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THE FINAL INTERVIEW

“Good morning, Mr. Stallings. I'm Dr. Mar-
lowe. Do you remember me from the night you
came here?” E

“Yes sir, I sure do.” Stallings laughed and
shook his head. “Man, I sure was out of my skull
on something that night!”

“What do you remember?”

“Well, I remember being carried in here by the
deputies, and being tied down and all, and I was
cussing and telling the whole world that I was
Satan.”

“And did you believe that?” the doctor
asked.

Stallings nodded in embarrassment, then
looked earnestly into Marlowe’s eyes. “Yes sir, I
sure did. And then you came into the room, and I
looked into your face, and I knew that I was
wrong, because I knew that you were Satan.”

“Mr. Stallings,” Dr. Marlowe smiled sadly,
“you appear to have made a rapid recovery.”
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There is no trap so
deadly as the trap you
set for yourself.

—Raymond Chandler,
The Long Good-Bye
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INTO WHOSE
HANDS

Originally, back during the War (which Mar-
lowe understood to be World War II), Graceland
State Psychiatric Hospital had been an army
base, and some of the oldtimers still referred to
the center as Camp Underhill. Marlowe was
never certain whether there had been a town
(named Underhill) here before the base was
built, or whether the town had grown about the
periphery of the base (named Underhill) at the
time when it was carved out of the heart of the
scrub-and-pine wilderness. Marlowe probably
could have found out by asking one of the
oldtimers, had he ever thought to do so, or had
he even cared to know. It was more to the point
that no wing of the red brick hospital was of
more than two storeys: further, that each wing
was connected to the next by a long corridor.
This, so Marlowe had been told upon coming
here, had been a precaution against an air raid
—an enemy sneak attack could not annihilate
the outspread base, with its absence of central
structures and its easy evacuation. Marlowe was
uncertain as to the means by which an Axis
blitzkrieg might have struck this far inland, but it
was a fact that the center contained seven miles

1



2 Karl Edward Wagner

of corridors. This Marlowe had verified through
many a weary weekend of walking to and fro and
up and down through the complex, making
rounds.

On this weekend Marlowe was feeding dimes
into the slot of a vending machine chained to the
tile wall of one labyrinthine corridor. After judi-
cious nudges and kicks, the packet of crackers
was spat from its mechanical womb in a flurry of
crumbs. Marlowe eyed the tattered cellophane
sourly. An industrious mouse had already
gnawed across the pair on the end. He should
have tried the machines in the staff lounge, but
that meant another quarter-of-a-mile walk.

At his belt, the beeper uttered a rush of semico-
herent static. Marlowe, shaking the nibbled
crackers onto the tile floor, thumbed the beeper
to silence with his other hand and plodded for
the nearest nursing station. He swiped a cup of
virulent coffee from the urn there, washed the
crackers from his throat with a gulp of boiling
fluid, and dialed the number to which he had
been summoned.

“This is Dr. Marlowe.”

“You have an involuntary admission on South
Unit, Dr. Marlowe.”

“I’ll be down once I finish one on North.”

The voice persisted. Marlowe sensed the
speaker’s anxiety. “The patient is combative,
Doctor. He’s delusional, obviously hallucinating.
If you could give us an order . . .”

“What’s the problem? Do we know anything
about this one?”

“This is his first admission here, and all we
have are the commitment papers the deputies
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brought. He’s obviously psychotic. He says he’s
Satan.”

“Hell, that’s my third this month. All right,
seclude and restrain. I'm coming right down, and
I’ll sign the order when I get there.”

Marlowe glanced at his watch. It was past ten,
he still hadn’t eaten dinner, and the deputies
from Beacon City were due to arrive on East with
that adolescent runaway who’d slashed her
wrists. Best take care of South Unit quickly. The
coffee was sour in his stomach, and he regretted
discarding the mouse-chewed crackers.

He was in North Unit, which was actually
Central, since the northernmost unit was the
Alcoholic Rehab Unit, but the walk was going to
be a brisk five minutes, in addition to the time
lost in unlocking sectional doors. Marlowe, who
showed a footsore limp under the best of circum-
stances, knew better than to wear himself out this
early in the weekend. It was Friday night. Until
eight o’clock Monday morning he would be the
only doctor on the grounds at Graceland. In that
time he might have twenty to thirty admissions,
on an average, in addition to the task of oversee-
ing the well-being of some five hundred patients
within the state hospital complex. A demanding
situation under the best of circumstances, and
impossible without a capable staff. Marlowe
often wished for a capable staff.

