These scenes, mostly, occur between bits I've already written.  Hope it's clear where they belong.

(A scene with Marc before the dance club)

August 13, 3PM

We tell you, tapping on our brows, the story as it should be.  Marc's lips moved with the syllables, a primitive oscilloscope measuring the peaks and troughs of the meter.  As if the story of a house were told or ever could be.  He drummed his raggedly chewed thumbnails on the gel and foam wristguard in fromt of his keyboard.  Were told or ever could be.  A house, he thought.  A haunted house.  An old Victorian mansion on a hill by the ocean.  The house of Usher.  The other kind of house.  The house of Windsor.  Of Tudor.  Of Bourbon and...

The phone rang.  Marc instinctively slapped the talk button, reciting his scripted greeting into the headset.  "Welcome to Ancient Mysteries of the Tarot.  My name is Sirius, and I have been chosen to be your guide.  What is your name?"

"Wuwanda," a shaky voice replied. Marc, as Wanda was speaking, took the opportunity to hold the mute button down and blow his nose

"Let's see what the cards have in store for you, Wanda."

Marc's dialogue was scripted.  The computer tracked her telephone number, told him she'd never called before.  As he spoke, he used the mouse to click through a dialogue tree, marking the conversational trails so later calls wouldn't repeat.

"Wanda, I'm getting a lot of energy from the deck suddenly.  There's something bothering you, something you want to ask me."

"Yes."

This was going to be a hard one.  She wasn't volunteering, so marc would have to guess.  Would, that is, if he weren't staring at the next dialogue box with his next gambit spelled out in 14 point Monaco.

"I have separate decks for Moey, Love, and Fortune.  Which would you like me to read?"

"Love, please."

Marc hated his job.  Clicking on 'Love' and reciting the net lines from memory, he reflected that it certainly beat prison, and that his parole officer and court-mandated psychiatrist both felt it was gainful employment and left him alone as long as he clocked more than thirty five hours in.

"The first card is the Knight of Pentacles.  This is a mysterious figure for you, someone you can't figure out.  Someone who brings confusion into your life.  Do you recognize this person?"

"Oh my god!"  Wand cried, "That's Dave!  You're talking about Dave!  What else does it say?"

"DAVID," Marc typed, under "LOVE."  "DAVID.  K.5."  

He closed his eyes again, massaging the bridge of his nose.  His sinuses were killing him, he was congested and feverish and this was the last place he wanted to be.  "Pentacles are aligned with the element of fire.  David is therefore a fiery person, alluring and dangerous.  It is best to treat such characters carefully, and think before you act around them."

"Oh my God," Wanda was depressingly enthusiastic.  Marc almost preferred the creepy old guys who get off trying to have phone sex with people who aren't phone sex operators.  "Totally. Totally Dave.  What else?"

"The next card," Marc began, even as he brought a game of Minesweeped onto the screen, "is the nine of swords.  Besiegement.  External forces prevent you from acting.  There is something outside of you and David which you're worried about."

"Judy.  That bitch of his ex.  This is amazing?  What's it say about her?"

Marc's supervisor took that moment to tap him firmly on the shoulder, point to the game on Marc's screen, and point beyond it to the sign affixed to the wall.  We are in the business of reading cards, the sign read, Be sure to (the next three words were hand-underlined, in ink, three times.  And highlighted.  Orange.) Actually Read The Customer's Cards!

Marc nodded wearily, clicked shut the game, and reached for the deck of cards to the left of the keyboard.

"What's it say?"  Wanda asked again.  "Hello?  Is Dave going to propose or not?"

Marc cut the deck once.  His supervisor walked away.  Marc turned the top card.  The Lovers.  Sadly for Wanda, the Lovers, inverted.  As Marc laud the card carefully face up beside the deck, it happened again.

The brush of hs fingertips across the front of the cards brought the inverted figures to life.  Animated on the card, the Lovers dropped each others hands.  There was Wanda - frizzy red hair, bound back into a ponytail in a laughably sad attempt to contain it.  Wanda, in a knockoff designer dress and fake pearls.  Wanda, watching as the suited man walked to the open doo for a joyful reunion with a blonde judy.  Wanda, standing alone and weeping mascara into the palms of her hands as the door closed.

"Absolutely," Marc said, hating himself for each clipped syllable.  "Wanda, I can promise you, your love problems are over."

Wanda hung up after waiting for the rest of the reading as Marc, turning cards with his eyes closed whenever his Manager walked past, spun her a fable of true love conquering all.  She hung up in joy and rapture, her faith in the universe second only to her faith in the Ancient Mysteries of the Tarot.

Marc swept the cards into a pile with a shudder.  The only thing Ancient around here was the computers.  Careful not to look at them, he piled the cards carefullly beside his keyboard again.  Where had he been?  Like a changed familiar tree.  Or like a stairway to the sea.  Where down the blind are driven.

