down in despair, said he was sick to hell of the city and had just broke up with his girlfriend, and here he was about to hit thirty and he hadn’t been out of the country in almost a year, only once to Toronto, and that, they both agreed, didn’t really count. And so M told him, Hell, if that’s the way he felt about it, he should just go, split right on out, M would look after his apartment while he was gone. M was the sort of person who could explain things to people in a certain sort of light, and after an hour, the man returned with a packed bag and an extra set of keys for M to use.


Which was just as well because by then Jessie was back, and either the idea of having a scruffy-faced wanderer eating her Fruit Loops had become less attractive or she somehow had sniffed out the fact that M had not been entirely faithful while she was away. M’s new place was in Crown Heights, and he didn’t think it made sense to commute all the way from central Brooklyn to Queens for a job that he didn’t want anyway. It was fortunate for him that while drinking away his last twenty at a bar near his new digs he ran into an old friend—well, not quite a friend, but an acquaintance at least, a small-time wonder worker M had met years ago and not thought much about since. It turned out that this half chum needed someone to go on a ride with him and perhaps say some strong words to some people they would meet at the end of it. M was a person known to use such words on occasion, though in this particular instance it was unnecessary, and his presence alone proved sufficient for him to come back to his apartment sometime later that evening with eight thousand six hundred dollars, everything he could chisel out of his sort-of friend.


Thus it was that within three weeks of repatriating, M had found an apartment, spending money, a wardrobe, and a slate of electronics that the previous generation could not have imagined but which their children considered a critical requirement, all without putting any deliberate effort into it. That was the one problem about being in the pocket—sometimes you got the sense that you weren’t the one in the driver’s seat exactly, that the Management, or the universe or whatever, had marked out the route already, and you were just going through the motions.


But it was hard to worry about that sort of thing now that M was back in New York, and have you heard of New York, and do you know that it is the center of the universe? Its inhabitants will be happy to educate you, tossing back cigarettes and shots of liquor, bustling between job interviews and blind dates and Ponzi schemes, so confident it’s hard not to believe them. It had been a long time since M had left the city, and returning to it with virgin eyes, he was bowed by the glut of options, activities, opportunities, adventures. Do you want to eat Mexican-Korean fusion at four in the morning? Have cocaine delivered directly to your door, swifter and more reliable than your local pizza parlor? Go see an experimental play inside of a prewar meat locker?


M did all of those things the first few weeks, spilled himself into the city’s recondite enormity. October is a good time to be in New York. Evening comes quickly, but the weather is warm enough to get by in a long-sleeve T-shirt and a leather jacket, and M looked good in a long-sleeve T-shirt and a leather jacket, as a happy few of the city’s females came to learn. M wandered back streets and side alleyways, smiled at children, frowned at beggars, scowled at corner boys, leered at the preening flock of beauties that made up the larger portion of Manhattan Island. He did nothing to draw the Management’s attention, beyond generally finding himself luckier than most of the rest of the population. He made a point of not letting any of his old acquaintances—friends and enemies and that far larger category somewhere in the middle—know of his return. Word would spread soon enough, and with word, trouble.


But for a while it was enough to slip through the city like vapor, to remember and rediscover, to take pleasure in the surfeit of human possibility which is New York’s defining quality.
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Gowanus Canal Pirates


M was shame-walking his way back to his apartment in the hours just before dawn one Sunday morning. Her name was Melanie, he was pretty sure, but it had been loud in the bar and he knew better than to ask once they’d gone back to her loft. M hadn’t wanted to stay the night, but he had hoped to cuddle for maybe half an hour, just to get back within stumbling distance of sobriety. But Melanie (?) was having none of it. Maybe there was a rival coming home at some point, or maybe, outside of the flattering half light of the bar, she had decided M was not someone worth knowing any longer. Regardless, around three in the morning, M stepped out of the door of an apartment building in Tribeca, and who in this day and age lived in Tribeca, apart from pop stars and the heirs to oil fortunes? It took him twenty minutes to acknowledge no cab would pick him up and another twenty-five waiting at Chambers Street for the night train and a half hour atop that before he was back in Crown Heights. When he reached the street he was scowling, making sure none of the late-evening denizens mistook him for someone worth hassling, and he did his best not to stumble on the way back to his apartment.


