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Stuck in traffic on the Williamsburg Bridge out of lower Manhattan in a stolen frozen fish truck full of stolen frozen fish at 1:30 on a bright June afternoon, with construction out ahead of them forever on the Brooklyn Queens Expressway, with Stan Murch on Dortmunder’s left complaining about how there are no decent routes anymore from anywhere to anywhere in New York City – ‘If there ain’t snow on the road, there’s construction crews’ – and with Andy Kelp on Dortmunder’s right prattling on happily about global warming and how much nicer it will be when there isn’t any winter, Dortmunder also had to contend with an air conditioner dripping on his ankles. Cold drips. ‘My ankles are freezing,’ he announced. As if anybody cared.


‘Nobody’s gonna freeze anymore,’ Kelp assured him. ‘Not with global warming.’


‘I can’t wait,’ Dortmunder said. ‘The bones in my ankles are getting all cracks in them. I got ice water from the air conditioner squirting all over my ankles now. I’m never gonna walk again. I can’t wait for the globe to get warm.’


‘The thing about getting on a bridge,’ Stan Murch said, ‘once you’re on it, you’re on it. No changing your mind on a bridge. No turning off, turning around, take a little detour. You’re on a bridge, you’re on a bridge, and that’s it until you get to the other side, and, the way I see it, we ain’t gonna get to the other side.’


‘Enough is enough,’ Dortmunder decided, and leaned forward to peer at the dashboard’s array of controls. After one false start – the windshield had needed washing anyway – he found the knob marked A/C and switched it off.


Which didn’t help. Apparently, the air-conditioning system had already collected enough frigid condensation in its innards to keep raining on Dortmunder’s parade (or his tarsals, at least) well into the next century, which was how long Stan announced he anticipated they’d be stuck on this goddam bridge. Dortmunder twisted around to the right to hide his ankles behind Kelp’s, but there wasn’t really room over there, and in any event Kelp was a kicker, so it was back to the January thaw.


Inch by inch they crept across the bridge, among all the rest of the smoking, snorting, stinking traffic, Dortmunder only glad the interior of the truck cab remained cool enough (probably because of the ice water gathering in a tarn at his feet) so that neither Kelp nor Stan insisted on turning the air conditioner back on. Think what a cataract, what a cascade, it could produce if left on for the whole trip. But the sun was behind them, since they were driving east – or pointing east, anyway – so the truck cab was in the shade. A nice shady spot, with a waterfall.


The trip to Farport, on Long Island’s southern shore, should have taken an hour and a half, max, but with most of the population of New York State fitted out in bright orange vests and told to stand around in the middle of every highway and byway and look busy, it was nearly four hours before the trio and their fish truck drove at last into the yard at the Ocean Deeps Processing Plant, where their load/loot would be commingled with fish brought here more conventionally – that is, by boat, from the ocean – and eventually driven back to New York in a similar fish truck and possibly even to the same fish wholesaler who’d been anticipating its arrival today.


Except, no. When George of Ocean Deeps snapped the lock and raised the big articulated door at the rear of the truck, the odor that came out was strong enough to plant beans in. ‘Jesus Christ!’ George prayed, and yanked down the door, though not before two nonsmokers in the office across the yard fainted.


George backed away from the truck as he stared at his alleged suppliers in outrage and disbelief. ‘You turn off the AC?’ he demanded. ‘On a day like this?’


‘Oh,’ Dortmunder said, while eyes from both sides turned and did laser things to his cheekbones. ‘That’s why the cab stayed cool.’


The ride back to the city on the Long Island Railroad was a quiet one. They’d abandoned the truck a block from the station, and, when last they’d looked back, the thing had a kind of shimmery quality to it, as though it were just about to be teleported to another planet, or another time. Which wouldn’t be a bad idea.


Dortmunder had too much dignity to try to alibi himself in front of his onetime friends – cold water, ankles, no assistance from them, A/C clearly marked on the knob – while apparently neither Kelp nor Stan trusted himself to speak, so the three sat in silence all the way to Penn Station. Dortmunder had paid for all the tickets – it seemed like he should, somehow – but nevertheless it was Kelp who was glumly looking at the glum suburbs outside the window and Stan sitting with his big brogans in the aisle and giving the fish-eye – pardon; staring back at any passerby who seemed to be considering a complaint, while Dortmunder was still seated in the middle. At least there wasn’t any ice water.


It was well after seven o’clock in the evening before Dortmunder finally unlocked his way into his apartment on Nineteenth Street and walked back to the kitchen, where his faithful companion May said, ‘Good,’ got up from the table where she’d been reading ‘Seven Fast-Track Careers for You’ in last month’s Self, and hit the START button on the microwave Dortmunder had brought home late one night a couple months ago. ‘Dinner in four minutes.’


‘Don’t ask,’ Dortmunder said.


May had no intention of asking. One look at Dortmunder’s face told her the day had not gone well. ‘Beer or bourbon?’ she asked.


‘Definitely bourbon,’ Dortmunder told her, and went away to wash up.


On his return, she handed him a glass and said, ‘Tiny called, before. He’d like a meet tonight at the OJ, ten o’clock.’


‘He’s got something?’ Anything, Dortmunder thought, to erase the memory of those fish.


‘I guess so.’ May sounded dubious, or confused. ‘He kind of chuckled and said, “Tell Dortmunder, it’s exactly his kind of thing.” Whatever that means.’


‘Nothing good,’ Dortmunder surmised, and the microwave beeped in agreement.
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When Dortmunder walked into the OJ Bar & Grill on Amsterdam Avenue at ten that night, the regulars were discussing why the big annual automobile race called the Indy 500 was called the Indy 500. ‘It’s because,’ one regular explained, ‘they run it on Independence Day.’


Rollo the bartender was nowhere to be seen.


‘They do not,’ a second regular responded. ‘Independence Day is the Fourth of July.’


Dortmunder walked over to the bar to see what was what with Rollo.


The first regular reared back and stared at the second regular in aggressive astonishment. ‘What boat did you get off? The Fourth of July is the fourth of July!’


The duckboards behind the bar were lifted and leaning against the backbar, and the trapdoor was open. Dortmunder settled down to wait.


‘And the Fourth of July is Independence Day,’ the second regular said, with the calm confidence of the well-prepared scholar. ‘They run the Indy Five Hundred on Memorial Day, if you want to know.’