He was tall and lean, with a profile that might
have made a good Holmes if the haphazardly
trimmed beard and randomly combed black hair
hadn’t more suggested Moriarty. His eyes were
so deep a blue as to seem almost black; one
patient had told him he looked like Lord Byron,
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but many patients had called him many names.
In a three-piece suit Marlowe would have fit the
tv-romantic ideal of the distinguished young
physician; however, around the hospital he fa-
vored open-necked sportshirts of imaginative
pattern, casual slacks, and scuffed Wallabies. The
crepe soles of these last were generally overworn
to one side, giving him almost a clubfooted
stance, but tile corridors are not kind to feet, and
Marlowe liked such comforts as were permitted.

He unlocked an outside door, stepped out to
cut across a courtyard. The summer night was
hot and still. Behind electrified grates, ultraviolet
lamps lured nocturnal insects to their doom,;
harsh crackles made the only sound other than
the soft crunch of gravel beneath Marlowe’s
crepe soles. There was a full moon, hot and
electric itself, and Marlowe knew he would get
little rest this weekend.

There was sound again when he unlocked the
door to South Unit’s admission ward. The door
to a seclusion room stood open, and inside three
attendants were just fastening the padded cuffs.
Spreadeagled on the bed, a young black man
struggled against the wrist and ankle restraints
and screamed curses. At the end of the hallway,
several of the ward patients hovered anxiously,
until a nurse’s assistant shooed them back to
bed.

An attendant handed Marlowe the commit-
ment papers. He glanced through them: 23-year-
old black male, combative and threatening to life
and person of family and neighbors since last
night, apparently hallucinating, claimed to be
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Satan released from Hell. Today fired shotgun at
neighbor’s house, subdued by officers; involuntary
commitment papers signed by family, no previous
history of mental disorders.

Marlowe entered the seclusion room, studying
his patient. His dress was flamboyant, his ap-
pearance well-groomed; he was lean but not
emaciated, with prominent veins standing out
from the straining muscles of his arms. Mar-
lowe’s initial impression was psychotic drug re-
action, probably angel dust or amphetamines.

“Mr. Stallings, my name is Dr. Marlowe. I'm
your physician, and I'd like to ask you a few
questions.”

“I am His Satanic Majesty, Lucifer God, Son
of the Sun, Prince of Darkness and Power! Ye
who seek to chain me in the Pit shall be utterly
cast down! Bow down to me and worship, or feed
the flames of my wrath!”

Marlowe played his stethoscope across his
heaving chest. “Anyone able to get a blood
pressure?”

The ward nurse handed him a sheet. “Don’t
know how good these vital stats are—he’s been
abusive and combative since the deputies
brought him in. He’s strong as a horse, I can tell
you.”

“These are about what they recorded at Fred-
erick County when they examined him,” Mar-
lowe said. “We still don’t have a chart on him?”

“First admission to Graceland, Dr. Marlowe.”

The patient shouted obscenities, ignoring Mar-
lowe’s efforts to examine him. Verbal content
was a jarring mixture of street slang and religious
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phrases, frankly delusional. There seemed little
point in continuing with the examination at this
point.

Marlowe turned to the ward nurse, who was
showing anger despite her experience with abu-
sive patients. “Thorazine, 100 mgm IM.”

Two attendants held the patient on his side,
pants drawn down, while she gave him the injec-
tion. The graveyard shift would be coming on
shortly, and they had work to finish before they
could go off. Marlowe observed the familiar
ritual in silence, studying his patient’s reactions.

“Just make sure his blood pressure doesn’t
drop out,” he told them. “I’ll write out orders for
another 100 IM PRN q 4 hours, if this doesn’t do
it. I’ll finish my examination once he’s quiet.”

“Thank you, Doctor.” ‘

Marlowe’s beeper summoned him while he
was writing orders. “That’s North Unit. Could
you dial that for me, please?”” He took the phone
from the attendant and wedged it under his chin,
one hand holding a Styrofoam coffee cup, the
other scribbling an admission note.

“Dr. Marlowe, we have an unauthorized ab-
sence from North Unit. The patient is Billy
Wilson. He is an involuntary admission.”