He had just taken off his coat when his phone started to buzz. Normally M ignored his phone late at night—what good could possibly come of a text at this hour—but he unsoberly supposed it might be Melanie (or whomever) dropping him a postcoital compliment.


It was not. “KDNAPD GWNS CNL PRATS —BOY,” the text read.


M sighed and spent a few seconds wondering how Boy had figured out that M was back in town, but Boy knew lots of things people weren’t supposed to know, and there was no time to dwell on it, not with Boy’s text-speak still to decipher. The first word was easy enough, and he could only assume that PRATS was “pirates.” Boy was not British, and anyway, if she had been captured by a pack of prats, she wouldn’t have had any trouble dealing with the situation herself. That left “GWNS CNL,” a linguistic construction that M’s drink-addled brain struggled to unravel.


“Gowanus Canal!” M erupted cheerily some moments later, happy to have found the right fit. But the smile fell off his face near as swift as it had gotten there, and when he again spoke the words aloud, they sounded more curse than exclamation.


In the end, M figured there was one of two ways this situation would play out. The first was that the pirates would flog Boy with a cat-o’-nine-tails or keelhaul her or make her walk the plank or some other sort of nonsense. M didn’t think this was very probable, but he wasn’t mad about the possibility. It seemed far more likely that, despite her rather desperate text, Boy would find some way to break free of her captors, murder them all in a fashion at once brutal and novel, and then come knocking on M’s door, prepared to do the same thing to him.


M liked this possibility even less.


Gowanus was a forty-minute walk from his apartment, which at least gave M time to clear his head. It was not as clear as he would have liked it to be, given that the situation seemed certain to get nasty, but it was better than it had been at least. Gowanus was all but deserted at night; even the bums and thugs had better things to do than stroll around the abandoned factories and industrial warehouses and shuttered artist colonies, smelling the ripe raw sludge of the canal.


M had not known that there were pirates on the Gowanus Canal, but it didn’t exactly surprise him, either. He stared for a while into the canal itself, the slow-moving water so dark it failed to reflect the moon, which was now edging toward the horizon. Indeed, the lateness of the hour was a source of some concern. M didn’t know anything about canal pirates, but he did know that things that did not entirely exist often ceased to exist entirely after sunrise, and no one could say with any certainty what exactly would happen to any souls unfortunate enough to get caught among their number after that. Nothing good, M supposed.


M’s understanding was that the last time anyone had bothered to analyze the water in the Gowanus Canal, they discovered it was mostly herpes simplex 2 and heavy metals, mixed with a smattering of human feces for garnish. So wading upriver was straight out. Boy was just about M’s oldest friend in the world, but there were limits to everything. Scowling, he pulled out his key chain and the small clasp knife attached to it, then drew a not particularly shallow cut along his hand and let a few drops of blood leak into the water below. One would hardly think, given the fetid morass that was the Gowanus Canal, that two or three centiliters of fresh blood would have been enough to draw any particular attention—but M had long ago discovered that in these sorts of situations, the old traditions worked best. Anyway, he didn’t have any other ideas.


M was midway through his second rollie when he noticed the stink of rum and gunpowder and heard a faint sea shanty chanted off-key. Everything that M knew about sailing could be distilled into a shot glass and thrown back without wincing, but all the same he couldn’t help feeling that whoever crewed the boat was skirting the lines of coherency, likely to draw the Management’s ire. It was as if you had taken a clipper and compressed it into something the size of a large rowboat, each individual feature miniaturized into absurdity. The prow was an anime mermaid—big eyes and bigger tits and no nose to speak of—and hanging over it was a fat man wearing a pair of bright purple trousers and a curved dagger in his teeth. The crow’s nest was barely larger than a custodial bucket, and it swayed back and forth, as did the pendulous, ill-protected breasts of the woman who rode in it. Rounding out the trio was a too-thin man standing on the quarter deck, scowling and shaking a cutlass in M’s direction. “Avast there, ye scurvy landlubber!” he yelled, right hand on the hilt of his blade, left on the beard that hung down toward his ankles. “For what do you call the Pirates of Brown Water! Speak true or meet with swift retort!”


“This is how this is going to go?” M asked, disappointed but not really surprised. “You picked up a friend of mine. I’d like to get her back. Or at least I’m going to try to get her back.”