‘They why don’t they call it the Memo Five Hundred?’


‘The place where they run it—’ started a third regular; but, no. Not a regular at all, or he would not have allowed himself to be interrupted.


Which he was, by the first regular, still as calmly confident as ever, explaining, ‘The reason they call the Indy the Indy is because they named it in honor of the guy in Raiders of the Lost Ark. On account of what a terrific driver he is. Indigo Jones, nickname Indy.’


‘You know,’ mused a third regular, ‘it’s only called the Indy Five Hundred this year.’ Yes; this is the third regular. ‘Next year,’ he informed the world at large, ‘it’ll be the Indy Five Hundred and One.’


Everybody paused to think about that.


‘It’s called the Indy because—’ said the nonregular.


‘Are you telling me,’ the first regular said to the third regular, ‘the Indy Five Hundred started in the sixteenth century? Are you sure they had cars then?’


‘They used chariots the first few years,’ the third regular explained. ‘That’s where the movie Ben-Hur came from. It’s like the Super Bowl, with the numbers, ex-ex this and ex-ex that. Only they use American numbers. Five hundred. Five hundred and one.’


‘Indianap—’ said the nonregular.


‘It isn’t Indigo,’ said the second regular.


The first regular reared around to confront this new challenge to his scholarship: ‘What isn’t Indigo?’


‘The guy’s name,’ said the second regular. ‘An indigo is a kind of fruit, like an orange or a quincy.’


‘That’s right,’ the third regular said. ‘My first wife made pies.’


The first regular did another half turn on his stool to lower an eyebrow at the third regular. ‘Indigo pies?’


‘And quincy pies. And rubabayga.’


Rollo came heavily up the basement stairs, screwing the top onto a full bottle of Amsterdam Liquor Store Bourbon – ‘Our Own Brand.’ When he saw Dortmunder looking down at him, he pretended he wasn’t screwing the top on, that the top had been on all along. ‘The other bourbon said you’d be along,’ Rollo said.


‘Andy Kelp’s here?’ He’s telling Tiny, Dortmunder thought, about the fish.


‘And the beer and salt,’ Rollo said. ‘And two vodka and red wines.’


‘Two?’


‘Your big friend brought another guy,’ Rollo said. He put the bottle of muddy brown liquid on the backbar, stooped with a grunt to close the trapdoor and drop the duckboards into place, then pretended to go through the process of opening a brand-new fresh bottle, using the bottle he’d just come upstairs with for the demonstration. He placed this triumphantly open bottle and a glass in front of Dortmunder and said, ‘I told the other one you’d bring it in.’


‘Thanks, Rollo.’


The regulars were now discussing whether or not it was permissible for a person who’d only been married once, and was still married, to speak in terms of ‘my first wife.’ There were many opinions expressed on this topic. ‘Not in front of her,’ the non-regular advised, but of course no one listened to him.


Dortmunder picked up the bottle and glass and carried them past the regulars and down beyond the end of the bar and down the hall past the doors decorated with black metal dog silhouettes labeled POINTERS and SETTERS, and past the phone booth with the string dangling from the quarter slot, and on to the end of the hall, where the knob of the green door stymied him for just a second, until he figured out how to hook the glass with one finger of the hand holding the bottle, leaving the other hand free to open the door.


‘—nobody ever did hear him cry for help. I guess he’s still there.’


Dortmunder nodded to the speaker as he entered the room and bumped the door shut behind him with his behind. The speaker, who looked mostly like a hillside brought to life by Claymation, was a man monster – or monster man – named Tiny Bulcher by someone with a grim sense of humor, or fast legs, or both. In the company of human beings of normal size and shape, Tiny Bulcher looked … different. He reminded most people of the thing they used to believe lived in their bedroom closet at night, when they were very very small, and they would wake up, and it would be really really dark in the whole house, and they would lie in bed and know just how small they were, and the closet door was the only thing in the entire vast universe they could see, and they just knew that inside that closet right now, reaching for the doorknob on the inside there, was … Tiny Bulcher.


‘Hello, Tiny,’ Dortmunder said, and crossed to sit at the table near an aloof Andy Kelp, placing the bourbon bottle between them.


‘Hello, Dortmunder,’ said Tiny, with a voice like a seaplane engine with gasket trouble. He chuckled, with a sound like small bones being crushed, and said, ‘I understand you went fishin. Only the fishin stunk.’


‘Heh heh,’ Dortmunder said.


The scene of this good-natured teasing was a smallish square room with a concrete floor. Beer and liquor cases lined all the walls, leaving a small open space in the middle, containing a battered old round table with a stained green felt top. Half a dozen chairs, all but one now occupied, stood around this table, and the only light came from one bare bulb under a round tin reflector hanging from a long black wire over the very center of the table.


The unoccupied chair had its back to the door; this was never a popular chair. To its right sat Dortmunder and to its left Stan Murch, who even without a steering wheel managed to look as though he were driving. To Dortmunder’s right, Andy Kelp poured bourbon into his glass without saying thank you, and beyond him, facing the empty chair and the door, lurked Tiny Bulcher, in his massive paw a minuscule glass of what looked like cherry soda but was, in fact, a combination of vodka and Chianti that Tiny seemed to find restorative. And beyond Tiny, between Tiny and Stan Murch, was another one.


Another glass of noncherry soda. Another massive paw. Another man monster. Not quite as large as Tiny, but then, there are some villages out west that aren’t as large as Tiny. But this guy came close.


It was mostly his shiny baldness above and the thick, heavy black beard below that made his face look like a boulder on a mountaintop. His shirt was black, with black buttons, and over it he wore a vaguely military tunic kind of thing, the Nehru jacket’s homicidal cousin, in a dark olive green; exactly the color of an ornamental pond that hasn’t been cared for right. The hands emerging from the black loop – embroidered sleeves of this tunic were depressingly large and thick and knobbly, with rings embedded in them here and there. Up at boulder level, the eyes were small, dark, brooding, and too close together, under a single hairy black caterpillar of brow resting on the ridges of his craggy forehead.


Tiny made introductions: ‘Dortmunder, this is—’ And he cleared his throat.


Dortmunder leaned forward, looking alert. ‘Say what?’


‘This is—’ Tiny repeated, pointing a fat thumb at the new one, and repeated the throat clearing.


‘It’s his name,’ Kelp said. ‘The best I can figure, it’s Grijk Krugnk.’


