Preface

Had you asked anyone who knew of him, they would have told you that the day Johnny Hellebore's life began to unravel was surely the day shortly after his thirteenth birthday, when he came
home to find police cars in his driveway and his father in handcuffs. His mother was hysterical, flailing and beating at the arms of the uniformed men leading her husband away, as other

men and women tried vainly to restrain her. The man with his hand on Johnny's father's shoulder was a large man, a man with a stony, impassive face, and he took no notice of the
madwoman thumping his back with her fists. He did not smile, or frown, or speak: he just moved the sad little man with the goatee that Johnny occasionally referred to as "Dad" down the
driveway to a waiting cruiser. Johnny remembered thinking that the cop should have a moustache. He wasn't sure why; just seemed like that big face needed one. He never found out that
policeman's name, but he never forgot his face ... even long after his father's own face was fuzzy in his memories.

But perhaps you won't think it so unusual to imagine Johnny forgetting what his father looked like if I tell you that Johnny rarely saw the man, even before the police came and took him away
for bank fraud. Johnny's family was very well-off (although not, as it turned out, honestly so), and his father worked, and his mother drank. Occasionally, if they were feeling particularly
saucy, his father would go on business trips and his mother would take designer drugs instead. But these were minor deviations.

Johnny, like many children of the obscenely rich, was raised by a nanny, a dark-skinned woman named Amiira. He remembered her as kind, intelligent, observant; deferential to his parents,
as a good servant should be; but stern with him, strict yet loving, as a good parent should be. Anyone who actually knew him would have said that Johnny's life actually began unraveling
the day that Amiira disappeared ... or would have said, if there had been anyone left who truly knew him.

So on that day when Johnny came home to find his comfortable if strangely detached life in shambles in his driveway, that day when his mother would not stop crying and screaming, or even
look at him, that day when the servants stared at the ground and shuffled their feet in uncertainty or fear and slowly stepped aside whenever he or his mother came near, already distancing
themselves from the people that they innately sensed were no longer their employers, on that particular day when Johnny should have been in despair over the crumbling of his family's
fortune, he felt little. He felt no surprise, really, because his father had never been honest with him, so why should he have been honest with his business partners? He certainly felt no
sympathy for the woman with the red-rimmed eyes who had given birth to him: he knew that she cried not for the loss of her husband, but for the loss of her income, and possibly for the
loss of her sanity, if she were thinking clearly enough to recognize it. Which, in retrospect, she probably wasn't.

And so Johnny Hellebore, barely 13, pale and slight, with his watery blue eyes that sometimes appeared green, depending on what he was wearing ("cat's eyes," Amiira had called them),
slightly tall for his age, with his thick, unruly mane of raven black hair, left the chaos in his driveway and went upstairs to his room to gather those few of his belongings which he felt were
precious, because he knew that he might have to leave soon. And, as it turned out, he was right.

The streets of Washington DC, like the streets of any large city in the United States, are filled with those people who live in the margins of society. They are commonly referred to as
"homeless," as if a such a simple label can encompass all the myriad reasons why people choose to--or do so without choosing--live without a permanent address, sleeping in shelters or on
park benches or in subway stations, or on the trains themselves, moving from place to place seemingly without purpose. Some have left mental institutions, or been kicked out due to lack of
funding, and some have lost their jobs and then their homes when they could no longer afford their rent, and some are criminals, moving from petty theft to petty theft around the city, and
some are disabled veterans down on their luck, and some are veterans who are not so much disabled as changed by their experiences in such a fundamental way as to preclude holding down
a normal job, and some are people whose fondness for addictive substances has gotten the better of them, and some are people who have grown disgusted with the consumerism that
surrounds them and have just quietly dropped out of the rat race in protest. And at least one was born to a life of privilege that ended abruptly in an affluent suburban Maryland driveway.

In the Metro

Johnny recognized the smiling young man coming towards him immediately: not as a specific individual, but as a general type. He was what Jimmy the Squid would call a CCF--a crazy
Christian fuck. Not that all Christians were CCFs, of course: only a very small minority qualified. Johnny could not have said what tipped him off to this; there was something in the beatific
smile, a certain way of walking, an intense light behind the eyes ... something that warned Johnny of impending conversion.

Johnny was minding his own business, scrounging for change. He had his super-size McDonald's cup (very durable, those), his sign proclaiming "Lost Our House," a fantastic spot at the
bottom of the escalator at the Smithsonian station, and his "mother," which part today would be played by crazy old Jane Sarin, who was commonly known as Dotty, for obvious reasons.
Dotty was a favorite mother for the street urchins because she was crazy in a very quiet and pleasant way, and she generally stayed where you put her. Plus she wasn't so old as to strain



credulity, which was important to maintain the illusion for the audience.

Different people on the streets had different attitudes about panhandling. For many it was just de rigueur. For others, it was disdained: Johnny knew many who wouldn't accept coins even
when they were offered without solicitation. Even among those who did it, there were vastly different philosophies on how to go about it. There were a few who believed in being
confrontational, some who believed in saying "God bless you" rather than "thank you," some who believed it should be approached like a con: you didn't just sit off to the side begging, you
went up to people, started talking, let them know how down on your luck you'd been recently, make it personal, and the money would come. This latter method required a much larger time
investment, of course, but then the payoff was much bigger (when it paid off at all). Johnny, though, was a fellow who believed in the basics: get a nice heart-wrenching sign, a big cup for
loose change, plant yourself at a busy intersection looking pitiful, and the people would pay not to have to look at you. It was satisfyingly transactional: you offered a service (quilt
alleviation), and a compelling pitch (all it takes is your pocket change!), and you dealt in quantity to offset the small margins.

Had it been a social worker coming, Johnny would have disappeared into the crowd and left Dotty to take the rap (this was not quite as cold as it seemed, since Dotty was so lost in her own
world that it was essentially impossible for her to be "in trouble"), but, as it was just a CCF, he only moved in front of Dotty to intercept him before the man could get to her. While it might
be amusing to watch people batter their intellects on the breakers of Dotty's solipsism, it was inevitable that the upstanding citizen would want to find someone to "help" her, which meant
having her locked up somewhere long enough for the guy to lose interest so that whichever agency had her could cut her loose. Which, again, was irrelevant from Dotty's perspective (since
she had absolutely no clue where she was at any given moment, she could care less if she was "locked up"; she probably never even noticed), but it meant depriving dozens of street kids of
a perfectly usable mother, which could easily mean tough days on the streets for Johnny until he was forgiven. If he had to, he'd take off, but one CCF he figured he could handle.

The soft but spooky light in the man's eyes shifted easily from the "mother"” to the "child." "Hello, my son," he said to Johnny. "What's your name?"

"Johnny." Johnny kept his eyes lowered: while there were some creatures you needed to look in the eye if you didn't want to invite pursuit, in general it was smart to avoid a direct challenge
with an unfamiliar beast.

"Johnny what?" the man continued. His voice was soft, but Johnny couldn't help but believe there was something underneath, and it scared him a little.
Being among those street people who had no fear of being "identified," Johnny nearly always used his actual last name. "Johnny Hellebore," he replied.
"Hellebore?" The crazy light faded a bit, and the man sounded puzzled. "That's a weird name."

A bit surprised, Johnny looked up at the man's face. His eyes were narrowed slightly. Was there suspicion in his expression? Perhaps the fact that Johnny's last name contained the syllable
"Hell" offended his religious sensibilities. Johnny swallowed a snort.

"It's a flower. Also called a Christmas rose." See, Johnny could play the game. Get Christmas into it, and then we can have a nice chat about Jesus and how he's my personal savior and
yes, I have accepted him into my heart and been born again and Praise Jesus! and all that and then I can get back to my cup and you can go find someone else to save.

The man still looked suspicious. "A flower, eh? Well, I never heard of a name like that." This latter was stated almost as a challenge. Johnny snuck another glance at the man's face; no
real danger yet. He opened his mouth to reply, but then realized that there was no safe reply to this. He tried out a cock-eyed grin and a shrug.

The man gave an exasperated sigh, but faintly: clearly he hadn't really been expecting Johnny to rise to this bait. Hoping, perhaps, but not expecting. "Well, son, I need to speak to your
mother for a moment." He made as if to push past Johnny.

Johnny shifted his weight to the other foot, which just so happened to put him even more in the man's way. Ever so carefully now, he thought. "Yes, sir, of course, sir. My mother's name is
Jane." The man loooked confused at this; obviously he had moved past "what's your name" and was well onto "if you don't want to burn in the eternal fires of Hell." Johnny continued on
innocently, still not looking the man directly in the eye. "She and I came up from North Carolina after our house burned down in a fire." He considered putting a little Carolinian accent in
there for good measure ("fire" could easily become "fahr"), but decided it was too late for that. "A lot of the town burned up as well; our church got burned up too, you see, and our pastor,
Pastor Frank, he was so busy trying to help everyone that we decided that we needed to get out from underfoot, you know? and so we prayed on it, and then Momma said that God had
showed her what to do and that we needed to come up north to visit her cousin"--Johnny dared to take a little breath at this point, because he could see he had hooked the man
solid--"because cousin Edna, she always been a God-fearin' woman, and she don't have much money, but Momma said that don't matter, on account of the Lord will provide, you know sir?
and we got most of the way there (cousin Edna's up in western Pennsylvania, which I reckon is not too much further) and then the car broke down, and those Godless mechanics" (Johnny
nearly gave the Godless mechanics a racial epithet, but he couldn't quite tell what this man's flavor of prejudice might be, and he didn't want to risk it) "they want more'n the car's worth,
even, for us to get it back, so we're down here praying right now, hoping the Lord Jesus will show us the way again, and, sir, I just know He will, '‘cause seek ye first the kingdom of God, and



His righteousness, and all things shall be given unto you and take no thought for the morrow, for the morrow shall take care of itself, am I right sir?" The man blinked in surprise; Johnny
knew he'd mangled the verse a bit, but apparently not enough to make it unrecognizable. "Yes, sir, I know you understand what I'm saying, and my momma is prayin' on it right now, you
see sir?" Johnny gestured vaguely behind him and hoped Dotty was staring vacantly at the ceiling--it was a fair chance she would be--and apparently the man bought it, from the look in his
eyes when he glanced at her. "So if you wouldn't mind sir, just kneeling down here with me to pray with us ..." Johnny dropped to his knees, put his hand on the man's arm, and started
tugging at his sleeve. The man looked alarmed now: apparently his plans to save some souls in the subway today did not include getting his pants dirty.

"No, I ... son, I'm going to take your message of need back to my own congregation now, and put the mighty power of prayer to work for you and your mother, with many more devout souls
than we could muster here in this place."

Johnny tried to put the same feverish light in his own eyes that he'd seen in the man when he first started coming this way; Johnny doubted he was a good enough actor to equal the task,
but the man's own light had dimmed a bit, so perhaps it was sufficient. "Would you sir? Truly you are blessed of the Lord." Johnny made sure to give "blessed" two syllables. "I thank
Jesus for working through your vessel."

"Yes, son, of course, my pleasure ..." The man wasn't really making much sense by this point, but he was walking steadily backwards, so it didn't much matter. Johnny stayed on his knees
with his hands clasped together in front of him until the man turned the corner, then he got up, rubbing his knees where he'd cracked them on the stone floor of the station.

"Very nicely done," said a small voice from behind him. "Although your mastery of Matthew 6:33-34 needs a bit of polishing. I assume that was the King James version you were trying to
quote?"

Johnny didn't need to turn around. "Hey, Larissa," he said, dusting off his ragged jeans. "How's it going?"

Larissa

Larissa was the one person Johnny might have called a friend. Most of the social workers just called her "Alice," probably because her stringy blonde hair and wide eyes, combined with a
deep innocence and a tendency to verbally wander into odd locations--she never babbled, precisely, she just made you feel you weren't following the conversation she was having at the
moment--all called to mind a connection with Lewis Carroll's young heroine. She seemed the right age too: she was probably somewhere between eight and ten when Johnny first met her,
shortly after he arrived on the streets--must be two or three years ago by now--so she was probably somewhere in the general neighborhood of twelve. Her eyes were faraway most of the
time, as you might imagine Alice's would have been as she sat on that bank, making daisy chains, just before the white rabbit came along and caught her attention. And when her eyes
would suddenly sharpen, you felt that she had just noticed the pocket watch that you were completely oblivious to.

Of course, the social workers called her Alice mainly because they had no idea that her real name was Larissa. Very few of the street people knew it--Johnny could probably count on one
hand the ones he was allowed to use that name in front of. When most people asked her her name, she either stared blankly, or answered a completely different question, such as "The
largest city in 2,000 BC was Ur, in Chaldea, although of course it was part of Sumeria at that time. That was where King Amar-Sin tried to build the Tower of Babel, while Mentuhotep II was
reuniting the Middle Kingdom and the Minotaur roamed Crete." Then she would generally stop and look expectantly at the person who had asked, as if she fully expected them to continue
this discussion of bronze age history. Occasionally someone would be foolish enough to persist in asking for her name; this inevitably produced ever more byzantine and nonsensical
answers, delivered in a tone that suggested that the other person might be a little thick, such as "Well, obviously 3.86 times 10 to the 33rd ergs per second at an intensity of 1,370 watts
per square meter results in a distance of a little over 93 million miles before it drops below the hearing threshold, so the distance is within physical parameters, but obviously your gquestion
depends on just how loud the sun can scream, which is a completely unknowable factor." The coolest thing about this, from Johnny's perspective, was that she could keep it up far longer
than the patience of any known social worker or religious volunteer could possibly last. The person who held the record (and the stories of it were legendary among the street denizens) was
a psychiatrist, or psychologist--who could tell the difference?--who traded obscure knowledge with "Alice" for nearly two hours before he finally admitted defeat. Larissa, of course, had
looked like she was ready to go all night.

That was one of the nice things about not having a job or a home or a family, in Johnny's opinion: you were never in a hurry to finish anything. You could always take your time and do it
right. Larissa seemed to share this view, particularly when it came to discussions of arcane trivia.

He had met her on his first visit to the 9th Street Shelter, one of the few places where it was safe to appear without having to rope in someone like Dotty to pose as a parent: trying to sleep
at many of the local shelters would get you picked up by social services and shipped off to an orphanage or foster home somewhere. Which was annoying, as then you had to expend all that
energy to get out again. So he had heard about this shelter where there were no questions asked, and he had cautiously checked it out. He found several people his age, and younger even,



so it seemed it was indeed safe. The folks who ran it were friendly in an absent sort of way: they had been doing it so long, Johnny figured, that they had realized the futility of trying to get
to know anyone. They were obligated by law, of course, to report unaccompanied children on the streets, but they barely looked at their clientele, so you could skate by if you were quiet and
seemed to know what you were doing and where you were going. The 15-year-olds could pose as 18, even if no one really believed that, but when you were 9, or however young that
stringy-haired blonde waif in the corner talking to Whiskey Sally was, you just had to look like your mom was "over there" somewhere.

Larissa had been sitting on a cot staring into space when he came to claim his own tiny bed. "You're Johnny," she pronounced decisively. He stared at her for a second, but then he realized
that of course Whiskey Sally knew everyone on the streets, and certainly knew him. Obviously Sally had told her who he was, that was all.

"Yeah, I'm Johnny," he answered cautiously. In Johnny's situation, you did nearly everything cautiously, if you wanted to survive.

The little blonde girl lowered her voice conspiratorially. "I'm Larissa," she whispered. "But you mustn't tell anyone."

A brief pause. "Unless they already know, of course," she added. "Standard non-disclosure contractual rules apply."