“A friend of yours? A fair lass, perhaps?” asked the one hanging on the prow. “Might be we have her. Might be we haven’t. You’ll have to talk to the captain about that.”


“I’m guessing he’s somewhere back up that river of shit?” M mumbled, but he knew the saying about pennies and pounds, or in this case, shillings and doubloons. Throwing aside any concerns that his added weight would capsize the craft and leave them all with mercury poisoning and super-AIDS, he leapt gingerly aboard.


“I’m Rum,” said the one still hanging on the prow.


“I’m Sodomy,” said the girl on top of the crow’s nest,


“I’m La—”


“I get it, I get it,” M said, waving them along. “It’s very clever. Can we get a move on? I’ve got an appointment with a bed that I’m late for.”


“Tack windward!” Lash yelled up at the mast.


Sodomy scrambled down from her perch and then did something with the sails that resulted in the ship making a graceful three-point turn and heading back in the direction it had come from.


“Fucking Christ,” M said.


Rum hopped down from his place at the prow, and despite the thick rolls of fat on his arms and his waist and his neck and various other places, he gave the impression of being capable enough with the knife that suddenly appeared in his hand.


M sighed. “By Poseidon’s beard,” he said unhappily.


“By Poseidon’s bloody beard, indeed!” Rum exclaimed.


From the back of the boat—it had a special nautical name, but M didn’t know what it was—Lash began to belt a sea shanty that sounded remarkably like an early Smiths tune. Sodomy and Rum also took it up, singing zestfully. It was not at all the sort of sound that M would have chosen to hear, what with his drunk rapidly turning into a hangover and also hating sea shanties and not particularly liking Morrissey.


They should not have been able to sail upriver, as the Gowanus Canal is surrounded on both sides by buildings large enough to block out the wind. But they were well past the point where things functioned logically, and M was not surprised to find their little ship, despite running low in the water with his added weight, made good time. The longer they sailed, the louder the three chanted; and the louder they chanted, the wider the Gowanus Canal seemed to get, until one began to feel that it ought really to be called the Gowanus River, and at some point the Gowanus Bay, and then, finally, the Sea of Gowanus, though M crossed his arms and resolutely refused to offer it that title.


After what seemed a longer period of time than the evening had remaining, they came to a version of the Union Street Bridge, which was mostly wooden and somehow extended over the infinitely expanded body of water atop which they floated. M could just make out the barrel of cannon by the dimming moonlight and the flickering torches set beside them.


“Who goes there?” a voice bellowed down from the bridge. “Say the password or face my musket!”


Lash looked at M warily, unhappy about risking security in front of an outsider. Then he turned back around and shouted out toward the overhang. “Arggggghhhhhhhh!”


“Arggghhhhhhh!” the sentinel shouted back at them.


“Argggggghhhh!” Sodomy and Rum added.


Having nothing to add to the conversation, M kept silent.


They floated beneath the bridge and then into some sort of subterranean chamber, which distantly resembled a sewer, the real city merging with the strange, piratical existence that Lash and the rest of his crew had collectively willed into being. They tied up at the quay a hundred or so yards into the cavern, sharing space with two-man rowboats and jury-rigged catamarans and Arabian dhows, as improbable and anachronistic a fleet as had ever been gathered in one place. The waiting mob of pirates offered M a distinctly unpleasant greeting, punctuated by the occasional buffet or elbow, as well as a running speculation as to the sanctity of his anus and how long he might be expected to maintain it.


If M felt nervous, you would have been hard-pressed to tell. They moved him past surplus East German army tents with barrels of grog sticking out of them, and piles of what looked like costume jewelry scattered about the ground; past drunken wenches and severely inebriated catamites; past three monkeys and a one-eyed parrot reciting what M thought was a passage from Rimbaud. They came finally to a chair made of bone, atop which sat a man the size of several men, drinking from a goblet also made of bone. His beard was black as night, and slow-burning fuses had been set inside the braids. His eyes were brutal. His nose was hooked. He was not, by any stretch of the imagination, unarmed.


“Captain Grimdark welcomes you to the abode of the Pirates of Brown Water,” he said, leaning forward on the point of his cutlass. “Seems we’re getting awful popular with you bright-siders.”


M found himself distracted by the tawny roots in the captain’s beard—brunet leading into ebony—but he shook himself out of it. “Thanks,” he said. “Yeah, it’s quite a place you’ve got down here. It’s … real subtle.”