‘Only wid an accent,’ said the new one, with an accent, ‘over da cccchhh.’


‘Well, I’m still working on it, uh, Grijk,’ Kelp said, and said to Dortmunder, ‘He’s not from around here.’


‘So you’re talking to me,’ Dortmunder observed.


Kelp grinned and shrugged. ‘Sure, why not? What’s a few fish between friends?’


‘Now that you told the whole world and everybody.’


‘Aw, come on, John,’ Kelp said. ‘Isn’t it better to have a funny story than a bitter secret?’


‘I wish you’d given me the choice.’


‘Dortmunder,’ Tiny said, low and impatient, ‘you with us or what?’


‘I’m with you, Tiny.’


‘And you met my cousin.’


‘Oh, he’s your cousin? Grijk Krugnk?’


‘Dere!’ announced Grijk Krugnk triumphantly, pointing a weisswurst, or possibly a finger, at Dortmunder. ‘He can say it!’


‘I can?’


‘Yeah, my cousin,’ Tiny said. ‘From the old country. My long-lost cousin, you could say.’


‘I see the family resemblance, Tiny,’ Dortmunder said.


‘Most people do. Anyway, the old country, they got a problem, so Grijk looked me up.’


‘Dat’s right.’


‘So I figured, the country my grandparents had the sense to get out of, they got a problem, I gotta show some loyalty, am I right?’


Everybody agreed Tiny was right. (Everybody always agreed Tiny was right.)


Tiny nodded, agreeing with himself, and turned to Grijk. ‘Tell them about it.’


Grijk nodded, his bald head sending semaphores. ‘We godda gedda bone,’ he said.


Dortmunder and Kelp and Murch all sat there, attentive, wanting more. But Grijk had no more to give. He nodded emphatically and consumed half his noncherry soda.


It was Dortmunder who pressed the issue, saying to Tiny, ‘Did he say a bone?’


‘Yeah,’ Tiny said. ‘The femur of Saint Ferghana.’ (Oddly enough, he pronounced femur correctly, with the long e as in female.)


‘That’s a bone?’ Dortmunder asked.


‘It’s a relic,’ Tiny explained. ‘From a saint. It’s a bone from a saint, so it’s a relic.’ He consulted his cousin. ‘Am I right?’


‘Dat’s right!’


‘Now, the old country,’ Tiny went on, ‘what they—’


‘Pardon me, Tiny,’ Dortmunder said, ‘but exactly what old country is this?’


‘Well, that’s kind of complicated, Dortmunder,’ Tiny said. ‘It’s a very old country, but, on the other hand, it’s a very new country, too.’


‘Does this country have a name?’


‘Lately,’ Tiny said.


Dortmunder frowned. ‘Lately? That’s its name?’


‘No no,’ Tiny said. ‘You always complicate things, Dort-munder. It’s called Tsergovia.’ And beside him, his cousin sat to attention at the sound of the sacred syllables.


‘Tsergovia,’ Dortmunder said. ‘I never heard of it.’ He glanced at Kelp, who shook his head, and at Stan, who said, ‘If it isn’t in the five boroughs, I never heard of it.’


Tiny said, ‘This poor little country, it really got screwed around with over the years. It was independent for a long time in the Middle Ages, and then it got to be part of the Austro-Hungarian empire, and one time it was almost a part of Albania, except over the mountains, and later on the Commies put it together with this other crap country, Votskojek—’


Grijk growled.


‘—and called it something else, but now the Commies are out, that whole Eastern European thing is coming apart, and Tsergovia’s becoming its own country again.’


‘Free at last,’ Grijk said.


‘So it’s gonna be a real different country,’ Tiny said, ‘from when my grandparents decided to get the hell out of …’ He frowned, and turned to his cousin. ‘What was the name of that place again?’


‘Styptia,’ Grijk said.


‘Yeah, that’s it,’ Tiny agreed. ‘My ancestral village home.’


‘A beautiful little willage,’ Grijk said, ‘nested in da crags a da mountains.’


‘My one grandfather was the village blacksmith,’ Tiny told the others, familial pride in his voice. ‘And the other …’ Again he was at a loss; scratching various acres of his forehead, he said, ‘Grijk? What was my other grandfather? You never told me.’


‘Oh, vell,’ Grijk said. ‘Such a long time ago.’


‘Yeah, but what did he do before he left for the U.S.? One was the village blacksmith, but what was the other one?’


‘Vell,’ Grijk said, reluctantly, ‘da willage idiot.’


‘Oh,’ said Tiny.


‘Bud only because,’ Grijk hastened to add, ‘dere veren’t d’opportunities in dot liddle place. Nod like here.’


‘Yeah, that’s true,’ Tiny agreed.


‘And nod like da vay it’s gonna be, vid your help.’


‘Whatever I can do, Grijk, you know that,’ Tiny said.


Dortmunder said, ‘Tiny? What’s the problem?’


‘Well, the problem,’ Tiny said, ‘the problem is the UN.’


Dortmunder absorbed that. He said, ‘You want us to go up against the United Nations? Us five here?’


‘No, we’re not goin up against the UN,’ Tiny said, as though it were Dortmunder who was being ridiculous. ‘We’re goin up against Votskojek—’


Grijk growled.


‘—which is a whole nother thing.’


‘Which nother thing?’ Dortmunder wanted to know.


‘The bone’s in the mission,’ Tiny explained.


‘Well, that makes sense,’ Kelp said. ‘You got a religious relic, you keep it in the mission.’


‘Not that kind of mission,’ Tiny said.


‘Is this in California?’ Dortmunder asked, expecting the worst.


‘It’s not that kind of mission,’ Tiny said, louder. ‘It’s the Votskojek’ – growl – ‘mission to the UN. Or it will be if they get the seat, which they ain’t gonna get, because we’re gonna get the bone.’ He turned to his cousin. ‘Isn’t that right?’


‘Dat’s right!’


‘Wait a minute,’ Dortmunder said, ‘I’m seeing some daylight here, I think. Either that or my brain’s on fire. Tsergovia’s a brand-new country, so they aren’t in the UN yet, and in order to get accepted into the UN they’ve got to steal this saint’s bone from this other brand-new country. The bone is like their admission to the UN.’


Kelp said, ‘John, that’s the dumbest thing I ever heard in my life. The United Nations lets you become a member if you got a bone? That’s too stupid to even be a sentence.’