And that was how he met Larissa. In all the time afterwards, Johnny never knew her to reveal her name to anyone else on first meeting them, and he eventually came to feel sort of honored
by it. She was such a strange little girl that it was difficult to feel affectionate towards her, exactly, but Johnny did begin to feel protective towards her. It would have been too simplistic to
imagine that he thought of her as the little sister he never had, but they looked out for each other, and that was something.

To the Surface

And so it was that when Johnny heard a young girl's voice criticizing his recall of bible verses, he had no need to turn around. "Yeah, I was close enough, though, right? I think I could have
pulled him in even better if I could have figured out what sort of ethnic group to pin on my 'mechanics.'" He turned and saw her clear hazel eyes staring intently at the corner around which
the CCF had disappeared.

"Hispanics," she pronounced decisively.

"Oh, yeah?" he asked, a bit crestfallen. "I was so sure it would be black guys." There was no need to question whether she was right in her assessment. Larissa was always right. "Waell,
good thing I didn't try it then." He sighed. "But, still," he said, brightening a bit and smiling slightly at her, "it worked out, right?"

She arched an eyebrow at him. "If you hadn't gotten on your knees, it would have gotten ugly. That was somewhat inspired."

This was what passed for a glowing compliment from Larissa. "Hey, thanks, man," Johnny shot back. "Want to give me a hand with Dotty? I think it might be time to move along, if you
know what I mean."

Larissa turned her gaze back on Johnny. "Oh, undoubtedly." She unfolded her arms and stepped over to Dotty. Taking each of her hands in one of her own, the small, thin figure bent to
whisper in the older woman's ear. Johnny collected the sign and the cup--he was pleased to see that the money had continued to come in while he had been distracted--and scanned the
edges of the crowd, looking for cops, transit or otherwise. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Dotty swing her head around slightly, and he thought he heard Larissa murmur something with
"Jane" in it. The vacant half-smile never left Dotty's face, but Johnny was sure he saw her nod slightly, then she got up and followed Larissa up the escalator. Johnny smiled to himself.
Larissa was a good person to have your back. Blending seamlessly into the crowd, he let the escalator take him up to the warm autumn sunshine of the National Mall.

7th Street Court

"Where's Sally tonight?" he asked Larissa.
"7th Street Court. Not far."

He nodded. It was indeed not far: about a mile, more or less, although with Dotty in tow it would take an hour or more. But they were in no hurry, of course. There was no job to be late



for, no home with people worrying about them, no schedule to keep at all. And tomorrow would be pretty much the same as today (Johnny thought), so no need to rush its coming.

They strolled leisurely down and across the mall, past the Smithsonian Guy (Larissa had probably told him a dozen times the name of the man whose statue stood in front of the Castle, and
what he had done that was so important other than being the first head of the Smithsonian, but all Johnny could ever remember was that the fellow had two first names and had something
to do with electromagnets, so he was always just the Smithsonian Guy to Johnny) and the gothic-style Smithsonian Institute Building, which everyone called "the Castle," Larissa guiding
Dotty along gently but firmly ("perfected the electromagnet," she said softly to Johnny as they passed the statue), and they certainly weren't moving at a speed that any sane observer would
have referred to as fast, but, considering how long it usually took Johnny to maneuver Dotty through a crowd, this was positively joyous. No question about it: Larissa was a master
Dotty-herder, a fact which Johnny had known but somehow never appreciated until today. She had taken Johnny's "Lost Our House" sign and slung it casually over her right shoulder, and her
left hand just barely rested on Dotty's right bicep. Every once in a while she would lean over to whisper a brief word, or even, Johnny noticed, simply tap a little rhythm on Dotty's arm with
her fingers, and somehow Dotty always did the right thing: smile at a passer-by, stop and stare at her feet sadly, clasp her hands together in front of her as if in prayer, or whatever the
situation called for. Johnny quickly got the hang of it; Larissa worked her magic on Dotty, Dotty worked her magic on the crowd, and Johnny was there with the cup and a soft "thank you" or
"God bless." And the whole time they moved--slowly but steadily--and there was never any time for Johnny to get caught up in any long conversations or have to invent any more
complicated stories. Larissa never spoke to the crowd: she was no good at being anyone other than Larissa when she opened her mouth, but she was quite plausible at playing mute. She
and Johnny had worked together before, and Johnny knew the drill. "No, my sister doesn't really talk. Yes, my mother takes good care of us. Thank you so much, I better go catch up with
them ..."

Past the carousel, across the scrubby grass to the sculpture garden. Larissa somehow instinctively knew who would give up the coin and who it was best to just walk on by untried. The
sunshine was warm: though Johnny always considered it fall as soon as August faded into September, it was still technically summer, and there would be many more months before you could
count on an inch or so of snow falling and paralyzing the city. So it was a beautiful day, the crowds were plentiful (must be a weekend day, Johnny thought), and they were on a very pretty,
very profitable walk to the 7th Street Court of Whiskey Sally.

Wherever Sally was, the street people would gather. Many people would bring their problems to the no-nonsense woman famous as much for her mostly iron-grey hair and black woolen
fingerless gloves as for her ubiquitous flask of Yukon Jack, and she, for the most part, would solve them. Which of course is what she was really famous for. The canonical story on the
street was that, once upon a time, Sally had been a social worker, someone whose job it was to help the homeless. Then, in an ironic twist, she herself had lost her job and her home and
ended up on the streets among the very people she sought to aid ... but still she carried on her mission as best she could. There was a lot to be skeptical of in this movie-of-the-week
premise, and Johnny was a naturally skeptical fellow (it was a basic survival skill, as far as he was concerned). Still, there were a few undeniable facts: Sally had an encyclopedic knowledge
of the denizens of the DC streets, and when you brought her a problem, she nearly always had a solution. And, every night, wherever Sally was, people gathered.

So Sally held court, and the various locations where she spent her evenings, in a pattern that was decipherable to enough of the street people to get around, but never predictable enough to
be annoying to any particular landlords or store owners, were known as the Courts. The 7th Street Court was technically in an alley off of E Street, but it was very near the corner of 7th & E,
and besides: the E Street Court was a whole different location, down in Foggy Bottom, between the Red Cross and Riverside Liquors.

So the walk was pleasant. Past the National Archives and left on 7th, across Pennsylvania, past General Hancock on his horse, down in amongst the pseudo-upscale eateries and the
bedraggled-looking clothing stores and almost to the liquor store, then a right on E. It took roughly two hours to make the walk that Johnny alone could have done in under half an hour, but
then again they made quite a bit of coin. They ducked into the alley as the sun was just starting to set behind them, in the general direction of the White House.

By next month, the 7th Street Court might be adorned with a fire in a metal trashcan, but it was still a bit warm for that now. There were just a few street people wandering around,
seemingly aimlessly. But Johnny's practiced eye could easily discern the beginnings of the evening's festivities. These were the courtiers, so to speak, some of them with legitimate
problems, but most just currying favor. In general, the early birds were the folks who were a little loopy or a little touchy; if you didn't have an excuse such as that, Whiskey Sally wouldn't
put up with you hanging around for no good reason. There was Jimmy the Squid, who was the equivalent of the royal guard. With his muscular arms and his characteristic squint, he looked
almost exactly like a real-life Popeye, but no one would ever call him that. Sally called him Jimmy the Squid and he had adopted the name, so nearly everyone else called him that as well.
Sometimes people tried out the names that Sally gave them and liked them; mostly Sally's names were just between her and the individual. For instance, Sally always called Larissa "Ellie."
Though Johnny never knew exactly why, he knew that Sally, like Johnny, knew the little girl's name, but had to keep that quiet when in earshot of others; Johnny himself often called her "L"
in such situations, and it seemed a logical enough leap from "L" to "Elle" and thence to "Ellie." But no one else ever called her that.

Dotty herself was often in this pack of hangers-on; Sally liked to keep her nearby most of the time. Said it kept her out of trouble. And, in fact, Johnny was here to deliver her back to Sally.
He and Larissa took up position on either side of Dotty and escorted her forward. Jimmy squinted at them, naturally; he needed only a corncob pipe to complete the picture. He grunted and
tilted his head back towards Sally. They moved forwards past blind old Freefall, who cheerily called out their names as they went by. "Johnny Hellebore! Dotty! and little Alice! Come on



down, children." At least Johnny assumed he meant "children," although it sounded more like "chirren." His head swayed rhythmically back and forth, his filmy eyes staring over their heads.
His heavy navy blue coat was way too big for him, as always. Johnny mumbled something respectful; Larissa actually reached up and trailed her fingertips across his stubbly chin. He smiled
at them as they passed.

Whiskey Sally herself was sitting on a wooden box, her fists planted on her knees. She examined the small group quietly and confidently. She nodded at Larissa. "Ellie." Then likewise at
Johnny. "JB."

On the one hand it made perfect sense for Sally's hame for Johnny to be JB, because Johnny's middle name did in fact start with a "B." But on the other hand, it made no sense whatsoever,
because Johnny never used his middle name. He had never told it to anyone on the streets, and, like most of the street folks, he had no ID. His birth certificate had definitely not been one
of the things he had taken with him when he left home, and he had never had any reason to get a driver's license. (If he was even old enough for a license yet ... Johnny hadn't exactly been
celebrating his birthdays lately.) So there was no piece of paper from which Sally could have divined his middle name. Theoretically the social workers had access to it, and he had been in
the foster care program a couple of times, so, if the rumors about Sally's past were true, maybe one of them had told her ... although why it would have ever come up in conversation was a
complete mystery. But Johnny had discovered two things over the past several years: there were many mysteries to life on the streets, and, when you had to worry every day about where
your next meal was coming from, those sorts of mysteries weren't that compelling.

Whiskey Sally turned to look at Dotty, and what might have been the ghost of a smile touched the corners of her mouth. "And Daisy Jane," she said, eyeing the other woman. As far as
Johnny knew, there was no "Daisy" in Dotty's real name, but that was what Sally called her. "How'd she do?" she asked Johnny.

"Fine. L helped towards the end." Johnny started counting out coins; he offered some to Larissa, but she shook her head firmly. He made two roughly equal piles on the pavement and
pushed one towards Sally. "This is her cut."

Sally scooped up the change and the few ragged bills. "Nice day's work," she said. "Nice spot?" This was the homeless version of polite chitchat; Johnny knew that Sally had absolutely no
interest in the actual answer to this question, so he just nodded. "Anything else I can do for you?"

Johnny shook his head. "No ma'am," he said. She looked over at Larissa and arched an eyebrow. The blonde waif turned up her hands, palms out, and gave the older woman a wide-eyed
stare. Sally nodded with a wry grin.

"Come on Daisy Jane," she said kindly to Dotty. Larissa stroked the woman's upper arm again and whispered something in her ear. Dotty seemed to wake up out of a trance. "My Sally!" she
said excitedly, as if she had just now spotted her. "That's right, old girl," said Sally kindly, taking her arm and leading her down further into the alley.

Johnny turned to look at Larissa. "What now?" he asked. Larissa raised her eyebrows at him. Johnny shrugged and gave her a dopey grin: not like they had any important appointments to
keep, of course. Abruptly Larissa turned her back on him and went to speak to one of the courtiers. Johnny didn't take offense at this; it was just one of those things you learned to deal
with. When Larissa had nothing further to say to you, she moved on. Johnny had quickly learned to re-evaluate his former concepts of social grace in the past few years: in his adopted
culture, there was far less emphasis on words and more on deeds. If a person on the streets could count on you, they just didn't give a shit how you talked. And Johnny knew he could count
on Larissa.

So he moved off amiably enough and spent a couple of hours catching up on street gossip. Tillman had been busted again; he had a vicious crack habit these days, and he would either kick
it or he'd end up as a John Doe on an ME's table somewhere. Parking Jimmy and Polish Peg (who was not really Polish at all, but Albanian or Czech or some other Eastern European
nationality) were having a territory dispute--Parking Jimmy said Peg had taken his sleeping spot--and both were expected to show up at some point for Sally to pronounce judgement. There
was a new old guy down on K Street and, as always, speculation abounded as to what his story was. Everyone claimed to know, but the info was always thirdhand at best. Idly, Johnny
wondered what this conversation had been like when he had first appeared on the streets. And how long had it gone on? Because the longer it took for the conversation to meander to its
natural death, the more interesting the origin (or at least the more interesting it was perceived to be). Johnny had never heard any of it, of course--that was considered gauche in street
etiquette--but he wondered if he could place the exact moment when it stopped by remembering when his status had changed from tolerated to accepted. That was generally the marker.
And yet ... the 13 years growing up in the big house in the suburbs with a maid and a chauffeur and all the latest video games--PlayStation, Nintendo 64, even a pre-release Sega
Dreamcast--were somehow clearer, despite tender age and temporal distance, than the two to four year period that he was currently engaged in living through. Indeed, the fact that Johnny
had no idea how long it had been since he fled his house, had no idea even how old he was any more, barely remembered when his birthday was, for that matter ... all those facts made it
seem like this life, with all its immediacy and danger and harsh reality, was just a strange dream, or maybe a delusion ... Perhaps Johnny had been hypnotized by a stage mentalist, and told
that he had been living on the streets of DC for three years, and he was even now making his friends laugh at someone's birthday party.

Not that Johnny had ever had many friends in those days. But he had always been invited to the birthday parties, of course, for the expensive presents he could provide. And he had nearly



always gone, especially after Amiira disappeared. Even a facade of human contact was better than no human contact at all.

By then, night was approaching, and Polish Peg had showed up, with her knee-length white socks and sturdy black shoes that were the envy of many of her peers. Footwear was always hotly
contested, of course (Johnny himself sported a pair of well-worn, low-topped combat boots that were a size or two too large), but Peg was a short, muscular woman, and no one fancied their
chances trying to take hers. Of Parking Jimmy there was no sign. Johnny was starting to get bored. He scratched idly at his chest and looked around for Larissa.

She was talking to Randall, speaking in low tones while the much older man waved his bottle du jour around animatedly. No doubt delivering statistics on the dangers of alcoholism, not that
it would do much good. Some street folk spent whatever change they could collect on liquor and considered food a strictly secondary expense, and Randall was certainly in that camp. One
day his liver would give out and he just wouldn't wake up the next morning. Johnny had seen it happen before, and had no doubts he would see it again. But tonight he was having difficulty
concentrating on the problems of the streetfolk. He wandered over to Larissa and maneuvered her away from Randall. The old man winked at him, no doubt thinking he was saving Randall
from more rhetoric. Johnny gave an ambiguous nod; he had little interest in whether Randall stopped drinking, and none at all in keeping Larissa from haranguing him; he just wanted to get
out of there. For some reason, he wanted to be alone. He just needed Larissa's company while he did it.

They made their way out of the Court, speaking politely to the others on the way out. Freefall hailed them again as they passed. "Farewell, little Alice! Farewell, Johnny Hellebore!" he
called. "Where will you be fetchin' up tonight? Wherever the wind may take ye?"

Larissa cocked her head to one side. "If a wind blows, ride it," she said calmly.

The blind man cackled. "Little Alice, full of pithy sayin's. Shock of gasp!" He flashed his gleaming white teeth at them. Johnny had no idea what "shock of gasp" was supposed to mean
literally, but he had known Freefall long enough to recognize the gently facetious surprise that the phrase represented. They moved on; Jimmy the Squid merely nodded and grunted, as
usual. Larissa twiddled her fingers at him in an odd sort of "toodle-o0" gesture.

