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  INTRODUCTION


  Bill Willingham


  



  I have to confess I’m no good at writing a proper introduction, because, I’m in the storytelling business, which means I get to lie for a living, and I’ve become well practiced at it. But introductions are supposed to be true. After so many years, I despair if I have much unvarnished truth still in me.


  I probably shouldn’t bother telling you how good these stories are, because nobody reads a boring introduction in the process of making up one’s mind on whether or not to buy the book. Since you’ve already committed yourself to reading the stories in the pages that follow, you’ll discover on your own how delightful they are.


  Truth is (and now we discover there seems to be some truth left in me, after all), what I’d really prefer to do is to tell you a story of my own (and thereby sneak my way in through the back door, into the august company that John Klima has gathered here).


  So that’s what I’ll do. I’ll tell you a story. And since this is the introduction, I guess I’ll have to tell you a true one that actually happened to me. . .


  



  



  



  


  A NIGHT IN THE LONESOME NOVEMBER


  Bill Willingham


  



  The intruder was slim, of indeterminate age, and composed of ordinary parts.


  And he wasn’t human.


  It took me a moment to realize why. He moved too deliberately. He didn’t fidget or shift about, even in the most minuscule ways that only register unconsciously. He sat motionless in my favorite chair, until he had a specific purpose for moving—to lift his (my) wineglass, for instance—at which point he acted with preternatural grace and deliberation. Even the most relaxed human can’t do that.


  “You have a lovely home,” he said.


  He’d opened my prized bottle of 1989 Château Pétrus. I was saving it for a special celebration—when I won a Hugo, or turned in my 200th issue of… Well, for some damned moment important enough to mark the occasion. Certainly not for a common home intrusion.


  Or even an uncommon one.


  “I’d be denounced for saying this,” he continued, “but just between us, gentlemen of discretion that we are, our vines in the Fair Realm can’t come close to what you can produce here in the Bright World. Perpetual twilight isn’t conducive to the abundant growth of anything. Truth is we’ve been masking our deficiencies from the beginning, with powerful glamours, to preserve the myth of uncanny Faerie wines. But it’s a losing game. Every year it takes more to achieve less.”


  He had a scabbarded rapier leaning against the side table, within easy reach. It had an elaborate silver basket hilt resembling the thorned twines of a rosebush, much scratched by what I feared was frequent use.


  I mentally ran through the short list of weapons I owned for home protection, all of which were hopelessly out of reach, in my car, in the garage, or locked away in my bedroom.


  “Believe me,” he said, “if the Two Courts ever unite again, for one last martial extravagance, it will be an invasion of the Bright World, for the express purpose of capturing your vineyards. Won’t happen though. Too much cold iron.


  “More’s the pity.”


  He finished the last sip of wine from his glass and rose from his seat, in a ridiculously fluid motion.


  “I could happily go on all night about your truly splendid Earthly vintages, but I’ve got promises to keep and miles to go, and so on. Shall we be about our business then?”


  “What business is that?” I said. I was trying for calm and reasonable, but I couldn’t keep the obvious fear out of my voice.


  “I’m Timon Aedre Aefentid, landed Knight of the Evening Stream, currently in service extant to Her Glorious Majesty, Queen Mab.” He didn’t bow, but it was included in the tone of his voice. “And I’m here to execute you for crimes against her Court.”


  “Why?” I backed up a step, and then another, and then ran out of room to retreat further. We were in my library-slash-writing room. My back was pressed against a wall of books. The only doorway out was at least three steps farther than I could expect to survive. I thought about screaming for help, but dismissed the idea. I’d picked this place to build my dream house because of its solitude. Woods, river and a barrier wall of limestone cliffs separated me from my closest neighbor.


  “You write about us,” he said.


  “Excuse me?”


  “You write fairy tales, Mr. Willingham, and you’ve gotten lamentably prolific at it in recent years.”


  “What’s wrong with that?” I said. “I never knew you folks were real, and I think I’ve been pretty favorable, if not outright flattering.”


  “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Writing about us at all is the crime. Every word diminishes us.”


  “How?”


  He’d made no move to retrieve his sword yet. The thought of a length of steel piercing me, or cutting me open, was among the most horrifying things I could imagine. If talk failed, I wondered if I could at least talk him into using my handgun, for an instant flip-the-switch sort of ending.


  “It wasn’t always the case. In earlier ages, when mortals wrote about the Fair Realm, it strengthened us. Belief magic can be powerful, when generated by so many readers. What is it they call it now? Consensus Reality?”


  “Then what’s the problem?” I said. “If writing about you creates belief…”


  “And there’s the rub. You let your world get too modern. You educated your readership. Back in the days, pretty much anything in print was believed. But now readers are more sophisticated. Every one of them is acutely aware of the difference between fiction and non-fiction, and has been indoctrinated that fairy tales steadfastly belong in the realm of fiction. Now it’s disbelief that is encouraged with each and every jot written and read. Like an organ turned malignant, what used to sustain us is killing us.”


  “Seriously?”


  “You aren’t convinced this is a serious matter yet? Better adapt soon. You’ve only seconds left to at least get your mind in order. I’m sorry to say there won’t be time to order your affairs.”


  He turned his hand and there was a small glint of light. I noticed for the first time that a dagger had appeared there, sometime after he’d finished with my wine.


  “Wait!” I cried. “Let’s think this through!”


  “We already have. The thinking and judging has been done. Explaining why I’m going to kill you is only a courtesy on my part. I believe a man should know why he’s doomed to die, when practicable. But it’s a personal philosophy only, not strictly required by courtly precedent.”


  “But now that I know the damage it’s causing, I can stop writing about your world. I’ll go back to superheroes and ray guns and rocket ships!”


  “Too late.”


  “Or murder mysteries! I’ve been thinking about switching to mysteries!”


  “I’ve scant faith in promises. This way ensures that you never write about us again.”


  He raised the dagger. I pressed myself back into the books, trying to disappear into them.


  “But if you let me live, I can also spread the word! I’ll get others to stop. I know most of those working in the field!”


  “So do I,” he said. “They’re on the list. I’ll get to each one of them eventually. Another reason to cut short the time I spend here.”


  He sounded impatient now. I realized my next argument would be my last. Better make it a good one.


  “I’ll help then!” I was practically whimpering by now. “What if, in return for letting me go, I were to get everyone else together? Wouldn’t that be better—save you from traveling from one person to another, all the while they’re still producing the work that’s harming you?”


  He’d been advancing on me, but now stepped back a half step.


  “Oh? Tell me what you have in mind,” he said.


  “Everyone’s going to be there. All the big guns, like Gaiman and Yolen and Maguire and de Lint.” I started rattling off every name in the fairy tale business I could think of. “Nancy Kress. Peter Straub. Holly Black and Garth Nix, for God’s sake! All the giants in the field, where I’m such small potatoes.”


  “You’d sell out dozens of your colleagues to save your own skin?” I swear I could hear both contempt and admiration in his voice.


  “In a second,” I said, with perhaps more enthusiasm than I care to admit today, but I did promise a true account of the evening. “Writers never really like each other anyway. Our insecurities get in the way.”


  “And you can get them all in one place?”


  “It’s already done. Klima did all the heavy lifting. I just need to find a way to weasel myself onto the guest list. But I’ve no shame about using my credentials to strong arm the fellow. One phone call and you save months of effort.”


  “Let’s have one more glass of this very good wine, and discuss this a bit further.”


  And so we did.


  



  Which brings us to here and now. I’m not happy about it, Mr. Aefentid, and far from proud of myself, but I kept my promise. Thirty-three of the Bright World’s best fairy tale writers, all in one place, and none suspects a thing. I trust you’ll keep your promise too, and we won’t have to see each other again.


  



  



  


  THE SEVEN STAGE A COMEBACK


  Gregory Maguire


  



  Gregory Maguire is loved by millions of readers for his novel Wicked, a retelling of the characters from The Wizard of Oz,and its sequels—Son of a Witch, A Lion Among Men, and the forthcoming Out of Oz—as well as his novels Confessions of an Ugly Stepsister, Lost, and Mirror, Mirror. In addition to his excellent books for adults, Maguire has written more than a dozen books for children including The Good Liar and Leaping Beauty. Like the central theme of this anthology, Maguire often takes children’s stories or fairy tales and provides his readers with a different take on the story. His interest in children’s stories is not just an idle fancy as Maguire co-founded Children’s Literature New England and serves as a board member for the National Children’s Book and Literary Alliance.


  



  His novel Wicked was made into a very successful Broadway musical. This is important to note as readers of the original version of “The Seven Stage a Comeback” may be surprised to find themselves reading a play. In early 2010, Maguire revised the story to be performed on stage for Company One, a resident company at the Boston Center for the Arts. Company One performed “The Seven Stage a Comeback” and six other retellings of Grimm Brothers’ fairytales in the summer of 2010. As a testament to Maguire’s writing skill, the story works as well as a play as it did as a story.


  



  ***


  



  A one-act play in six scenes.


  



  Setting. some nameless north European forest


  



  Dramatis Personae


  Line numbers assigned to characters, below, don’t represent printed lines of text but approximate number of times the character speaks.


  



  Seven dwarves:


  1. The Leader (storyteller; kindly oldest one). 40 lines.


  2. The Poet (maybe has half-specs to appear smart). 26 lines.


  3. The Singer (token dwarf out of folklore). 19 lines.


  4. The Gourmande (food, beer, cupcakes). 20 lines.


  5. The Curmudgeon (antagonist). 39 lines.6. The Sergeant (sees the job gets done). 27 lines.


  7. The Lamenter (blinded by grief, becomes sighted with joy). Few lines, a whole lot of moans.


  



  Snow White: A young married woman, newly mature.


  1 monologue


  



  Props


  an apple with a bite taken out of it;


  1 glass coffin (this could be mimed: It is made of glass, after all! Thus invisible.)


  1 rush-basket, about a foot high, with some soft cloth hanging over the side, as if a basket of laundry


  various dwarfish things: a pick-axe, boots, hats, mittens, scarves, a lantern or two, a pike or staff or two, beer steins, etc.


  1 silver guitar (small spray-painted child’s guitar would do)


  1 bundle of cloths or baby doll, to simulate SW’s infant


  a pipe or two


  



  SCENE ONE:


  



  Lights up, but dimly; it is nighttime.


  In a small, cozy but disorganized room or a cave, seven dwarves are snoring. In unison, in sequence? Perhaps there is a candle in a lantern. Number 7 cries out in his sleep, a wordless utterance of sudden fear, evidence of a nightmare.


  



  7. ——— (wordless cry)


  1. (Sits up.)


  What? What is it?


  Others. What what what what what what what?


  7. — (Whimpers in a wordless complaint, a small voice.)


  6. (Pushes aside the others, who are useless, crosses to 7, puts his ear next to 7’s mouth, listens, nods, turns to the others, shrugs, makes air quotes as he speaks to indicate he is communicating 7’s message; he speaks in a mocking voice.)


  “Where can she be?”


  5. Are you for real? Can you remember nothing?


  1. (To 7)


  Calm down. You suffer the amnesia of sleep, nothing more. You’re okay. We’re right here.


  5. All except her.


  (7 wails briefly again at the thought.)


  2. “Where can she be?” you ask? (thinks.) Good question for a midnight colloquy. Whatever has happened, she’s passed to glory like nothing we’ll ever know.


  3. Tell us again, tell us, do tell.


  1. Ahh, go on with you. You know the tale.


  3. (wheedingly) But you tell it so well.


  1. It’s spilt milk, brothers. It’s yesterday’s rainbow. Why fasten on the empty caterpillar chrysalis when the butterfly has flown away?


  (They put their heads together, mumbling incoherently and loudly, in questioning upstrokes of tone, in argument, all talking at once except 7, who moans, for ten seconds.)


  1. (Insistently.) STOP. Whatever our history, there’s no changing it now. (incredulous). You really don’t remember?


  (The others assume attitudes of rapt attention, except for 5, who fiddles with a pipe, his back mostly turned.)


  (Ploddingly.) The man with the crazed expression claws open her coffin, kiss her awake, and, foof (after he says this, he exhales in the manner of a French farmer, emphasizing action of the lips and up-ticking of his head)…carries her off.


  2. So much for our lovely daughter. (Wipes his glasses on his beard.) Here yesterday, gone yesterday.


  5. (turning to face his comrades.) We’re better off without her. Pathologically fickle.


  (To 1.) I always told you that.


  (To 2, 3, and then 4 and 6) And you, and you, and you two too.


  (pointing to 7). You, I hardly bother. Mop up your nose.


  (Gestures wildly at his own nose to make his point.)


  2. How can you talk like that about her? She gave us meaning. She gave us purpose.


  4. She gave us cupcakes.


  5. She gave us orders. Wasn’t she always on us about something?


  “Can’t you tidy the woodpile some?” “Hasn’t anyone heard of a thing called soap?” I don’t trust little men who grow beards; they’re trying to compensate.” And then with the sighs. The expressive eyes. Followed by floods of agitated song—


  3. Frankly, I liked the singing. (Beat. They all look at him like he’s nuts. Perhaps 6 makes the loco sign, forefinger twirling near his temple.)


  5. When she ate that poisoned apple? Oh, yes, I was sad, I cried—


  But you want to know what else? I thought:At last. A little peace and quiet around here.


  1. (kindly; puts his hand on 5’s shoulder.)


  So why are your eyes always rimmed with red? You loved her as we all did.


  2. (in transports, rhapsodic, clasping hands together at breast-height)


  Her with her lips like October apples, her hair like the wind on April nights.


  5. (pointing at 2) You’ve been nipping at elvish brandy while we were asleep?


  4. Oh, is brandy on the menu? Don’t mind if I do.


  2. (in a more normal voice, to 5) Ahh, you mutter about her because you like having someone to complain about. Makes you feel lofty.


  5. Hey, haven’t you noticed? Dwarves don’t get to feel lofty. And anyway, don’t name me my motivations. I don’t have any.


  2. You kept your vigil as I did.


  1. (placatingly) As we all did.


  So, frankly, and not to put too fine a point on it…


  5. (muttering, in 1’s tone of voice, finishing his thought)…what? shut up?