Marlowe sipped his coffee. “Chronic schiz
from Jefferson County? I've had him on my
service a couple times. Better call the family and
local sheriff. He usually hitches a ride home and
tells people he’s on the run from the CIA.”

“We also have a voluntary admission here to
see you.”

“What’s his problem?”

“He says he’s depressed.”
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“I’ll get over to see him when I can.”

Marlowe finished his coffee and the conversa-
tion, placed cup and receiver in appropriate
niches. His beeper wondered if he might phone
the ARU. Marlowe thought he might.

“Dr. Marlowe, we have three unauthorized
absences.”

“These are . . .77

“Two voluntary, one involuntary. Jimmy Rob-
erts and Willy Wilbertson from Adams County
are voluntary; Freddie Lambert from Tarpon is
involuntary.”

“Those first two always check back in together
as soon as they’ve gone through their Social
Security checks. Lambert usually winds up under
a bridge with a gallon of skull-rot; better notify
family and sheriff on him.”

He finished his admission notes, looked in on
Stallings. The new admission was still raging
against his restraints; shrill obscenities pene-
trated the seclusion room door. “Another 100
mgm Thorazine IM stat, I think,” Marlowe de-
cided. “I’d like a quiet night.”

It was past midnight when Marlowe made it
back to North Unit to interview the voluntary
admission. As he sought to leave, the nurses’ aide
on South Unit had delayed him with a question
about Dr. Kapoor’s medication orders; the Paki-
stani resident had been eight weeks in the US
and six weeks on South Unit, and still hadn’t
discovered the distinction between q.id., q.d.,
and g.0.d. when writing medication orders. Mar-
lowe made hasty corrections, ordered stat lithi-
um levels on one patient, and swore a little.
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The graveyard shift came on at eleven, and no
one knew anything about his voluntary on
North. The same, seated beside a flight bag in the
office area, regarded Marlowe with politely con-
tained anger. T

He wore Nike running shoes, Levi jeans, and
an Izod knit shirt, all of it just starting to slide
past the comfortably well-worn stage. His beard
had reached that scraggly sort of seediness that
usually breaks the resolve of its wearer and
brings the razor back out of the medicine cabi-
net. The black hairline was beginning to recede,
but there were no flecks of grey. He had a
complex digital watch toward which he pointed-
ly glanced. The eyes behind the designer frames
were red-rimmed and puffy, despite the effort of
the tinted lenses to mask them. Marlowe guessed
him to be a grad student or junior faculty from
the state university campus at Franklin, some
thirty miles to the north, and he wondered why
the patient had not availed himself of the posh
psychiatric unit at the medical school there.

“Hello, ’'m Dr. Marlowe. Sorry to keep you
waiting.”

“Frank Carnell.” The handshake was ac-
cepted, but weak.

“Would you care to step into my office, Mr.
Carnell?”

Each unit included an interview room for the
on-call physician; however, as North Unit’s at-
tending, Marlowe had an office of his own on the
unit. He ushered his patient into the cheap
vinyl-upholstered chair beside his desk and
eased himself into the often treacherous swivel
chair behind the expanse of pea-grey enameled



Into Whose Hands 9

metal littered with manila chart folders. The
office furnishings were state-purchase, some of
them going back to Graceland’s army camp days.
A filing cabinet and a pair of unlovely metal
bookcases of brownish-grey enamel housed a
disarray of books, journals, and drug company
handouts. There was also a couch of cracked
brown Naugahyde, a coffee table, two folding
chairs, and a spindly rubber tree leaning against
the Venetian blinds. Overhead fluorescent lamps
hummed behind acoustic ceiling tiles and made
all too evident the yellow wax-stains on the
uncarpeted floor of worn asbestos tile. One wall
boasted a plastic-framed imitation oil of a moun-
tain landscape that might have been discarded by
a Holiday Inn, but Carnell was devoting his
attention to the framed diplomas and certificates
that completed the room’s decoration.

“Impressive credentials, Dr. Marlowe. I had
the impression that our state hospitals were
staffed entirely by foreign medical school gradu-
ates.”

“An exaggeration. I’'m not the only American-
educated psychiatrist here at Graceland.” There
were, in fact, two others.

“From what I’ve seen, it makes me wonder
what a psychiatrist of your training is doing here
at Graceland State?”

“I think the question more properly, Mr. Car-
nell,” said Marlowe evenly, “is why are you
here?”