The streetlights were well on (those that worked, anyway), and the day people were gone from the streets. It was dark, but Johnny had seen darker. The stores were still lit, although there
were not really any of those on this block of E. Down at the corner of 7th, it was busier; this wasn't a very populous part of the city, but there was a liquor store close by, and a struggling
club where DC Space used to be (DC Space was still a landmark location despite the fact that it had closed more than ten years previously). There were a few people strolling up and down
7th, but this end of E--all office buildings--was fairly deserted this time of night, which of course was why it was an ideal location for the Court.

Larissa looked at Johnny expectantly. It was almost disconcerting: it had been a couple of months now since he had seen the girl in more than passing, and yet now it was if they were still
hanging out every day. "Well," her look seemed to say, "where to now?"

Johnny was suddenly unsure of himself. Why had he needed to leave so badly? "Ummm ... maybe get some food?" Larissa shrugged. She gestured back down toward 7th; Johnny took the
hint and led the way.

There was one more alley to pass on their side of the street, and Johnny automatically glanced down it as they walked by. Pass by an alley without checking, and you could end up with bad
people at your back, and that was never smart. This one appeared to be empty except for a large animal deep in the shadows, which Johnny assumed was a dog, although a big one. Wild
dogs were not common on the streets of DC, but certainly not unknown. There was nothing unusual about this one, except for its large size, and some trick of the light that made its eyes
shine green. Even what could be seen of its fur seemed to have a greenish cast to it. As he was about to look away, the dog looked up and stared directly into him. Johnny slowed, and
then stopped as he waited for the shadowy form to slink away--most street dogs didn't want any trouble from street humans--but the dog just held its position and its gaze, pinning him to
the spot. He felt Larissa touch his arm. He turned to look into her questioning eyes and tried to come up with an explanation, but after a few stammered words he gave up and just pointed
back down the alley. Larissa looked around him, down the alley; following her gaze, he saw ...

"N- nothing, I guess," he heard himself say. Larissa cocked her head and looked up at him. Her eyes held no concern, but he knew that studying look. He smiled to alleviate any worries she
might have about his sanity. "Thought I saw something, but I guess I didn't. Let's get some chow."

Courthouse Liquors

When the little bell over the door rang, the big man in the flamboyant brown cowboy hat turned around and boomed "Hello cousin!" Then his eyes lit on Johnny and Larissa. "Oh, you damn
kids. Get on outta here." He flapped one chunky hand at them. Johnny could tell from the brightness of the man's nose that "Cuz," as he was universally known, had been availing himself



of his stock again.

Johnny spoke cautiously. "We have money, sir." The "sir" was a time-tested way to buy a little forbearance. "Just a sandwich, maybe?" The place was primarily a liquor store, of course, but
there was also a small deli in it. Primarily it was used for serving lunch, but you could often talk the proprietors into a spot of dinner, if you had the cash. Which, at the moment, Johnny did.

Cuz was in a touchy mood tonight, though. "Ain't makin' no damn sandwiches this time of night! I'm runnin' a respectable place, for respectable people, not a damn meal service for hobo
children." He picked up a small dixie cup from where he had stowed it when he'd heard the door open. Raising the cup to his flushed face, he mumbled another string of no doubt unpleasant
admonitions.

The small round woman appeared from the back room. She was dark-skinned, perhaps Native American, with thick glasses over her downcast eyes. "I'll make it for them," she said softly,
not meeting his belligerent gaze.

Cuz snorted. "Damn right, 'cause I wouldn't ... here, boy, let's see your green." Johnny walked up to the counter and presented some crumpled one dollar bills. The white-haired man held
them up to the light as if he suspected they might be counterfeit. After staring at them bleary-eyed for a bit, he tossed them at his woman (he often made it clear she was not his wife).

"Go on then, if you haveta. Damn grungy kids, with their ... you kids oughtta show some respect. I was a federal judge, you know." He moved off to restock some shelves. "Thirty years in
the ... didn't work all that time just so ... that's what I oughtta ..." Cuz trailed off as he busied himself rearranging liquor bottles.

Johnny glanced back at the man. He wore a huge, red-checkered apron over coveralls. There was a small red feather plastered to the side of the cowboy hat. Johnny turned back to the
woman making his sandwich. "Was he really a judge?" he asked curiously. She nodded without looking up. Johnny glanced back at Larissa, who was staring at the store's owner.

"Appellate judge," she pronounced critically, but not too loudly. "Never saw the inside of a courtroom." She paused. "Well, not from behind the bench, at least." Johnny thought he saw a
small smile play about the plump woman's lips, but she didn't comment.

The sandwich was finished and slid across to Johnny. "You want a soda?" the woman asked softly. Johnny nodded, and fished around in his change for some coins to cover it. The woman
accepted the silver, then, glancing at Cuz to make sure his back was still turned, slid one of the bills back to Johnny. Johnny protested silently, but she acted as if she couldn't see him.
Johnny stuffed the bill back in his pocket, smiling gratefully at her. Turning to Larissa, he offered her half the sandwich. She raised her hand and shook her head slightly. Johnny shrugged
and stuffed his face.

The bell rang again and a distinguished-looking man in a dark suit and tie came into the store. "Hello cousin!" was called out cheerily again. The man waved absently and turned to look at
the expensive wines. Johnny and Larissa took this as their cue to leave. As they quietly exited the store, they heard the customer being regaled with more of Cuz's good-ole-boy greetings.

Chinatown

Outside the liquor store, Johnny finished stuffing his face. Another thing about being homeless: you learned to eat fast, before someone could take it from you. Larissa just watched him
eat, with that cool disinterest she habitually wore. Johnny didn't ask her why she wasn't hungry. If she needed to eat, she would've said so.

With his mouth so full he couldn't even close it properly, he stuffed the sandwich wrapper back in his pocket (never can tell when you might need something like that) and opened the can of
Coke. Again, he offered some to Larissa first; again, she refused. To his knowledge, Larissa didn't drink soda. Just water. But he always offered anyway.

Once he had swallowed enough to be able to speak, he glanced back through the big glass window of the store at the flamboyant man in his flamboyant hat, still talking animatedly to his
customer. "Crazy old bastard," he muttered. "Who'd a thought he used to be a judge?" Larissa simply pointed up at the sign over the door: Courthouse Liquors. Johnny looked
uncomprehending for a minute, then his face brightened. "Oh, yeah ... hunh. Fancy that. Never thought about it before."

He looked out at the crowd. It was late; there were no day people left. And the night people were no good for begging. They were college students, hustlers, club kids, working girls, night
shifters ... in other words, people who had little coin to spare. He could hear some music drifting down from the new club living in DC Space's space. "Wonder who's playing?" he asked idly.
Not that he cared to listen to the music so much, but he knew a few musicians; if one of them were playing, that might be worth some more food and drink, and a place to be off the streets
for a while.



"No one we know," Larissa pronounced decisively. She started to walk north on 7th St, not bothering to check whether Johnny was following or not. Naturally, he did.
"Where we going?" he asked.

"Chinatown."

Johnny looked around. "Well, there's nothing at MCI tonight. There'd be more people around. So what's in Chinatown?"

Larissa shrugged as if to say that was irrelevant. Johnny shrugged too, although his was more a mark of surrender.

They passed the sprawling MCI center, where the Caps and the Bullets played. It was ghostly quiet tonight. He stared at the building with a faint sense of longing, as he often did when
walking this way. It always reminded him of better times: Amiira had often brought him here as a child to watch the games, especially basketball. Basketball had been her favorite.

"Wizards," said Larissa.

"Hunh?" Johnny turned around abruptly. He had forgotten she was there, almost.

"Wizards," she repeated. "They haven't been the Bullets for about five years now."

"They'll always be the Bullets to me," he said softly. By which he meant, they'll always be the Bullets to Amiira.
Larissa held his gaze for a moment, then abruptly turned and continued to walk.

Almost a block past the final white column of the MCI Center, Larissa turned right on H and passed under the Friendship Arch. Then she jaywalked across the street during a convenient break
in traffic and headed down the sidewalk on the north side. Johnny followed, of course. He had no idea where she was going, but he was content to tag along.

At Tony Cheng's, Larissa ducked into the alley. Johnny trailed behind. For a tourist--even for most city residents--alleys were scary places that you learned to avoid. For the street people,
they were vital thoroughfares through the city. Of course, this particular alley, Johnny knew, didn't go anyplace in particular ... perhaps Larissa just wanted to cut over to I Street? There was
a bit of greenspace in the triangle formed by 6th, I, and Massachusetts. Not what you'd call a park by any stretch, but a pleasant place to sit down and ponder the state of the universe.

They exited the alley into an irregularly-shaped parking area in the center of the block. Larissa jogged left, heading for the alley that would lead them to I Street. Johnny, by now trained to
be alert to his surroundings at all times, glanced right to make sure there weren't any unsavory lurkers who might follow them. This was more an automatic response than anything else; he
didn't actually expect to see anything. Or nothing more unusual than a few fellow travelers scrounging the area, looking for anything interesting in the dumpsters, or perhaps just a place to
lay down. He certainly didn't expect to see a tall figure in the shadows, just barely distinguishable in the jumble of dumpsters by the parking lot's entrance. He paused, straining to make
out the figure. It was full dark now: the moon was nowhere to be seen, and the city lights weren't trained this far into the interior of the block. There was a lamp attached to the side of the
building over in that direction somewhere, but it didn't provide much light. And another lamp in the alley they were heading towards didn't reach that far into the shadows.

He turned towards Larissa, half expecting her to have gone on without him, but she had stopped too. "Do you see it?" he whispered. Her head twitched in the bare beginning of a "no," but
then stopped. She was staring directly at the place he had seen it, so she must have seen--or sensed--something. He strained his ears to make out any sounds, but the traffic noise was
echoing down three alleys at them and it was impossible to hear anyone if they were standing perfectly still, which ... if there was anyone there at all ...

No one moved for perhaps half a minute. Then there was a glint from the shadows they were staring into. "Knife," Johnny hissed urgently. Larissa turned and fled, Johnny hot on her heels.

They burst into the brightness of I Street and hooked right immediately. Larissa scanned the cars going past and suddenly ducked into the street. Johnny didn't hesitate: if Larissa stepped
into traffic, she had seen a hole they could fit through. In the movies, people leapt into busy city streets all the time, and cars honked angrily and stopped just short of hitting them. In the
real world, the only time Johnny had ever seen anyone attempt that, they had left the street in an ambulance. But tonight either luck or Larissa's keen insight carried them across without
even a cursory beep. Johnny supposed it wasn't that busy late at night in Chinatown anyway.

When they crossed 6th Street and reached the green triangle with its few trees growing along the edge, they stopped to catch their breath. "Was it a knife, you suppose?" Larissa didn't
answer. Johnny looked at her, leaning against a tree and breathing heavily. After a moment, he grinned at her, and she smiled hesitantly back. "We're just spooked," he chuckled. "It was



probably nothing." She held her half-grin and just stared at him appraisingly. After a few more minutes, they staked out a spot under one of the trees and sat down in the cool grass.
Johnny felt himself drifting off, but he wasn't worried. This was a pretty open area. They would be safe enough. When he opened his eyes again, dawn was breaking and a policeman was
walking down Massachusetts giving him the hairy eyeball. He touched Larissa's shoulder and her eyes flew open. He inclined his head slightly towards the cop; she saw him at once and
nodded. Together they slipped off in the other direction. The officer showed no inclination to follow them.

The Park Tour

It must be Monday, Johnny decided, because the cameras and short sleeves of the tourists had given way to the suits and carefully pressed shirts of lawyers, lobbyists, bureaucrats, and all
the other people who live off the cranky engine of democracy. They were still day people though. Dressing them up didn't change that.

They did a park tour. Northwest on Mass to Mount Vernon Square, then straight west down K Street: Franklin Park, McPherson Square, Farragut Square. In Mount Vernon they met Parking
Jimmy on his way to crash and caught up with some gossip ("that bitch" Whiskey Sally had apparently sided with Polish Peg, and Jimmy's hyperactivity was in disapproval overdrive). At the
edge of Franklin they found a food truck out early whose owner knew Larissa, and they cadged some free breakfast. And, at McPherson, they found Toady Barker playing his fiddle for spare
bills and spent an hour or so redirecting pedestrian foot traffic past his station to help increase his take. Toady wasn't a street person, but he was a good person, and he gave them a
thankful smile and a few bills apiece as they moved on.

Something was bothering Johnny, and he wasn't sure what it was. He hadn't known why he needed to leave the Court last night--they certainly didn't end up going anywhere in
particular--and he didn't know what was bugging him now, but something felt ... wrong. It was like the world was different somehow, and he couldn't figure out how. His world hadn't been
particularly different from one day to the next since he arrived on the streets of DC. Even his two brief forays into foster care seemed a part of the whole, somehow all blended together and
every day ran into the next, like water spilling on a chalk painting, blurring one figure or building or tree into the next, making it all seem like some pastel, impressionistic version of life. It
was less a nightmare than a daze; Johnny had been moving from one day to another running on auto-pilot. And now, today, something was different. And the quality of "difference" was
itself so different, in some recursive, abstract fashion, after so much sameness for so long, that the difference was unsettling. Johnny tried to put his finger on when it began: when he woke
up and saw the cop? when he and Larissa were scared by the whatever-it-was in the alley? in the liquor store, listening to the drunken ramblings of an old redneck judge? in Sally's court? on
the Mall, panhandling with Larissa and Dotty? in the subway, with the confrontation with the CCF? before that, somehow?

Johnny had kept shaking his head throughout their leisurely stroll through Downtown, the whole time they were chatting with Parking Jimmy, and eating breakfast burritos, and encouraging
people to come listen to the music with plastic smiles. All those things were, in fact, part of the same sameness he had lived for the past however-many-years-it-was-now, and yet ...
something was still off.

Thus it was, as morning rush hour wound slowly down and they finally arrived at Farragut Square, with its Farragut statue (just as McPherson Square had its McPherson statue), celebrating
some Civil War dude who had once said something famous (he turned to Larissa and she helpfully supplied "damn the torpedoes," pointing at the plaque), that he heard the ringing tones of
Johnny Angel's voice, and he smiled.

If Whiskey Sally was the matriarch of the DC street people, then surely Johnny Angel was its patriarch. Always resplendent in his white suit, which of course was never entirely clean, yet
was never so dirty it didn't seem to shine, Johnny Angel was a moderately light-skinned black man with kinky hair that stuck out in all directions--not like an Afro, but more like its owner had
stuck his finger in an electrical socket. And yet he was undeniably regal, in some indefinable manner. Years later, when Johnny finally saw a rerun of Bruce Almighty, he would wonder why
Morgan Freeman, playing God, was dressed up to look like Johnny Angel.

But the person most clearly called to mind when you first met Johnny Angel was probably Don King. They looked nothing alike facially, but the hair was strongly reminiscent of the famous
boxing promoter, and there was something in the way Johnny Angel preached--and you could never describe it as anything other than preaching--that sounded like he wanted to sell you
something, even when he was just asking how you were doing. Perhaps something in the way he over-enunciated some words, perhaps the way his voice just naturally seemed to carry,
perhaps something else, but Johnny Angel was a street preacher in the classic sense, except that he wasn't actually religious. Or not overtly so, at any rate; there was something else that
Johnny Angel was preaching about, and, in general, the day people didn't get it, because he wasn't beating them over the head with it. Johnny wasn't sure he got it either, but he knew that
Johnny Angel was a good person to talk to when you were bothered by something that wasn't capable of being physically subjugated to Whiskey Sally's dominion.