‘Nevertheless,’ Dortmunder said, ‘I bet that’s the story here. Am I right, Tiny?’


‘You’re right, Dortmunder,’ Tiny said.


Kelp said, ‘He’s right?’


‘More or less,’ Tiny said. ‘And if you guys come into this with me, you’ll be doin a wonderful thing for a little country never hurt nobody.’


Dortmunder nodded. He said, ‘And?’


Tiny was not a subtle man. He could be seen pretending not to understand what Dortmunder meant. He said, ‘And? That’s it, and. That’s the story.’


‘Tiny,’ Dortmunder said, more in sorrow than in anger, ‘if we get this bone and turn it over to your cousin here, Tsergovia gets into the UN, don’t ask me why. What do we get out of it?’


‘Heroes!’ Grijk cried. ‘A statue in the main square in the capital at Osigreb! Your pictures on stamps! Your names in children’s schoolbooks!’


‘That’s kind of, uh, public,’ Dortmunder pointed out, ‘for a burglary. I mean, Tiny, we’re talking a burglary here, aren’t we?’


‘Right up your alley, Dortmunder.’


‘What I like out of a burglary, Tiny,’ Dortmunder said, ‘no offense to you or Tsergovia, is not so much publicity as profit.’


‘Vot problem ve god in Tsergovia,’ Grijk said very sincerely, ‘is ve god nod enough hard currency.’


‘I know exactly how you feel,’ Dortmunder said.


‘So vot ve could offer,’ Grijk went on more brightly, ‘is fifty tousand dollars apiece.’


‘Well, that’s nice,’ Stan said, and he and Kelp and Dortmunder all smiled.


‘In Tsergovia,’ Grijk finished.


They stopped smiling. Kelp said, ‘What do you mean? We got to go there and bring it back?’


‘Vell, it vould be in draffs,’ Grijk explained, ‘nod in dollars, so you vouldn’t bring it back, you know, you couldn’t spend draffs anyvere bud in Tsergovia.’


‘That’s what you call your money,’ Dortmunder guessed. ‘Draffs.’


‘D’exchange rate is wery good right now,’ Grijk told him. ‘It’s, uh, I tink today it’s two tousand six hundred fifty draffs.’


‘To the dollar.’


‘To da penny. Tinka all dose draffs! You could stay da best hotels, eat da best restaurants, ski da mountains, water sports da lakes, meet beautiful local girls—’


‘I don’t know,’ Dortmunder said, regretfully shaking his head. ‘Vacation travel hadn’t actually been part of my plans, May and me, we thought we’d just stick around the city this summer.’


Kelp said, ‘Tiny? Isn’t there anything we could get for ourselves? Something valuable in this mission we could pick up while we’re in there anyway? Crown jewels? Old master paintings on the wall? You know, Tiny, a little something for our trouble.’


‘Gas money,’ Stan said.


‘They got a couple electric typewriters in the mission there,’ Tiny suggested doubtfully. ‘And, uh, Andy, you always like phones.’


‘Not enough, Tiny,’ Dortmunder said. ‘I can’t speak for Andy and Stan, but—’


‘Oh, sure you can,’ Kelp said, and Stan said, ‘Go ahead, be my guest.’


‘Okay,’ Dortmunder said. ‘In that case, Tiny, I got to tell you, we don’t see it. We value your friendship, the nice professional relationship we had in the past, we hope to work with you again in the future—’


‘Naturally,’ Tiny said.


‘But this time, I’m sorry to say it, Tiny, this time is a pass. You break and enter, you risk arrest and imprisonment—’


‘A country’s mission,’ Stan said, ‘probably they got armed guards.’


‘They do,’ Tiny conceded.


‘Murderers!’ Grijk shouted, thumping the table with his free hand. ‘Scoundrels!’


‘So there’s another risk,’ Dortmunder said. ‘And for what? For some guy’s bone that I don’t even know, that—’


‘Girl,’ Tiny said. ‘Saint Ferghana was a girl. And it’s her leg bone, the bone from the hip to the knee.’


Kelp said, ‘Which leg?’


Dortmunder shook his head at his friend. ‘I don’t think that matters, Andy,’ he said. ‘In the first place, she’s dead. And in the second place, we’re turning the job down.’


‘Well, that’s true,’ Kelp agreed.


Tiny turned to his cousin and performed a massive shrug, like tectonic plates moving. ‘I’m sorry, Grijk,’ he said, ‘but there it is. I told you I’d give it my best shot, present the thing with the best spin on it, but the truth is, if I didn’t have this feeling for the old country, if it was just a professional question, me, too, I’d give it a no.’


Fiercely glaring into the middle distance, Grijk raised his glass of noncherry soda, drained it, threw the glass across the room, where it hit a wooden wine case and shattered (Rollo wouldn’t like that), and cried, ‘Ve must nod stop!’


‘We’re not gonna stop, Grijk,’ Tiny assured him, ‘not you and me. But these fellas here, they’re gonna stop. And I don’t blame them.’


Kelp said, ‘Thank you, Tiny.’


‘It’s just that I have to keep in mind,’ Dortmunder explained, ‘what it says across the bottom of my family crest.’


Tiny lowered an eyebrow; in fact, half an entire forehead. ‘And what’s that, Dortmunder?’


‘“Quid lucrum istic mihi est?”’


‘Meaning?’


‘“What’s in it for me?”’
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Saint Ferghana Karanovich (1200?–1217) was born into a family of murdering and robbing innkeepers in Varnic, a then-important stop for wayfarers to and from the HOLY LAND (qv), who had to cross the Carpathians from Karnolia to Transylvania through the Feoda Pass (much later to become the site of a significant tank engagement during the Battle of the Crevasses in WORLD WAR TWO [qv]).


For generations, the Karanovich family had operated an inn some little way off the beaten path, high in the mountains just north of the primary route (the beaten path) through the pass. Customers for the inn were few and far between as a result of this poor location, and for decades the Karanoviches, whose unrelented interbreeding had made them nasty, brutish, and not very tall, supplemented their meager income by murdering and robbing the unwariest of the passing wayfarers.