  2. (interrupting an old quarrel)


  And all that’s left is the apple that fell from her lips and that glass crate we laid her in.


  1. And if the occasional nightmare is proof of anything, our troubled hearts.


  6. (swaggeringly) A plan, a plan. Dwarves like a plan. A scheme, a campaign…We could—but what? Find out where she went ?


  2. Pay her a social call? Show up as a big surprise? A reunion of the fraternity!


  6. In her case, soldier, the term fraternity doesn’t quite spread the mustard.


  4. The old gang! Why not? I suppose there’d be refreshments?


  3. (musically, rhythmically)


  We’re dwarves, not trolls. Let’s face the facts.


  We should be grabbing the pick and the axe


  And wandering o’er the mountain tracks.


  Sing ho! for the life of a dwarf.


  (The other look at him. A beat.)


  6. Let’s junk the jaunty, singy bits this time, shall we? (To 2) But you: you’re right. We need to move! On the count of seven. Out in the world, wreaking mayhem and mess…


  5. Lining our pockets…(rubbing his hands)


  4. Filling our bellies…(rubbing his belly)


  3. Raising our voices and cheering the nation! (raising his arms and punching the air, victory style)


  5. Cheating the gentry and souring the milk! (mimes milking a cow.)


  6. A little exercise will serve us well. (He stands.)


  (4 and 5 pick up beer steins, clink them)


  On the count of seven, I said. One, two—


  (sees the steins)—Beer. Well, men, that’s not a bad idea, either. (Sits again.)


  7. Oh, oh…


  They all take a sip except 7. Pause, wipe their mouths, belch, sigh in contentment of a sort.)


  2. (Ruminatively.) How did we get from there to here?


  1. Now listen, guys. Though life hasn’t been kind to us, we can muddle through. What’s so odd about what we’ve done? We find an orphan girl, we take her in. Locate some moldy blankets to keep her warm. Porridge in the morning, porridge in the evening.


  3. (striking a pose, a little caper)


  A little dwarf folk music to cheer her up.


  1. It was a humble life, but it was ours. And we shared it with her.


  2. Every mildewy bit of it. No wonder we’re still upset. We can’t focus.


  1. Well, we have to shape up. We’re falling to pieces here.


  5. (shrugs) Easy come, easy go.


  2. You trade the sharpest insults, but you’re the one who moans her name in your sleep. Face it. We all miss her.


  (pause) When’s the last time any one of us laughed out loud?


  5. When she left our lives, she stole our laughter.


  She’s a thief. You know it. End of story.


  4. But what can we do?


  5. I say let’s find out where she went. Let’s drop in. We got the right. We earned the right.


  4. Guess who’s coming to dinner! But she better have high chairs.


  1. We’ll need a present. What could we bring her?


  4. Cupcakes?


  1. She made the cupcakes.


  4. Porridge?


  1. I think it was porridge that killed the marriage.


  5. The poison apple?


  (A beat) It’s good as new. Don’t you remember? We tucked the part she didn’t eat into the casket with her. Though she scarpered, the apple is there still, fresh as sin. Why not return it to her? She’s been out in the world a few months. She’ll likely have come across a good use for that poison apple by now.


  3. Our satchels and axes upon our backs


  We’ll wander o’er the mountain tracks.


  Sing ho! For the life of a dwarf.


  6. Please, would you stop your singing, please?


  (indicating 7.) It’s hard enough to think around Mister Weepy.


  1. I still fear she might not want to see her old buddies.


  5. We know too much? Is that it? So what. Face it. She left us high and dry when she married that traveling prince. She’ll be regretting it, no doubt. She’ll be thrilled to pieces to see us again.


  2. They could be nine kingdoms away by now. It’s been months already.


  1. And we might never be able to find her.


  6. I’m all for it. You know me—I’m one for putting on boots…


  2. And marching impressively right off a cliff?


  6. Better than sitting around with tears in our beards! Let me hunt for a map, a compass. (Counts on his fingers) We need gall and gumption, grit and nerve, stout hearts, resolve, and—(pauses, not able to think of a seventh thing)


  4. Cupcakes?


  (2,5,6). She made the cupcakes!


  4. Well, then. Um. Mittens.


  6. Up from your sloth, you miserable slugs. Pocket your bread and cork your ale! Tighten your belts and lace your boots.


  Somebody grab the iron-head hammer. Somebody bring the silver guitar. Lord, it’ll be good to get out for a stretch! The moment is here. We’re off and away to pay a visit.


  3. At least can we sing a marching song?


  6. What are you putting in your mitten, you?


  4. (sheepishly) Porridge?


  6. (to 7) And you, are you weeping again, you fool? What is it? Early onset homesickness? We haven’t even left yet.


  7. Oh, oh, oh…


  



  (Lights down as they begin arranging their things to travel)


  



  SCENE TWO:


  



  Lights up.


  Outside the cave or house. It is autumn: red and gold, leaves on the ground, bare limbs, perhaps a pumpkin or two to indicate autumn. The dwarves appear one by one, prepared for a long trek.


  1 and 4 emerge first.


  



  1. Goodbye to the house in the autumn woods.


  4. So long to our bachelor hideaway.


  1. I hope our seeking her out isn’t a lapse in etiquette.


  2. There’s no life left for us here. Our little house? It’s nothing but a moldy oldtomb. Not our tomb, but the grave and marker of what we lost when she went away.


  (As 2 is speaking, 5 and 6 enter, either carrying or miming carrying a glass coffin at waist level, like pall bearers.)


  1. What the hell are you doing with that?


  5. We’ve put the bit of apple in the glass casket and closed it up again.


  6. The coffin keeps things quick with life. And for a good long time, it seems.


  1. I still think that as a house gift that a poison apple is a little—well—iffy. But wrapped in a coffin?


  5. A poison apple could come in handy. You never know. Be ready, I say. Listen. We’re not leaving home without it.


  (1 pauses, puts out his hand, but is overruled by action.)


  1. Well (dubiously) we cleave as seven, through muck and mayhem. We always have and we always will. So, if we must, hoist that casket upon your backs, and off we go, to live another tale I’ll be able to tell the next time someone wakes up with a nightmare. But the coffin is ornamental only, fellows. Remember that.


  6. Keep the pace, steady she goes.


  Hup, one, two, and so on.


  1. Now I name you the world as it dawns today, to collect it in my noggin for telling later. The air is cold, the light is wet. The clouds come in. The wind is…(he licks his finger, holds it up around his head, turning it to judge, shrugs)…the wind is high.


  2. (to 1). Do you feel a sadness in your bones? This seems a shaky step to take. We’re going to give her the glass coffin as—a souvenir of her early years? A housewarming gift? Sends the wrong message, don’t you think? Dwarves don’t give trinkets. Dwarves don’t send cards. Big mistake.


  4. I still think a pocket of porridge would have brought back happy memories, but does anyone listen to me? No.


  1. (Consolingly, to 2) Don’t worry. We won’t step out of line. Remember, we did take her in when she was lost….


  5. We lost her in our turn, when she betrayed our hospitality.


  1. (to 2) She’ll be overjoyed and surprised as hell.


  2. (to 1) But are we losing ourselves as well?


  5. (mockingly) “The sky is high, I’d like some rum


  Because my freakin’ bum is numb.”


  This isn’t some nursery roundelay. We’ll find our beauty where she rests, and invite her to return with us.


  (The others stop in their tracks for two or three beats)


  5. (continuing, arrogantly, aggressively?) What? What’s wrong with that? Surely she can entertain the thought? The least she owes us is a little loyalty. She never should have eaten the apple, one, nor, two, gone off with the first available prince.


  1. (again, placatingly) Beauty is as beauty does.


  5. What kind of beauty abandons her friends? She’d be (damn) lucky to find us unlocking the door for her a second time.


  2. But why would she want to come back? Whatever did she see in us?


  5. She thought us small because we are short. She thought us needy. She thought us oafish. Well, you guys are small and oafish. I—(lowers his eyes modestly)—I—am magnificent.


  1. We were small, and needy. No shame in that.


  3. (with false jollity, trying to shift the mood)


  A casket is just some bric-a-brac


  We’re carrying o’er the mountain track.


  Sing ho! for the life of a dwarf.


  1. You’re not talking coercion, I hope.


  6. Course not. It’s more like persuasion.


  1. I hope so. I don’t endorse any cruel idea.


  5. We work as one. You know that. We’re seven. We separate at our peril. As you always remind us. So sit and dither and imperil yourself if you like. I’m forging ahead.


  (They start up again, 1 shaking his head.)


  6. (the drill sergeant now, in a sing-song army base voice)


  (maybe the dwarves repeat each line after him, except 7, who wails without words instead?)


  I don’t know but I’ve been told


  All (but 7). I don’t know but I’ve been told


  6. She looked sweet but what a scold.


  All (but 7). She looked sweet but what a scold.


  6. Anyone leaves her friends behind


  All (but 7). Anyone leaves her friends behind


  6. Gotta be outa her friggin’ mind.


  All (but 7). Gotta be outa her friggin’ mind.


  6. Steady boys; don’t lock the knees.


  Minds on your business, if you please.


  Hey ho!


  All (but 7). Hey ho!


  6. Hey ho!


  All (but 7). Hey ho!


  3. (a little desperately)


  Sing ho! For the life of a dwarf.


  (They’re starting to march offstage.)


  1. (almost to himself) I did like her company. I was grateful for a little variety in my social circle. Things can get a little predictable around here with this lot. (in singsong, echoing the rhythm of “hey ho,” above.) Ho hum, ho hum.


  (Lights down.)


  



  SCENE THREE:


  



  (Lights up.


  Mountains; perhaps leaves scatter from above in the wind.


  This is a quick scene, begins when the first dwarf processes on from stage left or right, the others in single file behind him, two of them hoisting the coffin, and ends as the last one leaves the stage in procession.)


  



  4. On top of her sudden evacuation from our midst, this: she’s dragging us to kingdom come for our reunion. She better have one fine banquet on hand to restore us. I’m in the mood for some bacon and beans.


  5. Have I mentioned that we’re better off without her? Her debts are mounting. She owes us. Big time.


  1. (almost to himself) The wind on the mountain chills my heart. I fear the clouds are seeded with snow.


  2. The snow will be white as her death-pale skin.


  3. Sing ho! for the life of a dwarf. Not much rhymes with dwarf, does it? I can’t make it work.


  1. Does our merry band make a touch of menace as we go? Ho hey, make way.


  2. If we cling to the affection we learned from her, we make good.


  3. Song has no opinion about goodness. Make music.


  4. I have no opinion about goodness. Make cupcakes.


  5. We’re dwarfs, not stunted angels. Make mischief.


  6. Make sense, make time, make tracks. Look sharp.


  (to 7)


  I’ll smash your head with the iron-head hammer if you don’t stop your infernal racket.


  7. Oh, oh, oh…


  Others: (mocking him, joining in, even 1 this time)Ohhhh, ohhh, ohhhh!


  (They move off. Lights down.)


  



  SCENE FOUR:


  



  (Lights up. Icy ravine; deep snow. Dwarves in caps and mittens and scarves.


  



  1. Just ahead, a precipice to cross. If we dropped the coffin in the snow, that’s the end of it. It’s clear as light and it would become invisible. Better to turn back. No? It’s not too late. Look, this was a smart effort, but no use throwing good money after bad. I say, who’s for heading home, and a nice round or two of ale to seal the memory?


  4. Would there be onion rings back home, I wonder?


  5. (who by now is gunning to rival 1 for leadership.) Sure, we’re better off without her. That’s my motto and I stick to it. But by now, I’d rather have our say with her. I’ll be the one to ask her how she could leave us high and dry.


  4. Well, hardly high. We’re dwarves, after all.


  2. We’re only friends who come a-calling. What’s wrong with that? The coffin’s handy. We can give her a ride. We’ll ask her to rejoin us. We’ll give her the choice.


  5. Or not.


  (beat. 1 approaches 5 and stares him in the eye, from very close up.)


  The coffin’s just her size.


  1. What? Abduct our own daughter? Are you mad?


  2. He’s crazed with travel weariness. It’s called leg lag.


  5. Hey, I’m not one for kidnapping old friends. But I didn’t run off with the first prince to offer me a kiss.


  3. I suspect that offer has yet to be tendered. You’re hardly the glass of fashion and the mold of form.


  1. Her youth and innocence is no excuse for monstrous behavior. I’ll have no part in this campaign.


  5. We separate at our peril, remember?


  (5 has 1 here. Tentatively they begin to move again, 1 shaking his head.)


  3. (nervously, interrupting abruptly, to change the subject, lift the mood)


  The coffin weighs upon our backs


  And makes too steep these snowy tracks.


  Sing oy— for the life of a dwarf.


  5. and 6: Cut out that noise! (and) For the last time, stow it!


  3. (nervously, in a wobbly voice) Jingle bells?


  1. I see that the ice that prickles in the nose and crusts the eyes over is invading our dwarfish hearts. Against my higher hopes, we grow ready to make trouble.


  2. I fear what we’re about, but I can’t stop. We’re bewitched; no more, no less.


  6. Snow drifts are no friend to a three-foot dwarf.


  4. Her beauty calls us; we can’t escape. Is that our fault, or hers?


  7. Oh, oh, oh, oh, oh.


  (6 reaches forward and ties the scarf around 7’s mouth, muffling his moans.)


  (Lights down.)


  



  SCENE FIVE.


  



  (Lights up.


  Outside an inn. Dwarves 1 through 6 have shucked their winter gear. 1 hurries in.)


  



  3. (To 1) You’re back! Well done.


  5. I half believed you’d scarper.


  1. Seven days don’t make a week if Wednesday takes a holiday. We’re seven together, for good, for ill. My penance is my protection.


  3. Tell us what you saw when you hurried ahead.


  2. Yeah, tell us.


  1. (In storyteller mode, trying to create a spell, to change minds even at this stage.)