"And the People rise up, saying, Why dost thou forasken me? But you turn your blind ear, you hear not the whimpers of the once-mighty, you pass on by. That's right, sir, just as you are
passing on by me right this very second." An older white man glanced uncomfortably at Johnny Angel, then quickened his pace. Johnny Angel never paused. "You cannot taste the despair,
you bounce around in your rainbow world while the monochromatic undermasses drone on and on and on. Or is it you, living in black-and-white 2-D gone-to-the-store home-by-six rescission



of your natural demesne in currying favor to your corporate overlords? Put on your glasses people! You can spit or you can pine, but you cannot do both at once! We the People, forming our
most perfect union, defend our common welfare, liberate our security, bless our posterity ... do you want it? You say you do! But the cock is crowing, my brethren. Hear the bells."

Johnny and Larissa stopped and sat down just outside the low fence that surrounded Admiral Farragut's statue. Johnny Angel was actually inside the fence, which could get him yelled at if a
cop happened along. He acknowledged them with a tiny nod of his head but didn't stop holding forth until he had finished making his point (whatever it was). Looking around at the thinning
crowds, he gave himself a satisfied nod and came over to stand on the other side of the metal fence from Johnny and Larissa. He was leaning on a well-worn black stick. He called it a cane,
but it was a long time since it been anything resembling that, if it ever had been. "So the children come home, to wait on the doubtful wisdom of a meandering old man." His words still
rang out as if he were lecturing them, but his dark eyes twinkled. His teeth were impossibly white--dental hygiene was always a difficult problem among the street people, but never for
Johnny Angel. He smiled and it was almost blinding.

Johnny Angel bowed and mimed opening a gate. Larissa hopped nimbly over the fence. Johnny just stepped over: it was waist-high to Larissa, but Johnny had been growing like a weed
since he'd left home. He was taller than many of the street people now, although still a bit gawky. The three of them ambled over to the statue's pedestal and sat comfortably on the
lowest level of its ziggurat-like base. They kept a wary eye out for the cops or the park police, but old Farragut here wasn't much of a target for terrorists, so they didn't really expect to see
any. Johnny Angel turned their way and looked kindly over at them. "What can a tired old man do for you two vessels of youthful élan?" Despite his words, his eyes sparkled with more
energy than Johnny himself felt.

Larissa immediately turned to Johnny, sharing the older man's stance and curious stare. Now with two pairs of eyes on him, Johnny was a little unsure of himself. "Ummm ... well, I'm not
sure. I just feel like ... something's wrong."

Although his eyes continued to smile, Johnny Angel let his mouth grow serious in deference to the young man's problem. "You feelin' like you can't get your head on right, boy?" he asked.
His voice was low, but still he preached. "Is there something pulling at your steps, turning your path from the forward? spinning you round so you be walking backwards, always looking back
at where you been?" Somehow Johnny got out of that that Johnny Angel was asking if he was homesick, missing his old life.

"No." He shook his head slowly. "It's not that. More like ..." He grasped for the right words. "More like something's sneaking up on me, you know? Like I should be worried about
something but I don't even know what it is." He looked to see if he was making any sense.

To his surprise, Johnny Angel's face was actually concerned all of a sudden. "May I touch you, boy?" he asked gently. Johnny tried to control the puzzled look on his face. "Um, sure," he
said.

The calloused black hand in its shining white sleeve reached across Larissa's blonde locks and touched Johnny's thick mane. Johnny was conscious of the fact that he hadn't properly washed
it in months, needed a haircut badly, no longer owned a comb or brush ... it seemed as if the mundane was all he could concentrate on as Johnny Angel's strong fingers found his scalp,
wandered around, explored the topology. Johnny remembered reading once that there was a strain of fortune-telling where the diviner read the bumps on your skull instead of your palms;
was this what the old street preacher was doing? All this went through his mind as he concentrated on the blackness that had filled his vision; unfocussing his eyes slightly, he realized that
the blackness was composed of the two pupils of Johnny Angel's eyes. He started to shake his head to clear it, but somehow realized that would interrupt the process (what process?) so
held still. Somehow the other man's eyes had filled his and then swallowed them; those pupils were huge, and yet he knew that they were fixated exactly on him, and, whatever they saw,
whatever the questing fingers felt, it was all coming from some well deep within him, someplace he hadn't even known he possessed ...

Then Johnny Angel's left hand was retreating, and his right was patting Johnny's clasped hands, which were in his lap and (he was surprised to note) trembling. "There you are, boy, you got
nothin' to vex about. Just breathe deep now." Johnny realized he had been holding his breath and suddenly sucked in a giant lungful. "I think you feel somethin' powerful, though, boy. I
ain't felt that myself in a long day. Not myself nor myself for nobody else, if you see what I'm saying." As usual, Johnny both did and didn't, but he nodded anyway. The old man was
staring at him curiously now, with his head cocked to one side. "Could be nothin', of course," he said. "Or, then again around the bend, might be somethin'. More circumspect to favor
caution in the face of uncertainty than to court compunction by failure to adhere to due mental process." Johnny stared at him blankly.

"Better safe than sorry," Larissa translated.

Johnny Angel smiled with one side of his mouth. "As the little lady says," he agreed. "Is there perhaps someplace where the two of you might seek sanctuary from this abysmal late summer
heat?"

Johnny felt confused again. "It's not that hot," he started, but Johnny Angel squeezed his hand.



"Johnny Bones!" he whispered. Johnny had never figured out why the man called him that sometimes, but he only did so when he had something important to say, so Johnny shut his mouth.
"My acumen ain't what it used to be, of that there can be no doubt. This here gray hair tells a story could wring tears from a turnip if it could stand to listen. But you come to me to see
what nuggets I had to offer, and I done offered 'em unto you. You feeling what I'm saying, boy?" Johnny nodded. "So hie yourselves off to some haven that smells like home mayhap, if I
may alliterate. But not elaborate. Am I epiphanous?"

Johnny smiled. "Yessir, you have lit my bulb."

Johnny Angel threw his head back and his rich throaty laugh rolled over the small park, frightening the pigeons. "Good, good. It's a joy to my ears. And I especially appreciate a young
person with such a gracious anatomy and an articulate demeanor. But now you two fly on outta here. You going to have to shepherd the egress of this one for me, boy; she's way too chatty
for a settled old man like myself to put up with." He grinned at Larissa. She smiled up at him.

As the two younger people moved off down K Street, they heard Johnny Angel starting up his monologue again. They both smiled despite the weirdness of the previous scene. Then Johnny
sighed. "Of course, I have absolutely no idea where we're going to go." He looked at Larissa for inspiration.

She thought for a moment, then looked back at him very seriously and said one word: "Jet."

Jet

The door opened, and a dark face with dark glasses stared out at them. Johnny didn't think he'd ever seen Jet without the sunglasses; he wondered idly if the man showered with them on.
Jet was shirtless and barefoot, in black leather pants. Most of what Jet owned in the clothing department was leather, and nearly all of it was black.

He rubbed his short hair absently. "Little dudes," he said softly. "What's up?"

Johnny hesitated. Jet had let them crash at his place before, but it had always been his invitation; Johnny had never actually asked before. Suddenly he was shy. "Hey, Jet. Listen, sorry to
bother you ... I ..." He trailed off. "Did we wake you up?"

Jet nodded absently. "Sure. Played the Grog last night. Havin' a bit of a sleep-in." They stared at each other for a bit--at least Johnny assumed Jet was staring back ... for all he knew, the
drummer might have fallen back asleep. Jet started a bit, as if he had done just that. "Listen to me, I'm so rude. Come in, little dudes." He stepped aside and ushered them into the
dumpy little apartment.

Johnny and Larissa stepped just inside the door, which Jet closed behind them. Jet yawned widely, flashing white teeth. "Ummm ... you guys want some chow?" Johnny shook his head, not
really concentrating on Jet's words. Jet turned to Larissa. "Alice? you?"

She gazed at him soberly for a while. "Joan of Arc was left-handed," she said finally.

Jet responded instantly. "Aide toy, Dieu te aidera. So was Lenny White."

Larissa nodded. "Return to Forever. Like Jimmy Giuffre, 1961."

Jet cocked his head and smiled broadly. "Nice. But no drummer, so I gotta go pollice verso on that one."
"Hmm. Better to say infesto pollice. Commodus was also left-handed."

"But not Crixus, I suppose? A vaincre sans péril, on triomphe sans gloire."

"No. And Crixus spoke Gaulish. Descended from the god Dis."

"Uhhh ... 'Though I am weak on the floor of my basket, There are wonders on my tongue'.



Larissa arched an eyebrow. "That's a stretch."
Jet shrugged. "Only Celtic quote I could come up with."
Larissa nodded. Apparently she felt the amenities had been observed. "Just some water."

Jet ushered them into the kitchen; it was cramped, but clean. He put some ice in a glass and filled it from the tap. Handing it to Larissa, he gave another wide yawn. "So, little dudes, you
haven't yet said how I may be of service this fine day."

Johnny still hesitated slightly. He felt this was a big favor, although he wasn't sure he could have said why. "We, ah ... we're looking for ... we need to be out of sight for a bit."
Johnny saw a dark eyebrow appear above the top of the dark glasses. "Trouble with the man?"
Johnny shook his head. "No, no, nothing like that. We just ... want to lay low for a while. Ya know?"

"Not particularly. But mi casa es su casa nonetheless. You'll have to step over the Grinch though." He gestured back toward the open area which served as both living room and dining
room. Johnny had missed the hot pink mohawk when he first came in, which only showed how distracted he really was. The big man, one of two guitarists in Jet's band, was sprawled on the
floor, still completely dressed. Like Jet, he basically only had one style of clothing, and he was wearing it now: principally it consisted of a faded olive green trenchcoat and well worn black
Doc Martens. Still, it was the hair that made the man in this case, and while Grinch experimented with different colors from time to time, it always came back to pink eventually. A good ten
inches long, it was fanned out around his head as he slept on his side.

"Oh," said Johnny. "I mean, if you've already got people staying here ..."

Jet snorted. "It ain't 'people,’ man, it's the Grinch. Just step over him, like I said. It's all cool." He looked at Larissa again; she gazed calmly back at him. "You little dudes need to crash?
I was gonna get up anyway. You can have the bed. Or Alice can take the bed and Johnny can take the sofa, however you wanna do it."

Johnny hesitated. He and Larissa often shared, beds being few and far between in their lives and body heat being precious, but other people sometimes misinterpreted that. Larissa,
practical as ever, simply nodded and murmured "thanks" at Jet, then led Johnny into the tiny bedroom. They stepped carefully over the big pink mohawk on the way.

The two-and-a-half-mile walk to Jet's had been a leisurely stroll along the boundaries of some of the neighborhoods in the heart of the city: Dupont Circle, Shaw, Columbia Heights, Pleasant
Plains. Past the National Geographic Museum and the restaurants and the businesses of 17th Street, then down the more residential New Hampshire and Florida, with their close-set
townhouses, up to the Florida Avenue Grill, then down 11th to Harvard, where the neighborhood got just a bit more tired, the paint just a shade more flaky, the old houses, now divided up
into apartments, leaned on each other just a bit more stiffly, their architectural joints showing their arthritis. In such a half-half-house, in the upstairs portion of the left side of what had
once been a good-sized dwelling, Jet occupied 3 small rooms, not counting the miniscule bathroom. It wasn't new, and it wasn't tidy, but Jet managed to keep it fairly clean, at least by
Johnny's standards (admittedly much laxer these days), and he knew that this would be considered rather comfortable living by many of the city's other starving artists.

But of course Jet had money. Or at least his family did. This was something Jet didn't like to talk about, but something that Johnny had known instinctively the first time they had met.
They recognized in each other the subtle signs of the formerly-rich boy slumming it, and they had formed some sort of strange bond over it. Jet was probably ten years Johnny's senior--Jet
had not only been to college, but graduated, perhaps more than once--but the drummer never talked down to Johnny, or tried to "fix" him. This counted for a lot in Johnny's book.

He sat on Jet's bed. The dark sheets were tossed wildly about, and no one could accuse them of being entirely clean, but a real bed was such a luxury that the dressing didn't matter.
Larissa had already snaked the pillow and was curled up on one side of the bed facing the other. She hadn't closed her eyes, though. She was looking at him. Not staring, not trying to
figure out what he was thinking, just looking. She didn't even seem like she was wondering. Johnny wondered if she even did wonder. Probably she was too practical for that.

Johnny wondered though. Johnny wondered why he was there, on a bed in a run-down house in a neighborhood where not five years before, he--a skinny white rich boy--might have been
scared to go into at night. Or at least to go into without one of the servants. Or without Amiira. By now, Johnny knew a lot of older people, and he was familiar with the combination of
nostalgia and despair that leads to the wail "where has my life gone?" Seemed stupid for him to be bemoaning the same fate at fifteen (or was he sixteen yet?). Yet that's the way he felt.



And had never felt before. There had never been time for self-pity before, and Johnny wouldn't have indulged in it if there had been. His attention had always been focused on survival, the
simple rhythm of where his next meal was coming from. But, now, something had slipped ...

He stared out the window. He knew now that the neighborhood had never been unsafe for him as a white boy, only as a rich boy, and these days he had nothing to fear whatsoever. He
knew now that, like the neighborhood, so much of what he had "known" was just a fantasy that his parents had constructed for him, thinking they were doing him a favor. He knew that if his
parents could hear his thoughts today, they would sit up in their cells, prison and asylum, and shriek what an ungrateful son he was not to appreciate all they given him, all they had done for
him.

Of course they had never really done anything for him. They had given him much, true, but only physical things. Things that meant nothing, now; things that Johnny no longer owned or even
remembered clearly. The brain-parents in his mind-cells screamed ever more shrilly, about how they had done their best, and it wasn't fair, and somehow Johnny sensed that "it's not fair"
was a common refrain in both his parents' present lives, that guards and orderlies were sick of hearing about it and tuned them out, or beat them into silence. Johnny wondered why he

didn't feel bad about that. What an awful son he must be. But he didn't care, really. The whole mental exercise ended in clinical detachment, not in any outpouring of emotion.

He turned back to Larissa. Her eyes still pointed at him, but they were unfocused and he suspected she didn't really see him. As he watched, her eyelids snapped closed and her breathing
deepened. Johnny suspected that he had just witnessed the exact moment when another person went from conscious to sleeping. That was, somehow, far more interesting than thinking
about where his parents were. He watched her sleep for a few minutes, then he went back to staring out the window. The light in the room faded, although surely it was close to noon

outside. But it continued to get darker and darker, until it was completely dark, and there was a moment of vertigo, and then Johnny opened his eyes and realized that he, too, had fallen
asleep.

It was late afternoon now, and Johnny could hear voices bantering in the other room. He rolled over and checked on Larissa; she was looking at him again, exactly as she had been before
she fell asleep. He wanted to speak to her, but had no idea what he wanted to say. They lay, staring at each other in a not uncomfortable silence, as minutes ticked by. Suddenly Larissa
sat up and drank some of the water she had left on the small bedside table. Johnny sat up too.

"Umm ... I guess we should get up now?" Larissa shrugged. Johnny looked out the window again. There were more people moving about down on Harvard Street, but not too many. Johnny
guessed that it wasn't yet quitting time for the nine-to-fivers.

Johnny stood up and retrieved his coat, which was the only thing he'd taken off. Larissa hadn't even done that; she'd slept in her light green jacket. They opened the bedroom door and
walked out into the main room.

"Waiting Room?" Grinch was asking.

"Done to death," Jet replied.

There were several stacks of CDs on the coffee table and the two musicians were riffling through them. Grinch was holding up a case with a dark red cover and no artwork. "Yeah, but
classic," he said wistfully. He put that one down and picked up another. "I can't believe you have this ... oooh, Woman in the Wall. That would be sick." Johnny understood from his tone

that this was a good thing.