Marc's supervisor returned.  Pranjit was classic night school MBA material.  Hard working.  Dedicated.  First generation child of Pakistani immigrants.  No understanding of why Marc, who had at one point gone to (swell of angels here, hosannah on the highest) New York University, could end up here, working for him.  Pranjit also never travelled the maze of rust-red upholstered cubicles without the fat three ring binder from which he would read the appropriate policy for whichever rule the employee was, at the moment, violating.


"Marc," he began, flipping through the binder.  Marc was talked to enough, and had been working here so long, he assumed that in there somewhere he merited his own plastic divider tab.  "Your call volume is down again.  You should be logging five calls an hour.  What's the problem?  Is it the software?  I can schedule you for a refresher course."

"No, Pran."  Marc sighed, the flu and his lethargy causing Pranjit's name to sound like prawn.  He hoped his supervisor wouldn't take this as a slight or worse yet a slur.  "It's the cards.  Sorry.  Takes me forever to get through a reading."

"Marc, just read from the screen.  It's all automated.  Just turn the cards and click the mouse."

"Okay, Pran.  I'll be faster."

Pranjit nodded, put a check in a box somewhere, and closed the binder.  This was Marc's cue to turn back to his computer with another sigh.

"Don't forget to read the cards, Marc.  I can't bring people in to see the shop if you're not reading the cards."

Marc wondered if Pranjit knew what reports of a fluorescent-lit cubicle farm full of unshaven parolees in formless suits would actually do to business.  He realized that he himself had no idea.  He'd never understoof what led the clients to call.  Maybe the fact that they were all parolees would help.  Who knew?

His phone rang again.

Pranjit turned back, looking over his shoulder and Marc nodded, moving the cards in front of the keyboard even as he hit Talk and recited his opening.

"Welcome to Ancient Mysteries of the Tarot.  My name is Sirius and I have been chosen to be your guide."  Tarot names were like stripper names.  Marc had trouble thinking of a good one - all the girls were always Raven or Lilith.  It had been Tibor, a czech on parole for racketeering (a charge marc still didn't really understand, except inasmuch as it meant Tibor knew people who fixed things so his attendance was allowed to run a trajectory from erratic to sporadic to entirely absent) who  told Marc to use Sirius, which he'd seen in the Astrology section of some girly mag, is what he'd said.  Tibor's Tarot name was Alistair.

"What is your name?"

"John."  The voice was a bit slurred.  Marc was used to the slurring.  Half the calls  statistically more men and fewer women - were drunk when they called.  John called often enough that Marc knew his voice.  Judging by the computer, John'd called and hung up three times tonight.  Marc would have been flattered under other circumstances.  As it was, John's dogged persistance in trying to reach Sirius made him vaguely nauseous.

"John.  I thought I'd be hearing from you soon.  How'd the..." Marc clicked the screen.  "situation with your employees go?"

"Yeah, fine.  Whatever.  Fucking leeches.  Can't trust any of them."

Marc had never heard John this drunk  He was a CEO or something - people worked for him, he felt responsible for their livelihoods and wel being, but he was accountable to other people, still, and was pissed about it.  Board of directors, Marc had always figured.  John would call about once every two weeks or so.  

"Are we consulting the Fortune deck again?"  Marc didn't know why he bothered to ask.  It wasn't as though he actually had three separate Tarot decks.

"Yeah.  I gotta makea decision.  These people, see?  These people I owe, they want me to do something."  Marc heard him swallow, then heard a cigarette lighter.  John's voice was thick with the smoke.  "I don't want to do it.  Don't want them pulling my strings.  Want to be my own man.  Get out from under them, you know?"

"Absolutely.  I understand completely, John.  Let's ask the cards."

"I see the Ace of wands.  Solitary endeavors.  Succeeding on your own merits.  The cards, John, want you to listen to yourself.  Do what you think is right, and not let others influence you."

"What else?"  John was different tonight.  Angrier, or scared.  Marc didn't know what to make of it.  "What else do they say?"

Why the fuck not, Marc figured.  Let's ask the stupid things.  That the top card animated even as Marc turned it, made him gasp before he set it down.  The Emperor was the President of the Unites States, tie askew and shirtsleeves rolled up, smoking in the dark of the Oval Office, curtains drawn shut, a bottle of single malt and a pack of cigarettes on the desk in front of him.

Fucking Hell.

"What?  Sirius?  Fucking hell what, is that bad?  What is it?"

"Oh.  No, no, no... not bad.  No, it's just..."  marc was suddenly more grateful for that insufferably patronising script software than he'd ever been in his life.

"The Emperor is you, John.  You are a person of great import to others.  Your decisions affect the lives of those around you.  You are a role model and a father figure to many, though you may not realize it."  Realize it nothing.  You, Marc screamed silently, are the fucking President!  And you've been calling me for months!  Me!  Months!