  Here in the inn-yard, huddled about a fire, a tankard of watered beer, we take our rest. The winter months have given us dark thoughts, but time brings us a hopeful spring. No? Today I learn that the girl we seek lives just beyond the ridge, in a noble home. No dragons to guard the moat, no spells to break. No annoying brambles a hundred feet high. No demons to lurk upon the several roofs. Nothing to offend a dwarf. We could wave from a distance, leave the apple somewhere for her to find as a surprise, and hightail it home in seven winks. The better weather will secure us a quicker return.


  4. You noticed a healthy kitchen fire ablaze, I trust? Could you smell anything cooking on the hob that seemed a little divine? Nothing short of irresistible?


  6. (Ignoring 4, in a tense, bitten off voice, Iago-like)


  Nothing to stop us from going the final steps. Here we’ll commit what crime we may, and live to rue, or praise, the day.


  7. Oh, oh…. (he moans softly through the rest of the scene, drawing little attention to himself.)


  5. Let’s give her the poisoned sleep and lock her within her windows. We’re better off without her. What’s dead can’t live to leave us again. We love her too much to allow her to live.


  1. If we proceed, gentlemen, we obscure all our earlier charity.


  6. Why measure a troll against a god? Face it. We’re smaller than human men, with smaller hearts. Our strength is in mighty arms, for smashing rocks. We aren’t built to know what’s right or wrong. We’re hardly more than pagan animals.


  1. (a last ditch effort) We met her when she was young, we took her in—


  5. —as much to serve us at our filthy home as out of any wish to tend the poor. Don’t revise our cunning into compassion.


  6. Let’s finish the job we started, and shed no tears for being smaller creatures than we’d like. Up to the mansion, then, to take her home. Let those who want to cherish her incorruptible form.


  5. I’m in for the action, but as to worshiping a corpse, I’ve got better things to do.


  6. The glassy walls of the coffin are polished clear, and the apple awaits to do its lethal job. Now we to our work, and she, our beauty—she to her work, again, at last, forever.


  3. Let’s lift the coffin from our backs


  And see what sleeper it attracts.


  Sing ho! for the life of a dwarf.


  1. (despondently, almost to himself)


  Choose a minor key, friend; the time is approaching for a dirge.


  2. (to 1) Steady. Together in right, together in wrong.


  6. We’re decided then; the deed is clear. The time is now.


  We leave to claim our prize.


  (7 buries his face in his hands. 1 consoles him but doesn’t protest further. They rise to leave. Lights down.)


  



  SCENE SIX:


  



  Lights up. An orchard. The young woman sits on a stool, sewing or doing needlework; a basket about a foot high, with some soft cloth draping out one side, is at her feet. She hums a little as the dwarves come on in a wide circle from stage right and left.


  



  1. There she sits, in an orchard soft with blossom. Who could have thought she’d be more beautiful than memory could picture?


  5. We’re better off—we’re better off—we’re better—


  4. You stutter out of shock. And me—I’ve lost my appetite. Was she always this splendid?


  6. Hush, lest she hear us before we make our approach. Stealth, brothers, stealth.


  2. Her hair is longer, see how the wind enjoys it! See how her smile blossoms. She looks aside, shyly, at mending collected inside the basket that rests in the fragrant grass near her pretty feet.


  1. She always favored the household task. She sang when she worked. Who can forget her voice? But once I wondered, bringing the silver guitar, if she sang to keep her spirits high.


  As if we were not the world she truly wanted, however sweet our accompaniment, fierce our protection, rewarding our everlasting porridge.


  6. Now let us creep up closer to observe. Softly, gentlemen, if you please.


  3. Sing ho, sing ho, sing ho, sing ho.


  Off with the girl and away we go.


  1. She smiles upon the laundry with a certain radiance.


  4. I always thought she preferred baking to laundry.


  1. She stirs the cloth as if something lies gently within,


  2. A bruisable apple, a blossom? A porcelain toy?


  6. Now is the time. There’s nobody else around. At the count of three, we leap from these thickets, see. Surround her—


  5. Confound her—


  2. Astound her—


  5. Accuse her—


  6. One—two—


  7. (not softly, but the woman never looks up; she can’t hear them. A rising volume throughout the opening utterance. )


  Three is the number we never expected. Yes, you will listen, all of you! Hear me out. It isn’t just the prince and his beauty we come to disturb. That basket of washing is laughing at its mother. Are you wholly blind? There’s a child within. One step more, and I’ll swing this iron-head hammer at your skulls. I’ll smash the coffin seven directions to heaven. Peril to come, or no.


  (softer now)


  Dwarfish mischief we make, and dwarfish music, but mischief and music never draw closer together than in the laugh of an infant adoring its mother.


  (The dwarves close in around her. We can’t see her now, since they are the same height as she is. Perhaps she has bowed her head toward the basket. Perhaps the other six dwarfs drone softly as each speaker in his turn declaims his couplet. Whatever music we devise, it should last ten, fifteen seconds, to allow for the appreciation that a change of heart, or hearts, has occurred. The end should be stately, ceremonial, almost liturgical, like a baptism, a sacrament.)


  



  1. We come from distant regions, cold and wild,


  To bring you dwarfish music for your child.


  2. We come to see what loneliness is worth;


  It risks new life upon the ancient earth.


  4. We smash the casket of your former life


  Seeing you grown to woman, mother, wife.


  3. The dwarf is ancient, and his song is sung


  To demonstrate the glee in being young.


  Sing ho! for the life of a child.


  5. And if you can’t perceive a thing about us,


  It may be that you’re better off without us.


  6. Standing as near we dare, given our station,


  We sing you blessings, thanks, and consolation.


  7. All of us loved you as much as we could grieve.


  As hard as we could do, each in our way.


  Now hand me the silver guitar, and I will play


  The final notes before we take our leave.


  



  (The woman picks up the baby and stands, looking out, beyond and over the heads of the dwarves. She doesn’t see them. Then she looks down at her baby, cradling it in her arms.)


  



  Mother: (not in a singsong, but in prose rhythms.)


  What do you say? Shall we make some cupcakes today?


  But it’s almost too nice to go inside.


  After this horrible winter, how sweet the spring! It’s as if the wind is strumming invisible harps.


  Mmmmmm. I’m being silly, full of fancy. Like a child. But the light is such a welcome visitor. Pinkish, rosy, slanting through the blossoms of the orchard. How I love the blossoms of apples.


  The morning light reminds me of a dream I must have had. As if I had lived somewhere else, once upon a time. I never did of course. I was always here; awake; and in my life. With my beloved within the sound of my voice, and my baby at my breast, smiling as if at some mysterious joke, some secret only babies know.


  



  (She lifts the baby to her bosom. The dwarves begin toinch backward into the shadows.)


  



  Smiling—how babies smile!—as if the happily ever after of stories begins right now, at the very start of life.


  



  (She begins to sing a song, a string of nonsense syllables, maybe even oh-oh-oh-oh-oh’s, in harmony with and beginning a fourth above the drone of the dwarves, as the lights fade.)


  The music begins to fade. The dwarves to back away. Lights begin to come down. The mother lifts the baby closer to her face.)


  



  



  



  



  



  


  AND IN THEIR GLAD RAGS


  Genevieve Valentine


  



  Genevieve Valentine’s fiction has appeared or is forthcoming in Clarkesworld, Strange Horizons, Journal of Mythic Arts, Fantasy Magazine, Electric Velocipede, and Apex, and in the anthologies Federations, The Way of the Wizard, Running with the Pack, Teeth, and more. Her nonfiction has appeared in Lightspeed Magazine, Tor.com, and Fantasy Magazine. Her first novel, Mechanique: A Tale of the Circus Tresaulti, is forthcoming from Prime Books in 2011.


  



  Valentine is a writer that I’ve recently discovered and every piece I read from her is stronger than the last. This is the first of several retellings of Little Red Riding Hood in this anthology. Valentine has set her version in the 1920s which gives it a rather Great Gatsby feel in my opinion.


  



  ***


  



  Amelia Howard, it was later agreed, had done very well for herself after that first fellow. That sharp-faced singer had stood in for the lead and done it badly; he couldn’t be heard above the violin and slicked back his fox-red hair with shaking hands between verses. The night Amelia came she watched him padding about in the circle of gaslight, never looked away, never applauded.


  Two weeks later, when the show moved north to Boston, Amelia went with it.


  “Poor thing,” declared Margaret Cavendish, and most of New York agreed with her. Amelia was broad-faced and thick-armed, the daughter of inauspicious parents, and after admitting a certain determination in her character, there was nothing more to be said about her.


  Ten years later, Amelia returned as the wife of a banker, some middle-of-the-road man who’d come into money in Boston. Without so much as renting on the Upper East Side they settled into a house on the Island near Blue Point, surrounded by a gate and a large, dark wood.


  “Ambitious,” muttered Margaret Cavendish.


  New York was even more surprised a year later when the banker passed away, and Amelia moved into the city with a daughter in tow.


  If the daughter was a little tall for a child of eight, she’d had the good luck to inherit her mother’s chestnut hair, which quieted the gossip about her parentage. Amelia did away with the remaining rumormongers by opening her dining room for three parties that winter, each more exclusive than the last. New York changed its mind about Amelia’s suitability, and even if Margaret Cavendish wanted to cast aspersions about the child, Amelia’s short guest lists kept her silent.


  With each passing year the parties became smaller until only a select few ever set foot within the townhouse, and the Island property, which no one had ever seen, became legend. Gradually New York accepted that the estate was unattainable, and as the townhouse opened its doors regularly, most of New York was appeased.


  Twenty years after Amelia had eloped with the opera singer, she had a fortune, a widowhood, and the most powerful invitations in New York.


  “Ridiculous,” whispered Margaret Cavendish when she was sure she was alone.


  Amelia’s daughter Anna married at eighteen; a promising young architect stepped forward for her, and Anna went into marriage as quietly as she’d sulked around the dinner parties. Amelia retired to the Island House and gave her daughter the apartment as a wedding present.


  Almost immediately, the family legend sank. It was impossible to remember what Mrs. Graves looked like, she was so unremarkable. One or two families hired Mr. Graves to modernize their summerhouses, just to get a look at him; they said he had been leonine, with wide pale eyes and a serious air, but he was as quiet as his wife and no one ever found out another thing about him.


  When their daughter was born, she was to be the only child; a family takes after itself, everyone knew. Mr. and Mrs. Graves found an early end of influenza five years afterwards, and there was little sadness and no surprise. There was nothing else to expect from the Howards.


  It was that spring’s dullest chore to pay respects to Amelia Howard and the fidgety little girl who sat at the far end of the parlor, swinging her legs and looking out the window like a simpleton.


  Alice Graves was sent away to boarding school, and was written off as the final failure of a promising dynasty.


  After that, no one in New York gave Amelia Howard a thought for ten years, and would have gone on not thinking of her if the invitations hadn’t arrived.


  



  ***


  



  It was 1925, and Amelia Howard was holding a weekend party beginning the Fourth of September, in the Island House, to close out the summer.


  The typesetting and the paper were the same as they had always been, and stirred the same vicious politeness as ever, and all other plans for that weekend were cancelled. The first look inside the Island House was not to be missed. New York pitied the poor souls who had the abysmal timing to be on the Continent and were unable to catch a boat in time. Margaret Cavendish had the unique honor of canceling her own planned event and RSVPing for Mrs. Howard, with pleasure.


  The interest generated by the invitations verged on the obscene; dressmakers and tailors as far as Boston were overrun, and car sales boomed. (Unthinkable to pull up to the Island House in a cab.) Two or three seamstresses took early retirement from the strain of beading twenty calf-length dresses on two months’ notice.


  In between fittings, New York muttered how it was abominably rude for Amelia to have decamped all those years back without a word about her tastes. When hosting she had been always politely and unremarkably dressed, and no one recalled seeing her in anything less formal. The last thing anyone remembered were the calls of condolence, and two or three women who had ordered dresses in black wondered if they were making a mistake.


  Through the primping and the pandering and the preparations, no one ever thought to ask what had driven Amelia Howard to open the doors of the big glass house in the center of the dark wood.


  



  ***


  



  Alice Graves was the only girl in her class who hadn’t adopted the Marcel, and the man stepping off the train behind her caught her long hair in his pocket watch.


  “I’m so sorry!” he said, pulled four long dark hairs out of the hinge. “You must think—”


  She pinched the hairs in two fingers before he could throw them away. “These are mine.”


  He looked at her sidelong and disappeared into the crowd. Probably looking for his girl, Alice thought. Guys with pocket watches always had a girl on their arms; Ethel and Clara both had men like that who picked them up on the weekends from right in front of school, in front of the parents. Those girls were dumb as dirt.


  She slid the four hairs into her purse. Never throw anything like that away, Grandmother Amelia had told her when she was three or four.


  “Your grandfather,” she’d said, “could do amazing things with one strand of hair.”


  



  ***


  



  In the cab, Alice opened her handbag (too big for the fashion, but she made do with last year’s things) and pulled Amelia’s last letter from between the pages of A History of Paris.


  It was four months old, and threatening to fall apart at the creases where she had folded it too carefully.


  Dearest Alice,


  I received your grades; not bad, though I wish you’d try harder in math. How do you think you’re going to make it studying in university without being able to add?


  Can’t wait to see you at last when you come for the party. I’ve arranged for you to drive over something a little particular—I know you can handle it, it’s only a trunk with some refreshments, a little something just to see the last night through.


  Amelia Howard.


  



  ***


  



  “Miss Alice,” Thomas greeted from the front desk of the apartment building, “welcome back. Your grandmother sent a parcel, and a box arrived from Bloomingdale’s. There are also two trunks that arrived; from school, I presume.”


  Thomas presumed a lot of convenient things. It was why her grandmother liked him so much.


  Alice folded her arms on the counter and slid a flat amber bottle across it, label up. “Would you mind having those trunks loaded into my car, Thomas? I’ll be an hour.”


  Thomas glanced at the French lettering and tucked the bottle into his jacket.


  “Of course, Miss.”


  In the apartment, Alice sliced off the box strings. Her grandmother had sent a dress of gray chiffon, long and studded with sequins.


  A note was attached to the top of the box. “Careful with the hem in the car. See you Saturday.”