Even with the sunglasses on Jet managed to convey that he was looking at the taller man as if he were crazy. "And who's going to sing that? You? You're hardly a Beautiful South voice,
and Fleshlight is even harsher."

Grinch snorted. "No, you'd have to sing it."
"No. Just ... no. Find something for Fleshlight to sing."
Grinch threw up his hands. "She can't sing! Screech, maybe, but sing? I don't think so."

"You're a dick. She sings just fine. You just have to find something in her range ... PJ Harvey, maybe or ... ah, here we go." He held up a case with a yellow octopus on a purple
background. "Shutterbug."



Grinch cocked his head to one side. "I don't think she can do the breathy parts. Find something off American Thighs; I like that better anyway. Or go back to your original idea ... Me-Jane,
or ... hell, anything off Rid of Me."

Jet glanced up and saw Johnny and Larissa in the doorway. "Ah, welcome little dudes. Care to join us? We're looking for songs to do covers of. Everybody wants covers."
Johnny looked back and forth between them. "But I didn't recognize any of those songs you were talking about."

Grinch grumbled under his breath "yeah, that's sorta the point." Jet just grinned widely.

Johnny decided to abandon this tack. "Hey, thanks for the bed. That was really cool of you."

Jet nodded. "We're off to practice pretty soon. You guys wanna come with?" Johnny thought he saw Grinch roll his eyes, but the big man didn't say anything.

"Ummm ... no, I guess not. We'll just take off now."

Jet fiddled with one of his earrings. "Don't be silly. You wanted to be out of the limelight for a bit, no? So hang for a while."

Johnny took a second too long to respond, and Larissa planted herself on the floor next to the table. "Uh, yeah, okay," Johnny said as Larissa started going through CDs. He leaned against
the wall and watched the three of them pick up and discard. The two musicians stopped occasionally to quibble over some song or other; Larissa just worked with quiet determination.

After perhaps half an hour of this, which Johnny found calming in a weird way, Larissa suddenly held up an orange-ish case. "Fat Man and Dancing Girl," she announced.
Grinch took the disc from Larissa, read it, and laughed raucously. "Suzanne Vega?? You own Suzanne Vega?" He grinned ruthlessly at Jet.

Jet was staring open-mouthed at Larissa. "Where'd you even find that?" he asked. "I thought I'd lost it."

Larissa shrugged. "Under the couch."”

Grinch was still chuckling. "Look, even if I agreed to shred it up to Suzanne Vega"--he invested the name with a heavy dose of sarcasm--"who's gonna sing that?"
Larissa looked calmly back at him. "Braithwaite."

Grinch stopped laughing. "Braithwaite can sing?" He looked to Jet for confirmation.

Jet shrugged. "Sure, she used to sing all the time before she hooked up with Fleshlight. Mostly acoustic: Tracy Chapman, Indigo Girls, that sort of thing. She could do Suzanne Vega, sure."
He had taken the CD from Larissa and was staring at the back of it. "You know the song?" he asked Grinch.

Grinch snorted again. "Do I know a Suzanne Vega song? Seriously?"

Jet waved this away. "It's sort of trippy, actually. You'd like the words ... and we could really punk it up, like the Pixies doing Head On, or ..."

"Dinosaur Jr doing Just Like Heaven," Larissa supplied.

Grinch was now staring at her in disbelief. "How old are you, kid? You must've been in diapers when that came out." Larissa just gazed back at him.

Jet ignored this byplay. "No, no, this is good, this could ... Alice, my lass, you are a genius." He popped the CD into a boom box sitting beside his chair. Grinch groaned something about

having to actually listen to Suzanne Vega, but Jet was too excited to be stopped. They lapsed into a discussion of the arrangement and how it could be deconstructed. Johnny sort of liked
the song he heard coming out of the speakers, but he suspected it wouldn't sound very much like that when it came out of Grinch's guitar.



He looked down at Larissa, who had stood up and was now leaning against the wall beside him. "How do you do that?" he asked conversationally.

She looked back at him with a puzzled expression. "Do what?"

Braithwaite's laugh was throaty and rich. "You want to do what?" The chunky bass player's wardrobe was also very consistent, although she allowed a bit of variation in terms of color:
tonight her long men's shirt was a faded black, and her baggy jeans were a crisper blue. Her shoulder-length brown hair framed her smiling round face.

Fleshlight was performing the amazing feat of sucking on a cigarette and chewing gum at the same time. She looked at the hastily scribbled notes Jet had handed her while keeping one ear
cocked to the original song, playing on the much larger speakers in the band's practice space. Her honey-blonde cornrows hung loosely; the beads on the ends clacked together rhythmically
as she twitched her head in time with the music. She wore a loose, sleeveless shirt, and Johnny could see flashes of hair in her armpits. This excited him in a mildly uncomfortable way,
although Johnny was used to that from her. But it seemed to be affecting him more tonight. Probably because he was getting older. Johnny had no real sexual experience with women--he
had hit puberty during his early time on the streets, which wasn't particularly conducive to finding a girlfriend, and he had mostly ignored his hormones. He was apparently a bit of a late
bloomer: he had never shaved, but had no facial hair to speak of. But it was difficult to ignore a specimen such as Fleshlight.

Larissa was sitting at the dumpster-scavenged table that someone had haphazardly repaired enough to stand on four mismatched legs, chatting over pizza with Tina, Braithwaite's girlfriend.
The two of them were deep in discussion, Tina talking with her hands and with her mouth full. Her hint of a Hispanic accent became more pronounced when she lost herself in a good
conversation. Johnny had attempted to contribute to the pizza fund, but Jet had brushed him off, saying "you can catch me next time." Jet said that pretty much every time. Johnny was
long past the days of arguing with that type of comment, and he had put his few tattered bills back in his pocket without another word. The pizza was delivery from some forgettable joint; it
was greasy and had the consistency of cardboard, but it was hot, and Johnny had certainly not complained.

As he stood watching the band confer in two distinct knots (Jet with Fleshlight, and Braithwaite with Grinch and the band's manager, Melora), Johnny felt a sudden tug in his guts. He
started, and looked around in confusion. Larissa and Tina were holding forth on some topic or other that he couldn't really make out over the music. Doug, who occasionally showed up and
messed around with the sound board, was lounging in a corner fiddling with some piece of electronic equipment. Johnny had been here several times--he never turned down free pizza, even
if the cost was having to suffer through loud discordant post-punk aural assaults--so he knew that sometimes there were small knots of die-hard fans or friends of friends, but today the
warehouse-like space was pretty deserted. The small troupe of actors and street performers who had had the previous timeslot had cleared out pretty quickly: apparently none of them
appreciated the band's style of music. There was no one else here, nothing else happening. He looked back at Fleshlight. The armholes of her shirt were stretched out, and it was obvious
that she wasn't wearing a bra. Maybe it was just ... he was a red-blooded teenage boy, after all.

When it came a second time, though, it didn't feel like that at all. It felt more like something was trying to get his attention. He thought of those parodies of old vaudeville routines where
the inept performer is dragged offstage by a hook ... it was as if that hook had reached into his body somehow and was tugging on his intenstines. He felt like he needed to go: both in the
sense of needing a bathroom as well as a desperate desire to leave.

Glancing back at Larissa, he found her staring at him. Perhaps something was showing in his expression; that blank, studying look was what passed for concern in Larissa's facial lexicon.
Tina rambled on, oblivious. When she finally looked up and noticed that Larissa's attention had been hijacked, she too looked over at Johnny. She brightened immediately and waved at him
to come join them.

"Yeah yeah yeah," she was saying as he drew within earshot. "Perfect, yeah, perfect. We need a male opinion. Point and counterpoint, ya know?" She looked at Johnny expectantly.

"Uh, sorry, what?" Johnny mumbled, confused and still distracted.

"The great name debate," Tina said, rolling her eyes. As if there could be any other topic, her demeanor suggested.

Apparently, the band was between names again. In truth, it spent more time there than anywhere else. Johnny had long ago given up trying to keep track of the current moniker. "Oh. Um
... what were the choices again?"

Tina pursed her lips and rolled her eyes theatrically. "We're trying to think of some. That's the point."

"Oh," Johnny repeated. He still wasn't really concentrating on this conversation, and he suspected, from her look, that Larissa knew it. "Um ... what was the last name?"



Tina threw her hands up in exasperation. "Crystal Eyes! Don't you remember? That one was my suggestion, but then Grinchy over there didn't like it--like he ever likes anything--and Flesh'
said she didn't really care, but Debbie was so supportive ..." Johnny had to blink a couple of times before he could remember that "Debbie" was Braithwaite; no one but Tina called her that.
Tina had gone on talking, of course. "... so Melora said 'screw that' and now we're back to square one. I swear, one little band name ... you wouldn't think it would be that hard, right? But
apparently there's all sorts of legal issues and then everybody has their 'artistic sensibilities' ..." Tina invested this phrase with quite a bit of sarcasm; Johnny suspected that, in Tina's view,
all this was just a quirky hobby that her girlfriend would eventually grow out of.

Larissa suddenly interrupted, which was a fairly un-Larissa-like thing to do. "Have you asked Doug?"

Tina's face lit up. "No! Yes! Of course!" She rose and flounced over to the sometime-sound-engineer. "Doug!" she screeched over the music. Doug, who didn't speak much in the most
relaxed of situations, looked up with a rather alarmed look.

Larissa turned back to Johnny. She didn't speak, but Johnny knew that she had just gotten rid of Tina, and that she knew that he knew this, and that as far as she was concerned "what's
wrong" would at this point be redundant.

Johnny opened his mouth, unsure of how to explain the problem. "Larissa ... where are your parents?" And then clapped his mouth shut, practically horrified at what had somehow come out.
Johnny and Larissa had known each other for at least two years, probably three, possibly four. During that time, there were months in which they were constantly in each other's presence,
days in which the only time they couldn't see each other was when one of them was going to the bathroom (and, truth be told, even that was often a just matter of the other one having the
courtesy to turn their back). There were also months in which they barely saw each other, but fewer of those. They had spoken to each other in every conceivable situation: while walking,
while eating, while hustling change, while huddled together for warmth, while trying to avoid getting mugged for their coats or shoes, while sitting on the Mall in the summer sunshine, while
crouching, shivering, under a slight overhang in the pouring rain. In all that time, never once had either of them asked about the other's family. It simply wasn't done. A street person
might volunteer information about their past--and once they did so the floodgates were opened--but until they did, if they ever did, you never asked. Never. Johnny's question was as bad
as farting in public--worse, really, in street culture, which wasn't nearly as uptight about bodily functions as the rest of society.

Larissa cocked her head to one side and continued to focus that look at him.

Johnny knew he must be red. "I'm sorry, I don't know ..." He swallowed. "I just feel ... something. And maybe I need to ..." He shook his head helplessly.

Larissa straightened her head and reached over and touched his hand, another rare gesture for her. Johnny felt a momentary flush that he couldn't sort out.

Then it hit him again.

This time it was like the hook was set right into the middle of his guts and twisted, twirling his intestines around to get a firmer grip, and then it pulled. And this time there was a very
definite direction that it pulled in.

He realized that he had clutched Larissa's hand reflexively. She was staring at his grip on her smaller hand. Then she looked up at him. Still studying.

Johnny was so breathless he forgot to be embarrassed. He let go of her and opened his mouth and just stared at the south wall of the studio. It was that way ... no, more to the right. He
turned his head slightly until he was facing almost southwest. "There," he whispered.

Larissa flipped her palms up. Her expression didn't change, but this was as clear as if she'd shouted "What??"
Tina had returned. "You catchin' flies there, Juanito?" She chuckled, although it sounded more like a snort.
Johnny ignored her. "Where are we?" he asked Larissa. "What neighborhood, I mean."

"Truxton Circle," she answered immediately.

Tina wrinkled her nose. "This is part of Shaw, isn't it? Or are we far enough east to be in Eckington ... let's see ..."



Johnny ignored this too. He pointed. "What's that way?"

Larissa looked in the direction he indicated and unfocussed her eyes, as if she could see through the walls. She shrugged. "The New York Avenue Playground? The northern terminus of
395? Chinatown? Gallery Place metro and the MCI Center?"

Larissa looked ready to continue indefinitely--Johnny knew she was perfectly happy to keep going until she hit Arlington, or possibly Mexico--but he held up a hand. Johnny considered.
"Where we were last night, you mean."

Tina happily joined into the conversation. Not knowing what people were talking about never stopped Tina. "Oh, you were in Chinatown last night? I love Chinatown. They have such great
restaurants there. I was at this one place ..."

Tuning out Tina was becoming second nature. "I think we have to go back," he said in a low voice.

She gazed back at him for a moment, then: "Now?"

Johnny hesitated. "I don't ... maybe ... no ..." He ground his teeth in frustration. "I don't know!" he hissed. Tina seemed to take no notice.
"Johnny Angel said to lay low," Larissa pointed out.

"Angels!" Tina interjected. "I don't really believe in angels, myself. My family's Catholic, of course, but I ..."

"Yeah, I know," Johnny answered.

Larissa said nothing. Tina continued to babble about angels.

Johnny looked back at the still nameless band, who were now tuning up. "Maybe we should stay till practice is over."

Tina nodded enthusiastically. "Oh, yeah yeah, sure, you don't want to miss them playing, right?"

Larissa just gazed at Tina. Johnny spoke into the silence. "Yeah. Right."

The Morning

Johnny sat bolt upright and stared wildly around him. For many long seconds he had no clue where he was or what might be around him. He flailed about with his hands until he hit
something soft; still unsure, he poked it.

Something grabbed his wrist. He gave a muffled shriek and tried to pull back, but it held him firmly. Suddenly there was a spark and a flame, and he was looking into Larissa's eyes.

He gradually got his breathing back under control. Larissa let go of his wrist and held her dented Zippo aloft, looking around for the source of his fear. If it even had been fear ... "I think,"
he started hesitantly, his voice rough, "I think I must've had a bad dream." She stared at him. He shrugged. She sighed.

Having satisfied herself that there were no immediate threats, she put the lighter away and squatted on her haunches with her back to the alley wall. Gradually, Johnny's eyes adjusted to
the dim light; it was pretty black in the back of this particular alley, but it was never completely dark in the city. Johnny could see the dumpster that protected them from prying eyes and
the slight autumn breeze. He could make out some light in the alley beyond it. And there was a glow in most of the night sky, although they were under an overhang. He tried to remember
how they had come to be here. Last night was somewhat blurry, but he thought he remembered going out ...



"We're in Adams Morgan," Larissa supplied helpfully.

Johnny thought that might sound familiar. He tried talking again. "Why?"

"We went out drinking with Jet and Grinch."

He stared at her blankly for a bit. "We don't drink," he finally contributed.

"Apparently," Larissa noted, "one of us does."

Johnny pondered this. "Let me guess: is it me?" Larissa nodded. "I thought so. Maybe I should go barf now."

"That could be helpful, if you have any undigested alcohol. But I doubt that, given how long ago we went to sleep.”

Actually, Johnny didn't really feel nauseous. Just ... fuzzy. "How much did I drink?"

"I would say about 6 fluid ounces of Irish Mist and roughly 18 ounces of Milwaukee's Best."

Johnny raised his eyebrows. "Really?" He almost felt impressed with himself. "That sounds like a lot." Larissa didn't respond. "How did I get liquor?" he asked.

Larissa shrugged. "Grinch bought it. He and Jet were drinking it. You asked if you could have some. Jet said he didn't think it was a good idea, but Grinch gave you some anyway. You
drank it."

