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I. Over the Rooftops and Down the Chimney
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It was Christmas time in New York City.

In these past few days, the entire city had been transformed. Electrified decorations had appeared along every major street, department stores had decked themselves out with holly and tinsel, menorahs were glowing in the windows of many a home on the Lower East Side and even on the doors of the most humble of tenements, handmade wreaths radiated some holiday cheer.

On the streets, carol singers were belting out seasonal tunes, while vendors proffered roast chestnuts. The Broadway theatres had switched their programs to holiday spectaculars and under the great proscenium arch of Radio City Music Hall, the Rockettes were kicking up their legs in the “Parade of the Wooden Soldiers”. Just around the corner, at Rockefeller Center, skaters were gliding and pirouetting across the new ice skating rink underneath the big Christmas tree. Herald Square was thronging with people admiring the festive windows displays and seeking gifts for their loved ones, while children lined up to whisper their hearts’ desires into the ears of a dozen department store Santas.

And above it all, snow was falling in thick fluffy flakes, covering the entire city with a white blanket.

In spite of the bustle everywhere, the city seemed cheerful and at peace, awaiting the holy night with bated breath.

Only Richard Blakemore, pulp writer by day and the masked crimefighter known only as the Silencer by night, was panting, as he ran down a back alley in Hell’s Kitchen. Hot lead, intermingled with a flurry of snowflakes, whizzed past his head, fired off by the Daredevils, a gang of racketeers that had been terrorising this neighbourhood for the past few weeks. The Silencer had intended to put an end to their reign of terror… only to find himself outnumbered and outgunned.

Richard squatted behind a bunch of trash cans to catch his breath. In each hand, he had one of his trademark twin silver-plated .45 automatics, alternating his left and right hand gun to return fire over the rim of the trash cans. So far, it wasn’t stopping the Daredevils, at least judging by the amount of bullets that were striking either the trashcans or the wall above him, raining down little chips of brownstone onto the brim of his fedora.

Richard needed a plan and he needed it fast. Maybe he should ask Santa for a way out of this quandary, but then Richard had always been a man of action. And a man of action made his own escape plans.

Richard spotted his in the form of a fire escape a few yards down the street. If he could make it there and up the ladder, he could loose himself on the roofs of Hell’s Kitchen.

Of course, getting to the fire escape wasn’t all that easy, not with a gang of racketeers hot on his heels, blanketing the air with hot lead. But luckily, Richard still had a few tricks up his sleeve.

In this case, the trick was a grenade that he carried on his belt. Once triggered and thrown, it would blanket the alley with thick smoke and hopefully provide him with sufficient cover to get away. At least, that was the theory.

Richard pulled the ring and hurled the grenade in the general direction of his enemies. There was a brief break — no longer than a second or two — in the steady hail of bullets, as the Daredevils dove for cover, fearing a shrapnel grenade like they had probably encountered on the fields of Flanders during the war.

The grenade popped. Richard counted to three and saw the first wisps of smoke rise above the trashcans and spiral towards the patch of wan winter sky visible in the gap between the tenement houses. Soon.

He counted to seven, never releasing his grip on the twin .45 automatics with their dwindling ammunition supply. Now.

He jumped to his feet and made a run for the fire escape, still firing blindly into the thick white fog that shrouded the alley. True, he could not see his opponents, but neither could they see him. And if they couldn’t see him, they couldn’t aim at him either. The only way one of them could hit him now was if he got lucky. Then one of them did.

It wasn’t a bad injury. Just a flesh wound, a graze on his left arm. It didn’t hurt very much and barely slowed Richard down as he clambered up the fire escape. 

However, the wound bled. Not very much, but enough that a few droplets of blood landed in the snow directly underneath the fire escape, telling the gang exactly where he’d gone, once the smoke cleared. And so it wasn’t long until Richard heard their booted feet pounding up the fire escape.

He looked around for somewhere to take cover, but all he found was a pigeon loft that an inhabitant of the tenement below had constructed from bricks, old crates and chicken wire. As cover, it was far from ideal. But it would have to do.