By the age of eleven, young Ferghana, too, had become an active participant in these activities, which, even by the community standards of the time (early 13C), were generally considered unacceptable. Having no knowledge of the world beyond that imparted to her by her ungentlemanly uncles, Ferghana could not have known that in normal society it was deemed wrong for ladies of her tender years to introduce themselves into the beds of male strangers late at night so as to distract them until an uncle could surreptitiously enter the room with a club. Though eventually she would, with time and wisdom and patient instruction, renounce these activities, there are reasons to believe that until the age of seventeen she played her role in the family enterprise with unfeigned zest.


Ferghana’s transmogrification from murderous accomplice to saint began when the family inn was chosen as a stopover by Archbishop Scheissekopf, an Ulm prelate on a pilgrimage to the HOLY LAND (qv). Though even the benighted Karanovich clan knew better than to try to rob and murder an archbishop by luring him to destruction with the wiles of a depraved NYMPHET (qv), there was a spontaneous nocturnal discussion between young Ferghana and the holy priest, in which the child’s eyes were opened to the possibilities (and responsibilities) of a wider world.


When, the following morning, the archbishop departed the inn, he had no idea that hidden within a burlap sack putatively containing potatoes and lashed to his packhorse with hairy ropes there huddled concealed, in fact, Ferghana. Imagine the worthy gentleman’s surprise at the end of that first day when, in lieu of potatoes, out from the sack rolled the innkeeper’s daughter!


For six days, Ferghana traveled with this excellent ecclesiastic, during which time the good father instructed the child in diverse matters, ranging from the mundane (personal hygiene) to the transcendentally moral (killing people is wrong). Ferghana, undergoing an ecstasy of conversion, confessed to God’s shepherd her unseemly part in the nefarious goings-on at the inn, and vowed henceforth to lead a cleaner – in every sense of the term – life.


When, on their sixth day together in the wilderness, the revered patriarch explained to the child the general situation of women – and particularly girls of her own age – at that time in the HOLY LAND (qv), Ferghana decided her wisest course was to return to her family in the role of missionary, dedicated to the conversion of her relatives from their evil ways and the turning of them onto the paths of righteousness. Chancing upon a traveling troupe of acrobats from KLOPSTOCKIA (qv) who were heading northwestward toward the Feoda Pass, Ferghana made her emotional farewells with the learned reverend and joined the acrobats for the return journey, with further education and discoveries along the way. (Scholars differ as to whether the leathern purse of shekels she carried with her on the return was a gift from Archbishop Scheissekopf or had been filched by her in a light-fingered or lighthearted, certainly distracted, reversion to her previous ways.)


Though the exact circumstances of Ferghana’s martyrdom can never be precisely known, it would appear the young saint-to-be lost some of her missionary zeal when face-to-face with her family once more, and did not at first make any of the impassioned pleas in favor of sobriety, decency, humanity, and godliness (see under ‘cleanliness’) which she had rehearsed so fervently en route while performing pyramids and other architectural edifices with the acrobats. It was not until the child’s refusal to enter the room (and the bed) of a musk-ox merchant named Mulmp that the family first discovered that the archbishop’s influence extended beyond the leathern purse of shekels that she had, as a dutiful daughter, presented to her parents on her return from her travels.


That a reconversion, or deprogramming, effort was made, to rid the child of ‘furrin’ influences and restore her as a useful family member, is known. That this reconversion attempt involved imprisonment, starvation, beatings, and other degradations can be inferred from family histories. That the attempt ended in murder and, regrettably, cannibalism, is known only because the saintly archbishop, some months later, on his return from the HOLY LAND (qv), stopped again at the Karanoviches’ inn and quite naturally inquired after the fair Ferghana. Being informed by the wretched child’s mother that there was not nor never had been anyone of that name at the inn, the archbishop grew fearful that foul play might have overtaken the missing miss, and he made haste to the nearby castle of BARON LUNCH (qv), who held sway over the land where the inn was situate.


The Baron’s stewards, investigating the activities at the inn and persuading by a variety of means several family members to divulge everything they knew about the case, soon dug up a number of bodies from shallow graves in ravines and arroyos all around the neighborhood, but nothing was found of Ferghana except her upper left leg, from knee to hip, which, having become gangrenous as a result of the family’s deprogramming effort, had been left uneaten. Archbishop Scheissekopf was enabled to make a positive identification of the leg on the basis of a peculiar heart-shaped mole high on the inside of the thigh.


Returning to his cathedral in Ulm, armed with statements drawn – along with their teeth – from various family members concerning the conversion and martyrdom of the late Ferghana, Archbishop Scheissekopf recommended to the HOLY SEE (qv) at the VATICAN (qv) in ROME (qv), which was not then the capital of the not-then-existent ITALY (qv), the canonization of the poor mistreated child, and in due course Ferghana became beatified (1489) and ultimately sainted (1762).


Prayers to Saint Ferghana are said to have proved efficacious in a number of areas, particularly for those seeking inexpensive lodging. The hawthorne is associated with the saint, God knows why.
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Stan Murch took a cab from the Long Island Railroad station to the Westbury Music Fair, but he didn’t join the late arrivals rushing into the theater to see the superstars who would perform there this evening. All spring and summer every year, the superstars – the really important stars that play Las Vegas and Atlantic City and the Sydney (Australia) Opera House and even Sun City in South Africa – can be found at the Westbury Music Fair, less than an hour east of New York City. All of Long Island’s most prosperous dentists and accountants and shag-rug dealers grab their wives and go to the Westbury Music Fair to be entertained, and some of them are too cheap to park in the Music Fair’s parking areas, so they leave their cars on nearby streets. In fact, a lot of them do.


In a way, Stan Murch was a fisherman, and this time of year the Westbury Music Fair was one of his favorite fishing holes. He could go out there, wander around a bit, and in no time at all reel in a nice Rolls, pick up a Porsche, catch a Caddy, sometimes even land a Lamborghini. The catch of the day would then be driven to Maximilian’s Used Cars, just across the Nassau County line into New York City, where grouchy old Max would pay a lot less than the car was really worth but, on the other hand, a lot more than it had cost Stan. A pleasant transaction for all concerned. Almost all.


Tonight’s catch was a brand-new four-door Mercedes, a rich dark green in color, with fawn-colored leather upholstery. It took no time at all for Stan to enter the car, luxuriate in the feel of the upholstery, discover which of his keys would ignite the ignition, and drive away from there.


