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Ecce Fletcher


	 


	It was 1933 when Evil took possession of the body and mind of a would-be Austrian painter by the name of Adolf Hitler.


	The Dark Forces that instilled the fatal words he used to bring about 40 million deaths and untold suffering to humanity did not achieve, however, the culmination of their ambition: to reduce the world to ashes. The world was spared that horrible fate by the merciful hand of God, the Father Almighty, albeit after a confrontation with the Enemy of Man that lasted twelve long years.


	The reasons behind that deadly ideology have been a mystery to me all through my life, and still remain as such. A concept, however, has always been clear in my mind: if good and evil stand as equals on this Earth, to those nefarious actions commissioned by the Prince of Darkness, it had to be possible to oppose a project of Universal Love, a force of equal capacity and intensity.


	However, an incontrovertible stonewall of logic stood between me and my illusion of healing that horrible wound inflicted on all of humanity: to give back life to millions of people... how? The miracle of Lazarus repeated to the Nth degree. Who could ever achieve it? What were my chances of achieving this aim? To reverse that holocaust would entail enacting "the good deed of all good deeds". I would have to find the ultimate cure for cancer or make sea water drinkable, but, alas, I was neither a researcher nor a scientist. Still, my culture, rooted in the classics, along with the gift of writing given to me by God, allowed me to move into a single, obvious direction: to write. Writing, of course! But what? I could not give life, let alone save lives, but the souls? Perhaps the souls, yes. I could make an attempt. Life is a gift from God, yes! It is invaluable, albeit of limited duration. But the soul? Does not the soul last forever? So why not give it a try?


	To create and spread the greatest message in favour of Universal Salvation that human mind could ever conceive. 40 million, 400 million, 4 billion souls… the heart of all the readers of the world could open up to that of their neighbours, in order to heal, to unite, to share, in order to sacrifice their own selfish interests in favour of altruism and community well-being. To bring about a place where to lay the foundations of a new world, based on an ideology of Pure Love, a bright place to shine in its own light, to turn the will of man towards the immortal and eternal Word of God.


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	FLETCHER’S DAY


	by


	JOHN TUNNER


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	And Light turned to darkness


	 


	What His thoughts were, as He waited enclosed within the cold walls of the cell, is sheer guesswork.


	Nothing more than a recess in the rock face, six-by-six foot. A dark and stinking gut that must have trapped hundreds of poor souls whose only crime was that of having stood up to the glory of Rome, or, simply, not to have sung its praise with sufficient ardour.


	He had the look and face of one who still can’t grasp that lots were drawn, and the end was fast approaching.  


	He sat on a rock step, head bent low, eyes fixed on the rock floor. There were no forthcoming answers to His many questions.


	His light blue eyes, brimming with a strong and embracing Light, stared into the void. The lament of His Mother still rang in His ears, a burst of grief at the chilling uttering of Pilate. A shriek that now burnt into His chest, sharper than the tips of a thousand spears. He still wore the brown cloth tunic and the leather sandals they had taken Him away in, and a bristly and unkept beard made Him look even more resigned than during the terrible days of the trial.  


	He had lived through thirty-three years under the cast of a dark foreboding, of the hushed murmurings of those who would not tolerate His Words, Words uttered by a good man with no sin, who only spread joy and goodwill, living in poverty and curing the sick, and who asked for nothing in return but Love for the Father and a life of prayer. But He would never have expected that terrible fate, never imagined that one day those terrible words would be spoken out: “Sentenced to death by crucifixion!”.


	His thoughts wondered back to the last supper He shared with His beloved disciples. Faces that had smiled and unceasingly believed in Him along the years. Faithful and devoted companions, friends from whom He would soon take His leave after the short span of this life.


	How long a wait before He could embrace them once again in the next!


	He mulled on Joseph, perhaps the world’s kindest and simplest man, who worked day and night to raise that silent child whose role would rise well above that of his simple carpenter skills.  


	He thought of His Revered Mother, the Celestial Nostalgia of a childhood of unending tenderness. Her enchanted face of incomparable beauty, the Only Mother without sin, the one and immense Joy in all of His life.  


	His mind was still at large, weaving its way among the perfume and the enchantment of those tender images, when all of a sudden a rhythmical step was heard approaching along the length of the corridor. The clashing metal noise of armour, sheaths and leather belts rubbing became louder and insufferably louder, drowning every other sound. The door sprung open, and a soldier donning the unmistakable red cape, right hand resting on the sword’s handle looked coldly on Him. Swiftly nodding to the outside he said without uttering a single word: - Let’s go. - Rome did not intend to wait.


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	A reconnaissance on the East River


	 


	Chopper Boeing RAH–66 Comanche U.S.A.F. was skimming the New York bay in a bright late Summer day.       


	The water lay flat and without ripples, and the flyover was like gliding over an infinite light-blue canvass painted between land and sky. Captain Withacker was talking over the radio about his impressions on data gathered during the morning reconnaissance. He’d been flying the past two hours, and what he’d seen was hardly reassuring: over the past year the water level had risen by roughly half 0.2 inches per month. This last month, it was almost 0.8. The markers were pointing to a dramatic and alarming development: more than 2 inches above safety levels.


	The pilot pulled up the chopper and circled the Statue of Liberty, heading toward the base for a debrief on the sad results of his mission to the commander.


	Captain Robert Withacker was an officer in the air force’s Bureau of Weather Warning, New York City detachment, whose operational centre stood in a purpose-built office close to the control tower at JFK. Withacker had particularly distinguished himself by his courage and skills as a pilot during the Iraqi Freedom operation, conducted by the US Army since 2003. A newly appointed lieutenant at that time, he had carried out successfully numerous medium and long range reconnaissance and attack missions, thanks to the use of his chopper, Boeing AH-64 Apache, reporting a considerable number of downed enemy aircrafts on his service record. After the end of what was called 'the second Gulf War', in September 2011, the officer was rewarded with promotion to captain for bravery shown during all the phases of operations. He obtained the leave, and at his request, he was given the opportunity to move to the Air Force, maintaining his grades and tasks of chopper pilot, a commitment he always generously fulfilled to serve his country and community. The transition from a Force to another, made by Whitaker, was impossible to be supposed in an ordinary military career, but it authorized, in that particular circumstance, directly by the President, as a reward for the outstanding service given to the country by the heroic officer.


	Withacker was number two in the command chain under Major Nathan Boyle, who headed the whole structure. Both officers had served in the same detachment for more than six years, and always worked side by side in coordinating numerous rescue missions after the most various natural calamities or serious incidents with high casualties and complex logistics.  


	The pilot landed on schedule, positioning his chopper with usual precision right on top of the huge letter H drawn on the ground. Withacker had done this hundreds of times, and it had by now become routine, an automatic procedure. He was completely manic about his chopper and never let anyone else to get on board, let alone to fly it.