So Richard crouched down behind the pigeon loft, both guns aimed at the place where the fire escape met the roof, and waited.

He didn’t have long to wait. For soon, the first racketeer reached the top of the fire escape and peered over the edge of the roof. Richard aimed and fired, knocking the cap from the man’s head, before he could duck for cover.

At first, it was easy enough to hold them off. The fire escape was an effective bottle neck that allowed only one Daredevil at a time to reach the roof. And as soon as one of them raised their head above the edge of the roof, Richard fired. He hit at least one, cause he heard the man scream, followed by a hollow thump, as he hit the alley far below.

Occasionally, one of the braver Daredevils would return fire, but they only managed to hit the pigeon loft and upset the pigeons. The birds squeaked and fluttered, desperate to escape the loft that had turned into a shooting gallery.

Richard certainly sympathised with the pigeons, even though he had bigger concerns right now. For his ammunition was running low, his wounded arm was beginning to go numb and still the Daredevils showed no sign of giving up. Once again, he needed a plan and he needed it fast.

Another racketeer raised his pistol over the edge of the roof and fired into Richard’s general direction before ducking for cover again. The bullet struck the frame of the pigeon loft, chipping off some wood and setting the pigeons aflutter. That gave Richard an idea.

For what he needed to get away was a distraction. And few things in the world were more distracting than a flock of panicked pigeons.

Right now, all that was holding back the birds was the chicken wire of the pigeon loft. But there was a door set into the pigeon loft, a door closed only with a latch. Open the door and a flock of terrified pigeons would descend on Hell’s Kitchen.

So Richard placed his left hand on the latch and aimed his gun with his right.

Another Daredevil poked his head over the edge of the roof. Richard fired, drove him back. Simultaneously, he opened the door of the pigeon loft and promptly, the air became a blur of wings, as a cloud of panicked pigeons streamed from the loft, eager to get away from the shooting.

And since Richard had been the last one to fire, the pigeons fluttered into all directions, including the one where the Daredevils sat perched on a fire escape. Richard heard them cursing, as terrified pigeons descended upon them.

Though he didn’t wait. He just ran in the opposite direction, still clutching his nigh empty gun.

Up ahead, the far edge of the roof loomed, but Richard didn’t slow down. Quite the contrary, he even picked up speed and jumped, crossing an alley that lay several storeys below and landing on a roof that was largely identical to the one he had just left, except that this one did not have a pigeon loft.

Richard didn’t slow down to admire the scenery. He just kept on running and jumped to the next roof. And then the next, for by now the Daredevils had managed to disentangle themselves from the plague of pigeons and had taken up pursuit.

It was on the fifth roof that Richard’s luck ran out. For snow and ice had made the roof slippery and so Richard couldn’t find proper footing once he’d landed. And so he slid helplessly across the roof, until he slammed legs first into a chimney.

The impact hurt. It hurt so much that Richard had to suppress a yelp of pain that would have given away his location to the Daredevils.

On hands and feet, he pulled himself into the shadow of the thick, squat chimney to examine his injuries. With his good hand, he checked both his legs. Nothing broken, thank heavens, but his right ankle was aching and swelling, probably sprained, which made running across the rooftops of Hell’s Kitchen a lot more difficult.

Not that the next roof looked like a viable destination anyway. It was heavily sloped and topped by a spire as well as a cross that gleamed golden in the wan winter sun. A church, one of several in this neighbourhood. Probably St. Nicholas of Hell’s Kitchen, unless Richard was completely mistaken.

The heavy footsteps of the Daredevils echoed across the next roof, while their voices shouted out to each other. Richard had to get away, now.

So he looked around, scanning for alternative escape routes. At first, he checked for fire escapes, but this building was old and had none or at least none that led all the way to the roof. Next, he checked for adjacent buildings close enough to jump to. Again nothing. Water towers? Nothing. Pigeon lofts? Nope.