The captain rose up from his chair with a grace notable in such a big man, flung his arms wide, and went into easy oration: “For year upon year, we’ve lived beneath you, growing strong in the dark, learning the secrets of the city’s waterways. From the coasts of Staten Island to Montauk, women weep when they see our colors above the mast, and mothers quiet their children by mentioning Grimdark’s name! Our swords are sharp, our cannons primed, our …”


M’s phone beeped, and he fished it surreptitiously from his pocket while the captain was involved in his melodrama, thinking it might be from Boy. But it wasn’t.







	Unknown Number:
	 Did you see my earrings on the way out?




	M:
	 Who is this?







“—meaner than Black Bart, prettier than Anne Bonny, Frencher than Francois l’Olonnais—”







	Unknown Number: 
	Madison.




	M:
	You think I stole your earrings?




	Madison:
	I’m just asking if you saw them.







“—taken more plunder in one day than Kidd did in his whole career—”







	M:
	Did you check your nightstand?




	Madison:
	Of course I checked my nightstand.







M’s looked up to discover the tip of Captain Grimdark’s cutlass a few inches from his throat. “We boring you, boy?”


“Sorry, sorry,” M said. “It’s this girl I went home with last night. Tonight. Whatever. She thinks I stole her earrings.”


Apparently this bit of theoretical villainy was small potatoes for the captain. “What did you come here for? Answer fast or feel the tickle of my blade!”


“Oh.” M put his phone away. “Nothing, as it turns out. I was checking on a friend, but she’ll be fine. This is a great setup, though. Looks just like a LEGO play set I once bought a girlfriend’s nephew. Maybe you could just take me back to where you picked me up? Or, actually, is there a 3 train around here?”


“If ye think,” the captain began, swelling up like a snake bite, “you can stroll into the nest of the Pirates of Brown Water and stroll right out again, then you’re madder than a drink-crazed Scotsman!” There was much affirmative hooting and hollering from the assembled crowd. “Mayhap there’s someone up above who’d pay to have you ransomed? Or should we just make you a cabin boy? You can fetch me grog when you aren’t taking your time in the barrel!” More laughter followed, as well as the firing of muskets.


“So no 3 train?” M said, taking a seat on one of the nearby crates. “Fair enough. She probably won’t be very long.”


Rum scratched at his neck fat. The embers on the captain’s beard burned down a tick. Water lapped against the beach. The one-eyed parrot began the first line of “Man From Nantucket,” but there was a thud and a squawk and it went quiet.


“What do you mean,” the captain asked finally, giving voice to the mob’s nerves, “she probably won’t be very long?”


“At some point Boy’s going to work whatever party drug she’s on out of her system, and then she’s gonna wake up with a hangover and a keen instinct for mass murder. You ever see someone pick their teeth with a spinal cord? It’s …” M struggled to find the words, then gave up. “I wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise.”


“Pig’s guts!” the captain remarked after an awkward silence. The crowd mimicked his merry disregard. “You’ll need more than a bluff and a prayer if you hope to win free of the Pirates of Brown Water!”


“I don’t pray that much,” M admitted. “Honestly, when I got her text, I figured you guys were some sort of interspatial privateers, freebooters floating through space-time, not a bunch of extras from a Jerry Bruckheimer movie. Boy will be cleaning viscera from beneath her fingernails before dawn, and I’ll be wondering how to explain to my cleaner why there’s brain on my sweater. Again.” M shook his head back and forth unhappily. “I knew I should have ignored that text.”


He got another one then.







	Madison:
	Maybe they fell into your pocket somehow?




	M:
	I told you I didn’t steal them.




	Madison:
	I didn’t say you stole them. I’m just wondering if maybe you accidentally scooped them into your pockets on your way out.




	M:
	That’s a clear euphemism for theft.







“Who is your friend, exactly?” Lash asked.


Actually Lash had asked several times, but M had been busy with his phone and also wanted to build some anticipation. “Are you telling me you kidnapped the most dangerous human being within six or seven realities, and you don’t even have any idea who she is? Boy the Infernal? Astarte’s nemesis? The Doom of Atlantis? I suppose I can’t entirely blame you. People who meet her have an unfortunate habit of not living all that long afterward. Actually …” M checked the time on his phone. Below his wrist was a tattoo of a choirboy kneeling. “You guys made it about what, three hours? That’s not bad. You’re beating par.”