	He removed the helmet and slid out, heading – as he did after every outing – for a chat with his officer friend. He even enjoyed spending his free time with him, revelling in heavy-duty barbecues, jokes and laughter, together with their respective families.


	Walking to the building he bumped into Garcia and Thompson, both pilots, hanging out by the two reconnaissance jets assigned to the Bureau of Weather Warning stationed at the airport, nicknamed by the authorized personnel Wildcat one and two. It was the custom at the base: each pilot would name his craft, and the captain’s RAH-66 was “Leader”, fit for a wing commander who at times took to the air in person for reconnaissance and monitoring, and in other cases would act as rescue coordinator.


	“Morning guys!” the officer greeted the pilots with usual warmth. “How are your wild cats doing this morning? They look all too sleepy, and so do you!”.


	“No Sir! It may look that way! They are actually ready to bite your ass, Sir!” the two pilots replied, by way of camaraderie.


	“All for the best, guys! All for the best!” said Withacker as he moved on.


	“Sons of a bitch!” he thought smiling, walking down the path.


	On entering his commander’s room, he found Major Boyle looking out of the window. He appeared sad and lost. Clearly, something was troubling him. His best friend spotted it immediately, and thought best to act gaily.


	“Hello, Major!” snapped Withacker in his happy and jovial way. “Were you lost over Rachel’s pork chops, or my very own fries? That sad glance out of the window will do no good to get you back in Sunday next! Your kids munched through my whole pantry, and the fridge is decommissioned…”. Withacker wanted to pull his boss out of the reverie. “I have a feeling next week-end I will be thought missing in action… and I forbid you to send anyone after me with my chopper. I will take fingertip prints when I’m back from the control panel. I swear by the head of my beef steak”.


	“Hi, Robert!” came Boyle’s heavy reply, hardly uplifted by the wisecrack of his friend. “Nothing of the sort. I was just mulling over your report and things don’t look any better… water levels are up, and we just can’t spot any sign pointing to the cause of this anomaly. Given that sea level took a century to go up four inches, you tell me what to think.”


	“Right, Nat! But this can mean many things. We have no pointers to an incoming abnormal wave. This is not the first time we see things that defy any logic… remember that strange light refraction reported by hundreds of pilots on the landing trail? We flew and landed a dozen times that day, and no do. Then, all of a sudden, the reflection was gone just as it came… and it was removed just like that! It will be the same with this damn high tide”.


	“Yes, sure”, replied Boyle. “I remember well the weird things we collected together over many years in this crazy job… except this time, and I don’t know why, I have a funny feeling, and verily I say: I would like to take my sons fishing next year as well. Right now, this is what I’m living for”.


	“Damn it, boss!”. Robert felt he had to tone down the dark foreboding. “This is downright pessimism! Besides your ‘verily I say…’ had a sinister ring in this luxurious push-button room… the tail-kick of a bad day, best to forget. What’s up? I’m having trouble in getting through to you.”


	Boyle hesitated, trying to find the strength to open up to his faithful subordinate.


	“Right! How can I put this…best be out with it. Susan filed for a divorce”. His voice was broken.


	“Damn, Nat!”, Robert blurted out, hardly believing those words. He sounded reproachful. “Why the hell you said nothing before?! Surely this does not come out of the blue! The two of you must have been distressed for some time, given that Sunday last you worked like a house on fire… had you told me I could have done something. Right now, I… I don’t know what to say… I’m sorry Nathan… I’m really very sorry.”


	“I know, Robert. And I’m aware the news would have saddened you. I just did not find the strength to open up with anyone, though I know you should have been the first. Maybe this is the root–cause of my anxiety. It just keeps coming over me, I keep seeing a dark mass of mud overwhelming me, ripping away in the full swirl of its tide my life, my happiness, each and every good moment I spent alongside her. In my dream I am fully conscious of the end, and the loss of life burns deep inside. The fact that I know I have lost her, burns even deeper.”


	The captain listened to his commander with a rising pain in his heart. He groped for the right words, then just realized nothing would do, it was all in vain. A wry smile on his face was the only attempt he could manage to show his friend the love he felt for him.


	“I do understand you, Nat. Just please don’t give up, not right now. We will still go fishing, all of us together, in the Summer break, and our kids will play and play until the day when, as grown-ups, they will pour out everything they have to support this great city, standing by each other, just like we did. You know what they say: the show must go on… am I right? Come, let’s go. Let’s grab coffee, just like nothing’s the matter. We wait, calmly. The damned high tide will go away just like it came. It will melt away like an ice-cube in the sun, on a late Summer morning.”


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	
 ‘Impossible Feat’



	 


	“It is such a nice thing of you to take an interest in children with special needs!” said Susan Trosky, sitting in the impressive office used to create and direct the TV show “Impossible Feat”, written and presented by the famous Michael Sullivan who now seat, unexpectedly, right in front of her.


	The show was broadcast on Sunday evenings, and its success went beyond rosy expectations. The CNN had decided on a catch-up Monday morning, to the acclaim of housewives who at that time of day were glued to the TV set while cooking lunch.


	“Impossible Feat” was a contest with prizes. Participants staked their bets on the ability to carry through an apparently impossible feat. Most of the time, it was some conjuring trick, a high-end illusion. But, occasionally, nothing short of telekinesis or parapsychology with the willing help of some member of the audience, drawn in by that age-old cry: “And now, ladies and gentlemen, would anyone like to volunteer?”.  


	 With the exception of a few quite impressive exercises, “Impossible Feat” was for the most part a concoction of nutters who built up and presented their feat in a meticulous and enthusiastic way, and inevitably resulting in an unforeseeable and disjointed ending, but good for a laugh by the audience. The show was somewhat more akin to a mix between a gala evening and a stand-up comedy show rather than an evening of “exhausting competition”, as the authors had hoped for from the very start.


	At the end of each evening the show anyhow crowned the winner who would then move on to the next episode and so on, until beaten by another contestant.


	Some of the best talents had thus succeeded in moving up a number of shows. The winners, listed in an official hall of fame thanks to a complicated calculation mechanism involving audience participation, could be called upon to take part in the December closing broadcast, whose purpose was to proclaim the “Impossible Feat Man”, the happy signatory to a multi-million contract with a well-known production company, together with various objects and travel opportunities as prizes.


	The show, on the surface banal and predictable, had in fact been masterfully crafted by Michael Sullivan, so much so that it was now in Season two. Sullivan was an old showbiz hand, part of the old brigade of the so-called “untouchables”, holders of a stranglehold over the presentation of entertainment and talk-shows.


	His own power had grown beyond all limits thanks to the idea of the “Sunday Genius”, and due to the fact that, during the broadcast, from day one, the careers of many of the winning Sunday runners had taken off thanks to the difficulty and quirkiness of their feats. They had become TV personalities in their own right.


	The well-appointed CNN offices were in a central city area and flaunted amazing views from both sides of the angled rooms on each floor.