  Alice smiled, set the box aside, and opened the parcel from Bloomingdale’s. The velvet burnoose was lipstick-red (“Exotic Intrigue from the Orient!” the catalog claimed, “Topped with Tassels of Finest Silk!”). It was machine-made, but Alice hoped Grandmother wouldn’t object. Red was red.


  The cape made her look older than fifteen, made her look like her mother and her grandmother, and she turned in the mirror, watching the moon of her face turn into the mountain range of her profile, the strong brow and wide thin lips that belonged to some other age. She didn’t know how to make the Cupid’s bow with her lipstick, and her mouth looked like a fresh cut in her face.


  In the lobby, Thomas took in the red cape, her red lips, her silver shoes.


  “Have a lovely evening, Miss.”


  The car was always unfamiliar her first few days back from a term, and she was grateful she’d always had sharp eyes in the dark. It was at least three hours to the summerhouse, and she didn’t want to risk getting lost; the woods were dark, and the road narrow.


  She glanced at the backseat, where the two trunks were propped like passengers. One trunk had her clothes in it; the other had two grand in contraband with the labels all in French.


  A little something just to see the last night through.


  The benefit of being a day late to a party was that there weren’t a lot of cars full of nosies on the way across the Island.


  The engine roared and the car sputtered into the traffic, headed through the woods to Grandmother’s house.


  



  ***


  



  The little house in the center of the wood was built by a man who made his fortune in glass, and what he lacked in imagination he’d made up for in passion for his livelihood; the house stood three stories high, with glass windows nearly floor-to-ceiling in every wall. It sat at the edge of the water, with the front door bravely facing the woods and the back doors leading down to the dock, and when the house was freshly washed Amelia Howard could stand in her third-floor gallery and see only water stretching out before her.


  To a woman of imagination, this view would have been a glass ship on a quiet sea, a floating palace, a bird’s nest. Amelia Howard, utterly unburdened with imagination, saw only that the sun was setting behind the water line, and that her back lawn was covered in picnickers.


  She sighed down at the lawn, where she was certain one of the dogs was going to choke on a stray chicken bone before the weekend was over.


  Mrs. Howard kept four Irish hounds on the property; Margaret Cavendish had seen them yesterday on her arrival and cooed over them.


  “Oh, aren’t they darling! Such an English-country-house air, Amelia, how quaint of you.”


  Those who thought more kindly of Amelia Howard dismissed the idea she was putting on airs, and suggested the four beasts served as guards for the extensive and lonely property. Mrs. Howard kept a small household; if there was no gatekeeper, at least there were four sentries.


  Out on the lawn, people had started to pack up their baskets; it was the hour between afternoon and dinner, and the race was on to be fashionably late. Margaret Cavendish, on her way inside, knelt to pick up a stray chicken bone.


  Amelia looked at her feet, where the four hounds lay curled.


  “Time to get dressed, boys. Only an hour till dinner, and you can finally meet Alice.”


  The biggest of the hounds, so pale his fur was nearly white, thumped his tail twice on the ground.


  The dress she’d had made for the evening was a deep blue Japonaise that bordered on the matronly, but she couldn’t be bothered to girdle, and she approved of the simple lines of the dress, the fall of the kimono sleeves. There were no rosettes, no pleats, no sparkle—she left beads to the young and flashy. Her only adornment was a draped diamond necklace and two sapphire earrings.


  “Good enough,” she told the mirror, and behind her the hounds rose together in a knot of sleek movement, swam around her as she made for the stairs.


  Night was coming, and they were all expecting Alice.


  



  ***


  



  Alice’s eyes were better than her headlights, which was why saw the man in the tuxedo just before she hit him.


  The car squealed as she yanked the brake, pulled on the wheel, and the thing scudded to a halt perpendicular to the road. The trunks slid across the backseat and banged into the door frame, and there was the tinkle of broken glass. Under the hood, the engine shuddered and died.


  “Yipes,” she breathed. Her heart pounded in her ears.


  When she looked out her window to see how dead he was, he was standing right where he had been, looking at the hood of the car like he’d been timing something.


  Then he laughed.


  Alice frowned. “Hey! What’s wrong with you? You lit or something?”


  He was tall and thin, and beneath his open coat he was wearing a tuxedo. On his way to Grandmother Amelia’s; there was no other reason to be dressed like that out here at night.


  When he looked at her he smiled, and the hair on the back of her neck stood up.


  “No,” he said (low voice, easy voice, like he hadn’t almost been killed a second ago). “Everything’s fine.”


  She was baffled. “I almost ran you over.”


  “Sorry about that. I was on my way to the Howard party and my car broke down, but I’m so late that nobody else was coming by. They all showed up yesterday. So, figured I would walk.”


  “Can’t be that great a party.”


  He grinned, white teeth gleaming in the headlamps. “It’s supposed to be. In any case, the walk there is better than the walk back to the city, if you’ve got to walk.”


  The crickets filled in the silence where she was supposed to offer up the passenger seat.


  “Or,” he said finally, “you could give me a ride and we’ll be there in an hour, and we can find out for ourselves.”


  “I don’t think that’s a very sharp idea,” she said, knowing as she spoke that it was a lost cause; she’d have to crank the car to get it going again, and if she got out of the car that would be it for her.


  He must have known it too, because he smiled and said, “Let me get us started,” held out his hand for the crank.


  After a long moment she handed it over. He winked and walked to the front of the car.


  The engine roared to life, and in the time it took Alice to throw the car into reverse he was sliding into the passenger seat. This close she could see his sharp face, dark eyes, his wide smiling mouth.


  “I don’t think my grandmother is going to like this,” she said.


  He grinned. “She might surprise you,” he said, pulled a silver cigarette case from his jacket. “Smoke?”


  She turned the car silently, and they were a mile down the road before she said, “I don’t know your name.”


  “James,” he said. “You smoke?”


  “Do I look old enough to smoke?” Clara told her she looked younger than her age (“You’d be perfect for a friend of Tom’s”, Clara always said), but in the cape she might look older. She felt older. The question came out like a challenge.


  “Well, you don’t look old enough to be driving that liquor around in your backseat, but I’ve been fooled before.” He held up the cigarettes.


  She’d smoked before—it was what you did when you turned fourteen, and no matter how much the chaperones searched the cigarettes constantly blossomed in people’s hands like magic. Smoking wasn’t a problem. And for sure she didn’t want him to think she was a kid (God knew what he’d do with all that liquor in the back if he thought there was nothing she could do to stop him). But he said it like he was offering her more than a smoke, and she licked her waxy lips, shook her head no.


  James grinned and popped the case open, slid out a lighter and two cigarettes. “You sure, kiddo?”


  Kiddo. Damn.


  “Yeah,” she said, “I’d love one.”


  He smiled, put both cigarettes in his mouth, and lit them from a single flare.


  “Nice trick,” she said.


  “You’ve seen it before?”


  “Ethel’s guy can light four. He tries to impress us all the time, hands them out like party favors.”


  “Did you take them? Or were you waiting for a guy of your own to light one for you?”


  “If I were waiting for a guy of my own,” she said, then stopped, frowned out at the dark. He wasn’t the person to tell about this kind of thing.


  She pulled her long hair from behind her ear so it fell in a curtain over her face, so that when she glanced at him she was shielded from his look.


  “One smoke, coming up.” He slid closer to her and lifted the cigarette to her pressed red lips.


  Alice’s knuckles went white against the steering wheel. This close she could smell soap, could smell the tang of tobacco on his breath, and she thought for a long time about opening her mouth for it (for him) before she unwrapped one hand from the wheel and pinched the cigarette out of his hand.


  “Nice try,” she said, voice shaking.


  He sat back (closer than he had been before) and smiled. “Just trying to be helpful.”


  She leaned back like it was nothing, but under the red burnoose her heart pounded, and she could smell cap and bark and leaves on his tuxedo. Ahead of them the woods shone in a sharp circle of light, the wide encroaching dark.


  



  ***


  



  Amelia had based her dinner menu on the meal the Waldorf Hotel served to Coolidge. It was not an inspired selection, but it was impressive: the anchovy canapés, the fresh asparagus, the lamb medallions, the rose-petal-wrapped chicken breasts. By the time the waiters brought out Venetian ice cream and champagne even Margaret Cavendish could find nothing to say, though she did leave her chicken untouched as a matter of principle. “Roses on the outside and matching pink on the inside,” she said to her neighbor. “One really must hire a cook one can trust. I don’t believe in the once-hires.”


  Her neighbor raised his fluted glass for champagne.


  Margaret raised her glass as well; it was one thing to be dissatisfied with the main course, and quite another to refuse good champagne.


  After the first glasses were empty Amelia stood up from the head of the table. The four dogs stood, too, pulling themselves up out of nowhere, and Margaret shuddered; the way they moved worried her.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” Amelia said, “it’s good to see your faces again; thank you all so much for coming. However, I’ve never liked long speeches on a full stomach; the ballroom is open, with dance music, dessert, and other…refreshments.”


  “I hear she has everything,” someone near Margaret whispered.


  “I want bourbon,” someone else whispered. “It’s been ten years. I’d kill for a bourbon.”


  In the next room, the band struck up “Just Like a Melody Out of the Sky”, and those who had anticipated dancing slid off their chairs and moved for the ballroom.


  The ballroom was the crowning glory of the house; it took up one whole wall of windows, and from it one could look out the back of the house to the water, or out the front to the herd of cars that, in the candlelight, seemed to be nudging each other to get a closer look. The floor was inlaid in the Roman style—the glassmaker had studied the Classics—and at one end the ten-piece band was playing.


  The ballroom’s floor-to-ceiling windows would soon be shut tight with velvet drapes against the cold, but for one last summer evening the room was alive with light, and the reflections of the couples danced like ghosts on the lawn.


  



  ***


  



  The first cigarette burned down to the filter without Alice taking a single drag. She clenched it between damp fingers and wished she could do something about this guy; wished she could know exactly what she wanted to do.


  James sat quietly and smoked his cigarette, looking at her and the road, watching her drive without really looking where they were going. He kept one leg propped against the doorjamb, and once in a while he tried awkwardly to stretch, and then his long legs filled the passenger side until he curled back in on himself.


  She kept one hand on the gearshift and one hand on the wheel, because when he shifted on the seat his tux whispered, and she didn’t want to be tempted to touch it.


  It was the first time she’d been so alone with a man—Miller, the headmaster, was the only man in the school and he was sixty-five, and even he kept his office door open when he had to call her in.


  James had a sweet voice, a low voice, and she was afraid of what she might answer if he asked.


  “You must be the life of the party,” he said. “Watch it; you’ll burn your fingers.”


  She pinched the butt in her fingers and pushed it awkwardly out the crack in the window. “I wouldn’t know,” she said.


  “You don’t like parties?” He snorted a laugh. “You picked the wrong night to visit your grandmother.”


  “When Grandmother invites, you go,” she said. That was obvious; Headmaster Miller had let her leave just four days before the start of term, and just as he was dismissing her from his office he’d angled for an invitation to the Friday afternoon lawn-tennis tournament.


  James pulled out two new cigarettes and tapped them idly against the box. “Darling girl, don’t sound so burdened. Worse things could happen to a girl than being invited to a party.”


  The statement had the undertone of someone who desperately wanted to always be at a party, but Alice shrugged. She liked the talkies, which Grandmother allowed, but the parties on the screen looked staged and uncomfortable, stiff glad rags scraping the ground. Alice preferred a good mystery, or an adventure.


  “I want to go to university,” she said. “Work in a museum. I want to study.”


  “And what does Grandmother say?”


  “She said we’ll discuss what to do during the Christmas holidays, that we’d make a plan for my future.” She smiled at the dark road ahead, happy to think of university, remembering Grandmother like a talisman. “I’m sure I’ll go to university for my studies.”


  He rested his hand on her knee (how had he gotten so close?) and his voice was soft and low when he asked, “Are you going to fly away, clever little bird?”


  She flushed, felt her pulse under her skin like the fluttering of wings.


  “Light me a cig,” she said, so he’d do something else with his hands.


  “Happy to.” He held up a new cigarette and lit it off the cherry of his old one, never lifted his left hand from her knee.


  He handed it over and she took a drag off it, let the smoke curl through her. Under his gaze a crackle of electricity slid up her back, and she inhaled the next three drags faster than she should have.


  He couldn’t be much older than twenty. It wouldn’t be so bad; not like Clara’s man who was nearly thirty. James was young enough, maybe, to be a beau.


  Too young for this party, anyway.


  “How do you know my grandmother?”


  “I don’t. Got the invite through my family—no one else was able, so they suited me up and sent me out.”


  He’d pulled his bow tie undone, and his collar was drooping.


  “And you borrowed your grandfather’s tux,” she said.


  “Couldn’t find a tailor.”


  Grandmother’s last letter had mentioned all the tailors were booked. Alice’s silver sequins had been ordered months back, before the invitations had gone out, just to be sure it would be ready.


  At least it’s comfortable enough to move in.”


  “You know how to dance?”


  He grinned. “You’ll find out when we get there.”


  So it was yes. She’d known already. You just knew when a guy could dance. Clara’s guy could really dance; from the moment he stepped out of his car everyone could see that he knew how to move. The first time he’d brought Clara back from a weekend they’d danced in the parking lot at four in the morning on a Monday, and Alice had put out the candle in her window and watched them swaying back and forth in silence, his face bent to her hair.


  “I like foxtrot,” she said. She imagined James’s right arm sliding around her, the smell of his neck under his open collar, the sound of his voice in her ear.


  He looked at her with hunter’s eyes. “My favorite.”


  The cigarette tasted sweeter this time, and when she breathed in the smoke mixed with the forest smell of his neck. It was as though he were kissing her, and she let the smoke linger in her mouth.


  It was less than half an hour to the house; the smell of the sea was already rolling in over the road, little hints of salt air. Only half an hour. All she needed was the shelter of Grandmother’s house.


  “You look like you’re dreaming, darling girl.”


  Alice looked over at James, blinked as if she was coming out of a dream.


  “You have a hair on your suit,” she said.