That did indeed sound remarkably simple. "And the beer?" Larissa just looked at him. "Same deal, I guess. Yeah, that would make sense."
"You've been drunk before."

Johnny decided to take this as a question. "Once. I raided the liquor cabinet when my parents were out of town. I was ... I dunno, ten, eleven? It was right after ..." He paused
uncomfortably. This was dangerously close to talking about family. "Anyway, after that, I just never thought alcohol was that great. Just something else that makes you sick. That's why I
haven't had any since I got here." Since he came to live on the streets, he meant.

Larissa didn't comment.

"I don't actually feel drunk now, though. I guess I must've been, last night, since I don't really remember much, but now ... I feel okay. Just a little disoriented when I woke up." He stood
up, stretching his cramped muscles. "Do we need to stay here, or ...?"

n

Larissa stood as well. "It's about 5:30. The sun'll be up in an hour and fifteen minutes or so." She looked back at him expectantly.

"So I guess we'll move along then," Johnny said. "Where to?" Larissa just waited. "Yeah. Let's just ... we'll walk."

The alley opened onto Columbia Road. Traffic was already starting to pick up in the pre-dawn gloom, and many breakfast places were open. Johnny wasn't particularly hungry, but he bought
a bottle of water for each of them at one of the shops and then they ambled down to Columbia and 18th, the heart of Adams Morgan. Light was beginning to seep into the sky, and foot
traffic was picking up as well. They ran into Filbey, one of their fellow street urchins, who was planted on a corner of the busy intersection with Dotty. They exchanged greetings, but it
would be considered rude to horn in on his time, so they didn't linger. They moved on down 18th, looking for nothing in particular. Ducking into the network of alleys between 18th and
Columbia, they ran into a knot of street folk and spent some time exchanging pleasantries. They had just missed Whiskey Sally, apparently, but Randall and Sanchez and Marge and several
others were still wandering about. There was a brisk trade going on--cigarettes for clothing for food for liquor--but they didn't need anything in particular and had nothing in particular to
offer. By the time they emerged back onto 18th Street, morning rush hour was winding down.



Strolling down 18th, Johnny happened to glance to his right and noticed a tiny record shop below street level. The sign was roughly chest high: Back in the Groove. Johnny stopped
abruptly. "Hey, isn't that where the Grinch works?" Larissa didn't correct him, so he assumed he must be right. "What time is it?" he asked.

Larissa looked up at the sky. "Almost 10," she decided. Johnny went down the short flight of stairs to the front door of the store and looked in. The pink mohawk was unmistakable. He
tried the door, but it was still locked. He rapped softly on the door and the Grinch turned around and caught sight of him. He pointed at his wrist; there was no watch there, but Johnny got
the message. He shrugged and spread his hands. Grinch looked skyward in an exaggerated "why me?" expression, then pointed to the wall to Johnny's right. Johnny glanced over and saw a
narrow dead-end alley. He nodded, then turned around and went back up the stairs. Larissa was waiting.

"Just take a sec," he told her, then walked over to the alley. About halfway down, a small door opened and Grinch stepped out and lit up a cigarette.

He puffed briefly then looked over at the two kids. "Johnny Hellebore," he half-smiled. "And his ever-present sidekick." Larissa arched an eyebrow at him, but he just chuckled. "What's
up?"

Johnny was normally a bit intimidated by the Grinch, who was a good two or three inches taller (not even considering the hair) and possibly a hundred pounds heavier, none of which was fat.
But this was the man he'd gotten drunk with last night, right? "Hey man. I was just wondering ... I don't have a real clear memory of last night."

Grinch gave a rare toothy grin. "I bet you do not, my friend. I didn't think you could actually hold your liquor, but I reluctantly admit: I was wrong. You were packing it away, street rat."

Johnny decided to take that as an affectionate nickname. "Yeah, so she tells me." He indicated Larissa with his head. "I just wanted to make sure I didn't say anything embarrassing or
anything like that. You know?"

Grinch focused on Larissa briefly, then went back to his cigarette. "She tells you, eh? Does 'she' actually have a name, as it happens? It's not really Alice, is it?" He waited for a reply to
this, but he didn't seem surprised when he didn't get one. "Embarrassing? Nope, you were solid, small fry. You were, in fact, rather happy, as I recall. You kept saying, 'See? Now I can't
feel it."" Another puff. "Whatever that meant." He looked appraisingly at Johnny.

Johnny hoped his face didn't look as shocked as he felt. "Hunh. Welp, no idea what the hell I was talking about there. As long as I didn't try to take my clothes off or throw up on anyone, I
guess I'm good to go."

Grinch stubbed out his cigarette on the brick wall. "Nope, nothing that might have gotten you arrested, jacked, or beat down." He stuck out a hand. "In fact, we'll have to do it again
sometime, eh?"

Johnny was a bit taken aback, but he shook the large hand that was offered. "Thanks. I ... yeah, definitely, next time I'm in the neighborhood."

The Grinch's grip was firm, but the man didn't try to crush his hand. "Take 'er easy. I gotta get back to work. Almost time to open up the shop." Johnny nodded, and the pink mohawk
disappeared back into the little door.

Continuing down 18th, he felt mildly guilty about his lie to the guitarist, but he certainly hadn't been about to admit that he'd been drinking to dull the feeling of something invisible pulling
at his guts. And apparently it had worked: he had felt nothing like it all morning. He glanced covertly at Larissa to see if she was studying him, but she was just walking and watching life
on the street. He decided to do the same.

And so down the busy avenue, a liesurely stroll in the warming late morning air. When the lunch rush came out, they stopped to work the crowds and pick up a bit of coin. Then they got
some burgers at a fast food joint and continued wandering down the road.

By this point, they had left Adams Morgan and drifted into Dupont Circle. When they hit New Hampshire, they turned right and soon arrived at the eponymous traffic circle. It wasn't really
big enough to be called a park, but there were trees, and a few street people: Parking Jimmy, snoozing on a bench, Saint Thomas, who was one of the few street people who was well and
truly crazy, muttering to himself as always, and the new face everyone had been talking about at court two nights ago, whose name Johnny had misplaced. He turned to Larissa for help.
"Drew," she murmured. Johnny introduced himself. Drew was white, older, still a bit skittish. "Anything you need," Johnny said to the new guy. "Either of us would be happy to help out."
Drew thanked them nervously, then moved on. Johnny and Larissa relaxed on the bench with Jimmy for a bit--he cracked an eye at them, but didn't really wake up--then decided to move on



themselves.

They headed down Massachusetts, which would eventually take them to the construction site where the new Convention Center was almost finished. Security around the site was pretty
tight, but it was occasionally possible to sneak inside for a night, and, if this breeze kept up, they might appreciate being out of it. But somewhere in the midst of evening rush hour Johnny
suddenly felt it again.

He stopped abruptly on the sidewalk. People jostled him, some muttering unfriendly remarks. Larissa pulled him out of the flow of foot traffic. Leaning against a building, he looked down
the street. It was a bit to the right of the new Convention Center, which he could just make out the top of from here. Probably a bit south of Mount Vernon Place, then ...

He glanced over at Larissa. She was studying him again. "I think we need to go back to Chinatown," he said softly. She simply nodded.

They spent the next several hours following the occasional tugs that Johnny felt. By the time dusk fell, they had crisscrossed Chinatown's six or so square blocks perhaps a dozen times.
They got as far east as St. Mary's, as far south as the Verizon Center, back west to the Convention Center (the current one, not the new one they were building), back north to Mount Vernon
Square. The feeling was always just out of reach, and maddeningly intermittent. Any thought of dinner was forgotten. Occasionally, people they knew called out greetings; they ignored
them. They tried alleys, roads, parks, anywhere they could get to without risking unwanted attention. Each time they came up empty.

"What time is it?" Johnny asked finally.

Larissa again gazed skyward. "About 9:30," she pronounced. It had been dark for a while now, but of course the city lights were still bright. The night air was slightly nippy. At the moment
they were walking south on 5th, just crossing I Street.

"I dunno," Johnny said, frustration oozing out of his pores. "I can't seem to ..." He stopped. Larissa stopped as well.

To describe it as a "tug" was no longer sufficient. This was as if he had been transformed into iron and placed near a giant magnet. His teeth seemed to be vibrating. He felt like his heels
were being pulled along the sidewalk. He found he was unconsciously leaning backwards to balance himself. Glancing at Larissa, he found her staring at him with widened eyes.

"I gotcha now, you bastard," he muttered triumphantly.

He began walking, faster and faster. Just before they reached H Street an alley appeared on their right, and the pulling sensation abruptly vanished. Johnny turned to Larissa. "I think," he
said breathlessly, "that we're finally here."

The First Gate

Johnny and Larissa turned the corner and went down the filthy dead-end alleyway. Several restaurants had back doors or side doors that let out on the alley and lots of food trash went out
to sit, calling to the rats and the cats and the bluebottle flies. The smell was nauseating, but in a mercurial way, constantly shifting: one thread out of the melange--say, spaghetti--might
predominate for a split second, giving that strong marinara scent that might almost be enticing, and then immediately it would get swallowed up in a soup of egg foo yung, refried beans,
Korean barbecue, and sour milk, nearly making you retch.

Larissa's nose wrinkled, and her hand rose to cover it. Johnny seemed oblivious to the olfactory assault; his eyes were fixed on a lone light bulb burning at the end of the alley, over the last
door on the right. Slowly he picked his way towards it. Larissa followed.

When he reached the light he could see what had drawn him there. There was a single wisp of mist, curling around the light as if caressing it. It floated slowly, unusual at first only in its
solitude, but Johnny just stared, unmoving, as the minutes ticked by. And, as the time elapsed, they could see that it was completely abnormal mist, because it would slowly float to the

edge of the illumination provided by the bulb, then it would turn around and float in the other direction. And when it reached the opposite edge of the light, it would turn again and start

back. Except, of course, that mist didn't turn around. That was ... preposterous.



After a few circuits back and forth, Johnny reached out to touch the mist as it went by. He heard a gasp and a truncated plosive over his shoulder; Larissa's concern for Johnny was obviously
at war with her sense of detachment. But he wasn't worried. He knew the mist wasn't there to hurt him. Actually, the mist wasn't there for him at all ... he was there for it, in some way.

As his hand passed through, the mist swirled around it, seeming to cling to the short hairs on the back of his hand. As Johnny slowly pulled his hand back, the mist seemed to want to follow
it, briefly, then it pulled away from him, almost as if with great effort, and went back to its original spot. The feel was not particularly unusual--cool and moist, as you would expect mist to
be--and yet there was something that Johnny felt beyond feeling, something that he was aware of on a level that he didn't even know he possessed, as if the whole concept of five senses
was a lie and he actually had seven, or eleven, or nineteen.

"It is," agreed Larissa, talking fast now. "You have nine, not including your sense of time and the homeostatic interoceptive senses ... visual, auditory, vestibular, olfactory, gustatory,
somatic, thermoceptive, kinesthetic, and nocioceptive. The concept of five senses was advanced by Aristotle, who of course also believed that there were only four elements, or five if you
include aether, and nobody believes that drivel any more, but for some reason the five senses thing just ..." She trailed off into silence and Johnny returned his attention to the mist.
Curiously, since he had touched it, it was just hanging in the air, not pacing back and forth as it had been before. He stepped forward and looked at it, put his hand out but didn't actually
touch it this time, just held it close, mere millimeters away, and opened up a door in his mind and reached out.

Then Larissa was shaking his shoulder, with some determination, and he looked lazily back at her, curious but not worried, and she was talking again, in that college-professor way she had
that was so weirdly incongruous in a girl of her whatever-age-she-was, and he couldn't really make out the words she was saying because his hearing was turned down because this other
sense, this new sense, was cranked way up, and he was cocking his head to one side now, in what Larissa, judging from her expression, found to be a very un-Johnny-like way, and he spoke,
or at least his mouth opened and words came out: "I have to put the mist in the box."

Larissa looked down. There was a large cardboard box, open, empty, and clean, which in itself was bizarre beyond belief in this food-strewn alley. She looked back at the mist. She looked
back at Johnny. She enunciated very carefully. "That's just silly."

Johnny smiled, a big dopey smile, and he nodded. "Yup," he agreed happily. "Very silly." Then he began to push and scoop and swirl the mist over to the box. And because it clung to his
skin ever so briefly after his hand passed through it, he actually made some small progress, pulling the mist gradually over to the box. Once he reached the cardboard, he took off his coat.
Larissa pointed out that it was getting cold. Ignoring her, he took off his outer shirt, and then his tee-shirt. His nipples puckered in the night air, but he couldn't actually feel it. He kicked
off his boots and then pulled off his socks. He actually had his hands in the waistband of his trousers when he remembered Larissa. He looked back at her. Her eyes were big and round.
He felt he ought to blush at this point, but somehow that didn't matter. "That's probably close enough," he said softly, still smiling. And then he stepped into the box.

He pulled the mist to him, then squatted down on his haunches. Immediately he felt a strong urge to urinate, but he suppressed it. He began to spread the mist over his body--that was
really the only way to describe it--and it felt moist and sort of squishy and vaguely ... organic ... and both comforting and a little bit gross at the same time. Mostly it felt right. And
although it hadn't seemed like there was very much of it--just one little wisp of mist, after all--for some reason he was able to keep spreading it, and spreading it, until every inch of him
seemed to be covered. Once he was finished, he looked down, concentrating on a spot on the bottom of the cardboard box between his feet, and his eyes began to burn, as if he had
something stuck in his eye, only it was both eyes, and instead of blurring his vision, he could see everything much more clearly now. Everything was both brighter and darker and the world
made so much more sense ...

When his head cleared, he was standing again, and the mist was thick and unmoving on his skin and his pants. His feet were together, arms stretched out to either side, as if he were
portraying a crucifiction victim. Larissa was staring at him, open-mouthed, her eyes still large. "You're wearing someone," she said.

Encounters

Johnny wanted to answer her, but the mist--if it could still be called that--was thick over his mouth. It was more like the consistency of jelly now, or vaseline: gooey on his bare skin, and
cold and damp through his worn jeans. It covered his eyes as well; looking at Larissa how was like staring through curved glass that had some sort of greasy film on it. But sight and touch
were still dulled slightly, as were his other three senses (or seven, if Larissa was right, which she generally was). This strange new, otherworldly sense had peaked, and it was receding now,
but there was still enough of it left to make his normal senses seem diminshed. He tried to hold on to it, knew that he needed to do one last thing, and knew that he didn't know what it
was. Maybe he could sense the answer, the same way he had known what to do with the mist ...

He stepped back. Not with his body, exactly; more like with his being. And as he stepped back, the mist, or gel, or whatever it was--still retaining the rough human shape it had acquired
from being spread over his body--was ejected forward, and now there were two figures in the box. Johnny shook his head, feeling woozy, and stumbled backward. The cardboard box was
now a bit crowded with two of them standing in it, and Johnny tripped over the side behind him and half stepped, half fell out of the box. Catching himself with one hand, and now keenly



feeling the cold air on his bare skin, he looked up at the figure still in the box. It was completely clothed (unlike himself), and even had gloves. A wide-brimmed hat kept the face and neck
in shadow. It seemed to be a man, but it was difficult to tell, as the clothing seemed lumpy in odd places. There were two tiny glints that must have been light reflecting off eyes--the bare
light bulb was very close above the figure's head, so that almost made sense, although there was no reason the brim of the hat, large as it was, should keep the face pooled in that much
shadow. When it spoke, the voice was raspy, like ripping paper.

"What day is it?" it asked.