	“Well, you see Mr Sullivan, my daughter was born blind”, added the young woman “and your voice is now so recognizable that she will not miss a single second of the show. And when the competitors break up into chaos during their performances she laughs with tears, because thanks to your sly remarks its as if she can actually see the goings-on.”


	The Troskys belonged to family of Hungarian émigrés who along with thousands of compatriots had left their country for America in the 60s,  in search of a better life and a more dignified destiny compared to what Hungary could offer at the time. Susan’s parents had found a job in a mattress factory at the time of the economic upswing, in the 70’s. Their daughter – then aged only two – had afterwards lived through her life hoping to give birth to her children on the American soil, with the expectation of reading one day on their birth certificate: ‘citizenship: United States of America’.


	After working for twenty-five years as a supermarket cashier, Susan had finally become pregnant, even if at the relatively late age of 42, but a hard twist of fate had resulted in the father of her only daughter – who was himself a U.S. national – never to apply for the child’s birthrights.


	It was a shameful decision mainly arising out of the pathology diagnosed in the hospital where the child was born. A condition of the optical nerves that would unfailingly deny her for ever the gift of sight.


	“I must admit the show’s creators had a really good idea to fill up the front row with children with special needs”, said Michael Sullivan, in a low and concerned tone of voice, pretending not to be the author in person of that opportunistic policy.


	Little Megan was enraptured by the voice of her favourite TV lead. She could hardly believe she was sitting right in front of her idol. She had never had the possibility of seeing him, but felt she had known him for ever.


	Megan was a beautiful girl of five, and her huge black eyes, though closed to the marvels of the world because of her condition, still looked like shining stars, and her lost expression, typical of the blind, conjured up sweet and captivating images. The long blond tress running down her back was often jokingly pulled by her mother to attract her attention when she was too distracted to heed her calls.


	“This city has all too often ignored social issues” thundered Sullivan, “focusing excessively on frivolous matters and on consumerism… from next Sunday Megan will sit down front row facing the participants, and I am sure she will be more than happy to be by my side as I introduce the challengers… I can promise you she will be the first girl to be called from the audience when the need arises. Twenty more episodes until we close in December and, close to the Christmas holidays, in all probability our ratings will soar”.


	“Din don!” said Susan, pulling twice the girl’s tress. “You gave me no peace all through the week since you learnt about our meeting with Mr Sullivan, and now you have nothing to say?” The child turned dreamily round, clutching as always her yellow ball, and stuttered, somewhat confused.


	“But mom… I…!”


	“But I… but I…!” her mother gently repeated. “Right now you keep quite, but don’t I know that back home you will overwhelm me with your questions. Any doubts? Just ask our friend Michael darling, because he told me you are a very charming girl, and he just can’t wait to tell all about the weirdest and strangest episodes that take place backstage. Is that right, Mr Sullivan?”


	“No worries, Mrs Trosky”, came his smiling reply. “Fact is, Megan is saving up all her energies to greet with a roar of applause her beloved ones. Right, my darling?” The show host reached out to caress the child’s hand resting on the desk.


	The girl, who could not have foreseen the “loving” touch of the TV host, leapt from her chair, almost falling over.


	“So sorry! I did not mean to scare you, dear”.


	 


	“Do not worry Mr Sullivan” was Susan’s reassuring remark. “It happens often, because most people do not know how to deal with the blind. I understand. But, pardon my question…” Susan pointed out with curiosity to an object behind Sullivan’s shoulders. “What is that golden plate with the number 7 engraved in the middle, the one hung on your wall. Something to do with the show?” The woman simply could not hide her interest in every detail of Sullivan’s office make-up. An interest, on the other hand, she had in the whole show business and each personality belonging to it.


	“Well! It’s not quite that.” explained the famous host. “A present from my assistant director, Mark Roman. The number that brought us most luck throughout our career. You see, our first hit was ‘The Seven Deadly Sins’. We detailed the weaknesses and the vices of our contemporary society. No details spared, and the audience was enraptured. Then, there were five more, and now “Impossible Feat” is number 7, the last fruit of our collaboration. Besides, there are seven contenders in the show, always changing, taking the challenge over a seven-month span until the last episode with the seven finalists… Last but not least, little Megan will be child seven in the row…”, Sullivan blinked to the women, trying to get the child to laugh as she sat all crouched-up, holding onto her mother’s right arm.


	“So, my dear”, the host was wrapping up. “We did not get all the time together I would have hoped for, but I still hope you will give me the gift of a smile, so that I will hold on dearly all week long to the memory of our beautiful meeting, holding on to your wonderful huge black eyes and your yellow ball. Alright?”


	“For the love of God, Mr Sullivan, say no more! She is fixated on that little ball…! She takes it along in the bath tub, and if it is not there among the bed sheets, there is no way she falls asleep. I have no idea of knowing what she feels for that consumed piece of rubber”.


	“Well!” exclaimed Sullivan. “After this nice little chat we can fix a meeting on the evening of the show. My secretary, Mrs Hamilton, will make sure you have all the right permits to fly through security at the door. She is waiting just outside.” Sullivan gestured to his fans to walk on ahead with an elegant hand move and a ceremonious bow.


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	Allyson Parker


	 


	Lost in her dream, Allyson Parker floated supine on the troubled surface of a rough and limitless ocean, when the spurt of the two water guns hit her right in the face, as she was still blissfully asleep among sheets and cushions.


	It was just past nine o’clock, by that time she should have already long been up.


	The NBC News, for which she worked, forced her into punishing shifts, especially since - thanks to her undoubted capacities as a reporter and her ideals about justice on behalf of the weak and the defenceless - she had managed to get the management of an important news section from her editor.


	Ally was hot on the heels of  a frightening organization of drug traffickers, smuggling tons of cocaine into the United States, and known by its motto of “Sin Sangre No Hay Muerte”; a grim tagline that also gave rise to the sinister nickname of the cartel leader, Marco Velasco, known the world over as “El Carnicero”. The merciless criminal had flooded the U.S. coasts with a cheap and lethal cocktail of acid and ephedrine, and this had more often than not resulted in fatal consequences for drug addicts. It was known by the cute little name of “Frida”.


	The channel, because of her insistence, had flung her into the front line of the pushers war that were leaving a long trail of casualties and injured in an urban warfare. Ally’s only weapons were razor-sharp stories and red-hot reports. Her section on the international drugs trade had earned her a spot on the daily newscasts, bestowing on her more fame than she had asked for.


	What little time was left over for her children had been cut down by the tie developed with Senator Mylos Jackson, a White House nominee for the Republican Party. Jackson’s ratings stood far ahead of all other contenders because of both his untiring and deep efforts in the name of the Party’s political aims, and also because of his personal campaign on behalf of the unemployed and the pensioners to whom he gave promise of a radical shift in the distribution of resources handed to them by previous administrations.