“We caught her stumbling near a porthole,” said a scruffy man with an E-Street Band headscarf. “She said rude things about my parentage!”


“That sounds like Boy, all right. Sharp tongue, but you can get away with it if you’ve got ichor in your veins, instead of blood. Can any of you claim divine heritage? No? Likely go quick then. Say, you didn’t leave anyone to guard her, did you?”


The captain looked at Lash. “Just Tibault and Callahan.”


“Well, I hope no one liked Tibault or Callahan that much.” M’s phone rang, and he answered it casually. “Hello? Yeah. Yeah? Great. The nightstand? Yeah. All right then, be well.” He put the phone back in his pocket. “Girls, man. What can you do?”


But the rest of the assemblage seemed not to suppose M’s romantic difficulties the foremost issue at the moment.


“If your friend’s so terrible,” the captain asked, “then how did we snatch her so easy?”


“I dunno. Maybe she was in a K-hole. Probably she didn’t think there was anyone stupid enough to make trouble with her. You know, actually,” M said, again standing, “now that I think about it, she might decide to do all of you indiscriminately, with fire or acid or some sort of giant worm monster, and all things considered I’d rather not be around for that. When she gets death on her mind …” M sucked his teeth. “Not pretty. But you guys will be fine. Sure, I once saw her make a Great Old One weep, but you have, like, antiquated firearms and whatnot.”


“A Great Old One?”


“All those tentacled eyes bawling—let’s just say there are some things humanity was never meant to see.”


“This whole thing was an accident!” the captain protested. “We meant no offense!”


“That’s really how you’re going to play it? You accidentally snatched her up and shoved her into a dungeon?” M shrugged. “Good luck. I ought to warn you, Boy’s not really the forgiving sort.”


“There must be something we can do!”


“Suicide? Though she might decide to track you down in hell, so I can’t guarantee it would do any good. Look, guys, this has been great and everything, but the longer I’m here, the more likely it is something gets done to me like what’s inevitably going to get done to you, and I’d really rather not have that.” He waved at the crowd, and they parted obediently, like the waters before Moses or preschoolers before a gym teacher. “I’m sure I can find my own way out. You’ll probably be busy praying, or weeping quietly in corners.”


“Wait!” the captain said.


M stopped short. “Yeah?”


“Couldn’t you talk to her?”


“Me?” M asked incredulously. “What could I do about it?”


“Explain the situation! No harm, no foul!”


“I don’t know, guys. It’s late, I’m tired. I’m already deeper into this whole thing than I had intended. Also, I took those cracks about my anal virginity a bit on the chin. I can’t say I’m really in a favor-doing mood. But … maybe if you sweetened the pot?”


Captain Grimdark looked at Lash, who seemed to be his second-in-command. Lash looked at the rest of the mob. The mob looked generally elsewhere. Heavy is the head that wears the pirate hat.


Negotiations took some time because M didn’t want to be paid in bales of silk or doubloons, the first being heavy and the second being difficult to exchange on the modern market. They settled on a small bag of loose diamonds, which to M’s untrained eyes looked like about a year’s rent. At the last moment, M, feeling that old instinct for trouble, demanded Grimdark’s tricorne and watched angel-eyed as he took it, slowly and ignominiously, off his head.


“I’ll do what I can, but if I were you, I’d make for the hills, or the nautical equivalent. When Boy gets hungover, she gets a little bit jittery.” M finished rolling a cigarette, then leaned over and lit it from one of the burning brands set into the captain’s beard. “Your dye job is starting to run,” he added as a parting shot.


M followed the direction he had been given, down a long stone hallway indifferently lit by guttering torches, till he came to two men standing in front of a wooden door.


“Tibault,” M said. “Callahan. Good seeing the both of you.”


“Who the hell are you?” the taller one asked.


“I’m the new captain,” M said. “Can’t you see the hat?”


“What happened to Grimdark?”


“We had a sword fight on a wooden plank suspended above a pool of hammerhead sharks. It was super exciting. I’m sorry you missed it. The long and short is, I went Errol Flynn on his Basil Rathbone.”


“What?”


“Johnny Depp on his Geoffrey Rush.”


“Oh,” the shorter one said. “Shit.”