  



  ***


  



  The champagne ran out at ten o’clock, but the band launched into a Charleston just in time, and after “Happy Feet” everyone was so desperate for a drink that they didn’t think to complain about the tumblers of Coca-Cola mixed in with the champagne flutes. Amelia declined a dance with a shipping magnate and excused herself into the front hall, where the grandfather clock (a too-old throwback to younger days) ticked steadily forward, and still no sign of Alice.


  One of the dogs pushed its snout under her hand, trying for comfort. She scratched his ear.


  They had another half hour to reach the party before Amelia sent the dogs out looking for them. Maybe a little longer; it was difficult to balance the timing of the party with her own curiosity. It had been a long time since she had seen Alice.


  It was a pity, but it had been necessary to bide her time and regroup after Anna’s spectacular failure as a Howard—or as a Graves, for that matter.


  Perhaps Anna would have rallied herself if she had lived to see her daughter easing into the world; if Anna had realized how important it was to present a mystery to people who were bored enough to need one. But one could only judge by the evidence, and Anna had been quiet as a mouse, the little dullard, right through the day sickness swallowed her up.


  The dogs sprawled at her feet, and she looked out onto the dark shells of the cars packed across her lawn, waiting for one last pair of headlights.


  Amelia wondered, not for the first time, if she should have stayed with the fox-singer long enough to have a little redhead, a girl with some fire in her. It had been a mistake to stop at one.


  But there was nothing to be done for it; one could hardly go backwards, and Amelia was making up for it now. She had shaken a city off the ground with only a hundred hand-lettered invitations, and with Alice she had planned better than with Alice’s mother. No more watery banker-fathers to coddle a girl into docility. Alice had gotten a taste for loneliness in that little school; she would be ready for some adventure now she was out. Alice would do what was needed to keep her Grandmother happy.


  At ten-thirty, a car turned off the main road, and the dogs lifted their heads, and Amelia smiled at her reflection in a hundred windows.


  Alice was coming.


  



  ***


  



  Alice parked at the edge of the lawn and stood on the stepboard to look across the herd of cars.


  “I hope we reach the house before dawn,” she said.


  James laughed and buttoned his tux jacket. “If I’d known, I’d have brought extra cigarettes for the trip.”


  He turned and offered his arm.


  Alice smoothed her hair with her hands, picked up her clutch purse, and shook out the red cloak so it fell in even folds across her shoulders.


  “How do I look?” she said.


  “Like you’re stalling,” he said. “But red’s your color.”


  She headed for the house without saying anything, and when he caught up and rested his hand on her back she let him. His skin was warm even through the cape.


  “We have to stop this before we get to the house,” she said. “My grandmother won’t like it.”


  “We’ll see,” he said, and they set off picking their way through the cars.


  Halfway across the lawn the ballroom came into view, and Alice gaped at the bleeding lights and the crowd.


  It was grander than any party she’d ever seen even in movies, and she watched the bright flares of satin and beads, listened in silent delight to the horns carrying the melody of “Remarkable Girl” past the glowing ballroom and across the dark lawn.


  Behind her James said, “A hundred people here and only three good dancers. You’d think they’d be able to take lessons; they’ve got nothing else to do.”


  Alice smoothed her hands over the grey spangled dress. “I’ve never taken lessons.”


  “Don’t worry, darling girl,” James said, and there were hollows under his eyes. “I’ve got you. Come on.”


  Alice pulled the red cloak tighter around her and approached the front door, a giant thing carved of dark wood that didn’t suit the delicate pale-green windows on either side. Alice guessed the door was Amelia’s addition to the house, and no sooner had she thought of her grandmother than a stately figure moved into sight in the hallway, surrounded by a knee-high knot of fur that Alice realized were a pack of dogs.


  Amelia opened the door and smiled, and Alice was overwhelmed; Amelia had sent a picture of herself six years ago with her Christmas present, and she seemed no different—it was the same solid face, sturdy frame, sensible expression that Alice had memorized from the little photograph. The diamond necklace looked as if it were too heavy, somehow, but otherwise it was her Grandmother, through and through.


  “Welcome home, Alice,” she said.


  Alice blushed and didn’t move until Amelia prompted her, “Well, come say hello.”


  The dogs parted as Alice wrapped her arms around Amelia. “Hello, Grandmother,” she said into the shoulder of the dark blue dress.


  “Well, now, that’s enough,” Amelia said after a moment, stepping back. “You’ve certainly gotten strong at school, that’s for sure. You weren’t playing sports?”


  “No.”


  “Good.” Amelia turned and took in James. “And your friend?”


  “This is James,” Alice said, and then realized she didn’t know his last name.


  Amelia nodded. “Fenris. I know his family. And you’ve been getting to know each other?”


  “My car broke down in the woods. Alice was kind enough to give me a ride.” James stepped forward with his hand out and was stopped when the dogs closed in against him, growling.


  “Heel,” hissed Amelia, and they sat back trembling, ears pressed to their heads, as James bared his teeth at them.


  “Come into the party,” Amelia said, moving down the hallway towards the ballroom. “It’s just time for sorbet and soda, and you’ll need it after that long ride.”


  Alice fell into step behind Grandmother and felt her fear fading like a bruise; Amelia knew James’s family, Amelia was happy to see her, Amelia would take care of it all.


  Around them the dogs moved as sentinels, and safely behind was James, hands in his pockets, keeping his distance from the hounds.


  Just before they reached the ballroom, Amelia held out her hand.


  “Let’s have the cape,” she said. “It’s smart for travel, but it will hardly do for the party.”


  “Oh, but I liked it,” Alice said, and Amelia cut in, “Of course you did, but really, a face as round as yours and the long hair and a cape on top of it all—this is a party, not a play.”


  Alice frowned, handed over the cape. “It looks like a play from outside,” she said under her breath.


  “Don’t be smart in front of company,” Amelia said, tossed the cape on a chair. “James, would you take Alice in?”


  “A pleasure,” James said, and slid his arm around Alice’s, and as soon as Amelia’s back was turned he pressed his lips to the top of her ear.


  Alice shivered and flushed as the room seemed to open up and swallow her, and the next minutes were a blur of music, greetings, the press of strangers’ hands, the sheen of marble floors, and Alice smiled and said polite nothings and leaned into James’s warm side.


  When she was able to focus again, she was holding a glass of champagne (“She brought the best,” James was saying to some woman across the room, his voice carrying to Alice somehow), sitting at a small table amid a cluster of tables that were set up on the conservatory. Down a short hallway the band still played in the ballroom, and groups of people came and went, always smiling, shaking her hand, paying their respects, nodding to each other that she looked remarkably like Amelia, just like.


  It all felt unreal, too much for her to understand, and Alice said, in a voice that didn’t sound like hers, “I don’t like this.”


  “That’s to be expected, you’ve never really been to parties. I wish your grandfather could be here. He would have been so proud of you.”


  Alice beamed.


  Amelia greeted someone in a green dress, and then leaned on the armrest close to Alice. “As soon as I saw your grandfather I knew he had what I wanted to give to my daughter, and her daughter. I think it’s always like that; I think somehow you know right from the first what’s best.”


  Alice imagined herself at Oberlin. “I agree.”


  Amelia sat back. “Excellent.”


  “It’s why I’ve been trying to tell you in my letters,” said Alice, “how much I want to go abroad and study.”


  “Yes, and when you were nine years old you wrote me how much you wanted to be a mermaid, two things of about equal sense.” Amelia waved down a waiter. “Want a sorbet? It’s warm for September.”


  Alice set her jaw, sat up straighter. “What I want is to continue school.”


  Her voice was different, and Amelia looked over her glass in the middle of a sip of champagne.


  A thin, pinched woman in a purple dress hung with beads stopped by the table.


  “This must be Alice,” she said to Amelia. “At last, you’ve brought her out of hiding! We were beginning to wonder if you’d smuggled her away for good.”


  Amelia raised an eyebrow. “Alice, this is Margaret Cavendish.”


  Alice held out her hand, and Margaret Cavendish looked right at her, narrowed her eyes as she shook hands.


  “And will we be seeing you?” she asked.


  “Oh,” said Alice, “well, there are my studies. I mean, it would be my pleasure I’m sure, but school is—”


  “School is under discussion,” Amelia said.


  Margaret Cavendish frowned, pressed Alice’s hand a little harder.


  “Pity,” she said to neither one of them, and then she was gone.


  The music in Margaret’s wake seemed falsely cheerful, and Alice flinched.


  Amelia sighed. “Don’t look at me like that, Alice. Dreams are well and good, but the next three generations are going to rest on you, and I wanted to make sure you had a good start. Your mother was worthless about it all. Better to begin again from nothing and have everyone start wanting to suck up at once.”


  Once last year Alice had studied Mesopotamia for an exam that turned out to be on Byzantium, and she had that same knot in her stomach as she’d had a year ago. All Amelia’s plans had been made without her; Alice safely out of the way until Amelia decided it was time to talk about the next three generations, and how Alice would have to be mother to them all.


  “But you kept me in that school for ten years?” she said. “What else did I have but studying?”


  “Do you think I would really leave you alone?” Amelia rested her hand on Alice’s arm. “I’ve worked for a decade to make sure our family line scraped itself out of the dark your mother left it in. You’ll find your way much easier than you think.”


  “And university?”


  “College is for smart girls with no money and no family,” Amelia said, smiled, rested a hand on Alice’s arm. “And you have money and family, now.”


  Amelia took a sorbet off the arriving tray and said, not without some satisfaction, “I’ve taken care of everything. Wouldn’t I take care of my darling girl?”


  Alice watched as the dancers paired up for the waltz, sequins swinging heavily, patent shoes gleaming, and felt as though the floor had turned to sand under her feet.


  Ten years of sitting in her room, drawing and reading and waiting for the day her grandmother would pull up outside to take her away and take care of her. And here was the glass palace where Alice would live quietly and do what she was told, and Amelia would bring her up to be a terrible matron with children and guest lists and a house in the center of the wood around which New York would gather every year like butterflies in glad rags.


  Across the room, James was talking with a blonde girl, his dark head bent towards her, his champagne glass casting shadows over his fingers.


  “And his car broke down on the road?” she asked.


  Amelia ‘hmm’ed. “It’s amazing how those things can happen.”


  Yes, Alice thought, it certainly was.


  “How do you know his family?”


  “You could say they ran in the same circles as your grandfather,” Amelia said. “He’ll surprise you, Alice, if you let him. You could do much worse.”


  Alice didn’t bother to point out that he was the least of the evening’s surprises. At least she’d had the sense to be wary of him.


  She felt suddenly older, as if her skeleton had stretched her skin to breaking, as if the bones of her hands were going to spread longer and frailer than birds’ wings.


  Absently she made fists of her hands, closed her eyes against the bright light of the lamps. Behind her eyelids, Amelia and James were taking tea in the back parlor, James’s long legs bunched up under the little chairs. James tucked Alice’s school picture inside his shabby coat. Amelia counted out stacks of cool green bills. Both of them laughed a little about poor Alice, so lonely and willing in that far-off school.


  “He must be very special,” Alice said.


  “You had no idea what I went through to find him,” Amelia agreed, and dropped her hand to the dogs knotted at her feet. They lifted their eyes, licked their teeth with their pink tongues. “There are some desperate beasts in this world, you know.”


  The room was suddenly cold, and Alice shivered. “What did Grandfather teach you?”


  “I’ll show you,” Amelia said with a real grin, and Alice saw that Amelia could look remarkable after all. “I’ll show you everything, Alice, I promise you. No school in the world can show you what I will.”


  Alice stared at the dogs. “So they were—”


  “Don’t worry,” Amelia said. “The world’s better off with the four dogs in it.”


  Before Alice could reach down to the dogs, James’s arm was around her, pressing her forward into the crowd of dancers.


  “It’s foxtrot.”


  “I don’t know how to dance,” she said.


  He flexed his hand on her waist. “I’ll teach you.”


  “I hope she’s paid you enough,” said Alice casually. Smart people with no family or money could be made to do almost anything.


  “Enough to buy a suit every week of the year,” he said. “Not bad for my kind.”


  They were already on the dance floor, Alice’s silver sequins weighing down her knees, and as he stepped into her Alice saw in his profile for a moment the sleek, dark shape of the wolf.


  “And now that you’ve met me?”


  “A pleasant surprise,” he said softly.


  Even as he said it she wanted to kiss him.


  She leaned into him, and he grinned down, swayed gently as the first notes sounded, triumphant to have her in his arms.


  Since her bones had stretched past the limits of her skin she was taller, and her hands were wings. Her silver shoes tapped against the marble when he turned her.


  The night sky pressed on the windows, the sleeping cars jostling for a look at the glitter inside, and around them all was the safety and the silence of the dark wood.


  “And they say that the one I admire isn’t even remotely concerned,” James sang softly against her temple. He had a sweet low voice, and he didn’t notice when she plucked a single dark hair off his white collar and held it carefully between her fingers.


  Amelia would teach her, and then, well, you could do amazing things with one strand of hair.


  



  


  THE SAWING BOYS


  Howard Waldrop


  



  There was a place in the woods where three paths came together and turned into one big path heading south.


  A bearded man in a large straw hat and patched bib overalls came down one. Over his shoulder was a tow sack, and out of it stuck the handle of a saw. The man had a long wide face and large thin ears.


  Down the path to his left came a short man in butternut pants and a red checkerboard shirt that said Ralston-Purina Net Wt. 20 lbs. on it. He had on a bright red cloth cap that stood up on the top of his head. Slung over his back was a leather strap; hanging from it was a big ripsaw.


  On the third path were two people, one of whom wore a yellow-and black-striped shirt, and had a mustache that stood straight out from the sides of his nose. The other man was dressed in a dark brown barn coat. He had a wrinkled face, and wore a brown Mackenzie cap down from which the earflaps hung, even though it was a warm morning. The man with the mustache carried a narrow folding ladder; the other carried a two-man bucksaw.


  The first man stopped.


  “Hi yew!” he said in the general direction of the other two paths.


  “Howdee!” said the short man in the red cap.


  “Well, well, well!” said the man with the floppy-eared hat, putting down his big saw.


  “Weow!” said the man with the wiry mustache.