	Allyson had fallen in love with the charming politician soon after the recorded interview he had given in front of the NBC camera. She felt drawn to the humanity of the well-dressed political activist and by the honesty transpiring from his well-detailed social policies. The two kids she had had from her previous wedding had been her only reason to live, and the meeting with the Republican senator had given her a new sense of balance in her private life, giving even more lustre to her sense of duty and lofty moral ideals.


	“Oh my God!” screamed out Allyson, her hands clutching her dripping face. “What on Earth? What on Earth?” she shouted nervously, sitting up in the centre of the bed.


	“Wake-up, mom! You’re on TV again!” shouted Peter, the older brother. The kids were laughing out loudly, holding tight on the dripping toy e displaying their smiles with missing teeth.


	The younger girl was screaming crazily.


	“Mom, wake up, time for breakfast!”, while little Peter kept going on and on “Mom is on TV again! Mom is on TV again!”.


	Ally, as she was known to colleagues and friends, crawled out of bed, still somewhat baffled by the rude awakening.


	“Where are my slippers?” she asked the children hazily. “Why are you always hiding things? Peter, help your sister brush her teeth. Do I have to think of everything?”


	Ally realized she was terribly late, and rushed to get ready. She waited for the babysitter to come along, kissed little Cherry and ran to the garage, jumping into her four-wheel drive.


	After a few quick calls on her mobile, she drove out towards Midtown Manhattan where, in the NBC offices, the weekly briefing with her colleagues was waiting for her. The editor would set out the assignments, and she could expect to be sent into the “red zone” as special correspondent.


	It took her ten minutes at top speed to reach the main entrance of the GE building in Rockerfeller Center, the art-decò skyscraper that hosted the studios, and miraculously found a parking spot thanks to a space vacated by a departing taxi. The GE building, previously called the RCA building, because of its at that time famous “tenant”, the Radio Corporation of America, founded by General Electric, also played host to a famous sitcom, without mentioning the shopping centre on ground floor. Things were so frenzied at that time of the morning that it was almost impossible to reach one’s own post without a measure of leapfrogging.


	Meanwhile, in the meeting room downstairs, editor David Zerba had already begun the talk with two other brilliant reporters, well-knowing that Allyson would come in late.


	Ted Burner and Sean Driscoll had instead walked in bang on time.


	The two, with Allyson Parker, made up one of the most productive and effective frontline reporter teams in the whole nation. More than once competing channels had tried luring them away from the famed NYC newscast, but David Zerba & co. held on tight, thanks to a mix of financial incentives and unparalleled professional support.


	“Ok boys” said David. “Off to work, and don’t you make a mess over the assignment of mobile sat vans, drivers, cameramen and gas coupons. The three of you must be operational, fully steeled, at eleven on the dot. No matter if today there will be a few changes”. Zerba paused for effect. “Ted, against my better judgement I have to hand you Allyson’s reporting on the criminal activities of Marco Velasco… God help me… I’d better tell her as soon as she walks in the newsroom, without beating about the bush. What can I say? I have no idea why the brass wants Allyson to take care of the interview with Michael Sullivan, why she has to be the one to break the news and the hidden story of that stupid show…! What a hundred million Americans see in that grotesque catwalk of nutters downright beats me.”


	“Damn it, Dave!” said Sean Driscoll. “Who’s got the guts to rob Allyson of her report on ‘El Carnicero’?! You know all too well the sweat and the months it took to dot the ‘i’s on that traffickers’ sect! Her profiling Marco Velasco, undisouted leader of those sons of a bitch was truly brilliant. I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes when you break it to her… she’s gonna kill you!”.


	“I am the editor, chaps, not Jesus walking on water. They had me marching orders, and I pass these on to you. Nothing more, nothing less. Our love and friendship have nothing to do with this… its business, only business. You’ve seen the movie, right? And I don’t…”.


	Zerba was cut short by Allyson crashing into the room. As per habit, she only made a pretence of knocking on the door. She was still visibly flushed from her attempt to catch up the schedule after she had left home late. But all in all it was part and parcel of her CV, and no-one paid any attention anymore.


	“Hi everyone. Sorry I’m late… I know, I’ve said this a million times… and, by way of tradition, I’m sorry… blah, blah, blah… so, hugs and kisses… ready for the billet… what’s the daily news?” she asked smiling.


	“All is in order, Ally, don’t you fret”, answered David in a reassuring tone of voice. “We have just got going, nothing sensational.”


	“Why so patronising, Dave?” Ally felt suspicious. “Not quite your style, this feelgood factor at ten eighteen in the morning of any roaring Wednesday… do I see ‘bad news’ on the horizon?” Allyson was spelling out carefully every single letter, lengthening the pause more and more in between every single word, raising her pitch that now sounded almost ‘electrical’. It was her way of displaying growing nerves. “Mark my words Zerba, don’t you come out with any changing of the guard bullshit, this is really not my day!” Allyson would call her chief by surname only when she was at wits end, and storm clouds were gathering.


	“Right guys. Can we break for ten minutes, please? Thank you!”


	“Right away, Dave” replied the two underlings. “Pardon us, Ally. See you in a mo.”


	The two friends left the room under Ally’s watchful gaze.


	“What the hell was that about, Dave?” asked the woman in an ever-rising pitch of voice.


	“Well! Listen up, Ally. Even you must know that the ratings of ‘Impossible Feat’ are climbing, God only knows why, to sky-high levels. We cannot simply push this under the carpet. For that reason, I…”.


	Ally’s rage burst out and stopped him in his tracks.


	«‘IMPOSSIBLE FEAT’, DAVE?» she shouted at the top of her voice. “What the hell are you on about?!  Michael Sullivan and his flock of cuckoos? I don’t give a damn, Dave. You’re not pulling me off the ‘El Carnicero’ story, Dave! I kicked butt and I’m not letting go, do I make myself clear?”


	Allyson was shouting in a frenzy, and outside things were getting quieter and quieter. Colleagues and technicians in the newsroom felt sorrowful and embarrassed by the friction between the two friends. Though at different levels of the food chain, they had always gotten along well and felt mutual esteem.


	But there was nothing to be done.


	“Maybe you should let me talk, Ally” Zerba tried to explain. “I was just saying how sorry I am about this whole thing, but I just have to assign you this story because, among other things, Sullivan made a point of mentioning your name, the only reporter he is prepared to talk to. We say no, he talks to another paper, and we just don’t want that, do we? We have a moral obligation to take due notice of a TV phenomenon that, beats me, has involved one American in three. I’ll make myself clear. Tomorrow, at eleven on the dot, you will be there to talk to him in his studios, top floor, corner room, where you will try to find some agreement on the issue to discuss in the interview. As a runner up prize, you get to choose your favourite cameraman. Over and out. We do agree, don’t we?”


	“Take a look out of the window, Dave. It’s raining bullshit!” Allyson features were twisted by rage. She stormed out of the room banging the door so hard it almost fell off its hinges.