That left only one possible escape route. The chimney.

Richard got to work at once, before the Daredevils had the chance to catch up. He took off his fedora and stuffed it under his coat, wincing at crushing the fine felt. Next, he withdrew a length of thin and extremely strong grappling rope from underneath his coat. He fastened one end to his belt and the other to a grappling hook, which he in turn fastened the chimney top. Then he took a deep breath and abseiled himself down the chimney.

Inside the chimney, it was cramped, dark and just as unpleasant as Richard had imagined. Climbing down was difficult, especially with his wounded arm and sprained ankle. Every breath filled his lungs with soot and smoke, thankfully cold and stale.

Worse, the Daredevils were still on the prowl. Richard could hear their footsteps echoing on the roof of the building. It was only a matter of time before they found the grappling hook and the line and figured out where he’d gone.

And then? Strong as his grappling cord was, it still only took a single slash of a knife to sever it. And Richard would have bet that every single Daredevil was armed with at least one knife.

At least, all fires in the building seemed to be out at the moment or the inside of the chimney would be every more unpleasant — not to mention hotter — than it was. Thank heaven for small mercies.

Above, the Daredevils were circling the chimney like vultures, judging by the echo of their boots on the roof. Not long now…

Richard braced his back and shoulders against one side of the chimney and his feet against the other, ignoring the pain in his sprained ankle and trying not to wince at the thought what the manoeuvre would do to his clothes.

Suddenly, his feet hit an outcropping in the chimney. The wind shelf of a fireplace and salvation.

His feet inched forward, finding the edge of the wind shelf. Holding on to the grappling cord, Richard lowered himself onto the hearth, his feet landing two inch deep in thankfully cold ashes. And not a moment too soon, for his grappling line suddenly fell down the chimney and landed in the ashes next to his feet.

Richard crouched inside the fireplace, spooling up his grappling line, for the cord was pricey and he’d rather not buy a replacement, especially considering his soot covered clothes would probably result in a hefty laundry bill.

He braced himself for stumbling into some startled citizen’s living room, but the space beyond the fireplace was dark. He listened intently and made out sounds. Breathing, deep and regular. Not a living room, but a bedroom then. And thankfully, the occupants were fast asleep.

Richard switched on the nightvision gadget in the Silencer’s steel mask and scanned the room. Bunk beds on either wall and a selection of old toys neatly arranged on shelves. A kids’ bedroom then. Four beds holding four kids, who were hopefully enjoying sweet dreams of Santa and sleigh rides and sugarplum fairies.

Richard extracted himself from the fireplace, careful not to make any sounds, so he wouldn’t wake up the kids. He patted down his clothing to shake off at least some of the soot from the chimney and tiptoed towards the door, grateful for the fact that the Silencer was always wearing rubber-soled shoes for greater stealth.

But what was generally sufficient to silently slip past both hardened criminals and law-abiding citizens was clearly not sufficient to fool a young child. And so Richard had barely made two steps, when a little voice called out to him.

“Santa? Is that you?”

Richard froze. Only two options now. He could either make a run for it and scar some poor kid for life or he could pretend to be a different fictional character than usual. Really, there was only one possible choice.

“Yes, child,” he replied, switching off the voice-changing gadget in his mask and lowering his voice in what he hoped was a passable imitation of the Ho-Ho-Ho-ing department store Santas of Herald Square, “Go back to sleep.”

“What are you doing here, Santa?” the little girl wanted to know. She was about six or seven, with chubby cheeks and a head full of bobbing curls just like Shirley Temple. “You’re early.”

“Just checking who’s been naughty or nice,” Richard said. And the Daredevils had been very naughty boys indeed.

“I’ve been nice,” the little girl insisted.

“I’m sure you have…”

“I’ve been a very good girl all year long. Sister Mary Margaret says so.”

So that’s where he was. In his flight over the rooftops of Hell’s Kitchen, Richard had somehow managed to end up inside the Littlest Angels Home for Orphans on West 47th Street.