Unfortunately, he was already on the Northern State Parkway heading west toward Max when he realized that this time something was fishy. To switch metaphors, he had picked up a lemon. The Mercedes must have been in an accident or something, then had been made pretty again. The steering pulled hard to the left, for instance; not too bad on a divided highway like the Northern State but maybe a little hairy in traffic on a two-way street. Also, at higher speeds, it took too long to switch through the gears, so the engine was half the time racing and straining and making loud, uncomfortable groan noises. Also, it was running hot.


Well, if they give you a lemon, trade it in. Instead of going straight to Max – who would be open till 10:00 P.M. this Friday night to grab that impulse buyer who just had to have that reconditioned eleven-year-old Dodge Dart with the bullet holes in the doors carefully filled and sanded and painted over – Stan drove on into Queens, switched to the Van Wyck Expressway, and sped on down to Kennedy Airport, where he took a ticket at the entrance to the long-term parking lot and went trolling. (We’re back to the fish metaphor.)


There were a lot of nice cars here in the long-term parking lot. Stan would come here more often, actually, but there was just something about the name of the place – long-term parking – that sounded like what the judge would say at sentence time. It put Stan off his feed.


But there were times when this resource should not be lightly dismissed, and this was one of them. Stan drove, slow and easy, passing a lot of excellent vehicles that Max would really appreciate, but the fact was, Stan had his heart set on dark green Mercedes with fawn upholstery tonight, and there it was!


Perfect. The same car. Stan stopped the lemon, got out, incursed the new Mercedes, backed it out of its slot, drove the lemon into that location instead, and briefly considered switching license plates. There was nothing to be gained from that, though, except the long-distance scrambling of a onetime Mercedes owner’s brain, so Stan left the lemon intact and drove to the exit, where the toll taker looked at his ticket and said, ‘You weren’t in there long.’


‘I realized,’ Stan told him, ‘I don’t want to go anywhere. I’m going home and tell the little woman everything, and see can we work it out.’


‘Good idea,’ the tolltaker said. He took Stan’s money, and when he gave him his change he also gave him some advice: ‘Probly,’ he said, ‘you don’t have to tell her everything.’


‘You may be right,’ Stan said, and drove the new Mercedes – a cream puff, a delight – to Maximilian’s Used Cars, lighted, after dark, by what appeared to be all the night-game lights from the former Wrigley Field. A little discussion with Max provided a dollar figure they could both be happy with, and then Stan took the subway home to Canarsie, where his Mom, eating a pizza before taking her cab out for some of the late-night airport action, said, ‘Sit down, Stan, have a slice. Pepperoni.’


‘Thanks, Mom.’ Stan got a paper plate from the shelf and a beer from the refrigerator and joined his Mom at the kitchen table. ‘You gonna be late tonight?’ he asked.


‘Nah,’ she said. ‘Just a couple hours. Go over to Kennedy, take a fare to Manhattan, hang around the hotels, the next one brings me out to the airport, I call it a night.’


‘I was at Kennedy a while ago,’ Stan said. ‘Traffic wasn’t bad. You could do a Hundred-thirtieth Street, get there like that.’ He tried to snap his fingers, but they were full of oil from the pizza slice and just slid around together, not making any noise at all.


‘Thank you, Stan,’ his Mom said. Companionably, they ate some pizza, drank some beer, and then she said, ‘Before I forget. Actually, I already forgot, but now I just remembered.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Tiny Bulcher called. He’d like a meeting tonight at midnight.’


Stan glanced at the wall clock; not yet ten. ‘I guess so,’ he said. ‘He say who’s gonna be there?’


‘John, he said, and Andy, and some other guy.’


‘At the OJ?’


‘No, he said the other guy got drunk after the meeting last time and kind of broke some things at the OJ, so Rollo eighty-sixed him.’


‘Eighty-sixed Tiny?’


‘No, the other guy. I didn’t get the name.’


‘Grijk Krugnk.’


His Mom gave him a concerned look. ‘You coming down with something?’


‘No, that’s the guy’s name. Grijk Krugnk. I may not be pronouncing it exactly right.’


‘Well, you won’t get an argument from me,’ his Mom said. ‘Anyway, Tiny says, you should meet at his place.’


‘Yeah?’ Stan finished his pizza and smiled. ‘Tiny’s place. Okay. Be nice to see J. C. Taylor again.’
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J. C. Taylor looked at herself in the mirror and saw how the frown lines detracted from her hard beauty. Knowing that anger ruined her looks only made her angrier; with her pale skin and heavy brunette hair and hard eyes and now these deep frown lines all over the place, she was beginning to look like the Queen in ‘Snow White’ when she looks into her mirror. However, instead of asking who was the fairest of them all, J.C. glared past her own reflected shoulder at the reflection of Tiny on the other side of the bedroom and said, ‘A party at midnight. I haven’t had so much fun since I was the sweetheart of Iota Kappa Rho.’


‘Come on, Josie,’ Tiny said. He looked right now like a baffled bear, disturbed in his hibernation by a census taker, wanting to answer the questions but having trouble getting the situation into focus. (He was also the only person on earth who called J. C. Taylor Josie.) ‘It ain’t a party,’ he tried to explain, ‘it’s a meeting. And you don’t have to be there, you don’t want.’


‘Oh, sure,’ J.C. said. ‘You’re bringing John and Andy and Stan into the house, the whole crowd from the Avalon caper, and when they say, “Where’s J.C.?” you’ll say, “She didn’t want to see you guys, she went to the movies.”’


Tiny shrugged, an impressive movement. ‘So you come to the meeting.’


‘Looking like this?’


‘You look great,’ Tiny told her, with such sincerity that she had to accept the compliment as real, if ignorant. She knew what she looked like.


Tiny came around the bed to stand behind her, his head now above hers in the mirror, and grin at her reflection. ‘You’re terrific, Josie,’ he rumbled, his usual airplane engine of a voice modulating down to a kind of heavy purr, like a well-fed lion. ‘Any room you walk into,’ he said, ‘you own it.’


She loved it when he talked like that, but she didn’t want entirely to give up her bad mood. ‘Not dressed like this,’ she said, and the doorbell sounded at the other end of the apartment. ‘Go on, Tiny, I’ve got to change.’


‘Okay.’ He patted her head and her back – she braced herself against the mirror – and left the room.


He’d sprung this party/meeting on her at the last minute, of course. She was still dressed for the office, in a demure long-sleeved white blouse and full-cut black slacks and soft leather black boots; which would not do. (She’d been working late, filling orders.)