	Totally out of her mind, Ally found her friends and colleagues waiting for her. Driscoll and Burner groped for words in the vain attempt to lift her spirits, digging deep into all the humour and the wellbeing they had had to develop in the course of their job.


	“Have courage, Ally. Don’t make it personal. You don’t get to follow the traffickers story, but maybe the story on ‘Impossible Feat’ will end in something good for both you and the broadcast… Sullivan has the entertainment Karma, and may well take you on as the skimpily-dressed girl…”


	Ally made her best effort to pull out a smile, and felt somewhat better thanks to the solace of her friend’s words.


	“Why, sure!” she replied with good humour. “That can well be the case. Fact is, no matter how hard I try, I cannot simply bring to mind what good to a reporter’s life can emerge from a group of idiots who throw up balls and sticks with the sole purpose of not having them fall back on their heads. Indeed, on the off-chance, some twat in William Tell stockings could just possibly shoot an arrow through my head, mistaking me for an apple as I desperately try to reach the toilet. I am more than sure something good will come of this. I’m off to pick up the cameraman. I’ll go look for someone vaguely resembling Colin Farrel. That way I can focus on something while you are taken in by the trout tamers care of ‘Michael Sullivan production’. God speed. And as Titanic passengers must have said as they set off on their journey: ‘Who needs life vests on such a beautiful day’… I’ll make sure I get a first class ticket for the show… Hasta la vista school kids!”.


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	Along 5th Avenue


	 


	Fletcher Cusack walked through the throng of 5th Avenue in a glorious September day.


	He was a very handsome man of 32, almost 6 foot tall. His dark blonde hair was somewhat long on the neck, and the wisps on his forehead made Him look younger and naughtier. His eyes were bright and changed colour according to the intensity of the light, at times veering on light blue, at others on grey-green. His facial features were perfect and tender, and on His sweetest somewhat Northern face a short-cropped golden beard stood out, just a little disorderly. He wore a well-tailored dark grey suit and white short, top buttons open to reveal a white-gold rosary worn by way of necklace, a little cross hanging in the middle. Broad shoulders and a tight waist showed off the sporting man in Him.


	Impossible to miss Him, even among the thousand people who cluttered the kerbs of New York, those with sullen and tired faces who had lost the way of life that he, just as two thousand years ago, wanted to retrieve yet again, only with better luck.


	It took Him ten minutes on foot to reach the main entrance of 500 Fifth Avenue, along Manhattan’s West 42nd, the skyscraper that was His destination. He looked up, skirting the top of the building that reached for the sky, the tip almost enshrouded by clouds. That would prove the starting point of His plan, the first step in a challenge that ultimately involved the destiny of a world deaf to all pleas of help, indifferent to all displays of affection, insensitive to all sentiments of piety.


	As He walked through the immense gateway, the armed security guards were conducting routine checks with the handheld metal detector, just to verify any potential danger among those heading to the numerous companies that cluttered the prestigious building, with the exception of those who had a fixed job there and accordingly could sport a pass.


	As He approached the last person of the queue that divided Him from the security, He realized that the man was an elderly priest who looked somewhat lost and shabby, waiting anxiously to be checked out.


	Father Ralph Cohen was well beyond eighty, and had served his Mission for sixty years in the Archdiocese of New York, headquartered in the famous saint Patrick’s Cathedral, no more than ten minutes away from this building. Father Ralph wore the traditional black cassock, buttoned up to the neck, austere with the characterizing white dog collar. Given the overbearing heat of the day, it must have given him some mobility trouble. The old man of God shuffled along with the understandable slow and unstable step of an old man, made all the worst by a large bunch of flowers he clutched as a present to a young niece of his, and that he was holding in a single hand, trying not to ruin the elegant bundling.


	The old man tried to find some comfort in the heat by waving a huge white handkerchief that had probably missed soap and water since D-Day. He muttered out loud some incomprehensible words that in all probability had something to do with the queue and the weather. Each and every sentence was prefaced by a characterizing expression, denoting surprise and indignation. A charming “For Heaven’s sake!”, the only string of words understandable by all. Those unacquainted with him, would surely mistake him for an elder who was not quite there in the head.


	As Fletcher came close by, the priest turned around almost instinctively, and, for no apparent reason, let go a river of words.


	“Welcome, young man!” he exclaimed reproachfully. “Why, thanks to an unbuttoned shirt leaving out a considerable portion of skin the temperature must feel altogether bearable! Not even at your age was I allowed to go around so slovenly… and nowadays, even if I have the choice, I would never wear plain clothing, wandering here and there to perturb those who have little time on their hands to carry out useful tasks, and slowing down their work”.


	The sprightly old man would shoot point blank on anyone around, changing argument with no apparent logical linkage.


	“A good day to you, Grandfather Priest” came His reply. He was well and truly amused by the disjointed sentencing, and He smiled brightly. “I totally agree with you. Still, older people could choose to visit relatives at a time of day more in tune with their needs, avoiding the streets when the sun beats down on their empty heads!”


	“Oh, for Heaven’s sake… oh, for Heaven’s sake…” muttered the funny priest in an irritated manner. “No-one has ever called me ‘Grandfather Priest’… oh, for Heaven’s sake!”


	“Now, as far as the ‘grandfather’ nickname, I would say that, by applying critique with a sense of propriety, and pinch of objectivity, I do not quite see how I could be termed a man lacking a sense of reality. In regards to the ‘priest’, exempting the visually-impaired and those with heat-stroke, most people would not doubt the ‘corps’ you belong to, would you agree?” said Fletcher, all the more intrigued by the old man’s vehemence. He had only been addressing him for a few minutes, and could not help liking him.


	“Are we trying to be smug, young man? These juveniles, all the same. Long hair, ruffled beard and no respect for the elderly. As far as I’m concerned…” Father Cohen was cut off short. “Wait a minute! Who told you I am visiting relatives?” he asked surprised.


	“Right! Fact is, if a person walks into a sixty storey skyscraper holding a very well bundled bunch of flowers, unless building maintenance has assigned a wing for the burial of the deceased, I do believe the chances are he is making a courtesy call to someone he is close to… like, for example, a young niece… did I guess correctly?”


	“Damn, for Heaven’s sake young man. Smug and smart. Actually, I can’t help liking you… and it’s just as you said. I’m off to see a niece who lives on floor 59. And between you and I…” the old man whispered as if someone could hear in the infernal din “…I’m there just for the views. When I look out of the window, I feel a flutter in my heart and I feel I’m in Heaven… did you ever feel anything like that, son?” the old man asked confidentially.


	“I have to say I do not believe Paradise is a matter of metrical altitude” came the reply. “I think it cannot be pinpointed geographically, but that we are rather talking about a dimension outside time and space, where souls reflect the immense joy of God’s presence, shining each and everyone of true light, overcast by the celestial hand of the Mother of all children. It’s just that the human mind feels the need to assign a specific placing to each and every snapshot it produces that makes people think it must be in such and such a way. The reality of things is altogether different from our way of imagining.”