"Damn straight I am.  Okay, let's hear it.  Flip 'em.  Tell me about the bastards pulling my strings."

In a dazed silence, Marc turnedthe next card.  The tower, inverted, did not merely animate.  It possessed Marc, sending him hurtling through a series of images, flashes crosscutting with white-outs and roars of static.  

When he woke up, he remembered that he'd had a seizure.  That he'd been foaming at the mouth.  Bleeding from his nose.  Flailing around on the carpet.  That they said he was fired.  He blinked at the halogen lights above him and tried to think his way past three particular, persistent, recurring images.

Image the first: Gas masked soldiers in biohazard suits firing rifles into emaciated corpses in some postapocalyptic auschwitz.

Image the second: A masonic ritual over the U.S. seal, robed men chanting, circled around a naked and kneeling President of the United States.

Image the third: Marc, on the phone to the President, telling him to tell the aforementioned masons to fuck off.

This was not going to end well, he was sure.  Losing his job, Marc reflected, was the least of his worries.  He was in a hospital.  Looking around, there wasn't a doctor or nurse in sight.  His clothes were visible - his shirt and jacket folderd over his shoes, on a chair.  He was still, thankfully, wearing his pants.  Marc wasn't surprised.  He lay there, sighing, and wished waking up in a hospital bed meant more to him than wondering where his clothes were.  He plucked the electrodes from his chest, wincing at the damage they did to his aready sparse chest hair.  He stood, enduring the chill of the muted green linoleum, and walked across the room to the toilet.  Hospital rooms all looked the same.  Another hospital room, in which Marc and friends gathered around a bed and a doctor shook his head sadly, was shaken from his thoughts as quickly as it arose.  That was the old life.  He wasn't going back to all that.

(Dashiell, just before Nick calls him)

August 17th, 4AM

“Hey, kid.  Wake up.  You can’t sleep here.”

Dashiell, who hadn’t been more than half asleep, nodded and pushed himself up to a sitting position, then rolled his weight forwards and lurched to his feet.  He stooped and picked up his book bag, and shuffled down the length of the payphone-studded wall to duck into the bathroom.

Under the fluorescents, his green hair looked like it had bled into his skin.  The t-shirt of which he was so proud had stretched at the collar, and the white lettering of THE EMPIRE NEVER ENDED had accumulated grime and stains somehow.  Dash washed his face with the powdered soap and coaxed his hair down from the clumps and cowlicks it seemed to prefer.  He looked at his watch, indulged in a melodramatic sigh, and he shouldered his bag again, shuffling back out of the bathroom, past the rope which marked the ticketed passengers’ waiting area, and got on the escalator.  The janitor who’d woken him up was mopping the waiting area.  Penn Station, at this hour, was given over to the homeless and the janitors.  Dash pulled his wallet out of his front pocket and replaced it in the rear pocket where it belonged.  The chains attached to it had tangled, and he shook them loose as he was borne higher.

Outside, he fumbled a cigarette out of its crumpled pack and lit it with the third cardboard match.  He’d almost finished it when ambulances screamed to a stop, and EMTs rushed past him, scurrying down into the station.  Dash finished his cigarette, flicked the last of it away, and followed after the paramedics.

He passed them on the escalator.  They weren’t hurrying now.  They were taking the stairs, muttering back and forth with the brevity of colleagues to whom the zipped body bag they carried bore no weight whatsoever.  Dash walked across the terminal to Dunkin Donuts and bought a large coffee.  Sipping it, he joined the circle of derelicts who were sullenly watching the empty escalators.  He shrugged, and looked around.  Another janitor was using a loud machine to wax or polish the floors.  Whichever.  Dash looked around, frowning as he tried to remember which one of the homeless folk was missing.

He had it.

The old Hispanic woman.  Dash had fallen asleep wishing ill on her and hers, trying not to watch her unashamedly noisy consumption of a chocolate ice cream pop.  Messy, half melted, and so loud Dash assumed she was trying.  

She’d fallen asleep halfway through, and dropped the mess onto the floor.  Dash’s last thoughts before sleep took him as well were profanities about her snoring.  And now she was dead.

Dash sank to the ground with his backpack against a brushed steel column and sipped at his coffee.  With a sudden clatter, the anachronistic timetable began to flip its cards.  A conductor's voice announced that his train was boarding.  Dash stood again with a muted groan and found the right stairs down.

The sun was rising by the time the train left the tunnel in Queens, and Dash gave up on hopes of sleep.  Instead, he pulled an oversized pair of headphones over his ears and concentrated on the lyrics.  They Might be Giants.  See the Constellation, off Apollo 18.  Dash had just discovered the band.  Nick might make fun of him for teenage angst, but Dash knew that deep down, Nick still believed in rock.  And Dash?  No question there; Dash had never doubted.