Oh, well. She crossed to the closet, opened the door, and stood looking disconsolately into its interior like a teenager into a refrigerator. Nothing to wear, not a thing, as anyone on earth except Tiny would realize at a glance.


After some little time, with deep reluctance, J.C. began to reach into the refrig – into the closet, and toss vague possibilities onto the bed. Then she put some back. Then she took some others out.


When, a mere twelve minutes later, J.C. entered the living room – this had been her place originally, which Tiny had moved into, rather than the other way around, so it looked like a normal apartment in a building on Riverside Drive and not like a hollowed-out tree – she was dressed in charcoal silk slacks, chartreuse silk blouse, and black satin slippers. Also, she’d changed to more dangling earrings, the ones with the diamond chips, chosen a slender silver bracelet, and rearranged her hair to more of a Rita Hayworth look. All makeup, naturally, had had to be redone, to go with the new outfit. And all this, she knew in her heart of hearts, for a bunch of slobs who wouldn’t notice if she walked in wearing a poncho and shower clogs.


We do it for ourselves, not for them, she reminded herself, as them got to their feet, smiling in pleasure, and cried, ‘J.C.! Hey, J.C.! Long time no see!’


So. John looked as hangdog as ever, Andy as chipper as ever, and Stan as bluntly serviceable as ever. They’d been sitting with beers, and now Tiny offered her one, which she accepted. ‘In a glass, please.’ It was provided, she sat in the black slipper chair in the corner – Grijk Krugnk was in her normal morris chair, over by the view of the river and New Jersey – and settled herself to listen.


Normally, J.C. didn’t concern herself about Tiny’s business, nor did he concern himself with hers, except to wish out loud every once in a while that she’d drop her best-selling line, which she had no intention of doing. From a two-room midtown office, J.C. ran a mail-order business; in fact, three of them. There was Super Star Music, which would – depending on the customer – put music to your lyrics or lyrics to your music, at a really very moderate cost, when you consider the salaries of people like Mick Jagger and Carly Simon. There was the allied Commissioners’ Courses, which was a book that taught you how to be a police detective; bonus handcuffs and badge were included with every order. And there was Intertherapeutic Research Service, a profusely illustrated marital sex manual allegedly translated from the Danish but with here and there a somewhat younger J.C. identifiable in the persona of the ‘wife.’ (Guess which line Tiny wished she’d drop.)


So, being a one-person operation, she had plenty to think about without worrying about Tiny’s business. But, as long as she was here – or they were here – she might as well listen. And John was now saying, ‘So all of a sudden you got money.’


He’d said that to Grijk Krugnk, but it was Tiny who answered, saying, ‘Not all of a sudden, Dortmunder. It was hard for this tiny country.’


‘Bud ve have American recognition,’ Grijk said, raising a fat finger. ‘Wery helpful.’


John turned toward him. ‘You don’t mind my asking,’ he said, ‘you guys were dirt-poor last time we talked, didn’t have any whatchacallit currency—’


‘Hard,’ Grijk said, nodding his big bald head.


‘Right. So where’d you get the money?’


‘Ve took a loan,’ Grijk told him, ‘from Citibank.’


That astonished everybody. ‘From a bank?’ Andy said. ‘In New York?’


‘Wery easy,’ Grijk assured them all. ‘Wery simple. Our first tought vas da International Monetary Fund, but dey god too many forms you fill out, inspectors come to your country, dey look at your fi-nan-cial records, id’s just too much trouble. So da hell vit it, ve vent to da bank.’


‘Banks won’t give loans to people,’ Stan said in the tones of outrage he usually reserved for traffic jams. ‘My Mom knows some cabdrivers, can’t get any kind of loan. Working stiffs, good credit. Taxi loan, house mortgage, home improvement, refinancing, you name it, you can forget it.’


‘Oh, no, no,’ Grijk said, ‘not if you’re a pipple. Pipples don’t ged no money from a bank. Bud if you’re a country, no problem.’


Tiny said, ‘I looked into this with Grijk, and it’s true. There’s countries haven’t even paid the vigorish on their loans in nobody remembers how long, never mind the main money, and the banks go ahead and loan them some more, anyway.’


J.C., more interested in this conversation than she’d expected to be, said, ‘How do I get to be a country?’


Grijk took that as a serious question, having recently gone through the experience himself. ‘First,’ he answered, ‘you have a var.’


John, ever the pessimist, said, ‘Uh, Grijk, you got an okay, or you got the money?’


‘Da money,’ Grijk announced.


‘That’s good,’ John said. ‘So you can actually pay us for this operation.’


‘Ten tousand dollars a man,’ Grijk said, and slapped his palms down onto his thighs, as though he’d just said something really terrific.


The others exchanged glances, and J.C. sensed a little discrepancy here. John said, ‘Uh, well, Grijk, last time we talked it was fifty thou. Remember?’


‘Bud dat,’ Grijk pointed out, ‘vas in draffs.’


‘Still.’


‘In Tsergovia.’


This was apparently an irrefutable argument. J.C. watched the troops silently consult among themselves, with much shrugging and grimacing and eyebrow waggling, and then John turned back to Grijk and said, ‘How much in front?’


‘One tousand dollars,’ Grijk told him promptly, as though it were a number he was proud of. ‘Each man.’


John looked at Tiny. ‘Tiny,’ he said, ‘are you putting this guy up to this?’


‘I told him, Dortmunder,’ Tiny said, ‘and he wouldn’t listen to me, and I accept no responsibility.’ To Grijk, he said, ‘Didn’t I tell you? They’re gonna want fifty percent, I told you.’


Grijk spread his hands, showing bewilderment. ‘You give a man half da money, he’s doing nutting,’ he said, ‘den he’s supposed to do everything, and all he gets is anodder half? Why don’t he just take da first half and quit right dere?’


‘Because, Cousin,’ Tiny said, sounding like somebody on the brink of relative trouble, ‘I guarantee them to you, and I guarantee you to them. You got a problem with my guarantee?’


Grijk studied his American cousin. He could be seen to weigh the pros and cons of certain alternatives. He said, ‘Okay, Diny.’ With a big smile at the troops, showing more spaces than teeth – That’s why he doesn’t smile very often, J.C. realized, having previously guessed at other motivations – he said, ‘Half da money. Okay?’


‘Fine,’ John said.