	Father Ralph Cohen was enraptured by the description, and it took him a while to grope back into a clear state of mind to find the threads of a conversation he had lost control of.


	“Sure! Yes, for sure… it looks like a scientific explanation… perhaps somewhat theological… I… I must be a little tired, but… I’m sure we’ve met before. Your eyes… yes… your eyes are familiar. I am quite old now…” said father Ralph with a hint of sadness “…and images don’t come back to mind with the speed they once did…! You see, my son…” he went on in a melancholy tone of voice, “…its the rampant cynicism of the world. Time flies by and you get weaker. You are left with the hope of going back to where it all started. Life flows on, and because of my fatigued head, I cannot recall details of our previous meeting. Were I only thirty years younger, I would know exactly where we met…”


	Fletcher was overwhelmingly saddened by the prostration of his new friend, and decided to help him out of his suffering. He made up a story.


	“Do not be angry, father. I will tell the truth. You saw me in Church. I am there every day, every single hour, all year round. I take care of religious education for children. I work for the Archdiocese, just like you do. And when the children are not there for their erudition, I help in the chores, push papers around. We met inside those walls.”


	Reverend Cohen was heartened.


	“Oh! For Heaven’s sake. Why didn’t you speak out at once, little devil! You were driving me crazy. Oh! For Heaven’s sake, I…”


	“Father, are you coming? Please? We don’t have all day!” called out the security guard right there and then.


	“Oh! For Heaven’s sake… must be on my way, son… see you in the cathedral. Alright? I’ll be waiting for you… goodbye, my son.” Father Ralph hailed Him as he shuffled short of breath to the guards.


	“Certainly, my friend, and for sure, if we don’t catch up in Church, given your chosen path, I’m sure we’ll meet elsewhere. I will be there for you. You will see that your lifelong memories will live on in your heart for ever, and there will never be any sadness for you… See you soon… my Son.” He replied in a way no-one could hear.


	After the first meeting in His long trip, Fletcher had only a few minutes to go before facing the sturdy man in uniform, the first of the security guards overseeing the control post clearly marked out by the plastic strips that pointed the correct path.


	“Sir, do you have arms or any other type of object that can offend and/or harm and/or any other item belonging to the building owners?” asked the man in an official way.


	“You could say I am armed, agent, but I use my weapon for the sole purpose of defending myself and my beloved one from the dangers of this world. Forgive me I won’t give it to you, but I never let go of it, also because it is a gift of my Mother” said Fletcher in an equally official tone of voice, pointing to the rosary around his neck, and gently moving out the small cross between thumb and index. The guard looked down on him with the irritated manner of those who meet nutters by the day, of all race and age, and whispered to his mate right behind:


	“Another Sullivan mind case, no doubt”. Then, turning back to Him, asked:


	“Top floor, right?”


	Without waiting for a reply, he pointed to the security check with a resigned look.


	“Please, off you go”.


	Having passed through the enormous entry hall, Fletcher stood in front of the elegant fast lift. The doors opened at once, and he could look straight into his reflection in the cabin’s mirror. He stepped into the rectangular space, which was eerily empty, turned to push button number 61, and took one last look to the group of people facing the security guards. The doors shut in an instant and He was lifted up into the sky. Only this time against the will of the Father, and for this lonelier than in the past. Alone, as never before, with the weight of the world resting on His human shoulders.


	 


	 


	Your Honour Sheldon Blackwell


	 


	Sheldon Blackwell was officially a very well-known judge serving the New York City Federal Court.


	His was the delicate task of sorting out and successfully closing the multitude of criminal trials in the crowded courtrooms  of the County Court House in central New York City. Facing Blackwell meant for many a round trip to Hell, with the pious hope that a passing across the flames would help expiate the sins of this Earth, thus shaving off quite a few centuries of penance in the limbo of the souls of purgatory. None of all those who crossed his path in the court proceedings was spared the disastrous consequences in the personal sphere, not even the District Attorney or the jury members.


	All were subjected to a psychological crunching when the single unfortunate victim came within reach of the judge’s claws, giving him the opportunity of venting the rage he felt for the entire human race. The same treatment was dished out to defence counsels, especially to freshers, who were subjected to all kinds of humiliations, including overt threats of being struck off the profession. These threats were made publicly whenever he felt, with or without justification, that there was cause of contempt of court, or suspicion of holding back on the evidence.


	Blackwell had fought hard over his seat in the Federal Court precisely so that he could take the pick of what he termed “fresh meat” defendants. In other words, those who turned up spotless to first degree proceedings. The judge was driven by a desire to give no break to these unfortunates, from the very first day they came up to a frontal confrontation with his very own value system.


	Any form of evidence produced in the judicial proceeding, whether overwhelming or circumstantial, genuine or construed, real or imaginary was for him totally irrelevant for the ends of the trial. What really mattered was the suffering of those under a presumption of guilt during the trial days; subjecting them to crushing emotional tension.


	Blackwell was merciless on those who in the course of proceedings appeared to be completely innocent of the charges. Parole and bail were consistently denied to whoever seemed deserving. As opposed to hardened criminals and merciless murderers, guilty of the most ferocious crimes perpetrated with utter cruelty.


	Blackwell had always been there. No-one could remember how and when he had sprung onto the scene.      


	Notwithstanding his stand in the sphere of the law from time immemorial, Blackwell gave no hint of leaving the post anytime soon. This was in no small measure due to the web of intrigue, blackmail and deception he had spun across the years, biding together men of power and influence in the political and legal establishment of New York City.


	First came the forensic analysts in the police department, followed by some of the closest aides to District Attorney Campbell, who was totally in the dark, and whose aides could thus move about with total impunity and mock-up or cover-up as best they thought any charge brought against whoever could potentially restrict the comings and goings of the Judge and of his closest staff members.


	Sheldon Blackwell’s look revealed his true origins. He was tall, about 70 years old, and sported long and thin white hair that fell back in a disorderly way upon his neck. Deep wrinkles criss-crossed his face that was gaunt and expressionless. The lifeless eyes were cold and black, the eyes of a shark ceaselessly circling his prospective victims. When someone held his stare for a little too long, he felt on the brink of a threshold of darkness, overwhelmed by waves of anxiety, and so emotionally confused as to feel an uncontrollable death wish. Anything, but that unbearable crushing hood of angst.


	Because of this not inconsiderable and unpunished stream of abuse, those in the know had nicknamed him C.O.L., “Cancer of the Lamb”. Unbeknownst to most, he was the absolute representative of the Evil that reigns on Earth, the Foul Beast, Satan, King of the Underworld.