  They looked each other over, keeping their distance, eyeing each others’ clothing and saws. “Well, I guess we know where we’re all headed,” said the man with the brown Mackenzie cap.


  “I reckon,” said the man in the straw hat. “I’m Luke Apuleus, from over Cornfield County way. I play the crosscut.”


  “I’m Rooster Joe Banty,” said the second. “I’m a ripsaw bender myself.”


  “I’m Felix Horbliss,” said the man in stripes with the ladder. “That thar’s Cave Canem. We play this here big bucksaw.”


  They looked at each other some more.


  “I’m to wonderin’,” said Luke, bringing his toe sack around in front of him. “I’m wonderin’ if ’n we know the same tunes. Seems to me it’d be a shame to have to play agin’ each other if ’n we could help it.”


  “You-all know ‘Trottin’ Gertie Home’?” asked Felix.


  Luke and Rooster Joe nodded.


  “How about ‘When the Shine comes Out’n the Dripper’?” asked Rooster Joe.


  The others nodded.


  “How are you on ‘Snake Handler’s Two-Step’?” asked Luke Apuleus.


  More nods.


  “Well, that’s a start on it,” said Cave Canem. “We can talk about it on the way there. I bet we’d sound right purty together.”


  So side by side by bucksaw and ladder, they set out down the big path south.


  What we are doing is, we are walking down this unpaved road. How we have come to be walking down this unpaved road is a very long and tiresome story that I should not bore you with.


  We are being Chris the Shoemaker, who is the brains of this operation, and a very known guy back where we come from, which is south of Long Island, and Large Jake and Little Willie, who are being the brawn, and Miss Millie Dee Chantpie, who is Chris the Shoemaker’s doll, and who is always dressed to the nines, and myself, Charlie Perro, whose job it is to remind everyone what their job is being.


  “I am astounded as all get-out,” says Little Willie, “that there are so many places with no persons in them nowise,” looking around at the trees and bushes and such. “We have seen two toolsheds which looked as if they once housed families of fourteen, but of real-for-true homes, I am not seeing any.”


  “Use your glims for something besides keeping your nose from sliding into your eyebrows,” says Chris the Shoemaker. “You will have seen the sign that said one of the toolcribs is the town of Podunk, and the other shed is the burg of Shtetl. I am believing the next one we will encounter is called Pratt Falls. I am assuming it contains some sort of trickle of fluid, a stunning and precipitous descent in elevation, established by someone with the aforementioned surname.”


  He is called Chris the Shoemaker because that is now his moniker, and he once hung around shoestores. At that time the cobbler shops was the place where the policy action was hot, and before you can be saying Hey Presto! there is Chris the Shoemaker in a new loud suit looking like a comet, and he is the middle guy between the shoemakers and the elves that rig the policy.


  “Who would have thought it?” asked Little Willie, “both balonies on the rear blowing at the same time, and bending up the frammus, and all the push and pull running out? I mean, what are the chances?”


  Little Willie is called that because he is the smaller of the two brothers. Large Jake is called that because, oh my goodness, is he large. He is so large that people have confused him for nightfall—they are standing on the corner shooting the breeze with some guys, and suddenly all the light goes away, and so do the other guys. There are all these cigarettes dropping to the pavement where guys used to be, and the person looks around and Whoa! it is not night at all, it is only Large Jake.


  For two brothers they do not look a thing alike. Little Willie looks, you should excuse the expression, like something from the family Rodentia, whereas Large Jake is a very pleasant-looking individual, only the pleasant is spread across about three feet of mook.


  Miss Millie Dee Chantpie is hubba-hubba stuff (only Chris the Shoemaker best not see you give her more than one Long Island peek) and the talk is she used to be a roving debutante. Chris has the goo-goo eyes for her, and she is just about a whiz at the new crossword puzzles, which always give Little Willie a headache when he tries to do one.


  Where we are is somewhere in the state of Kentucky, which I had not been able to imagine had I not seen it yesterday from the train. Why we were here was for a meet with this known guy who runs a used furniture business on SouthWabash Street in Chi City.The meet was to involve lots of known guys, and to be at some hunting lodge in these hills outside Frankfort, where we should not be bothered by prying eyes. Only first the train is late, and the jalopy we bought stalled on us in the dark, and there must have been this wrong turn somewhere, and the next thing you are knowing the balonies blow and we are playing in the ditch and gunk and goo are all over the place.


  So here we are walking down this (pardon the expression) road, and we are looking for a phone and a mechanically inclined individual, and we are not having such a hot time of it.


  “You will notice the absence of wires,” said Chris the Shoemaker, “which leads me to believe we will not find no blower at this watery paradise of Pratt Falls.”


  “Christ Almighty, I’m gettin’ hungry!” says Miss Millie Dee Chantpie of a sudden. She is in this real flapper outfit, with a bandeau top and fringes, and is wearing pearls that must have come out of oysters the size of freight trucks.


  “If we do not soon find the object of our quest,” says Chris the Shoemaker, “I shall have Large Jake blow you the head off a moose, or whatever they have in place of cows out here.”


  It being a meet, we are pretty well rodded up, all except for Chris, who had to put on his Fall Togs last year on Bargain Day at the courthouse and do a minute standing on his head, so of course he can no longer have an oscar anywhere within a block of his person, so Miss Millie Dee Chantpie carries his cannon in one of her enchanting little reticules.


  Large Jake is under an even more stringent set of behavioral codes, but he just plain does not care, and I do not personally know any cops or even the Sammys who are so gauche as to try to frisk him without first calling out the militia. Large Jake usually carries a powder wagon—it is the kind of thing they use on mad elephants or to stop runaway locomotives only it is sawed off on both ends to be only about a foot long.


  Little Willie usually carries a sissy rod, only it is a dumb gat so there is not much commotion when he uses it—just the sound of air coming out of it, and then the sound of air coming out of whomsoever he uses it on. Little Willie has had a date to Ride Old Sparky before, only he was let out on a technical. The technical was that the judge had not noticed the big shoe box full of geetas on the corner of his desk before he brought the gavel down.


  I am packing my usual complement of calibers which (I am prouder than anything to say) I have never used. They are only there for the bulges for people to ogle at while Chris the Shoemaker is speaking.


  Pratt Falls is another couple of broken boards and a sign saying Feed and Seed. There was this dry ditch with a hole with a couple of rocks in it.


  “It was sure no Niagara,” says Little Willie, “that’s for certain.”


  At the end of the place was a sign, all weathered out except for the part that said 2 MILES.


  We are making this two miles in something less than three-quarters of an hour because it is mostly uphill and our dogs are barking, and Miss Millie Dee Chantpie, who has left her high heels in the flivver, is falling off the sides of her flats very often. We are looking down into what passes for a real live town in these parts.


  “This is the kind of place,” says Little Willie, “where when you are in the paper business, and you mess up your double sawbuck plates, and print a twenty-one-dollar bill, you bring it here and ask for change. And the guy at the store will look in the drawer and ask you if two nines and a three will do.”


  “Ah, but look, gentlemen and lady,” says Chris the Shoemaker, “there are at least two wires coming down over the mountain into this metropolis, and my guess is that they are attached to civilization at the other end.”


  “I do not spy no filling station,” I says. “But there does seem to be great activity for so early of a morning.” I am counting houses. “More people are already in town than live here.”


  “Perhaps the large gaudy sign up ahead will explain it,” says Little Willie. The sign is being at an angle where another larger dirt path comes into town. From all around on the mountains I can see people coming in in wagons and on horses and on foot.


  We get to the sign. This is what it says, I kid you not:


  



  



  



  BIG HARMONY CONTEST!


  BRIMMYTOWN SQUARE SAT MAY 16


  $50 FIRST PRIZE


  Brought to you by Watkins Products and


  CARDUI, Makers of BLACK DRAUGHT


  Extra! Sacred Harp Singing


  Rev. Shapenote and the Mt. Sinai Choir.


  



  “Well, well,” says Chris. “Looks like there’ll be plenty of e’trangers in this burg. We get in there, make the call on the meet, get someone to fix the jalopy, and be on our way. We should fit right in.”


  While Chris the Shoemaker is saying this, he is adjusting his orange-and-pink tie and shooting the cuffs on his purple-and-white pinstripe suit. Little Willie is straightening his pumpkin-colored, double-breasted suit and brushing the dust off his yellow spats. Large Jake is dressed in a pure white suit with a black shirt and white tie, and has on a white fedora with a thin black band. Miss Millie Dee Chantpie swirls her fringes and rearranges the ostrich feather in her cloche. I feel pretty much like a sparrow among peacocks.


  “Yeah,” I says, looking over the town, “they’ll probably never notice we been here.”


  



  ***


  



  They made their way into town and went into a store. They bought themselves some items, and went out onto the long, columned verandah of the place, and sat down on some nail kegs, resting their saws and ladders against the porch railings.


  Cave Canem had a big five-cent RC Cola and a bag of Tom’s Nickel Peanuts. He took a long drink of the cola, tore the top off the celluloid bag, and poured the salted peanuts into the neck of the bottle. The liquid instantly turned to foam and overflowed the top, which Canem put into his mouth. When it settled down, he drank from the bottle and chewed on the peanuts that came up the neck.


  Rooster Joe took off his red cap. He had a five-cent Moon Pie the size of a dinner plate and took bites off that.


  Horbliss had a ten-cent can of King Oscar Sardines. The key attached to the bottom broke off at the wrong place. Rather than tearing his thumb up, he took out his pocketknife and cut the top of the can off and peeled the ragged edge back. He drank off the oil, smacking his lips, then took out the sardines between his thumb and the knife blade and ate them.


  Luke had bought a two-foot length of sugarcane and was sucking on it, spitting out the fine slivers which came away in his mouth.


  They ate in silence and watched the crowds go by, clumps of people breaking away and eddying into the stores and shops. At one end of town, farmers stopped their wagons and began selling the produce. From the other end, at the big open place where the courthouse would be if Brimmytown were the county seat, music started up.


  They had rarely seen so many men in white shirts, even on Sunday, and women and kids in their finest clothes, even if they were only patched and faded coveralls, they were starched and clean.


  Then a bunch of city flatlanders came by—the men all had on hats and bright suits and ties, and the woman—a goddess—was the first flapper they had ever seen—the eyes of the flatlanders were moving everywhere. Heads turned to watch them all along their route. They were moving toward the general mercantile, and they looked tired and dusty for all their fancy duds.


  “Well, boys,” said Luke. “That were a right smart breakfast. I reckon us-all better be gettin’ on down towards the musical place and see what the otherns look like.”


  They gathered up their saws and ladders and walked toward the sweetest sounds this side of Big Bone Lick.


  



  ***


  



  “So,” says Little Willie to a citizen, “tell us where we can score a couple of motorman’s gloves?”


  The man is looking at him like he has just stepped off one of the outermost colder planets. This is fitting, for the citizen looks to us vice versa.


  “What my friend of limited vocabulary means,” says Chris the Shoemaker to the astounding and astounded individual, “is where might we purchase a mess of fried pork chops?”


  The man keeps looking at us with his wide eyes the size of doorknobs.


  “Eats?” I volunteers.


  Nothing is happening.


  Large Jake makes eating motions with his mitt and goozle.


  Still nothing.


  “Say, fellers,” says this other resident, “you won’t be gettin’ nothing useful out’n him. He’s one of the simpler folks hereabouts, what them Victorian painter fellers used to call ‘naturals.’ What you want’s Ma Gooser’s place, straight down this yere street.”


  “Much obliged,” says Chris.


  “It’s about time, too,” says Miss Millie Dee Chantpie. “I’m so hungry I could eat the ass off a pigeon through a park bench!”


  I am still staring at the individual who has given us directions, who is knocking the ashes out of his corncob pipe against a rain barrel.


  “Such a collection of spungs and feebs I personally have never seen,” says Chris the Shoemaker, who is all the time looking at the wire that comes down the hill into town.


  “I must admit you are right,” says Little Willie. And indeed it seems every living thing for three counties is here—there are nags and wagons, preggo dolls with stair-step children born nine months and fifteen minutes apart, guys wearing only a hat and one blue garment, a couple of men with what’s left of Great War uniforms with the dago dazzlers still pinned to the chests—yes indeedy, a motley and hilarity-making group.


  The streets are being full of wagons with melons and the lesser legumes and things which for a fact I know grow in the ground. The indigenous peoples are selling everything what moves. And from far away you can hear the beginnings of music.


  “I spy,” says Chris the Shoemaker.


  “Whazzat?” asks Little Willie.


  “I spy the blacksmith shop, and I spy the general mercantile establishment to which the blower wire runs. Here is what we are doing. William and I will saunter over to the smithy and forge, where we will inquire of aid for the vehicle. Charlie Perro, you will go make the call which will tender our apologies as being late for the meet, and get some further instructions. Jacob, you will take the love of my life, Miss Millie, to this venerable Ma Gooser’s eatatorium where we will soon join you in a prodigious repast.”


  The general mercantile is in the way of selling everything on god’s green earth, and the aroma is very mouth-watering—it is a mixture of apple candy and nag tack, coal oil and licorice and flour, roasted coffee and big burlap sacks of nothing in particular. There is ladies’ dresses and guy hats and weapons of all kinds.


  There is one phone; it is on the back wall; it is the kind Alexander Graham Bell made himself.


  “Good person,” I says to the man behind the counter, who is wearing specs and a vest and has a tape measure draped over his shoulder, “might I use your telephonic equipment to make a collect long-distance call?”


  “Everthin’s long-distance from here,” he opines. “Collect, you say?”


  “That is being correct.”


  He goes to the wall and twists a crank and makes bell sounds. “Hello, Gertie. This is Spoon. How’s things in Grinder Switch?…You don’t say? Well, there’s a city feller here needs to make a co-llect call. Right. You fix him up.” He hands me the long earpiece, and puts me in the fishwife care of this Gertie, and parks himself nearby and begins to count some bright glittery objects.


  I tells Gertie the number I want. There are these sounds like the towers are falling. “And what’s your name,” asks this Gertie.