“Well, if Sister Mary Margaret says so, then it must be true. So continue to be a good girl and do what the sisters say and I’m sure Santa will have a nice surprise for you on Christmas Day…”

Richard would make personally sure of that via a donation of toys to the children’s home.

“…and now I must be going, for Santa is a very busy man.”

Once more, he tiptoed towards the door, and once more, he only got as far as two steps, before the little voice sounded out again.

“Santa… may I make a wish?”

Richard suppressed a sigh. He had another minute, he supposed. And at least this way, he’d be sure to get the right toys for the little girl and her fellow orphans.

“Of course, child.”

“I… I know it’s a lot to ask, but you’re St. Nicholas and you see and know everything, so I figure it’s okay…”

“Just ask, child.”

“I… well, all I really want for Christmas is that we can stay here.”

Richard was taken aback. “You don’t want the sisters to find you new parents and a good home?”

“Parents would be wonderful. Emily got adopted last year by a nice couple with a big house out in Westchester with a really big garden. But Emily was very little, only two, just a baby practically. But I’m big. I’m already seven, practically grown up. I don’t need parents, not like the little babies do…”

“So you want to stay here with the sisters?” Richard asked.

“I just want to stay here, with the other children and the sisters. I don’t want to be sent to another orphanage. Not before Christmas.”

“Who’s sending you to another orphanage, child…? — I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

“You don’t know?” the little girl exclaimed, “But you’re Santa Claus. You know everything.”

“I’m just making sure I’m talking to the right little girl,” Richard said, “So what’s your name?”

“I’m Lucy.” In the dark, the girl pointed at the other four bunk beds in the room. “And that’s Susan, Gloria and Claire. Gloria was named after a movie star, you know?”

“That’s very nice,” Richard said, “So why is someone sending you to a different orphanage, Lucy?”

“Because they’re closing the Littlest Angels Home,” Lucy said, “I overheard Sister Mary Margaret, Sister Agnes and Sister Bernadette talking. They said the home is closing, because the…” Lucy scrunched her little forehead. “…leaf? — I think it was leaf — has run out and the sisters don’t have enough money for a new… leaf?”

“The lease,” Richard corrected her, “You mean the lease has run out and the sister cannot afford the new lease, so they have to close the home?”

“Yes, I think it was lease, not leaf. But Sister Mary Margaret, Sister Bernadette and Sister Agnes said that they were throwing us out, so we’d all have to go to other orphanages and that the… lord? — yes, I think she said lord, though not Our Lord, because He wouldn’t do such a thing — wouldn’t even wait till after Christmas to throw us out.” Lucy paused. “What is a lease?”

“That’s something for grown-ups to worry about,” Richard said.

His mind was racing. If Lucy was right, the lease for the Littlest Angels Home or the land it was built on had expired and the landlord was trying to force them out. Which was an outrage, for what sort of person would cast three nuns and a bunch of orphaned kids out onto the streets barely two weeks before Christmas?

“So, Santa, all I really want is that we can stay here, cause this is our home.” Lucy hesitated. “Well, some toys would be nice as well, but I really just want to stay here with my friends and the sisters.”

“Santa will see what he can do,” Richard said, “I promise.”

He’d visit to the department of records, look up who owned the Littlest Angels Home and then the Silencer would pay them a visit and put the fear of God into them.

“About the toys, is there anything in particular you want?”

“Well…” Lucy scratched her curly head. “…the sisters took us to Central Park and we walked past F.A.O. Schwarz and…” She paused. “Do you know where F.A.O. Schwarz is?”

“I’m Santa,” Richard replied, “I know everything.”

“Well, in the window of F.A.O. Schwarz, they had these baby dolls. Five baby dolls which look just like the five babies that the Good Lord saw it fit to bless that family in Canada with. You know which babies I mean, don’t you?”

“I do,” Richard said, for he suspected there wasn’t a person in North America who hadn’t heard of the Dionne quintuplets, the five identical baby girls born to a Canadian farming family some two and a half years before.
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