	It was a quiet September morning, and along the endless corridors of the Court House, the 24 year-old counsel Stewart Allister was confidently waiting by the side of his client the arrival of Judge Mitchel Wallace. His client was due to appear in court for a misdemeanour offence relating to excessive speed and possibly drunk-driving. Donald Grant had been pulled over and placed under arrest by NYPD for having gone over, by a few miles per hour, the city speed limits with his Mustang. He was breath tested, and the result was slightly over the limit, but had come up with the excuse of an alcohol-based cough mixture.


	In front of the allotted courtroom, Allister was caught up by Deputy District Attorney Tracy Sherman, the case prosecutor.


	“Good morning, Attorney Sherman…”: the young counsel beamed his smile. “Happy to see you. This won’t last more than a few minutes. If you agree on parole, we should be out by lunchtime… Mr Grant has no criminal record, and I’m quite sure Judge Wallace will not object, I know him well…”. Allister was cut short by Tracy Sherman.


	“Well, this may come as a surprise, counsel Allister, but there’s been a change of plan. Judge Wallace is off sick and there’s a stand-in, just for the morning: Judge Blackwell”. She sounded somewhat saddened.


	“No…! My God,…no! What…. That can’t be!” cried out Allister. He was sweating and quite clearly was in shock. “Judge Blackwell only presides over criminal cases!”, he protested. “This is misdemeanour… you must be wrong, I…”.


	The Deputy District Attorney tried to reassure him.


	“Nothing untoward, counsel Allister… two colleagues exchanging favours. Right now, it’s too late to object”.


	“Wait… just a minute, Attorney Sherman! I won’t go before Judge Blackwell! I’m not going in there! Don’t even think about it!”, Allister growled out loud, frozen by fear, and as wet as a sponge. “We… yes, we must cut a deal! Right… a deal!” he went on in broken sentences. “I want to talk to the District Attorney… we’ll plead guilty and negotiate sentence. If you support me, we can be off…”.


	“What the hell are you on about?”, Grant cut him short, flabbergasted. “What negotiation? I’m clean. Who is this Blackwell?”


	“Let it go, Mr Grant. You’re not in the picture…”, his own counsel shut him up with no second thoughts about the complete lack of logic in his proposal.


	“Your client is totally right, counsel Allister” said Sherman, trying to bring him back to reason. “As opposed to your client, I fully understand what you mean. But keep calm. You will just complicate things. If you panic you’ll end up saying something stupid right in front of judge Blackwell, and, yes, we’ll have a problem! Keep cool and I’ll lend you a hand. Keep short and don’t be provoked. We need to move, now” she added as the bailiff was signalling to move in.


	“The State of New York against Donald Grant”, the bailiff said out loud. The Honourable Judge Sheldon Blackwell presiding. Attorney Tracy Sherman for the prosecution, and the defendant is represented by Counsel Stewart Allister”.


	“Look who’s here at the crack of dawn, in my courtroom…” came Judge Blackwell’s cynical and contemptuous greeting. “Counsel Allister. My dear Stewart. May I call you Stewart, Counsel Allister?” hammered on C.O.L., as if reciting sarcastic verses.


	“Good morning, Your Honour, I… of course, there, I… well, I am happy to see you. I… would like to say at once that we…”, Allister was visibly becoming confused.


	“Given the quite clear failings in your speech therapy, Stewart, could you possibly stop that idiotic stutter and tell the court how your client pleads? We are all quite anxious to witness the elegance with which you shall inform us of the decision of the two of you” said Blackwell in a desecrating tone of voice.


	“Quite right, Your Honour. My client pleads ‘not guilty’!” said the young lawyer in a firm tone of voice, just to show some self-confidence. “We believe…” he tried to continue.


	“Fuck what you believe…!” yelled out the Judge, bringing down a wall of silence in the courtroom. “Why on earth are you shouting out loud, you idiot?! Are you at a ball game? This is my courtroom! Blind and stupid?!”


	“I… Your Honour, I…” Allister stammered on.


	“You damn foot soldier, you Perry Mason travesty! You are a pall bearer! Now, you tell me where your client thought he actually was to speed like that in the city centre. Daytona?”


	“Your Honour, we simply wish to state for the record that my client has no criminal record, and is a role-model family man. The police speed meter is…”


	“What fucking meter are you talking about, damn ass? Right now you can only plead guilty or not guilty! We are not yet examining evidence. Who swore you in as a lawyer, the ghost of Abraham Lincoln? Are you re-writing the nation’s law book?”.


	“Please, Your Honour, please just let me finish…”


	“Wrong place to pray, flipping imbecile! Is that an altar that you see? Do I resemble Saint Joseph? This is Federal Court of the City of New York! Stick that thought firmly into your jelly brain!” Blackwell was yelling like a madman, ignoring the sacred aura of his surroundings. He was spitting saliva like a stream as a result of his shouting and rage.


	Deputy District Attorney Sherman tried to come to the rescue of her colleague in trouble.


	“Your Honour, I….” said the well-dressed representative of the State.


	“You just wait for your coin to be inserted and then earn your living, Attorney Sherman!” the judge silenced her with total lack of respect for her sex and for the office she was there to represent.


	“Your Honour, I… This is all absurd…” Stewart Allister said, taking things back into his own hands. He was heartened by the ineffectual attempt of his colleague to bail him out. “My client is here only because of a driving breach”.


	The judge’s shouting was now being heard well beyond the walls of the Federal building.


	“Totally absurd!? Is that it!? That my words can be summed up as lies and bullshit? Sheldon Blackwell, an elderly pompous man, placed on his seat… just so we can all have a laugh!! There like a puppet for the amusement of all the murdering criminals who walk through that door…! A demented old man, a psycho, a son of a bitch! Is this what you whisper in the toilet as you pour urine on your cheap shoes bought in the street markets? You simple fools, human leftovers, keep on whispering in the belief no-one will overhear! You are gnawing at the wrong bone! This is my town! This is my courtroom! There is no sewage tunnel large enough to fit you all in! Did you hear me out? Stupid college newbie, dreaming of the caped crusader?” C.O.L. was well and truly stuck in one of his most ferocious personal assaults, at least the strongest one after the Summer recess. “Now you listen up, incapable man! I will now tell you something you don’t yet know about your trial situation. A few minutes ago, before you came in, I was told that one hour ago a young woman, covered in bruises, her clothes torn part, turned up at the NYPD. She reported a hit and run incident involving a Mustang. She was on a pedestrian crossing walking her little dog, a Chihuahua… I trust you are aware of the overall look of a Chihuaha, counsel Allister, even though you can’t tell a grasshopper from an ermine. Now, our unlucky lady had the good thought of making a note of the number plate on her small notebook. A pink notebook with the cute Wile E. Coyote on the cover. We did our homework. Guess to whom the number plate belongs? Hear me, hear me. It was the red Mustang belonging to your unfortunate client who now heads straight to jail on charges of attempted murder and leaving the scene of an accident. And for yourself, ten days in the locker for contempt of court, having described me as a demented son of a bitch! Do my words still seem absurd to you, Stewart?”