Grijk sat back, still smiling, pleased, ready to go on, and the troops sat there and looked at him, and the silence grew. J.C. was almost beginning to feel sorry for the guy, as Grijk finally noticed that something was still wrong and said, ‘Okay? Not okay?’


‘You’re paying us half,’ John said, ‘in front.’


‘Yes, yes, I agree to dat.’


‘When?’


‘Vad?’


‘When is “in front”?’


Grijk looked toward Tiny for guidance: ‘Now?’ he suggested.


‘No time like the present,’ Tiny told him.


It was then J.C. noticed the big old-fashioned brown leather briefcase sagging on the floor beside the morris chair. Grijk brought up this collectible, put it on his lap, undid both leather straps, unhooked the central brass clasp, opened the wide-mouth top, and let his fingers do the walking down inside there for a while. He brought out a thick manila envelope, studied it, put it back, did more vamping inside there, brought out another thick manila envelope (or maybe the same one, doubling in a second role), put that on his lap, and returned the still-open briefcase to the floor. He unclasped and opened the manila envelope and shook a lot of wads of bills onto his lap. Tucking the empty envelope into the space between his thigh and the chair arm – the narrow space, even when he hunched over a bit – he held up one of these wads, with a Citibank band on it, and said, ‘Fifty twenty-dollar bills. One tousand dollars. Five each man. Okay?’


‘Sounds good, Grijk,’ John said.


Grijk smiled at John. ‘You da only one can say my name right,’ he said.


‘Oh, yeah?’ John didn’t seem to know exactly how to handle this information. ‘I’m glad,’ he said.


‘So lemme gi-your money.’


‘Okay,’ John said.


Grijk struggled and floundered, having trouble getting out of the soft morris chair with all the wads of money in his lap. After he got nowhere for a few seconds, Andy said brightly, ‘Let me help with that,’ and bounded out of his chair and across the room to grab up a lot of cash.


‘Tanks, Andy.’


Andy turned to Tiny, but Tiny waved him away, saying, ‘I got a different deal. Not a better one, Andy, believe me. Believe me.’


‘I believe you, Tiny.’


Andy distributed wads of money to John and Stan and himself, and it was fascinating to J.C. how all that paper just seemed to disappear. Very soon, the three were sitting there just as they had been before, beers in hand, expectant expressions on faces, money nowhere to be seen.


‘Before we start,’ John said, ‘I know this doesn’t have anything to do with the job itself, the job itself is we just go in and get the bone and come out and hand it over, but before we start I just got to ask you: How can a bone get you into the UN?’


Grijk would have answered, but Tiny stopped him with a raised hand, saying, ‘Let me, okay?’ To the others, he said, ‘I had the same question, and I asked Grijk, and he told me, and an hour and a half later I understood. So you could hear his version, or you could hear my version that leaves out all the wonderful details.’


‘Your version,’ John said, and Stan and Andy nodded. Grijk looked sad.


‘Okay. In twelve hundred and something, this girl got killed and eaten by her family, all except the leg with the gangrene. So when the Catholic Church decided she was a saint, that leg – or the bone, there was just a bone by then – it was a relic.’


‘A relic with gangrene,’ John said.


‘Not by then,’ Tiny said. ‘I’m just giving you the highlights here, Dortmunder.’


‘Okay, Tiny.’


‘By that time,’ Tiny went on, ‘the bone was in the cathedral at a place called Novi Glad, that was the capital of one of the provinces of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. That province was half Tsergovia and half Votskojek.’


Grijk made a weird sound in his throat, almost like a growl. J.C. blinked at the sound, but no one else paid any attention to it.


Tiny continued: ‘Also by that time, you got two religions involved. You got the regular Roman Catholic Church out of Rome, that said that leg was a saint to begin with. I mean, the girl was the saint, the whole girl. And then there was a schism, the Eastern Unorthodox.’


Stan said, ‘Jewish, you mean.’


‘No, no,’ Tiny said, waving a big meaty hand. ‘There’s no Jews around there.’


‘Dere was vun,’ Grijk said, ‘bud he vent to Belgrade. Or Lvov, maybe. Somevere. Anyway, now ve godda ged our suits from Hong Kong. It ain’d da same.’


‘That’s the long version, Grijk, do you mind?’ Tiny said, and turned back to his audience. ‘The Catholic Church split up,’ he said, ‘just like all those countries over there keep splitting up.’


‘Balkanization,’ Grijk said with astonishing clarity.


‘That’s the long form,’ Tiny warned him. ‘Anyway, out east you got the Eastern Orthodox Catholic Church, that’s a schism from the regular Roman Catholic. And in some little places, you got the Eastern Unorthodox, that’s a schism from the Orthodox. Okay? We set on that?’


‘All set,’ John agreed. ‘That’s all the religion I’m gonna need for a month.’


‘Me, too,’ Tiny agreed. ‘Anyway, when the Austro-Hungarian Empire broke up, that province that was the two countries got to be one country, and the Commies kept it that country, and now the Commies are out, and it’s splitting into two countries. So when it was one country, it was a member at the UN, it had a seat, and the question is, which of the halves gets to have that seat, because that’s the one with the seniority and the financial help already in place and all of that, and the loser has to apply to become a member, and there’s some countries in the world might want to blackball the loser, whichever one it is, so the important thing for both Tsergovia and Votskojek—’


Grijk made that sound again.


‘—is to get the seat that’s already there. To be the successor to the previous country.’


Andy said, ‘Tiny, I can’t seem to remember the name of the country before it split up. I mean, you mentioned it, didn’t you?’


Thunderclouds crossed Grijk’s face. It was fascinating to watch, like being in a car, driving across the plains of Nebraska, and seeing the storms far away as they march over the wheat fields. Darkness, lightning, slanting rain, all moved this way and that over the rugged terrain of Grijk Krugnk’s face. J.C. was so interested in this visual phenomenon that she almost forgot to listen to Tiny’s answer, which was:


‘No, I didn’t mention it, Andy, and I’m not gonna mention it, and I’ll tell you why. You want to think of Tsergovia and Votskojek—’


There went Grijk again, through the storms.


‘—as a really bad marriage, so when it came to the end what you got was a really bad divorce, so in both countries now it’s illegal to mention the name of the old country that used to be.’


‘Punishable,’ Grijk said with gloomy appetite, ‘by det.’


‘If anybody from those two countries,’ Tiny went on, ‘even hears the old name, they go berserk. You want Grijk here to go berserk?’
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