He got off the train at his station and waited for it to pull away before walking down the empty platform and crossing the tracks.  Across the street, he bought another cup of coffee from 7-11, then walked up the hill to sit with his back to a street sign and wait for the other kids to show up to the bus stop.  It was only a ten minute wait before they arrived.

Having slept among strangers on the floor of Penn Station, and having ridden a nearly empty train home, Dashiell couldn't quite understand how it was that he felt even more alone now that there were people around.   Last night he'd gone into the city to see Mitch at NYU.  Ever since Mitch graduated, there'd been no one left on Long Island worth talking to.  Dash was able to be social in the NYU dorms.  They all smoked pot, they watched Rocky Horror, and Dash knew what to say and when.  But then at one Dash left to catch his train but he missed it so he ended up wandering around midtown watching people for a while, and falling asleep on the floor of the waiting room again.  He'd done this all before.  And, just like the other times, the loneliest he felt was here, watching his peers share a cigarette and gossip as they waited for the bus.  Dashiell lit his own cigarette where he sat and tried on a scowl.

School was the same as it had been the day before.  No homework done, no conversations.  He didn't have a lunch period.  Instead, he got out of school during tenth period, took the early bus home, and keyed into the split level ranch that the insurance had left his mom.  She was, astonishingly, home.

"Dashiell have you seen mommy's keys?"

Dash surveyed the scenery, noted the various jackets and scarves strewn over the Laura Ashley furniture, and intuited that his mom had a date tonight.  "By the door."  

He went to the fridge and pulled last night's dinner out, stripped the tinfoil off and replaced it with saran wrap and left it to spin in the microwave.  A second later, he opened the microwave again and spun the plate.  At a minute and a half, he wanted the mashed potatoes facing the other way.  Experience taught that the food spun evenly every minute, and he didn't want to repeat the experience of thumbing a mass of irradiated potatoes.  Superheroes had been born from lesser mistakes.

His mother bustled in, opened the cabinets and rummaged for aspirin.  Dry swallowing them, she waved at him with her fingertips.  "Thanks for being so quiet this morning.  Mommy has a little hangover."

Dashiell nodded and watched his food spin behind the clouded plastic face.   His mother left.  The bell rang.  He took the plate up the carpeted stairs and into the converted attic.  He set it down on top of a pile of dirty dishes.  He took off his backpack.  He walked to the far wall and sank to the corner of the floor, with his arms crossed over his knees.  He rested his forehead in the crook of his arms and tried very hard not to cry.

(Marc, Dash and Nick arrive in Amsterdam)

"Lost?  Why does this fail to surprise me?”


As Marc and Nick swam through the crowd of stoned americans, Dashiell had to jog to keep up, his attention constantly being tugged away by the lurid advertisements of the red light district.

“Chill, Dash,"  Marc called back over his shoulder.  "We’ll be fine.  Look, this is Casablanca.  The luggage is en route to the flea market.  We’ll drop by Abdullah’s tomorrow, ask around, and buy it back.”

“Abdullah, huh?  Yeah, whatever."  Dashiell pulled his Slipknot hat lower over his brow.  Frowning sullenly, he trailed along as they navigated the streams of expatriates, fighting against the current, and then turned into a nameless nightclub.


The bar was deplorably trendy, Marc decided.  Wrinkling his nostrils in distaste, he stepped carefully past a blonde girl dressed in white leather trimmed with leopard fur, and marveled at her bad taste; she was walking a leopard on a stout leather leash.  What kind of person wears the fur of their pet?  A moment’s concern for the cat’s fate later, he motioned for Dashiell to follow Nick's intricate path through the undulations of writhing dancers towards the conspicuously less well-lit tables in back.  When Dashiell nodded, Marc headed back for the door.  Nick pointed to a table behind a Tibetan-embroidered curtain, and turned to squirm his way towards the bar.  


Dashiell edged closer to the curtained booth, then pulled the cover aside and slid into a seat, finding himself staring into the two largest blue saucer-eyes he’d ever seen.  They blinked slowly, and he rubbed his eyes, fighting to break their gaze.  Like a Cheshire cat in reverse, she appeared from behind them, filling out the space between and around her stare. Early twenties, blonde, decked in black, and quite possibly the most stunningly attractive individual he’d ever laid eyes on.  Not so much beautiful as attractive - the way gravity attracts meteors and blue lights attract flies.  Stunningly the way impact or electrocution stuns.  This was not good. 


“Mnsr. l’americain?”


“...”


“Dashiell?”


A nod.  He’d managed a nod.  Suddenly struck by the inanity of his behavior, he bowed his head with a rueful, blushing grin.  “Yeah.  Orthense?”