Carnell’s eyes, behind the tinted glasses,
shifted to his chewed fingernails. He fidgeted
with the flight bag on his lap. “I suppose you
could say I'm depressed.”
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“Depressed?”’

“I haven’t been sleeping well. Can’t fall asleep
until the late late show and half a bottle of vodka;
sometimes I need pills. I wake up before dawn,
just lie awake thinking about things that keep
running through my mind. Tired all the time. No
appetite. No energy. Used to jog to my classes;
now I just cut them and lie about the apartment.
Haven’t been able to study in weeks.” Carnell
spoke slowly, and Marlowe sensed tears.

“When did all this begin?”

“This spring. I’m in journalism at State, trying
to complete work on my doctorate before the
funds all dry up. My wife said she’d had enough
of floating around the secretarial pool to pay the
bills while I played the eternal student. She’s
shacked up with her old boss from central ac-
counting, and the divorce is pending. I haven’t
been able to adjust to that. My performance has
been on the skids—I’m supposed to teach a class
during summer session, but I’ve missed so many
my students don’t bother either. I’ve been called
on the carpet by the department twice. I’'m
broke, in debt, and now my fellowship has been
canceled. It’s just that no matter how hard I try,
it just keeps getting worse.”

Marlowe waited while Carnell worked to con-
trol his voice. “Mr. Carnell, I certainly under-
stand that you have good reason to be
undergoing a great deal of anxiety and depres-
sion. However, since this appears directly related
to your present life situation, I feel confident that
this disturbance is a transient one. This is a
painful crisis in your life, and I appreciate the
profound distress you are experiencing. Under
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the circumstances, I definitely agree that you
need professional counseling; however, I believe
you would far better benefit from outpatient
counseling rather than hospitalization at this
time.”

Carnell fumbled with his flight bag. “Am I to
undg?rstand that you are refusing me psychiatric
care?”

“Not at all!” Marlowe had seen patients pro-
duce knives and an occasional handgun from
unscreened personal belongings, but he doubted
that Carnell was likely to turn violent. “I very
strongly urge you to accept professional counsel-
ing. In my opinion you will derive considerably
greater benefits through outpatient therapy than
as a hospitalized patient here at Graceland.”

“In other words, in your opinion I’m better off
seeing a shrink on the outside than I’d be if I
entered Graceland State as a patient.” There was
a certain triumph in Carnell’s voice. “Well, it
happens that I'm broke. I can’t afford to be
psychoanalyzed by some hundred bucks an hour
private shrink.”

“That isn’t necessary, Mr. Carnell. If you wish,
I can make an appointment for you to be seen on
a priority basis this Monday at your community
mental health clinic in Franklin; Dr. Liebman
there is an excellent therapist. Or if you prefer, I
can make an appointment for you at the medical
school to be seen by the psychiatric outpatient
service.”

“I’m a taxpaying citizen of this state, Dr.
Marlowe. Why are you refusing me treatment in
a state facility?”

“I’m not refusing you treatment, Mr. Carnell. I
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frankly do not believe that hospitalization would
be beneficial to you. If you would prefer to
receive treatment at Graceland rather than in
your local community, I will gladly make an
appointment for you to be seen Monday in our
outpatient clinic.”

“Suppose I don’t care to wait until Monday for
medical attention.”

“Mr. Carnell, you must understand that our
facilities here are limited. Our primary task is to
care for the severely disabled patient, the chroni-
cally ill. Patients whose problems can best be
dealt with without hospitalization are directed
toward more appropriate community pro-
grams.”

“Dr. Marlowe, I can’t wait until next week for
you to shuffle me off to some community agency.
I can’t keep going on like I have these last weeks.
If I don’t get help now, I’'m afraid . . .”

He paused to make certain Marlowe was giv-
ing his undivided attention. :
“Well, I have quite a collection of sleeping

pills. Tonight I feel like taking them all.”

“I have some papers you’ll need to sign,”
Marlowe said.

After 2:00 AM. Marlowe let himself into the
employees’ snack bar. It was nothing more than a
cinder-block room, walled with vending ma-
chines, furnished with plastic tables and chairs
about the color of tomato soup that’s been left
too long to cool. It differed from the patients’
snack bar in that the plastic tables and chairs
were not bolted to the tiled floor, spectators did
not gape at the machines in slack-jawed hopeful-
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ness, and the drugs that changed hands were of
better quality. There was also a microwave oven.