  I gives her the name of this known newspaper guy who hangs out at Chases’ and who writes about life in the Roaring Forties back in the Big City. The party on the other end will be wise that that is not who it is, but will know I know he knows.


  I hear this voice and Gertie gives them my name and they say okay.


  “Go ahead,” says Gertie.


  “We are missing the meet,” I says.


  “Bleaso!” says the voice. “Eetmay alledoffcay. Ammysays Iseway! Izzyoway and Oemay erehay.”


  Itshay I am thinking to myself. To him I says:


  “Elltay usoway atwhay otay ooday?”


  “Ogay Omehay!”


  He gets off the blower.


  “I used to have a cousin that could talk Mex,” says Spoon at the counter. I thank him for the use of the phone. “Proud as a peach of it,” he says, wiping at it with a cloth.


  “Well, you should be,” I tell him. Then I buy two cents worth of candy and put it in a couple of pockets, and then I ease on down this town’s Great White Way.


  This Ma Gooser’s is some hopping joint. I don’t think the griddle here’s been allowed to cool off since the McKinley Administration. Large Jake and Miss Millie Dee Chantpie are already tucking in. The place is as busy as a chophouse on Chinese New Year.


  There are these indistinguishable shapes on the platters.


  A woman the size of Large Jake comes by with six full plates along each arm, headed towards a table of what looks like two oxdrivers in flannel shirts. These two oxdrivers are as alike as all get-out. The woman puts three plates in front of each guy and they fall into them mouth first.


  The woman comes back. She has wild hair, and it does not look like she has breasts; it looks like she has a solid shelf across her chest under her work shirt. “Yeah?” she says, wiping sweat from her brow.


  “I’d like a steak and some eggs,” I says, “over easy on the eggs, steak well-done, some juice on the side.”


  “You’ll get the breakfast, if ’n you get anything,” she says. “Same’s everybody else.” She follows my eyes back to the two giants at the next table. Large Jake can put away the groceries, but he is a piker next to these two. A couple of the plates in front of them are already shining clean and they are reaching for a pile of biscuits on the next table as they work on their third plates.


  “Them’s the Famous Singin’ Eesup Twins, Bert and Mert,” says Ma Gooser. “If ’n everybody could pile it in like them, I’d be a rich woman.” She turns to the kitchen.


  “Hey, Jughead,” she yells, “where’s them six dozen biscuits?”


  “Comin’, Ma Gooser!” yells a voice from back in the hell there.


  “More blackstrap ’lasses over here, Ma!” yells a corncob from another table.


  “Hold your water!” yells Ma. “I only got six hands!” She runs back towards the kitchen.


  Chris the Shoemaker and Little Willie comes in and settles down.


  “Well, we are set in some departments. The blacksmith is gathering up the tools of his trade and Little William will accompany him in his wagon to the site of the vehicular happenstance. I will swear to you, he picks up his anvil and puts it into his wagon, just like that. The thing must have dropped the wagon bed two foot. What is it they are feeding the locals around here?” He looks down at the plates in front of Large Jake and Miss Millie. “What is dat?”


  “I got no idea, sweetie,” says Miss Millie, putting another forkful in, “but it sure is good!”


  “And what’s the news from our friends across the ways?”


  “Zex,” I says.


  He looks at me. “You are telling me zex in this oomray full of oobrays?”


  “No, Chris,” I says, “the word is zex.”


  “Oh,” he says, “and for why?”


  “Izzy and Moe,” I says.


  “Izzy and Moe?! How did Izzy and Moe get wise to this deal?”


  “How do Izzy and Moe get wise to anything,” I says, keeping my voice low and not moving my goozle. “Hell, if someone could get them to come over, this umray unningray biz would be a snap. If they can dress like women shipwrecks and get picked up by runners’ ships, they can get wind of a meet somewhere.”


  “So what are our options being?” asks Chris the Shoemaker.


  “That is why we have all these round-trip tickets,” I says.


  He is quiet. Ma Gooser slaps down these plates in front of us, and coffee all round, and takes two more piles of biscuits over to the Famous Singing Eesup Twins.


  “Well, that puts the damper on my portion of the Era of Coolidge Prosperity,” says Chris the Shoemaker. “I am beginning to think this decade is going to be a more problematical thing than first imagined. In fact, I am getting in one rotten mood.” He takes a drink of coffee. His beezer lights up. “Say, the flit in the Knowledge Box got nothing on this.” He drains the cup dry. He digs at his plate, then wolfs it all down. “Suddenly my mood is changing. Suddenlike, I am in a working mood.”


  I drops my fork.


  “Nix?” I asks nice, looking at him like I am a tired halibut.


  “No, not no nix at all. It is of a sudden very clear why we have come to be in this place through these unlikely circumstances. I had just not realized it till now.”


  Large Jake has finished his second plate. He pushes it away and looks at Chris the Shoemaker.


  “Later,” says Chris. “Outside.”


  Jake nods.


  Of a sudden-like, I am not enjoying Ma Gooser’s groaning board as much as I should wish.


  For when Chris is in a working mood, things happen.


  



  ***


  



  They had drawn spot #24 down at the judging stand. Each contestant could sing three songs, and the Black Draught people had a big gong they could ring if anyone was too bad.


  “I don’t know ’bout the ones from ’round here,” said Cave Canem, “but they won’t need that there gong for the people we know about. We came in third to some of ’em last year in Sweet Tater City.”


  “Me neither,” said Rooster Joe. “The folks I seen can sure play and sing. Why even the Famous Eesup Twins, Bert and Mert, is here. You ever hear them do ‘Land Where No Cabins Fall’?”


  “Nope,” said Luke, “but I have heard of ’em. It seems we’ll just have to outplay them all.”


  They were under a tree pretty far away from the rest of the crowd, who were waiting for the contest to begin.


  “Let’s rosin up, boys,” said Luke, taking his crosscut saw out of his tow sack.


  Felix unfolded the ladder and climbed up. Cave pulled out a big willow bow strung with braided muletail hair.


  Rooster Joe took out an eight-ounce ball peen hammer and sat back against a tree root.


  Luke rosined up his fiddle bow.


  “Okay, let’s give ’er about two pounds o’ press and bend.”


  He nodded his head. They bowed, Felix pressing down on the big bucksaw handle from above, Rooster Joe striking his ripsaw, Luke pulling at the back of his crosscut.


  The same note, three octaves apart, floated on the air.


  “Well, that’s enough rehearsin’,” said Luke. “Now all we got to do is stay in this shady spot and wait till our turn.”


  They put their instruments and ladder against the tree, and took naps.


  When Chris the Shoemaker starts to working, usually someone ends up with cackle fruit on their mug.


  When Little Willie and Chris first teamed up when they were oh so very young, they did all the usual grifts. They worked the cherry-colored cat and the old hydrophoby lay, and once or twice even pulled off the glim drop, which is a wonder since neither of them has a glass peeper. They quit the grift when it turns out that Little Willie is always off nugging when Chris needs him, or is piping some doll’s stems when he should be laying zex. So they went into various other forms of getting the mazuma.


  The ramadoola Chris has come up with is a simple one. We are to get the lizzie going, or barring that are to Hooverize another one; then we cut the lines of communication; immobilize the town clown, glom the loot, and give them the old razoo.


  “But Chris,” says I, “it is so simple and easy there must be something wrong with your brainstorm. And besides, it is what? Maybe a hundred simoleons in all? I have seen you lose that betting on which raindrop will run down a windowpane first.”


  “We have been placed here to do this thing,” says Chris the Shoemaker. We are all standing on the porch of Ma Gooser’s. “We cut the phone,” says Chris, “no one can call out. Any other jalopies, Large Jake makes inoperable. That leaves horses, which even we can go faster than. We make the local yokel do a Brodie so there is no Cicero lightning or Illinois thunder. We are gone, and the news takes till next week to get over the ridge yonder.”


  Miss Millie Dee Chantpie has one of her shoes off and is rubbing her well-turned foot. “My corns is killing me,” she says, “and Chris, I think this is the dumbest thing you have ever thought about!”


  “I will note and file that,” says Chris. “Meantimes, that is the plan. Little William here will start a rumor that will make our presence acceptable before he goes off with the man with the thews of iron. We will only bleaso this caper should the flivver not be fixable or we cannot kipe another one. So it is written. So it shall be done.”


  Ten minutes later, just before Little Willie leaves in the wagon, I hear two people talking close by, pointing to Miss Millie Dee Chantpie and swearing she is a famous chanteuse, and that Chris the Shoemaker is a talent scout from Okeh Records.


  “The town clown,” says Chris to me in a while, “will be no problem. He is that gent you see over there sucking on the yamsicle, with the tin star pinned to his long johns with the Civil War cannon tucked in his belt.”


  I nod.


  “Charlie Perro,” he says to me, “now let us make like we are mesmerized by this screeching and hollering that is beginning.”


  The contest is under way. It was like this carnival freak show had of a sudden gone into a production of No, No Nanette while you were trying to get a good peek at the India Rubber Woman.


  I am not sure whether to be laughing or crying, so I just puts on the look a steer gets just after the hammer comes down, and pretends to watch. What I am really thinking, even I don’t know.


  



  ***


  



  There had been sister harmony groups, and guitar and mandolin ensembles, three guys on one big harmonica, a couple of twelve-year-olds playing ocarinas and washboards, a woman on gutbucket broom bass, a handbell choir from a church, three one-man bands, and a guy who could tear newspapers to the tune of “Hold That Tiger!”


  Every eight acts or so, Reverend Shapenote and the Mt. Sinai Choir got up and sang sacred harp music, singing the notes only, with no words because their church believed you went straight to Hell if you sang words to a hymn; you could only lift your voice in song.


  Luke lay with his hat over his eyes through two more acts. It was well into the afternoon. People were getting hot and cranky all over the town.


  As the next act started, Luke sat up. He looked toward the stage. Two giants in coveralls and flannel shirts got up. Even from this far away, their voices carried clear and loud, not strained: deep bass and baritone.


  The words of “Eight More Miles To Home” and then “You Are My Sunshine” came back, and for their last song, they went into the old hymn, “Absalom, Absalom”:


  Day-Vid The—He-Wept—and Wept Saying—Oh My Son—Oh my son …


  and a chill went up Luke’s back.


  “That’s them,” said Rooster Joe, seeing Luke awake.


  “Well,” said Luke Apuleus, pulling his hat back down over his eyes as the crowd went crazy, “them is the ones we really have to beat. Call me when they gets to the Cowbell Quintet so we can be moseying up there.”


  I am being very relieved when Little Willie comes driving into town in the flivver; it is looking much the worse for wear but seems to be running fine. He parks it on Main Street at the far edge of the crowd and comes walking over to me and Chris the Shoemaker.


  “How are you standing this?” he asks.


  “Why do you not get up there, William,” asks Chris. “I know for a fact you warbled for the cheese up at the River Academy, before they let you out on the technical.”


  “It was just to keep from driving an Irish buggy,” says Little Willie. “The Lizzie will go wherever you want it to. Tires patched. Gassed and lubered up. Say the syllable.”


  Chris nods to Large Jake over at the edge of the crowd. Jake saunters back towards the only two trucks in town, besides the Cardui vehicle, which, being too gaudy even for us, Jake has already fixed while it is parked right in front of the stage, for Jake is a very clever fellow for someone with such big mitts.


  “Charlie Perro,” says Chris, reaching in Miss Millie Dee Chantpie’s purse, “how’s about taking these nippers here,” handing me a pair of wire cutters, “and go see if that blower wire back of the general mercantile isn’t too long by about six feet when I give you the nod. Then you should come back and help us.” He also takes his howitzer out of Miss Millie’s bag.


  “Little William,” he says, turning. “Take Miss Millie Dee Chantpie to the car and start it up. I shall go see what the Cardui Black Draught people are doing.”


  So it was we sets out to pull the biggest caper in the history of Brimmytown.


  “That’s them,” said Rooster Joe. “The cowbells afore us.”


  “Well, boys,” said Luke, “it’s do-or-die time.”


  They gathered up their saws and sacks and ladder, and started for the stage.


  Miss Millie Dee Chantpie is in the car, looking cool as a cucumber. Little Willie is at one side of the crowd, standing out like a sore thumb; he has his hand under his jacket on The Old Crowd Pleaser.


  Large Jake is back, shading three or four people from the hot afternoon sun. I am at the corner of the general mercantile, one eye on Chris the Shoemaker and one on the wire coming down the back of the store.


  The prize moolah is in this big glass cracker jar on the table with the judges so everybody can see it. It is in greenbacks.


  I am seeing Large Jake move up behind the John Law figure, who is sucking at a jug of corn liquor—you would not think the Prohib was the rule of the land here.


  I am seeing these guys climb onto the stage, and I cannot believe my peepers, because they are pulling saws and ladders out of their backs. Are these carpenters or what? There is a guy in a straw hat, and one with a bristle mustache, and one with a redchecked shirt and red hat, and one with a cap with big floppy earflaps. One is climbing on a ladder. They are having tools everywhere. What the dingdong is going on?


  And they begin to play, a corny song, but it is high and sweet, and then I am thinking of birds and rivers and running water and so forth. So I shakes myself, and keeps my glims on Chris the Shoemaker.


  The guys with the saws are finishing their song, and people are going ga-ga over them.


  And then I see that Chris is in position.


  “Thank yew, thank yew,” said Luke. “We-all is the Sawing Boys and we are pleased as butter to be here. I got a cousin over to Cornfield County what has one uh them new cat-whisker crystal raddio devices, and you should hear the things that comes right over the air from it. Well, I learned a few of them, and me and the boys talked about them, and now we’ll do a couple for yew. Here we’re gonna do one by the Molokoi Hotel Royal Hawaiian Serenaders called ‘Ule Uhi Umekoi Hwa Hwa.’ Take it away, Sawing Boys!” He tapped his foot.