“Mais oui, who else?  You are the new friend, eh?”  And then the orbs were fixed on him again.  He’d always felt uncomfortable as the target of stares; people who looked straight at him during conversation had a peculiar way, all their own, of making him nervous.  He blushed further with the insinuations of that comment, shaking his head no.


“No, I mean... yes, but...”  That’s it, he thought, stammer.  Dazzle her with your Porky Pig impression.  Rico fucking Suave.  “I've only known Marc a week.”


She nodded, blond ringlets tumbling in waves with the motion.  Dashiell felt muscles tense, felt a palpable blow of pain knot in his gut.  He could taste his desire and loneliness, and would have, had he thought of it, sworn by his ability to count the atoms separating their lips in that moment.  To say he was new to courtship and bar room banter would be overstating his experience.  Dashiell was not merely a generously sized adolescent, he was also one who'd come of age alone in front of a keyboard.  His reaction to Orthense, then, is understandable.


“A week?  That is not so very long, and already you follow him n’importe-ou?”



He raised a hand, hiding his eyes behind his palm as he tugged the seams of his hat into place.  Cigarette.  A clove will help.  Cloves are cool. Fumbling awkwardly through his pockets, Dashiell shrugged to her, deliberately keeping his gaze on the table.  


“He works for Victor... I... You know.  Don’t have a choice.”


Avoid her eyes, Dash.  Just don’t look into them.  She’s a basilisk.  A siren.  A whole lot of fucking trouble.  His attention locked on the burning tip of his black papered cigarette, Dashiell never noticed the hand’s approach, and flinched back as, chuckling, the girl reached out to pat him on the back of his.


“One has always a choice.”


A shrug, a nod, as if the rolling of his shoulders could wriggle the lingering tingles of the touch off of his skin as a duck shaking water from its feathers.  Opening his mouth to speak, regardless of the absolute absence of any thought that might even share a zip code with rationality within his skull, Dashiell finished by blinking and breaking a broad grin or relief.  Nick had returned, with drinks.


“Orthense!  Hey, honey.  What’s the haps?”  Sweeping in with a cocky grin, Victor Vertuilt's apprentice leaned in to plant a peck on each of her turned cheeks, carelessly slid the drinks across the table, and hurled himself into a seat. 

“I see you’ve met Dash."  Nick wapped an arm around Dashiell's shoulder.  "He’s a good kid.  You back down now, hmm?”


A throaty chuckle from the girl, a nonchalant shrug, and she leaned back to light her own cigarette.  Three gold rings on the blue of the filter.  Dash figured it for a custom brand.  


“Dash, Orthense here is a friend.  Aren’t you, Orthense?”


She looked away, and as her eyes wandered lazily over the curtain, Dashiell felt his cognition returning.  He looked at Nick.  


“So, like...  What’s the story?  You gonna find Abdullah?” 


A laugh from the girl, as she turned to favor Nick with her stare.  Nick, unsurprisingly, seemed unaffected by it.   

“Abdullah?"  She smiled.  "Have the little birds lost their nests?”  


Nick flashed a momentary glance of annoyance towards Dashiell.  “It’s nothing.  Minor detail.  Look, we’re here to talk to Ty-Ty.  You know where he’s at tonight?”


“Mais oui.  Of course I do.  He’s drugged into a stupor at the heart of some party full of people half his age.” 


Nick massaged the bridge of his nose, rolling a wrist at her.  “Right.  I knew that much.  You have anything specific to go on?”


“Well, Mister Caine.  Because I like you and your little friends so much, yes.  I happen to know where he is holding court tonight.  I might even be persuaded to point you in the direction of a young man looking to unload two invitations.”


Dash's outburst of relief was preempted by a sharp step on his foot.  Hiding the aborted speech behind a cough, he turned to watch Nick slowly nod and ask “...right.  And payment?”


“Coin of the realm, cherie.  Gossip.  Secrets.  Stories.”  She let her cigarette fall into the last of the champagne, and steepled her fingertips, looking at Nick.  With a slow and sure grin, Nick nodded, leaning back in his chair and spreading his hands.  


“Not a problem.  You ask, I’ll answer.  Anything under the stars.”  His smile and posture invited a return from her.  And, huntress closing in on the prey, she complied.  She leaned over the table, pursing her lips, then aimed two slender fingers at Dashiell.


“Him.  What is his secret?  What brings him to our little Casablanca, in the company of Nick Caine, seeking an audience with the old man?”  She sniffed, turning her gaze from Dashiell to Nick.  “Why is he a pilgrim?”

Nick turned and flashed a grin at her, his face lighting up as he looked at Dash.  Winching, Dashiell gave the 'I'll play along' nod, and Nick wove his fingers together, inverted his hands as he cracked his knuckles, and began.  