“Yeah, shit’s right. Now open the door or I’ll have to … wear your guts for suspenders. A fedora. Something old-fashioned sounding. It’s very late,” he explained apologetically, though the guards didn’t seem to mind, impressed with his hat and his general air of carelessness.


Inside the store room were rusted cannon and boarding pikes, empty bottles of Brooklyn Lager, crates of stockings, jars of parrot food, hard tack, salt pork, and a hundred and twenty pounds of punk rock devilry, long legs and no breasts and a pixie cut. M had not seen Boy for a long time, years and years, and she looked exactly the same—cruel and wild and nearly beautiful.


“The fuck took you so long? I texted like an hour ago.”


M put the pirate hat on her head. “You’re welcome.”


“You sneak in here?”


“No, no, they were happy to let me take you off their hands once I explained to them the sort of person you are. I may have exaggerated one or two minor details.”


Boy looked at him a while. “Where you been?”


“I was out, it took me a little while to get down here.”


“I meant the past five years.”


“Ah.”


“You missed my birthday.”


“Five of them, apparently.”


“How long you been in town?”


“Not very long.”


“Didn’t think to call me?”


“I figured you’d hear I was around. And I figured at some point you’d get in trouble and drop me a line. I didn’t figure it would be this humiliating, though. How exactly did you manage to get captured by a Gilbert and Sullivan cast?”


“In a word: acid.”


“You have any left?”


“No.”


Which was just as well, as this was hardly the right time to drop acid. M would have done it anyway, of course, but still he had to admit this was objectively not the time.


“It’s good to see you,” Boy said finally.


“It’s good to see you too.”


Boy wobbled some as she stood up, but not badly, given that she was apparently on enough hallucinogens to get ejected from a Phish concert. “Come on,” she said. “I’ll buy you breakfast.”


“Least you could do,” M said, making sure the purse of diamonds was still firmly in his pocket.
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The White Queen


M had been back about two weeks when he started to get the urge to look in on Celise, but since it wasn’t really his urge at all, he managed to avoid obeying it. Still, it had the tendency to pop up unexpectedly, and sometimes it would be a few minutes of thinking, Gosh, that Celise, what a sweetheart, I ought to go over and see how she’s doing, before he would remember, Wait, I don’t even like Celise, and he would scowl and go back to chopping carrots or record shopping, or once, in what he freely admitted was not his best outing, performing cunnilingus.


After a month back in the city, however, Celise had begun to slip into his existence in aggressive and unsubtle ways. Stray tangles of overlapping graffiti arranged themselves into the letters of her name. He kept running into random mutual acquaintances who would, without any prompting, bring her up in conversation. There were also troublesome bouts of surprising ill luck: keys lost in the trunks of cars, taxis failing to appear, subway cards being cleared suddenly of value, even though M put a fresh twenty on it last night, goddamn it. Goddamn it.


Still, most of November passed without M giving in, though he knew he was only delaying the inevitable. Initially he had hoped that Celise might just lose interest in him, a passing fancy to be forgotten as soon as the next shiny thing caught her attention, but this appeared not to be the case. And when M began to have recurring dreams in which Celise chased him naked through an old growth forest, saddled on a black charger and leading a pack of hounds, and when he got popped three times in one week for jaywalking—a transgression that one would not expect to be a law-enforcement priority in so fractious a metropolis as New York—he decided it was better just to get it over with.


So on a foggy Thursday evening, M put on a pair of pressed jeans and a dress shirt and went to pay homage to the Queen of New York. One of them, anyway. She had the top two floors of a turn-of-the-century building some ways up Fifth Avenue. M had not been inside for years, but he had memories of brass and glass and art that M either did not like at all or liked desperately, as well as a view of the park, which was, by any standard short of avian, spectacular.


The doorman was doing a poor imitation of humanity—with a moment’s glance you could see the real him peek through the facade. But of course the superwealthy do not look at doormen, any more than they do waiters or valets, so the deception went generally unnoticed. M had to give his name twice, and even then the thing that was not a doorman scowled and called up, and between all that, it was almost ten minutes before he found himself in the elevator.