Johnny just stared. Larissa spoke cautiously, unsure who or what she was addressing. "It's Tuesday."
"What day of the month?" it asked, more sharply.

Johnny shook his head and looked at Larissa again.

"September the 10th," said Larissa.

The figure flexed its workman's gloves. "I'm early," it rasped. It stepped out of the box and turned to look at Johnny. "Thank you," it said. "For bringing me through." Johnny tried to
extricate himself from the box with little success. He looked up at the strange, misshapen figure. Its shirt was cornflower blue. Its pants were denim coveralls. Its shoes were crinkled
black boots turned down at the tops. Johnny stared at it in fascination. The figure turned to glance briefly at Larissa, then strode down the alley. When it reached the sidewalk, it turned
left and was lost from view.

Johnny was still on the ground, with one bare foot in the cardboard box and one arm behind him holding himself up off the ground. "That was ..." Johnny trailed off. There was no
reasonable way to complete this sentence. Larissa stood, staring at the end of the alleyway with her lips just barely parted, as if frozen in the act of one of her diatribes. For several
seconds, no one moved.

Larissa closed her mouth and turned back to Johnny. Weirdly, her eyes held no surprise, or fear, or even curiosity. She just studied Johnny, as she always did, but he began to feel
uncomfortable. "Um, yeah," he floundered. "Maybe I should ..." Abruptly a shiver coursed through his body.

"You're cold," Larissa pointed out.

Johnny wasn't sure that was the ultimate source of the shiver, but Larissa wasn't wrong either. Late summer it might be, but it was night, and there was a September breeze kicking. He
disentangled himself from the box and began to put his socks and shoes back on.

Suddenly the ambient light dimmed a bit. Johnny looked up, confused. Larissa turned back to the mouth of the alley, which was now pitch dark for some reason. There was a huge snort
from that direction, half cranky old steam engine and half large hoofed herbivore. Johnny froze, his laces pulled tight. From the corner of his eye he saw Larissa's head twitch. But his focus
was on the darkness that had swallowed their only exit back to the real world, the world where matronly whiskey-swilling old ladies might know more about you than was strictly logical and
white-clad street preachers might grab your head and make freaky pronouncements and your whole unchanging life might seem more like a weird dream, but the real world nonetheless,
where you did not cover yourself in mist and spit out bizarre otherworldly travelers. That world now seemed very far away indeed.

Suddenly there were twin beams of red light in the darkness, and a heavy, sharp metallic click. The red lights grew brighter, swinging back and forth, and the metallic click was repeated.
Whatever it was, it was advancing.

And then, the sound, coming from far away. At first, it seemed like a police siren, a very familiar, comfortable sound, but then it fell when it should have risen, or perhaps rose when it
should have fallen, and the real and the unreal abruptly diverged. This was not the howl! of a responding black-and-white, oh no. This was the howl of an honest-to-god wolf, a huge beast
with a deep barrel chest, and the sound carried the mournful wail of a deep winter wind embedded inside it, so that Johnny knew this was a white wolf, a great white wolf with ice-blue eyes,
standing on a hillside overlooking his domain while the snowflakes eddied and swirled all around him ...

The red lights swung around and disappeared, and there was a profusion of clicks and another great snort. The lonely, wintry howl was repeated, perhaps a bit closer this time, and there
was a squeal from the end of the alley, a whine of clear frustration that was again partly mechanical and partly organic, with just a hint of heavy grunt at the end, and suddenly they could



see the street again. A couple walked past the end of the alley, holding hands. They unconsciously huddled closer together when passing the opening on their right, as non-street-people
usually did. It was such a slice of ordinary human life that Johnny almost became convinced that he had just suffered an elaborate hallucination. He turned to Larissa in confusion, his hands
still holding his laces taut.

Larissa spoke rapidly but very cripsly. "I think," she said, "it is time to leave now."
Johnny snatched at his remaining clothes on the ground. "Fuckin' A and hell yeah to that, sister."

They fled.

To the Woods

Johnny woke up in a bunkhouse, which was what the street people called it when a bunch of them all slept together in a sort of pile. Walker Crow said they didn't call it that in New York, or
Philly, or pretty much anywhere else, and theoretically he should know. But "bunkhousing" is what they called it in DC. This particular bunkhouse was behind some memorial or other off
Scott Circle. Someone had a tarp, and Dan the Man had piles of chicken that the nearby Popeye's was just going to throw out, but he talked the manager into giving to him instead. As
always, he had showed up with his big goofy grin and shouted "Who's the man?!?" So it was a bit of a party, and the cops only came by once, an older beat cop who just shook his head at
them and told them to keep it down and don't scare the tourists (which of course was silly, 'cause there were no tourists in Scott Circle, at night, in the middle of the week, in the fall). And
then they just bunkhoused right there and all woke up in a mass of limbs. Johnny didn't really bunkhouse that often, 'cause he figured it was mainly a great way to get to know other
people's fleas and lice up close and personal, which didn't really sound like that good a deal, but he honestly hadn't wanted to be alone lately. Not even alone with Larissa.

She was here, of course. Buried somewhere in the pile of bodies. Probably curled up underneath Jimmy the Squid, who was very protective of her. Most of the reason people didn't mess
with Larissa was fear of Jimmy the Squid. Jimmy didn't talk much, but he was quick with his fists if you got on his bad side, and apparently the Navy had taught him how to handle himself.
When he decided you needed a beat-down, you got a beat-down.

So Johnny wasn't worried about where Larissa was. She had not left his side since they fled that alley where all the weird shit had happened. They hadn't really been talking about it, of
course ... what was there to say? Shit like that simply didn't happen. Beyond that point, the discussion went to places that Johnny had no desire to explore, and he suspected Larissa had
even less. Larissa was comfortable with facts. This ... this was far from factual.

Johnny lay still for a while, waiting for the other folks in the bunkhouse to get up. The light around him was blue, coming through the translucent tarp. It was quite warm in there with all
the body heat, and no one was poking him in the ribs or elbowing him in the face. His legs were under someone, but they had taken everyone's coats to make a sort of mattress that they
were all laying on, so even that wasn't awful. He closed his eyes again, wondering if he should just go back to sleep, but the thought made him nervous somehow. He guessed he'd been
having a bad dream and his brain wasn't anxious to go back there. In fact, he suspected he'd been having nothing but bad dreams for the past two nights, but his brain had mercifully
flushed them all, leaving just a patina of nerves and mild discomfort.

Suddenly the tarp was thrown back and Jimmy the Squid was sitting up. "Up," he grunted at everyone. Larissa emerged from under him, and other heads appeared as well: there was Dan
the Man, provider of chicken, and there was little Sanchez with his moustache that was almost bigger than he was, and here was Marge, occasionally known as Large Marge, but never to her
face, picking herself up off Johnny's legs (which explained why they were completely asleep), and there was a white head that Johnny didn't recognize. For a few minutes they all busied
themselves getting themselves put back together. Johnny got his coat back and spent some time walking the pins and needles out of his legs. Sanchez folded up the tarp into a surprisingly
small package and made it disappear into a pocket of his coat. Jimmy the Squid pulled out some K-Y jelly and started to shave with a large knife. The unfamiliar guy, who Johnny had now
decided was the same fellow he and Larissa had met in Dupont Circle two days ago, was watching Jimmy the Squid with fascination.

"You can shave with that stuff?" he asked. His voice quavered a bit, but Johnny thought maybe he just always sounded like that.
Jimmy the Squid grunted affirmatively. "Just gotta clean the blade afterwards. Ruin it elsewise."
Sanchez stepped over and took the tube from Jimmy. "Also very good for combing," he grinned, applying a bit to a tiny comb he produced from somewhere in the depths of his coat. He then

carefully combed out his moustache and shaped it so it stuck out in both directions. Larissa identified the moustache as a "Hungarian"; Sanchez himself called it a "Zapata." "Is just like
mousse, eh?" Sanchez grinned at the new guy and offered the K-Y to Johnny.



"Got a real comb?" Johnny asked. Sanchez made the moustache comb disappear into one pocket and produced a larger comb from another. Sanchez had a pocket for just about anything.
Once, Parking Jimmy had been talking about getting his ear pierced and Whiskey Sally said she could do it for him if they could just find a magic marker, a piercing stud, some peroxide, and
a potato. Markers were easy; people needed them for signs, so there was nearly always one at hand. Polish Peg, ever practical, tossed in the peroxide. Without a word, Marge held out a
large, grubby hand with a piercing stud in it. Parking Jimmy had started to look a bit nervous at this point. "Yeah, okay, yeah, right, but so, where ya gonna get a potato from, right?" he
stammered. Smiling broadly, Sanchez reached into a pocket and produced a large white potato.

And that was how Parking Jimmy got his ear pierced.

Johnny combed the K-Y through his hair, trying to tease apart the many tangles. New Guy stared at him in fascination. "It really does work," Johnny explained. "I know it sounds weird, but
it keeps you from looking like a crazy." He turned and offered some to Larissa, but she shook her head and borrowed Marge's pink brush. "Drew," she whispered to Johnny.

Johnny blinked. He started to ask "who drew what?" but then he remembered that that was New Guy's name. He smiled gratefully back at Larissa. "Where'd'you get the lube?" Drew asked.
"Drugstore," Jimmy the Squid answered.
Drew looked confused. "Why not just buy the mousse then?"

Sanchez started cackling. Jimmy the Squid just spat. "My friend," said Sanchez, "mousse is very expensive. The K-Y, she is cheap. Cheaper if you buy the fake, see?" He pointed to the
tube, which just said "PERSONAL LUBRICANT" on it in block letters, as Johnny handed it back to Jimmy the Squid. "And the K-Y, she is versatile, you see?"

He pointed to Jimmy the Squid, who helpfully supplied "Can't shave with mousse."

"And there we have it." Sanchez winked at Drew, then clapped him on the back. Drew looked uncomfortable with the close contact, but he'd just have to get used to that from the small
Mexican.

"So, uh, what is this thing we slept behind, anyway?" Drew asked. "There's a statue of some guy in a robe on the other side."

Immediately all eyes turned to Larissa. She stepped forward, still brushing her hair with Marge's pink brush.

"Christian Friedrich Samuel Hahnemann, born April 10th, 1755 in Saxony, studied medicine at Leipzig and then at Vienna. Practiced as a doctor for three years before giving it up because he
thought the medicines of his time were doing more harm than good. Invented homeopathy, publishing The Organon of the Healing Art in 1810. Died July 2nd, 1843. The Hahnemann
Memorial was a gift from the American Institute of Homeopathy; it was designed by architect Julius F. Harder and sculptor Charles Henry Niehaus, and dedicated on June 21st, 1900 with
President McKinley in attendence, less than 15 months before he would be shot and killed by Leon Czolgosz. Hahnemann is carved in bronze, and seated on a pedestal bearing the words
'similia similibus curantur,' or 'like cures like." The four bas-relief panels depict Hahnemann as student, chemist, teacher, and doctor."

Drew stared at the little girl. Sanchez just chuckled softly to himself. Larissa finished brushing her hair and handed the brush back to a beaming Marge. Dan the Man had wandered over as
well (Johnny suspected he had been relieving himself by a tree) and slapped Larissa on the back. "So, I'm Dan the Man, and this guy is Han the Man, eh?"

"Hahnemann," Larissa corrected, frowning.

"Whatever!" Dan boomed. "Sounds like my kind of guy!" He laughed raucously. Dan the Man did nearly everything raucously.

Jimmy the Squid stood up. "Gotta go to work," he grunted.

Dan the Man gave a rare frown. He didn't much care for the concept of work. Sanchez just grinned at the man with the massive forearms. "Got a job again, man? Where at?"
Jimmy the Squid squinted back. "Construction."

"Good for you, hombre! Get out there and earn those dollars. I wish I could join you, my friend."



Jimmy spat again. "Could," he said shortly.

Sanchez's smile faltered a bit. "Yes, well, you know, mi amigo, I am not suited for hard labor with my small frame and all." Jimmy the Squid grunted. Sanchez scurried over to Marge and
put his arm around her waist, his smile returning. "And besides, who would take care of my mamacita here, eh?" Jimmy the Squid just shook his head and walked off toward N Street.

Drew watched him walk off then shakily got to his feet as well. "Good to, ah, good to meet you all. Or see you again, as the case may ... ah, well, goodbye then." He headed toward
Massachusetts. Sanchez and Marge started walking in the opposite direction, towards Rhode Island Avenue.

Dan the Man turned to Johnny and Larissa. "Just us left, guys. Shall we see what sort of trouble we can get into?"

Johnny shook his head. "Thanks Dan, but I think we're just going to go scrounge up some breakfast. You take care now. And thanks again for the grub."

As Johnny and Larissa headed back towards Scott Circle, they could hear Dan the Man calling after them. "Sure thing guys! Let's do it again real soon!"

As they passed through Dupont Circle, Johnny asked Larissa where they were headed. The little girl shrugged. "Park," she said shortly.

Johnny considered that. "Rock Creek, or Mitchell?"

Larissa merely arched an eyebrow.

"Nothing wrong with Mitchell Park, you know," Johnny contributed. "It's a nice little park." Larissa kept walking. "Maybe not as big as Rock Creek Park ..." Again the eyebrow. "Okay, not
even remotely as big as Rock Creek. But, you know ... it has tennis courts, and ..." At this point, Larissa actually stopped and stared at him. "No, I know: we don't play tennis. I'm just
.." He stopped and laughed at himself. "I'm just babbling, apparently. Lead on, Macduff."

"Lay on."

"What?"

"Lay on, Macduff, and damned be him that first cries 'Hold, enough!'"" Larissa paused. "Not that you want me to attack you, I suspect." Johnny smiled. "Perhaps ... Forward the Light
Brigade! Charge for the guns! Although of course that's still a bit martial for the sentiment you were trying to express. You could try ..." But Johnny was laughing openly now. Larissa

stopped and looked at him.

"No, nothing." Johnny was still chuckling. "It's just good to be back to normal." He looked around the crowds walking up and down Massachusetts Avenue. "Or as normal as our lives usually
are, I suppose. Just ... carry on. You lead, and I shall follow."

Larissa looked at him for a moment longer, then turned and resumed walking.

At Q Street they turned left and walked across the bridge over the Rock Creek Parkway. Just past the end of the bridge, they ducked off the sidewalk to the right and walked down through
the trees to the bike path. The trees were just starting to change colors. Though the sounds of traffic still came to them clearly, it was as close to walking in the wilderness as it got in DC.

They followed the path, occasionally spying the outer edges of the cemetery to their left, then across Devil's Chair Bridge, where the bike path rejoined the parkway. Following the countours
of the busy road, they eventually walked underneath Massachusetts, then the bike path cut across Rock Creek again. Here Larissa took a left onto the footpath and they walked back they
way they had come, but on the other side of the creek now, back under Massachusetts again. It was a pleasant two miles or so altogether, accompanied by birdsong and the busy rustlings
of squirrels. Even walking alongside the parkway, this was still a place where you could forget you were actually in a city of half a million people. After crossing another small creek, Larissa
abruptly left the footpath and led them unerringly through the trees until they came out in the heart of Montrose Park. Then they strolled west down R Street and took a right on Wisconsin.

They were in Georgetown now, a place where Johnny rarely came. The more upscale parts of town contained more rich people, which theoretically meant people with more coin to spare, but



it also meant people with far less tolerance of ragged street urchins. But Larissa seemed just as much at home here as in any of the "bad" parts of town (though even the street people
stayed out of the really bad neighborhoods). She walked confidently down the sidewalk, ignoring anyone who looked askance at her.

