id she hoped he
hallenge it. The
his hand, a three
and laid them on
his hand he dis-
is reminded the
, gaps between
Jack and king of
slipped the dis-
nd dragged it to
either side of it.
ts won through
vorth ten points,
e ten of spades,
ten points of his
uld win fifteen,
thest amount of
 her play for his
she'd discarded.
1 her face as she
jes were on her
T and guest rise
m. Then move-
n caught her at-
1 the process of
handles to turn
the hallway, to
ranslator shook
ests left. He did
rking lot, never
, but stood with
elevision in the
st the windows
e it might have
ng at them, but
aversion to eye
. The television
theless he was
ere? Once the
1, shuffled and
e table to look.
he same direc-
y. because she
he cards in his
He was watch-
ds in his pock-
unremarkable
the translator
other, this she

XACTING CLAM

saw and would swear by later when telling the
other nurses about it; discomfited at populating
a stranger’s gaze, the translator removed hands
from pockets, wiped one downwards across his
beard and mouth, then rolling out of a slight
sway walked to the double glass doors, pushed
one open, and left. The man sitting beside her
lifted the cards again off the table, apologized.
He was sorry, he said, he was old, as if she
needed reminding, and sometimes old things
happened to him. He would drop into a daze and
not realize it. When he snapped free of it, it'd of-
ten take him a minute to remember why he was

sitting there, what he was doing. All of which was
to say he was sorry, could she remind him whose
turn was it to discard? If it was his, and the game
lasted another round, he just might have a
chance at winning. She had to think about it. It
was her turn. She was sorry to disappoint him,
but as her hand stood, she thought they might
reach another round, no problem. Not a prob-
lem, he told her. It was his first round. No expec-
tations. He hadn’t earned the right to disap-
pointment yet. Hdvidminen on oppimista. Losing
was learning. )

ALex TRetBar

Bap Sreep

hen there was a lot of money
around, Slim would turn gray, and I
would agree with him that yes, he

looked like an alien. He would abduct himself
from a nimbus of Sterno heat, probing and
probing until a kind of answer was reckoned up
from the question of his body. And when he in-
evitably came back down, he tucked himself
into that body.

Slim believed in aliens. Told me about them
during our nights in the warrens and sewers of
Portland. He became most rabid when speaking

~about the Grays. Claimed to have waylaid one in

avast and ancient waterworks under the north-
west quadrant of the city. When the Gray re-
fused to answer his questions in English, he
bashed its head in with a blackjack. To his hor-
ror, wires and sheafs of motherboard spilled
out. “That explained everything,” Slim said
darkly.

Slim believed in a scientific spirit, thought
himself a ghost when his sores wept ectoplasm,
an android when he survived a three-story fall.
When he spoke he spoke twice. There was an
undervoice, an astral body pitched many base-
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ments below. When I listened I listened twice,
and I heard myself listening.

His stories moved into my mind, shared rent
with the bad speed going around that summer.
Ghosts became synonymous with aliens. Death
became synonymous with a life distant and sus-
pected but yet unproven. Deep in Washington
Park one night, I encountered a woman with a
robe of chainmail and bramble. We were travel-
ing in opposite directions, and I stepped aside
to make room for her on the narrow path. Her
staff was a wonder of mechanical ingenuity. I
thought about going to rehab.

But there was so much money around, and I
was enjoying the stories—mine and Slim’s. In
most corners of this empire, people flock to
money when they smell it. That was not the case
with those around us. Friends stayed away
when Slim and I had money. Money rode us
into the sunset. Rode us through hell and
holler. At dawn we loaded black powder into six
shooters. We aimed them at our necks and sang
for joy.
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