Celise’s apartment reminded him of the inside of a Fabergé egg, three of which were in fact on display atop one of the mantels. The partygoers were too pretty to converse with; it was like trying to trade pleasantries with the Venus de Milo, if the Venus de Milo were a twenty-year-old Eastern European girl who couldn’t quite speak English and wouldn’t have much to say even if she could. Waiter-actor-models carried silver trays of food, the appearance of which gave no indication of the taste: little puff pastries dotted with cream that looked like caramel but turned out to be liver, faintly fried slivers of something that M was disappointed to discover were not beef. The bar only served champagne. M found it impossible to get drunk on champagne, but he made a manly effort at it, fortifying himself for the conversation ahead.


Of course he had noticed her as soon as he’d walked in. Celise—it had to be said—was quite possibly the greatest hostess in the history of hospitality, made Madame de Staël seem like Procrustes. She was standing near the windows, the center of a crowd of perfect-looking humans, each captivated, entranced, positively enthralled by whatever it was she was saying, or at least doing their very best to look like it. Celise was a very good person to know, which was why there were so many people trying to get to know her. Having already had the pleasure, M spent most of the next half hour examining the various objets d’art and shuffling his feet awkwardly.


Finally, in a rare convergence of happenstance, there was a brief interlude when Celise found herself alone, and M moved swiftly to take advantage of it. “Celise,” he began, bending down to give her an air kiss, “what a pleasure.”


M had come to recognize that Celise was beautiful inverse to the length of time that you spent with her; so that, if you were for instance to catch a glimpse of her just before getting on a bus (in the instant before you got on a bus, of course, Celise would no more ride a bus than she would shop at Walmart or put her hand in the garbage disposal), you would have carried that image to the end of your life, imagined her in every whore you ever bought, in the face of your wife in the morning. During a brief conversation you would have been astonished by her physiognomy but capable of maintaining a reasonable grip on the normative. But as the clock hand rolled round, she seemed to run like grease paint, and her eyes became savage little dots in her head. After forty-five uninterrupted minutes—and you would never get forty-five uninterrupted minutes with Celise, not even if you were lovers, since she was far too busy and important a person to give forty-five uninterrupted minutes to anyone not a Rothschild—but if you were to have gotten forty-five uninterrupted minutes with her, you’d begin to feel a growing sense of nausea as the mask went completely.


Not having seen her for something between five and ten years, M struggled not to become enthralled entirely by her otherworldly beauty. “Darling,” Celise answered, “how wonderful it is that you’ve returned.” Celise spoke with a sterling patrician drawl, and wore a dress that seemed to be formed of spider silk. She smelled of something ineffable but pleasant. She was, in short, more than the epitome, she was the very author, of taste, manners and etiquette.


This was not why M disliked her, though it did not help. “Celise,” he said, smiling falsely. “A lovely party,” and it was, so long as you went by the decor and ignored the attendees completely.


“Oh, I don’t know, I don’t know.” Though M thought she very much did. “New York is so terribly dull this time of year. Everyone who is anyone is in Milan.”


M had to admit that Celise knew everyone who is anyone, and thus could make this statement with a high degree of confidence. But then Celise said everything with a high degree of confidence. In moments of kindness, M wished she might one day turn out to be wrong about something, just as a happy novelty.


“And where have your wanderings taken you?” she asked, continuing on before M could answer. “When you left, had people already started going to Williamsburg? Or had they already stopped?”


“The former, I think.”


“Regardless, they’ve started going back, there’s an underground cocktail bar that does the most amazing things with mescal. Promenade Theater has replaced urban art, and no one likes NoMad anymore.”


“I’ll remember that.”


“Of course, if you want to eat there, I could give the maître d’ a call …”


“No, no, you’ve convinced me.”


“Of course I have,” she said, grabbing a flute off a tray and handing him another. “Quite the time to be back in the city, quite the time. The real estate market, you just wouldn’t believe. You didn’t happen to think of holding on to a bit of property the last time you were here, did you?”


“I own Baltic Avenue,” he said. “If I get my mitts on Mediterranean, I can start putting up some houses.”


Celise had this way of laughing at things that made it impossible to tell if she had gotten the joke. “Planning to set down roots finally?”


“Like kudzu,” M said, “so I’m sure we’ll be doing lots of this. Bridge parties, evenings in your box at the theater. Though as it happens I have a terribly early morning tomorrow, so perhaps I’d best just …”


“Oh, M, you can’t leave until you’ve met Cassandra,” Celise said, pointing seemingly at random toward one of the sea-foamed Aphrodites who graced her gathering. “She’s just inked a deal to be the face of Chanel’s new line.”