"Dash?  I busted him out of seminary, told him he'd never make it as a Jesuit unless he had something to repent.  Bastard's unrepentant, though.  Happy studying to be a monk, just as happy running around on a debaucher's guide to world travel."


Dashiell just shrugged, laughing and looking away to hide his blush, hoping she'd take it for flattery, not jealousy.


Orthense seemed to like him more after this .  Her detatchment suddenly missing, she was there - leaning in, eyes wide, grinning and pointing at him.  Dashiell couldn't take it anymore. Playing it cool would never work. Dashiell gestured at his beer.  "Fuck this.  Nick, let's do shots."


Nick laughed, nodding with a sidelong grin to Orthense, and raised his arm, waving out past the tapestry to a girl barely Dashiell's age.  He says something lost under the music, and motions around the table.  She is back in literally twelve seconds with a bottle of Sauza, a bucket of limes, and a treblet of shot glasses.  


Dashiell's memories got blurry then, just as they were supposed to.  Remembers being funny, doing shots, being funny, spilling shots, Marc returning, gloomy with bad news.  More shots, having trouble speaking, Nick talking with some Kazikhsani girls, Dashiell dancing.  Then Nick's hands on his shoulders, Nick leaning down to shout something.  "...Man!"  

"What?"  Dashiell, shouting back, wants to get back to dancing.  He's impressing Orthense.  

"A Man!  Orthense is a Man, Dash!"

Thus end Dashiell's recollections.  


When he woke up, Dashiell was still clothed.  He found his hat in a swarm of feminine clothes encircling the bed.  He flipped the pillow over when he noticed that he'd drooled on it and sat for a while in silence.  This was his first real hangover.  Eventually, the voices from the other room drew him out.


Marc, when the fourteen year old appeared in the doorway with a rueful wince, did not laugh.  Rather, he gestured to the coffeepot in the corner, and then looked back to Orthense.  Even though she was done up, hair ringleted, make up perfect, and just as beautiful as the night before, her draw was gone.  Sober, Dashiell caught masculinity in flashes from her.  He sat down wordlessly, watching the backs of her hands as she folded a torn section of baguette around a piece of dark chocolate and set it in front of him.


"Two months," she said, responding to Marc.


"That soon?"  Marc leaned back, tilting his head to one side.  The two of them, Marc and Orthense, were studiously avoiding paying any attention to Dashiell.  If he'd realized it, he would have been grateful.  As it was, the boy was engrossed between his coffee and the chocolate bread breakfast he'd never tried before.


"Yeah, you're supposed to live in your new role before they'll do the op."


Marc nodded and scratched at his stubble.  "Gotta be expensive, right?"


"My girlfriend's rich."  Orthense, face downcast, turned her eyes up suddenly with a sly grin.


"Your what?"  Dashiell asked around a mouthful of sandwich.


"I'm a lesbian."


Dashiell laughed until Orthense did, and when Nick returned from the Kazikhstani apartment he'd spent the night at, he found Dashiell and Orthense smoking one hitters of white widow and singing Moon River along with Audrey Hepburn at the top of their lungs.  Marc, predictably, had absented himself again, murmuring something about a gravesite that had subdued Orthense's smile for a moment.
(...where we left them)

"Her name is Elodie."  Nick answered.

"She... she's an old friend."  Marc added.

"She lives in Paris," Nick said.  "In the 11th.  We'll take a train and be there by morning."  And he walked off, back towards the brothel with the luggage.  Marc, frowning at his shoes, trailed after and Dashiell hurried to keep up.
August 20th, 1 AM

The Thalys bullet train took five hours to trace a trajectory from Amsterdam to Paris , by way of Rotterdam, Antwerp, and Brussels. On the train, Marc was watching his reflection in the window, and wondering where they all were headed.  Dashiell took his headphones off and paused his game of Quake to ask Nick, "So... this Elodie chick.  What's her deal?"

"She's an old friend of Marc's.  One of us.  Used to live with Matt.  Haven't heard from her since Matt got nabbed down in Juarez."

"How'd you meet her?"

"Through Marc."

"Marc?"

Marc didn't turn from the window.  "It's a long story, Dash."

Dashiell's urgent silence seemed to speak volumes on their current state of transit, stuck together in a train car with nothing else to do.

"Fine.  So, me and Matt and I were out, looking for drugs.  We're crossing Washington Square, when we hear this chick.  Foreign and speaking English and she's mentioning not just Eleanor’s and Tropicana, which everybody knows anyway, right?  But Bag in a Bag, Little Prince and Raw Dog.  She's talking about all the Bodegas and all the brands of heroin in the East Village.  And we walk over, and we realize she's a fucking tour guide."