  He bent his saw and bowed the first high, swelling notes, then Rooster Joe came down on the harmony rhythm on the ripsaw. Felix bent down on the ladder on the handle of the bucksaw, and Cave pulled the big willow bow and they were off into a fast, swinging song that was about lagoons and fish and food. People were jumping and yelling all over town, and Luke, whose voice was nothing special, started singing:


  “Ume hoi uli koi hwa hwa Wa haweaee omi oi lui lui…”


  And the applause began before Rooster Joe finished alone with a dying struck high note that held for ten or fifteen seconds. People were yelling and screaming and the Cardui people didn’t know what to do with themselves.


  “Thank yew, thank yew!” said Luke Apuleus, wiping his brow with his arm while holding his big straw hat in his hand. “Now, here’s another one I heerd. We hope you-all like it. It’s from the Abe Schwartz Orchestra and it’s called ‘Beym Rebn in Palestine.’ Take it away, Sawing Boys.”


  They hit halting, fluttering notes, punctuated by Rooster Joe’s hammered ripsaw, and then the bucksaw went rolling behind it, Felix pumping up and down on the handle, Cave Canem bowing away. It sounded like flutes and violins and clarinets and mandolins. It sounded a thousand years old, but not like moonshine mountain music; it was from another time and another land.


  Something is wrong, for Chris is standing very still, like he is already in the old oak kimono, and I can see he is not going to be giving me the High Sign.


  I see that Little Willie, who never does anything on his own, is motioning to me and Large Jake to come over. So over I trot, and the music really washes over me. I know it in my bones, for it is the music of the old neighborhood where all of us but Miss Millie grew up.


  I am coming up on Chris the Shoemaker and I see he has turned on the waterworks. He is transfixed, for here, one thousand miles from home he is being caught up in the mighty coils of memory and transfiguration.


  I am hearing with his ears, and what the saws are making is not the Abe Schwartz Orchestra but Itzikel Kramtweiss of Philadelphia, or perhaps Naftalie Brandwein, who used to play bar mitzvahs and weddings with his back to the audience so rival clarinet players couldn’t see his hands and how he made those notes.


  There is maybe ten thousand years behind that noise, and it is calling all the way across the Kentucky hills from the Land of Gaza.


  And while they are still playing, we walk with Chris the Shoemaker back to the jalopy, and pile in around Miss Millie Dee Chantpie, who, when she sees Chris crying, begins herself, and I confess I, too, am a little blurry-eyed at the poignance of the moment.


  And we pull out of Brimmytown, the saws still whining and screeching their jazzy ancient tune, and as it is fading and we are going up the hill, Chris the Shoemaker speaks for us all, and what he says is:


  “God Damn. You cannot be going anywhere these days without you run into a bunch of half-assed klezmorim.”


  For Arthur Hunnicutt and the late Sheldon Leonard.


  



  


  Glossary to “The Sawing Boys”


  



  Balonies—tires Bargain Day—court time set aside for sentencing plea-bargain cases


  Beezer—the face, sometimes especially the nose


  Bleaso!—1. an interjection—Careful! You are being overheard! Some chump is wise to the deal! 2. verb—to forgo something, change plans, etc.


  The Cherry-colored Cat—an old con game


  Cicero Lightning and Illinois Thunder—the muzzle flashes from machine guns and the sound of hand grenades going off


  Do a minute—thirty days


  Dogs are barking—feet are hurting


  Fall Togs—the suit you wear going into, and coming out of, jail


  Flit—prison coffee, from its resemblance to the popular fly spray of the time


  Flivver—a jalopy


  Frammus—a thingamajig or doohickey


  Geetas—money, of any kind or amount


  Glim Drop—con game involving leaving a glass eye as security for an amount of money; at least one of the con men should have a glass eye …


  Glims—eyes


  Goozle—mouth


  Hooverize—(pre-Depression)—Hoover had been Allied Food Commissioner during the Great War, and was responsible for people getting the most use out of whatever foods they had; the standard command from parents was “Hooverize that plate!”; possibly a secondary reference to vacuum cleaners of the time.


  Irish buggy (also Irish surrey)—a wheelbarrow


  Jalopy—a flivver


  Lizzie—a flivver


  Mazuma—money, of any kind or amount


  Mook—face


  Motorman’s gloves—any especially large cut of meat


  Nugging—porking


  The Old Hydrophoby Lay—con game involving pretending to be bitten by someone’s (possibly mad) dog


  Piping Some Doll’s Stems—looking at some woman’s legs


  Pull—gas and oil


  Sammys—the Feds


  Zex—Quiet (as in bleaso), cut it out, jiggies! Beat it!


  Laying zex—keeping lookout


  



  Rules of pig Latin: initial consonants are moved to the end of the word and -ay is added to the consonant; initial vowels are moved to the end of the word and -way is added to the vowel


  



  



  



  


  BEAR IT AWAY


  



  AFTER “GOLDILOCKS AND THE THREE BEARS”


  



  Michael Cadnum


  



  Michael Cadnum is an American poet and novelist. He has written more than thirty books for adults, teens and children. He is best known for his adult suspense fiction, and young adult fiction based on myths, legends, and historical figures. Cadnum is the recipient of a National Endowment for the Arts fellowship for poetry.


  



  I always thought Goldilocks got off a little too easily in the original fairytale. It always made me mad that she ate their food, broke their furniture, and then slept in their beds only to get away without any consequences. In reading this story, I suspect Cadnum must share my opinion.


  



  ***


  



  



  I never liked the woodland, even in my youth, but the forest here has never been one of your lowly hoar-wilds, all crag and moss. It was really very pleasant, a happy mix of pine cones and little red ants, dock and nettles. You wouldn’t want to muss your skirt, going on a picnic in the cockle burrs. But it was nice wood, little yellow flowers when the snow melted, and mushrooms shaped like willies. Some of our more prominent watercolorists traveled here to set up their easels, and botanists collected herbs along the streams.


  A maiden could go berry picking with the silversmith’s son, or slip off to meet the young professor from down-valley, and if she ran across a bear it would be one of the old traditional bears, little eyes, big rumps, snuffling the air, trying to see if you were trouble or something to eat. If a bear said anything at all it was in antique bear-tongue, not much to it, really, just good-bye or go away, all a bear needed to know.


  From time to time a typical bear fracas broke out. A sow bear killed a miller down by the well, for example, when he stepped on a cub, it being night and the miller having lost his spectacles in the inn. The she-bear threw him over her shoulder and left him by the quarrymen’s privy quite a boneless puddle. But what did we expect? It was reassuring, in a way, having bears to worry about. Kids afraid of the dark were easier to quiet down. A sudden gust or a scuttling acorn on the roof and Mom and Dad would roll their eyes and whisper, “A bear looking for children who won’t eat their cabbage!”


  Gentlemen of rude humor would disguise a burp by muttering, “Must’ve been a bear, growling in the glade,” and if things got boring on a long summer’s day, the villagers would unpen the hounds, run down a granddad bruin, and pen the bear in a sand pit. It was sport, all fair-play, joy under a summer’s eve. Bets would flow hand to hand on the question which would expire first, bear or dog. Life was simple. Mosquitoes and holidays, ale and bear skins.


  But it changed.


  Some people say it was better nutrition, trout multiplying as the rivers ran clear.


  The weather changed, the magnetic poles shifted—we all had our theories. I don’t know how, but it happened. One day we had dumb bears rolling logs to gobble worms, and the next we had bears in the vicarage library. They were wood-bears, still, and kept off to themselves, when they weren’t stocking up on rhyming dictionaries. But a revolution was underway.


  It could be overlooked for a while. Bears still slept half the year and they still had trouble seeing. But when a boar-bear lumbered into the fletcher’s wife one afternoon and offered effusive apologies for treading on her toe, we all knew something profound had happened to bear nature. The bears rushed her to the surgeon, stood around waiting for news of her recovery. Mrs. Fletcher regained her health and sanity, until she stepped out a week later to take some medicinal sun. A bear made-way from the midden, dainty-like, a she-bear, and said, “I hope I see you well.”


  Which killed the fletcher’s dame. She died of the shock. Many of us understood exactly. I didn’t mind a bit of sass from a blue jay or the tinsmith’s mutt, but I did think that this was more than mortal humans need endure, a curtsy from a bear wearing a bonnet.


  Myself, I was blonde, and if the glazier liked the look of me as well as the joiner, why, let them all have an eyeful, was how I always felt. I was charitable with my smiles, but when a bear asked how I was on this finest of mornings, and held the post office door open for me, I hurried right past and never said a word.


  A long era of tranquillity was underway, bears writing essays, offering opinions on the likelihood of rain, bears making excellent neighbors. And most humans liked this, an age of peace. But I never got use to bears reading haiku, bears laughing at our human jokes. Months went by, entire seasons, and a bear never ate a single human. Not one.


  There was bear laughter and bear song, noon and night.


  I had a plan.


  



  ***


  



  I wanted a hunter,one of those always just in time to drill a musket shot through a wolf’s lights. And if he was fine of leg and loin, I wouldn’t mind parting the bracken a bit with such a man, not being quite so young as I had been, and looking for the right sort to share my winter nights. Although this was not the point-entire. I wanted to teach the bears why they shouldn’t weave rugs and write plays, and give them a lesson they’d never forget.


  I wanted to teach them to keep their bear-talk to themselves. And if the cottage-dwelling men were too weak kneed to educate the bears, I’d find myself a red-jacketed crack shot and make him mine.


  And so I did. He was a square-jawed elk-hunter from the vale to the east. His red jacket was sappy-brown along the sleeves, and he smelled of brandy, but he showed me how he double-powdered both barrels andblew twin holes in my mum’s quilt hanging out to dry—and he paid gold florins for a new one.


  He was perfect.


  I recall that early morning well, how I tickled him awake. I tugged him from the bed, red-cheeked, unshaven. I remember the dawn as if it were a week ago,although these days I’m the only one alive who can sing the words to a single bear madrigal. I led my hunter to the woods,mist in the tulips, wood smoke in the thatch. I filled him with my scheme, and before I let him yea-or-nay, I kissed him wide awake, and said, “Follow me.”


  Bears are fond of walking—or they were, our wise bears used to be. They walked, they slept. Peripatetic brethren, as the priest would say, they were always cooking their oats, howling when the porridge scalded, and using the excuse for another ramble, up one trail and down the next. My hunter and I spied a family, dad, mam and wee one. They ambled off, blinking in the sunlight, happy as cows to be out in the grass, the little one hopping, rabbit-like. “Stay here,” I whispered to my gunner.


  I hid behind a berry bush. I waited, and when the family vanished up the trail, I scurried into the cottage. I violated their breakfast bowls, hot and cold, and made sure they would see the mess when they returned to table. Spoon and finger, I tasted, scooped, and splattered. (It was delicious—just the right amount of honey.)I did what I could with the furniture, the chairs and settles too stout for the likes of me to break. All I could manage was a high chair in the corner, one the bear-lad must have just outgrown.


  I broke that into kindling, and left it sowed around the nook. I took myself upstairs. I flung wide the shutters so Redcoat would hear me shriek when the time came, and I settled myself in the largest of the three beds. This mattress was packed with straw so coarse it was like sprawling in a thicket. So I tried the middle bed, just my size,but it was so cratered by the weight of Mistress Griz that I climbed up and down the bedding, clinging to the edges.


  Finally I escaped the bed and found the laddie’s bunk, and slept. Why did you fall asleep, moon-calf, I would demand of myself in years to come. And I have no retort. No clever answer to myself. I lay, I slept. Not one to stoop to excuses, but mayhap the hunter’s nip, that brandy wine he said was courage, over-did my wakefulness. “Just a taste,” he had said, tasting some himself.


  I never heard them on their way. When the three rambled back into the cottage, I had no inkling they were home, peering at their porridge, aghast at the broken highchair, nosing the air. Or perhaps I had a hint of what was happening, in one part of my mind.


  Step by step, they ascended to the bedroom. The oak door creaked. Their heavy steps were slow, the floorboards groaning. Only then did I hear them, words as clear as any tinker’s. “What’s this—my pillow all mussed,” said the father.


  “And here, my mattress half-in, half-out,” said Mum-bear, near-sighted, nose to her bed. “And me, and me!” cried the pup-bruin. “My bed too!” he cried.


  I am now the only one in the land who knows, how like to our own speech it was, this language, this Bear tongue. “Mine too,” he stammered, “and she is still—still here!”


  I didn’t have to feign my horror, yelling from the window, tangled in a sheet, screaming, bellowing. I called out, “What are you waiting for?” But my huntsman was lying in plain sight, sound asleep, sunlight in the green grass gleaming off his gun.


  “She’s here, she’s here!,” cried the cub. Both parents trying to make me out, blinking in the bright morning light through the open window.


  I ran home.


  In my haste, I soaked my skirts in the ford, dragged them in the thistles, muddied them and tore them, all the way to hearth and safety. I was scolded by my Mum, and I sobbed into the shot-rent quilt,swearing virtue, good deeds, and chastity to God.


  I kept my visit secret. And a perfect secret it was, too.


  Except that the silence fell.


  No ursine gardeners peddled roots from door to door. No kindly bear held the pasture gate to let a goodwife pass. No bear song drifted from the meadow. Nine days later a pigeon-hunter accidentally uncovered the powder horn, one weather-glazed hunter’s boot, and one sap-stained quarter of a jacket.


  “A mishap,” said the magistrate, eyeing the tooth marks in the shoulder of thescrap. “A lamentable misadventure,” he said, with sadness. “A mystery.” Anyone could see the nature of the hunter’s sudden end, but the sheriff said it was beyond us all, what might have taken place. Because the bears were loved, and loved in return, in their bluff, like-human way.


  But all the bears had vanished. Their cottages stood dark. No one knew what caused this blight, or where the speaking grizzlies repaired to, why they left our woods.


  No one except myself.


  The last time I saw a bear beside a creek, not a fortnight past, she stood on her two hind paws and listened while I bid her a good evening. “And good health to you,” I said.


  She turned away, and left me alone, the stream beside me running like a song.


  Only I know, and I keep it to myself. But I see too clearly what happened. I know exactly how the huntsman leaped to his feet, face red with sleep and drink. I see too well in the eye of my mind how the Redcoat brandished his double-shotted gun.


  I see him drawing aim upon the cub, and in my waking dream I see what a bear can eat for breakfast, when she has to on a sunny morn.
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