“Make no trouble on my account. Cassandra seems quite busy with her bulimia, virtually a full-time occupation—”


“But I’ve already made so much trouble on your account,” Celise interrupted. “An account, I might add, that’s been accruing interest in the long years since last you graced the city with your presence.”


“Why am I here, Celise?”


Five minutes in and her face was not so lovely as it had been, a feigned expression of injury that would have gotten her laughed off the boards of a community playhouse. “Because I’ve missed you, of course. Because it’s been too long, far, far too long since I’ve gotten to have a look at you. Because I wanted to hear all about what you’ve been doing, your adventures and experiences.”


“You’re too kind.”


“And also because I wanted to remind myself of why I’ve liked you enough to warrant doing you so many favors in the past. And for you to be able to remind me that these kindnesses have not yet been forgotten.”


“Have we done that yet?”


Celise set aside her drink. “I don’t know, M, have we?”


M looked down at his shoes. “We have.”
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Bad Decisions


It began with an argument as to what was the quickest way to get from Greenpoint to SoHo. Stockdale maintained that if you grabbed the Z train from Nassau Street, you could be sipping a gin and tonic on Houston within ten minutes. D8mon, who had never had much luck with the Z, spoke rather passionately for the % train—true, sometimes it did not come for hours, and sometimes it came twice within two minutes, but once you got on, it was a straight shot across the Abandando Bridge, twenty minutes at the very most, and there was a dining car that sold the loveliest little bits of finger food. Admittedly, they only accepted payment in guineas, but one never knew what was in one’s pockets, and sometimes you could trade with one of the other passengers.


It will come as no surprise to anyone who has ever ridden the New York subway system, that vast esophageal labyrinth, that there is more to it than the MTA will admit. Indeed, there are few places in which the world that M inhabited and the world known to the rest of us parallel each other so closely. Who, standing on a trash-strewn platform in a far corner of Brooklyn after midnight, has not had the sensation that if they let the 3 pass them by, the next train would offer passage to some strange and foreign existence? Who hasn’t waited until right before the door closed, only to see their conviction dissipate in the face of reality’s cold waters, and the certainty that the next train won’t roll past for another half hour?


Well, I tell you—if you had held to your fantasy for five minutes longer, if you had let that 3 slip by, you might have been privileged to watch while the Ø train rolls into the station, plopped down on a crushed velvet seat, put your boots up on the sterling silver railings, and let it whisk you home in style. Or perhaps that evening the Alkally Special would deign to make its appearance, universally regarded as having the most comfortable private rooms since the decommissioning of the Orient Express.


On the other hand, you might also have been unlucky enough to take the last spot on the Kafka Limited, which takes a whopping two and a half hours to go from Union Square to Van Cortland Park, is always packed, and smells worse than the urinals at a professional football game. Or stepped unthinkingly onto a southbound Herbert Express, which is said to lead into the maw of the sort of creature large enough to swallow a subway train, though of course no one has ever ridden it and come back to say for certain. So maybe you did all right, sticking with your reality.


“My watch stops working any time I get on the %,” Stockdale said. “And by the time I get off, I can’t remember where I was going or when I was supposed to get there.”


Stockdale and M had been friends for longer than he could remember. This was a literal fact, not an exaggerated piece of sentimentality. He was a decent enough chap, apart from being ramrod straight, rather bigoted, long-winded, overly enamored of his own person, and, above all, utterly, determinedly, deliberately British. He dressed like a country squire and carried himself like the hero of a Kipling story, an affectation made all the more curious by his being an ethnic Pakistani and thus on the wrong side of the White Man’s Burden.


“My kind of trip,” M said.


“Oh, it’s a pleasant enough interval, no doubt about it—but try telling some bird that you’re two days late for drinks because you got caught up playing whist in the dining car of a train that—so far as she’s concerned—never existed.”


D8mon laughed. D8mon had the best pompadour that M had ever seen on a man of East Asian descent—one of the best pompadours he had ever seen period. D8mon sometimes seemed very clever and other times only seemed sort of clever, which to M’s mind was a very dangerous medium. D8mon was rather new to the game, and M had heard that he could do some things with technology that other people did not seem able to do.
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