They crossed to the west side of Wisconsin and approached a small café. Johnny looked at Larissa somewhat nervously. "Hey, L? I'm not sure we can afford ..." Larissa ignored him and
opened the door, ushering him inside.

The interior of the place was as fancy as he had feared. Johnny didn't normally feel that dirty, but it was undeniable that he generally wore the same clothes every day, and only got to wash
them once a week or so at best. He was sure he didn't smell that hot compared to the sort of people that would frequent this upscale eatery. He felt several eyes on him, but no one

commented. Larissa took his arm and led him up to the counter. A young, very well-dressed woman came over and looked them up and down. "Can I help you?" she asked, with vague
disapproval.

Larissa ignored her and waved to someone in a back room. Immediately an older woman with slightly graying brown hair piled on her head came out and flapped a hand at the waitress.
"Never mind, Mary, I'll take care of them." She beamed down at Larissa. "And how's my secret weapon today?"

Johnny blinked.

The woman lifted a hinged countertop and ushered them behind the counter. Ignoring Mary's flustered look, she shooed them into the back room, which turned out to be a small office just
off the kitchen. She closed the door behind them and offered them chairs. "Who's your friend?" she asked Larissa.

Still somewhat confused, Johnny stuck out his hand. "Johnny Hellebore, ma'am."

"Oh, pooh," she said, clasping his hand briefly. "I'm not a 'ma'am,’' I'm just Sandra. Very pleased to meet you, Johnny." She turned back to Larissa, still smiling broadly. "And is Master
Johnny one of the priveleged few?"

Larissa nodded.

"Ah, good, that'll make things easier." She turned back to Johnny. "Such a pain, you know, not being able to use the name. I generally register her under 'Elizabeth' and then just call her
'Liz."" She lowered her voice conspiratorially. "But Larissa is a much prettier name."

Johnny nodded, more confused than ever. Obviously this was a friend. But what did she mean by "register"?

"Well!" Sandra continued. "Let me get you some food first off. I'm sure you're both quite hungry." She bustled off to the kitchen. Larissa sat on the chair, swinging her legs back and forth.
Johnny looked around. The walls held various plaques and certificates. Here was a caterer's license made out to Sandra Hunter. Here was a diploma for an Advanced Culinary Arts degree
from Stratford University, also for Sandra Hunter. And here was a plaque for 1st place in a ...

Sandra came back in juggling several plates. "Ah, so you've seen our trophies!" she said, beaming. "That one was for last year's tournament. Substantial cash prize, that one was. And this
one over here"--she had put the plates down on the desk and was proudly pointing out further plaques now--"was the year before, we came in second, and this one ..."

Johnny interrupted. "Second? With Larissa on your team? Seriously?"

Sandra frowned. "Well, you know, there is a bit of luck involved. The other team got the better die rolls, that's all."

Johnny put up a hand. "Sorry. It's just... I mean, she knows everything."

Sandra immediately put her huge grin back on. "Yes, isn't she wonderful? First place year before last as well." She pointed at yet another plaque.
Johnny nodded. "I didn't actually know there were organized tournaments for Trivial Pursuit."

Sandra nodded enthusiastically. "Oh, yes. Well, you know, it's not a national sport or anything, but we have a pretty big group that covers the greater metro area, and we do an annual
tournament. And I've been playing for years now. Then I found Larissa here ... and, well, the rest is history." She looked at them both, still smiling. "But, please, don't let me carry on.



I've brought you the best my humble kitchen has to offer. Eat, eat!"

As it turned out, Sandra's "humble kitchen" was quite impressive. There was French onion soup, and pasta salad, and hot prime rib sandwiches with gooey brie cheese. It was all amazing,
as far as Johnny was concerned. He hadn't eaten this well in ... well, however long it had been since he left home. And probably not for a while before that: the last few weeks, between his
father's exit and his mother's final breakdown, the cooks were just killing time while they found new jobs.

As he ate, Larissa was packing up food into a curious vest thing. "What's that?" Johnny asked, his mouth half-full.

Sandra jumped in. "These are marvelous. You wear them under your coats ... here, I've got one for you too." She held it up. "You see, so that you can carry food around without being
obvious. I understand that in the circles you two travel in, carrying a bag or pack or something along those lines would just be inviting trouble." Johnny had to agree with the wisdom of
this.

"Thanks Sandra," said Larissa when she was all packed up.
Sandra was still beaming. "My pleasure, honey! You know I'm here for you, any time. Half that cash prize is technically yours, you know."
Larissa gave a faint smile. "Money never made a man happy yet, nor will it."

Sandra chuckled. "Benjamin Franklin today, is it? Very well, then, I'll hold on to your half and just mete it out in foodstuffs and vests." Her laugh was unaffected and infectious. Johnny
couldn't help but grin himself.

As he finished up, Larissa was handing him a vest to wear himself. He took his coat off, put the vest on, and then replaced the coat over it. The vest itself was light, but the food packed in
it gave it a little heft. Still, it wouldn't weigh him down too much, and the extra food was certainly welcome. This was dinner tonight and breakfast tomorrow, at least, and possibly more.
None of the food in the vest was hot, so it would probably keep just fine until they got around to eating it. Additionally, there was a thin thermos attached under one arm. Water, most
likely.

As Larissa zipped up her own jacket, she pointed at the half-finished menu Sandra had been working on when they came in. "Try salmon roe here," she said, putting a finger about halfway
down the page, which was upside-down to them.

Sandra scooted around the desk and put on a pair of half-moon glasses from her pocket. Squinting at the page a bit, she drew her eyebrows together. "Red caviar?" she mumbled. "Salmon
roe, salmon roe ..." She trailed off, gazing now at the ceiling, lost in thought. Suddenly she clapped her hands and broke into a grin. "Yes, salmon roe! Of course!" She rushed around the
desk and siezed Larissa's head, kissing her crown. "You are brilliant, my little partner!" She turned her happy expression onto Johnny. "You must come again, Master Johnny. And take care
of this one. She is precious."

Johnny nodded. "Yes, thank you, Ms. Sandra. And yes, I'll take good care of her."

Together, they left the café, Sandra waving at them happily. Larissa led Johnny on down Wisconsin until they reached Whitehaven, where they turned right to head toward Dumbarton Oaks
Park.

They spent the afternoon roaming the woods of Rock Creek Park and its environs. They passed the occasional hiker or biker, depending on which paths they took, but often they were alone
amongst the trees. It was a bit cooler here out of the sun, but very peaceful. At first Johnny had been a bit nervous, being away from the hustle and bustle of the city--this was more alone
than he strictly wanted to be at the moment--but he had to admit that it was pleasant. This wasn't a creepy, Hansel and Gretel sort of forest. It was more like when Amiira used to take

him to Great Falls Park, just over the state line in Virginia. They had gone several times, without his parents of course, and he still had fond memories of it despite how young he had been
at the time. It was like exploring their very own wilderness, away from the crowds of the suburbs. Still, as the day grew longer, he felt the vague nervousness returning. There was a sense
of isolation, and a feeling of being watched.

Finally Johnny suggested that they head back into the city. Larissa studied him for a moment, then shrugged and struck off in a new direction through the trees. Johnny didn't question that
she knew where she was going. Larissa always knew.



They cut through the cemetery and came out onto the trail very close to where they'd first joined it, earlier that morning. This time they kept moving south, under Q Street, then under P
Street. The trees were getting thinner and the city traffic was becoming clearer and louder off to their right. Twenty or thirty minutes later, Johnny was just starting to remark to himself
that he'd never been this far south on the Georgetown side of The Creek, when a baseball diamond suddenly appeared to their right.

"Hunh," Johnny said aloud. "Where the heck are we?"

"Rose Park," Larissa replied. She stayed on the trail until just past the field, then cut off the path and headed to a small children's playground. There were a couple of picnic tables on the
outskirts, and Larissa picked one and sat down at it. On the far side of Georgetown, the sun was sinking, and the play area was deserted. Must be a weeknight, Johnny thought.

And so they had a quiet little picnic with booty from Sandra's café: cold sandwiches, and cheese, and fruit, and some sort of cream cheese and mushroom puffs, and little dark chocolate
cupcakes with pink cherry frosting. As the sunlight faded, Johnny felt full. This was an unusual feeling for him. Johnny had been full only a few times since he'd come to live on the streets,
mostly coinciding with his stints in foster care. He leaned back and savored the feeling.

Larissa was looking towards the street, which Johnny figured was probably 26th or 27th or something like that. Something in her gaze brought him up out of his well-fed stupor. "See
something?"

She shook her head briefly.

He didn't see anything either. "Hear something, then?"

She cocked her head to one side and drew her eybrows together slightly.

Johnny listened. There was a bit of birdsong left, despite the dying day. There were traffic noises, despite the lack of visible cars. There was what was perhaps a fire engine, far away.
There were occasional shouts or screeches or barks, probably from neighborhood kids and their pets, but those weren't that close either. There were some rustlings in the bushes, certainly
more squirrels. Squirrels were everywhere in the city. In fact, if he looked around, he could proably see some. Anywhere there were people and food, you could be sure to find a bold
squirrel on the lookout for droppings.

But, actually, now that Johnny looked around, there were no squirrels. Or birds, either: all the chirping he could hear was from deeper in the trees towards The Creek. There were no cats,
which should be fairly common this close to a residential area, or rabbits, which should be fairly common this close to Rock Creek Park, although they certainly weren't as brave as the
squirrels. There was, in fact, nothing moving as far as he could see.

"Say, Larissa, I think it's time to be going."

Larissa nodded, still searching the area towards the neighborhood. They both stood up and quickly packed away the leftovers. Then they both took a step ... in opposite directions.

Larissa gave him her studying look. Johnny waved at the sky vaguely. "Look, it's getting dark. Traipsing through the trees in the daytime is fun and all, but I don't want to be lost in the
woods at night." Larissa arched an eyebrow. "Not that we were ever lost today, of course!" Johnny put up his hands, palms out. "I'm not saying that, I'm just saying ... City. People. You
know?"

Larissa pointed back towards the treeline. "That way is safer."

Johnny started to give her a "you must be crazy" look, but was distracted by a soft chuff from the bushes between them and the neighborhood. He froze. There was a low growling purr that
seemed to have an electronic whine embedded in it. "What the ..." Johnny started, but Larissa was already heading back towards the trail. Johnny quickly followed.

They ran along the trail for a few hundred yards, then Larissa cut through the trees back to the other path, that ran along the parkway. The remnants of rush hour were still clogging the
road, and Johnny mentally applauded Larissa's choice. He felt safer here, even though the commuters, in their single-minded drive to get back to comfortable suburban homes, were a world
away from the two ragamuffin street children. They slowed down now; passing under another busy street that Johnny felt sure was M Street, the main drag in Georgetown. Still breathing
heavily, they walked a couple hundred feet and passed under another road. "Pennsylvania," Larissa said in answer to Johnny's unasked question.



After emerging from the underpass, they walked past a short grassy area to where the trail crossed the Pennsylvania Street exit off the parkway. Waiting at the edge of the crosswalk for a
few cars to pass, Larissa suddenly spun around and looked back toward the gloom under the bridge.

"What" Johnny started to ask, then he heard it too: a soft metallic click whose echo bounced around with all the carsound from the parkway. It was almost lost in all the traffic noise, and at
first Johnny was sure it must be his imagination, but now he thought he caught a flash of small red light as well, and suddenly it seemed more prudent to assume that he wasn't hearing
things.

"Let's go," Johnny said, and Larissa nodded.

They crossed the crosswalk at the next convenient break and hustled, not quite running down the trail. Ahead was a bridge, and some waterway that intersected Rock Creek ("Chesapeake
and Ohio Canal" Larissa muttered under her breath) and they made for it. Johnny had a flash of Amiira reading him "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow." "If I can but reach that bridge," thought
Ichabod, "I am safe." To their left, the parkway too went over a bridge: Rock Creek was wending its way west to meet the old canal. Although the sound of the traffic and his own heavy
breathing should have made hearing anything else impossible, Johnny would have sworn he could hear something in the water now, perhaps the splashing of a large animal, and when they
were almost at the abutment of the bridge, a sound rang out, very loud over the sound of the traffic, a primal big cat scream as reproduced on a cheap Casio synthesizer with too much
feedback, and Johnny knew that it wasn't just in their heads because out of the corner of his eye he could see people in their cars looking wildly around for the source of the noise, and the
traffic on the parkway slowed to even more of a crawl as the echoes of that cry rolled down Rock Creek. They froze. It was now almost full dark and they could see nothing outside of the
flashing of car headlights. Then there was another great splash and then great, heavy wingbeats, followed by a screech that was surely produced by two pieces of rough metal grating
against each other but somehow managed to sound like the cry of a great raptor: a hawk, or more likely an eagle. Johnny instinctively looked up, but the traffic lights had ruined any hope of
night vision and it was just darkness up there. He felt Larissa's hand clutch his upper arm and then there was a heavy metal scuttling from the other end of the bridge. Twin red pinpoints of
light appeared in the darkness.

Instantly Larissa yanked his arm and plunged down the embankment towards the water. Without hesitation Johnny followed, although there was no path, the hill was steep, they couldn't
see, and there was water and likely rocks at the bottom. Fuck it, Johnny thought, and plunged after the small figure disappearing into the bushes in front of him.

They slid more than they ran, but they reached the bottom of the hill without injury and hit the water. It was cold, but there didn't appear to be rocks threatening to snap a leg. Instead of
being darker here, practically under the footbridge, it seemed lighter ... possibly the subtraction of the car headlights made it easier for them to see in the gathering twilight. The water was
cold but not freezing, and was almost up to their waists, making it hard to maneuver.

Larissa turned away from the bridge, facing back toward the canal, but another huge splash sounded in front of them, and this time they could make out a large catlike shape. Johnny knew
there were leopards at the National Zoo, which was just a few miles up The Creek. Not pleasant to imagine one of them having escaped, certainly, but right now it seemed more pleasant
than the alternative. The big cat turned its head toward them, and there were the red dots of light again, not so small this close up, and the fur color was wrong--more tan than tawny--and
then it reared up on its hind legs and just stood there, flashing claws that somehow were made of a bright, silvery metal. Larissa stared. "Cougar," she said. "Puma. Mountain lion.
Catamount. Puma concolor."

Johnny was pulling the back of her light green jacket as he backpedalled under the bridge, where he could hear water rushing into the creekbed. "Yeah, right, red-eyed puma with silver claws
standing on its hind legs. Don't identify, just move!"

Suddenly there was more splashing behind them and for a moment Johnny's heart stopped, but whatever it was rushed past them and planted itself between them and the cougar-creature.
From this angle, it looked like a massive black wolf, big enough that the water just lapped at its belly, except for its heads, which looked more like coyotes. Johnny blinked. Yes, heads,
with an S ... three, to be precise. Two of them snapped ferociously at the man-cougar, which in turn flashed back silver fangs. One narrow-muzzled head turned to look back over its
shoulder and stared directly at them. The mouth did not open, but Johnny heard a voice nonetheless: Run!

You don't need to tell me twice, thought Johnny, half-hysterical, and he pulled Larissa back towards the rushing water, which turned out to be a huge outflow pipe. It was covered with a
sturdy metal grate to keep people from getting inside it. Johnny pulled at it, pointlessly. It was not going to budge in this lifetime.

"Jackals," Larissa said calmly.
Johnny looked wildly at her. "What??" he barked.

"Not coyote heads, jackal heads," she corrected. "Golden jackals. The ones that statues of the god Anubis were based on. Black-backed and side-striped jackals can't bare their fangs, of







































































































