The oven was Marlowe’s solace during hungry
nights on call. Underhill was a town too small to
support a single fast-food franchise—something
of a blessing in that otherwise Allen’s Eat Good
Food would no longer be serving home-cooked
meals at family prices (the last Blue Plate Special
known to Marlowe), nor would the Ski-Hi Drive-
Inn still be making malts out of real ice cream
and frying greasy hamburgers made of hand-
shaped patties (all in a decor that left Marlowe
humming medleys of Andrews Sisters hits). Un-
derhill was also a town small enough to retain a
blue law, and on Sundays even the Fast Fare
convenience store was closed. The employees’
cafeteria, in any event, closed for the weekend,
and the outer world was closed to Marlowe
beyond range of his beeper. On occasion Mar-
lowe might escape Graceland long enough to
grab a meal at Allen’s or the Ski-Hi, but on
Sundays, the day Marlowe hated above all days,
if he were to have a hot meal, he must cook it
himself.

There was a stove and refrigerator for staff in
North Unit’s administrative section, but Mar-
lowe was one of those bachelors for whom cook-
ing was a forbidden art. Marlowe had only hazy
memories of a youth before college and medical
school, and whether the food put upon his plate
was doled out or paid for, Marlowe regardless
had had no thought to spare as to its conception.
In his office Marlowe kept a hotplate and various
cans, the sins of whose preparation were con-
cealed by virtue of a large bottle of Tabasco
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sauce. With the microwave oven, Marlowe felt a
competence somewhat akin to the laboratory.

For this weekend, Fast Fare’s frozen foods
counter (Marlowe understood two classes of
foods: canned or frozen) had supplied him with a
carton of Western Steer’s Hungry Cowhand Rib-
Eye Filets. These Marlowe had retrieved from
North Unit’s refrigerator and now fed to the
microwave. He punched buttons at random,
drawing tired satisfaction as the blocks of frozen
beef stuff turned a pallid grey and began to
steam. A clatter of quarters excerpted the last
two Reel-Keen Cheez-Burgers from a vending
machine. Marlowe filled each stale bun with a
partially thawed segment of Hungry Cowhand,
placed his mutant creations within the micro-
wave. The cheese-food was just starting to melt
when his beeper interrupted.

Marlowe ignored its summons until the micro-
wave’s buzzer announced the perfection of his
cooking artistry, then picked up the snack bar
phone and dialed. It was North Unit, and he’d
just made the seven-minute walk from there.

“Dr. Marlowe, this is Macafee on the admis-
sions ward. I’'m afraid we’re having some prob-
lems with that patient you just admitted.”

“Which one i1s that?” Marlowe had had eight
admissions tonight, and they began to blur to-
gether.

“Frank Carnell, sir. The suicide attempt from
Franklin.”

“What’s the difficulty?”’

Macafee was a Nam vet and continued to
regard doctors as officers. ““Sir, this patient is
noncooperative and abusive. He’s objecting to
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the suicide precautions you ordered, he claims

- someone has stolen a cassette recorder he had

with him on admission, and he demands to
speak with you immediately.”

“Did he have a cassette recorder when he was
admitted?”

“No sir. Only a small canvas bag containing
clothing and personal articles.”

Marlowe tried a mouthful of steaming steak-
burger, decided it needed catsup. “I need to stop
in at the med unit, then do an admission at the
ARU. I'll try to look in on you in between.
Meanwhile it might be best to place Carnell
under sedation and seclude if necessary. I believe
I wrote a PRN for p.o. Valium?”’

“Yes sir, you did. However, Mr. Carnell has
refused medication.”

“Then write an order for Valium 10 mgm IM
stat, then Valium 5 mgm IM q 3-4 hours times
48 hours PRN agitation and anxiety. I’ll sign it
when I stop by. You already have a PRN seclu-
sion order with the suicide precautions.”

“Dr. Marlowe, Mr. Carnell claims that as a
voluntary patient he should not be on a locked
ward and that we have no right to force him to
take medications.”

“An argument the patient advocates have
often raised,” Marlowe said. “However, Mr. Car-
nell is an involuntary admission. I suggest you
observe him carefully for further signs of delu-
sional behavior.”