Marc, staring away still, smiled and nodded without turning his head.  "Yeah.  Elodie was cute, and Georgian, and there's a whole gaggle of giggling Swedish girls with her.  So, eternal gentlemen that we were, me and Nick trailed north after them, and tried our best to blend.  We pointed and oohied, stared up an awful lot, you know.  Acted like tourists. It's kind of fun being a tourist in your own town.  I recommend it."

Marc laughed.  "Yeah, that was fun.  She made us, of course, for ringers.  It probably either had to do with the fact that the Smoke-Smokes left us alone, or with the fact that we didn't have cameras.  She didn’t seem to want to interrupt the tour, though, so she just gives us these dirty looks, and we all go down Saint Marks.  We wait while the group photographs drag queen waitresses, and squatter punks, and all the rest.  Next thing you know, we're on Avenue D in the middle of the day, copping with three dozen tourists."  Marc nodded solemnly, turning to grin at Nick.  "Christ.  Cool as we thought we were, man.  Elodie’s balls put us both to shame."

Nick frowned with a shrug and Marc continued.  "So, yeah - there we are and Elodie's taking the kids to cop.   I recognized the cat at the door.  Kid Sinister, crazy little gang banger, with silver-capped teeth and custom long fangs."  

"Cameras are flashing and clicking and, two by two, the tourists stepped forwards and paid, like, quadruple price for real, meaningful souvenirs of New York.  Not the kind of statue of liberty shit you can find in every airport from Topeka to Minsk."

Marc leaned forwards, grinning.  "Elodie, meanwhile, took this opportunity to approach us. “It is obvious you are not from the flicks," she says,  "Must you really incrust on our purchasing?”  She talked like that.  Swear to god, I still remember.  It's 'cause she'd been living in Paris."

"But Matt never spoke french, and he's just dumbfounded.  Latin and Greek the boy gets, but parlays francays or spreackensees doytsh, and he’s lost.  Ah, well, I says to myself.  He’ll just have to settle for a second-prize Swede.  So I turn to her and I say, “I love this tour."  It’s always good to open with a complement.  You know.  Nice shoes, wanna fuck?  So I ask, “Do you cover other cities?”


“You cannot be here." She said.  "Break yourself, or I shall summon the Child Sinister, or worse.”  Now, you gotta understand.  French transliteration into English has never failed to weaken my knees.  So I make like I'm agreeing, and Marc's elbowing me in the ribs, so it comes out all, “We won’t leave... without your phone number.”  

Marc pitched his voice into a falsetto French accent and quoted, “I don’t have a phone.  I’m living at the Socapido.  You know it, yes?”

"Socapido.  Ssocapidoo.  Ssocapi Deux.  Picasso two."  Marc nodded as he reeled off the transformations.  "The French, who still use fucking Pig Latin as barrio slang, they love this shit.  So, the Ssocapi 's this art-squat in Paris, seven floors of painters and punk-rockers.  Named 'cause of its location - it's across from the entrance to the Picasso museum, in the Marais.  Right near where we're going."

"But anyway," Marc continued, "Given that the Ssocapi is a squat in Paris, what's an annex doing in New York, and where is it?"

"It took twenty seconds," Marc said,  "for this to go through my mind.  Then I go, “Bien sure que yeah, I know it.” And she says, “My name is Elodie.  Meet me at five, and you may buy me dinner.  Now go.”

"And so we went.  Back west up Charlie Parker, we looked for our shaman.  Mysterious Parisian art squat somewhere in Manhattan?  Two hours to find it?  Preston, of course, was the answer we were looking for."

Nick grinned as Marc continued.  "Preston the prestidigitator, that's what he called himself, and he was the infallible guide to anything and everything from Wall St. to 10th.  We found him on the grass at Tompkin’s Square Park.  Middle of December, everyone else is in peacoats and scarves, and Preston’s got his shirt unbuttoned past his nipples.  Typical.  Leather pants, a blousy white shirt, and an acoustic guitar.  He looked more Algerian than Androgynous those days.  He was holding court over a tattered blanket, two young NYU kids watching the joint he was waving.  Preston, he tells us Ssocapido's the newest spot.  Kent St. in Williamsburg, near where that speakeasy used to be, that sold the coke."

  
"Kokie's Place."  Nick interjected.

  
"Right.  So we stand, we shake hands with Preston, bum him out one last smoke, and we walk off to find a bathroom."  Marc looked up at Nick.  "You ever see him again?"

Nick shook his head no.  "Nobody did.  None of us ever saw Preston after that day."

Dashiell waited for a few seconds, then frowned when it seemed the story was over.  "Wait.  What then?"

"Then?  Then the usual things happened.  Dinner, drinks, went to her place, fooled around... normal stuff."  Marc shrugged, grinned after a squint at Dashiell.  "Well, normal to some of us anyway."

Marc interrupted Dash's protest.  "No, seriously," he said, "we went out for dinner, we went to a party - Elodie knew Ty-Ty, she's the one who introduced us.  Elodie and I ducked out early, and Nick..."