	“Oh my God…” was all that Stewart could say amid tears and sobs.


	“The closest home of your God is the Church of St. Andrew, number 20, Cardinal Hays, New York City. This is my courtroom… didn’t I just say that? Fuck!”. 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	Meeting Michael


	 


	The lift doors opened up on the 60th floor of 500 Fifth, a window on the world, a viewpoint on the decisive phase of the last biblical war, an opening onto the hope of convincing the human race to embrace once and for all the ideal of universal love and to give up, for ever, a lifestyle rooted in deception and lies, the tools so skilfully wielded by man’s Enemy in order to betray and divide, to poison the heart of humans, to turn them away from the voice of God.


	The almost imperceptible metallic vibration of the opening doors was followed up by the impersonal electronic voice announcing the floor number. Fletcher stepped out into the corridor flanked by dozens of offices. A few metres hence, he faced an elegant walnut wooden door with a rather large shingle: Impossible Feat Studios.


	On Monday mornings the hopeful wannabes, after having cleared the previous hurdles, met with the show host for the official stamp of approval. However, that very morning, a social meeting that could not possibly be postponed had forced Michael Sullivan to shift all the interviews to the following day. It was not a particularly busy day at the office, so one of the young clerks was despatched to hand to the press the list of the challengers selected for the next Sunday. On opening the door to run to the lift he barely took notice of Fletcher who was about to knock. He left the door open, and was off with a fleeting hello. Fletcher found himself facing the offices, unusually empty for that time of the day, and he stepped inside unnoticed.


	First right came a room with this tag: Mrs Brenta Hamilton, and facing this another door with Art Director. Fletcher knocked on Hamilton’s door. From inside a surprised voice beckoned the visitor.


	“Who is there? Come in…!”


	On opening the door, the air, sucked in from the open window, scattered the sheets of paper on the desk of the surly secretary all over the floor.


	“Oh, Jesus!” cried out the secretary.


	“Was he the one who scattered the papers?” came Fletcher’s prompt repartee.


	“What…? What’s that you say?” said Hamilton in a  confused tone of voice.


	“I was asking whether he made the papers fly all over”, Fletcher repeated himself, smiling.


	“Who’s he?”, the secretary was getting more and more irritated.


	“Christ!” said Fletcher, dressed in his elegant black suit.


	 “What….? Oh, no! Of course not, I’m sorry. But who are you? A priest? Something like that?”


	“Something like that” he replied very kindly.


	“How did you get in? Do you have an appointment? Today we’re not seeing anyone!” she shouted anxiously. “I can’t believe you all think you can just walk in anytime you want. Mr Sullivan will crucify me if I cannot keep discipline in the office! Don’t you realize the situation I’m in?”


	“Well, I can understand… I will help you clean up, anyhow”, he said walking towards the woman.


	“Please don’t” said the secretary who was increasingly angered. She walked up to Him, with the intention of pushing Him out of the door. “You need to book a meeting, and we will then call you up”.


	She was now facing him. She looked up into his eyes, and froze. She looked puzzled. From her trembling lips came a few unconnected sentences.


	“I don’t… I don’t think I can… I will see what… Mr Sullivan…”


	He gently laid his hand on her shoulder, a reassuring gesture.


	“Please do not be concerned, Miss Hamilton. I will come back some other time. No need to show me out, I know the way”. He smiled, and gently closed the door.


	Out in the corridor, he made for the exit, but the door opposite suddenly swung open, and pinpointed him on the spot.


	Susan Trotsky stepped out of the room holding little Megan by the hand. She was tailed by Michael Sullivan who was taking her to retrieve the VIP passes for the show. She saw Fletcher right in front of her, and mistook him for some showbiz personality, or at least some captivating member of staff. Hoping to be introduced she turned to the host, when suddenly the unexpected came about. Megan looked up to Fletcher’s face, she was frozen, her eyes were wide open, and so was her mouth. Susan could not explain the child’s reaction, could not tell why she had looked up in that direction, where in any case she would not have been able to spot a human presence.


	“Mr Sullivan… what…” she stuttered, feeling the on come of panic.


	The well-known host quickly overtook his guests and stepped in-between them and the stranger who was stuck in front of Hamilton’s door. The well-skilled artistic supervisor tried to tone things down, and turning the focus upon himself, he said jokingly:


	“It’s alright, Mrs Trosky. As you can see, there are mysterious and extraordinary characters wandering about our premises…. Just think about what happens on set, live! This is just a taste for little Megan on the tricks of the trade. Now Brenta will give you our famous ‘Impossible Feat’ sweets! As they say, ‘The show must go on!’ Am I right?!... Mrs Hamilton?” he called out loud, walking his guests to the secretary’s room. He hinted to the assistant to get rid of the visitors as fast as possible, left the room and addressed Fletcher, in a curious rather than angered tone of voice:


	“And who may you be?”


	“Weird! I heard this phrase at least three times in the last hour!” said Fletcher, thinking out loud.


	“Did you hear me? You didn’t answer! Who are you?” came Michael’s irritated voice.


	“Oh, I do apologise, Mr Sullivan! I was mulling over the show’s history, on its unwritten rule based on which it will go on forever. My name’s Fletcher Cusack! But I was just about to leave. I did not mean to intrude. I have already been told that the studio is closed to the general public today. I would have called to book time with you, but did not make it out of here in time. I’m on my way” said Fletcher, trying to shift a meeting with the host to some future date.


	“Well, might as well come in and tell me what you are doing here, don’t you think?” said the artist, unconvinced by the young man’s attempts to leave.


	“Why, sure! If you wish!” replied Fletcher, following the host in his luxurious office.


	“I presume by what I’ve seen you are some sort of illusionist, or such like”, Sullivan pursued him on, wanting to learn more.


	“You secretary called me a ‘priest’… maybe that’s what I do, sanctimonious jokes”.


	“Are you telling me you are for a casting session, you want to get on the show?” insisted Sullivan, trying to gauge the pulse of the man in front.


	“Well! Yes! Why deny it? I am fascinated by your show. I keep thinking about it, ever since episode one of season one. So here I am, dying to step in, hoping to look good. That’s all”.


	“So, what exactly is your forte?”


	“Mmmh… card tricks” he replied, sounding somewhat uncertain, trying to gain time.


	In effect, Fletcher still had no idea of what to bring to the show. His appearance before an audience would be crucial, and he would have to play game for many a week, keeping up a delicate balance between what is sacred and what is profane, only just hinting at his true nature, constantly changing course and dropping veiled references to his mysterious background and his inexplicable ability to carry out spectacular magical tricks, yet never making firm statements, until the day the game would turn into reality, and thereafter nothing would be the same again.
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He was in the world, and though the world was made
through him, the world did not recognize him.

John 1:1-18