"I stayed at the party, ended up at this rooftop barbeque brunch in Long Island City.  It's where I met what's her name."

"The children's book one?"  Marc blinked with the effort of recollection.

Nick shook his head no.  "No.  She was before, back when we were going to those Brooklyn parties."

"Rubulad."

"Yeah, those.  No, the one on the rooftop was the sculptor."

"Oh.  Right, yeah.  I liked her.  What happened, again?"

"I don't know.  Same thing that always happens.  Whatever."

"Anyway.  So, in the morning, I'm in Elodie's bed, and she just rolls over - we're on a mattress on the floor - and she opens up this laptop and starts typing.  Says she needs to reset encryption schemes for her research.  She was trying to map the web, figue out what kind of space it existed in."

Dashiell nodded slowly, trying to picture this.  His fingers traced links in the air as his lips, unconsciously, spelled out HTML tags.

"Hyperbolic," Nick said.  "She was constructing an n-dimensional hyperbolic manifold, to demonstrate the geometry of the world wide web.  Dash, here."  Nick segued abruptly, handing Dashiell a folded note, the bright monopoly colors of the Euro paled by the fluorescents of the train cabin.  "GO to the bar car, get usa couple of Kronenburg 25's."

Dashiell grinned.  Buying beer was stil new to him.  He tucked the money into one of his myriad pockets as he stood and slid the door to their compartment open.  When the door had snapped shut behind him, Nick leaned forwards as though propelled by the same spring and fixed Marc in his stare.

"Okay, Marc.  No bullshit.  What do you remember?"

Marc had expected this, had recognized the beer run for what it was, and had pulled his knees to his chest, hugging his shins in preparation.  He closed his eyes.  

"Last I remember was the hospital.  The... the party before it, when El and Dave were together, when Phil Oded.  We took her to the hospital.  Then... then, afterwards..." Marc chewed his lip, rocking with the motion of his rhythmic nod.  "Then afterwards we were in a car.  You were up North.  It was me and Dave, El and Matt.  We stoppd at a Sev's.  We were going to the hippy house."  Marc paused and opened his eyes to look at Nick, who was lying across his seat with one hand behind his head, watching his cigarette paint the ceiling with smoke.  "I've been there before.  The girl - Julie - she didn't have dreds back then."

Nick nodded in silence.  Marc went on.

"At Sev's, I saw five of us on the security monitor.  Fifth had a hood on.  Then the clek, he stares me down.  Tells me he'd gonna fuck me but good.  The rest, they're in the car.  I look outside at them, when I look back, the clerk's making change.  Got in the car, headcount.  Four of us.  Pull out.  Dave's driving.  I'm shotgun.  El and Matt are in the back."

Marc ran his hands back through his hair, shuddering as a sibilant sigh became an expletive.  "Fuck, Nick.  You know what's next."  His voice lost emotion and accelerated, as he tried to rattle off the last of the events, the known facts, without dwelling too much on their weight.

"Delivery truck, 18 wheeler for Guaranteed Overnight sideswipes up.  We jump the divider, broadside an acura that tried to stop.  Flip over it.  It's two AM.  Highway's deserted.  Everything's quiet.  I thought I was deaf.  The sound inside a car wreck, there's nothing that sounds like that.  Dave, he's holding something in his hands.  Someone's laughing.  I look.  He's got his eye on a piece of the windshield, and it's filling up with his blood.  Matt gets out the back, pulls El with him.  Dave, he looks at me and smiles.  He grins.  Then he says "Fucked but proper," he says and he points.  Ahead of us.  Oncoming truck, around the corner, just waw us, not gonna stop in time.  I get out, fall away from the car.  That sound again.  The truck, it takes the car with it, it's this cloud, a whole sun of sparks and when it stops, it's a quarter mile from me.  I'm on the grass.  It's only raining a little now.  I sit up.  El and Matt are across the highway, sitting on the Median.  Sirens, lights, cops showing up.  Then a car stops.  Matt looks at me and he shrugs and they get in, and I didn't see him again 'till yesterday."

"And Elodie?"  Nick asked, without sitting up or turning his head.  "See her?"

"No.  Neither of them."

The door slid open again.  Dashiell stood there, a precarious cardboard tray of beer and sandwiches balanced between the diminutive coke bottles in his hands.  He grinned triumphantly and sat beside Marc, who looked back from the ceiling to accept a 25cl bottle of Kronenburg.  Popping it open with his lighter, he shrugged to Nick.

"This was all after Prague.  I figured it's our - my - fault."

Dash looked up from his studied efforts to pour his beer into a plastic cup while the train shuddered with its deceleration into Antwerp.  "What's your fault?"

"Nothing," Nick said.  "Nothing that can't be set right."

Gaston Phillips
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