Late at night Marlowe owned the corridors.
They stretched in fifty-yard sections from brick
unit to brick unit. After 11:00 p.m. only every
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third fluorescent ceiling fixture was left on, leav-

ing the corridors hung with darkness in between

the flickering islands of light. The corridors were
entirely of tile: discolored acoustic tiles for the
ceiling, glossy ceramic tiles for the walls, stained
asbestos tiles for the floor. Marlowe wondered
how such a manufactured environment could
still stink of human filth and hopelessness.

Marlowe paused, not breathing. It was four in
the morning, the hour of the cockroach, an hour
before the keepers of the graveyard shift began to
prompt their cares into a semblance of reality to
greet their breakfast and the day shift at seven.
He listened.

The roaches here were larger than any Mar-
lowe had seen since an age when dinosaurs were
but a fanciful gleam in a tree fern’s eye. He could
hear them as they scuttled along the worn tiles of
the long, long corridor. Some, intent upon a
smear of feces lodged within a missing bit of
broken floor tile, were reluctant to flee his ap-
proach.

Marlowe stomped at them, withheld his foot at
the last instant. The roaches scattered half-
heartedly. It was, perhaps, an old game. Marlowe
heard the silky rustle of their reconvergence as
he silently passed by.

As he passed a snack vending machine, he
could hear a mouse feasting within.

“Dr. Marlowe never sleeps.”

“Can’t spare the time, Mr. Habberly. Surely
you’ve heard that there’s no rest for the wicked.”

Habberly chuckled. “Never going to sleep
long’s you keep drinking my coffee.”” He handed
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Marlowe his cup—a gift from the Sandoz rep,
featuring a smiling yellow Happyface and the
wish to “Have a Happy Day” from “Mellaril.”
Pudgy and greying, Habberly was nearing state
retirement age; he had been an orderly and later
ward supervisor at Graceland since it opened.
He and an aging male nurse, occasionally joined
by a ward attendant on break, were the only
inhabitants of North Unit’s administrative sec-
tion during the graveyard shift.

“Careful, Doctor—that’s fresh poured!”

Marlowe ignored his warning and swallowed
without looking up from his admissions notes.
“Thank you, Mr. Habberly.”

“Never could understand how some folks can
drink coffee when it’s hot enough to scald your
hand carrying it.”

“Practice deadens all feeling, Mr. Habberly,
and because there’s too little time to wait for it to
cool. But I can still taste: you brew the best cup
of coffee in Graceland.”

“Thank you, sir. Well, now, that’s practice
again. I don’t fool with that big urn the day shifts
use. Got me a three-four cup percolator just
right for night shift. Been using it for years. And I
don’t fool with state-purchase coffee.”

Marlowe finished his coffee and handed Hab-
berly a sheaf of triplicate forms. “Here’s the
commitment papers for tonight’s involuntaries.
With luck you won’t have any more admissions
until day shift comes on in an hour.”

Habberly thumbed through the forms, making
certain that all had been signed and notarized as
the law required. A patient could only be com-
mitted involuntarily if he constituted an imme-
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diate threat to others or to himself in the opinion
of local magistrates and the admitting physician.
Marlowe had had three involuntaries on North
Unit tonight.

Habberly paused over the commitment papers
for Frank Carnell. “Is this the patient who was
causing the fuss about someone stealing his suit-
case?”

Marlowe craned his neck to see which patient
Habberly meant. “Yes. Which reminds me that I
told Macafee I'd look in on him. By the way, you
didn’t happen to notice whether Carnell had any
sort of bag or anything with him when he was
admitted, did you?”

“Why, no sir. He didn’t have any personal
belongings with him at all. The deputies carried
him up here straight from the emergency room at
Franklin Memorial. I let them into the ward
when they brought him here long about mid-

night.”

The admitting ward for each unit was a locked
ward, and it was hospital policy that every pa-
tient admitted after hours or on weekends must
be kept on the admissions ward until such time
as the psychiatrist to whose service he was as-
signed had had an opportunity to interview him.
The rule applied to voluntary and involuntary
patients alike. Patient advocates complained
that this rule was only intended to discourage
voluntary admissions after office hours, but hos-
pital administration pointed out that the rule
had come into being after a Korean resident
blithely admitted a seemingly depressed volun-
tary patient to an open ward one night, who
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quietly strangled and raped the retarded teenage
boy who shared his room and passed it off the
next morning as the work of Mafia hitmen.

Marlowe let himself into North Unit Admis-
sion Ward. It was, he reflected, a bit of a misuse
of terms in that patients judged not suitable for
the open wards might linger in a unit’s admission
ward for weeks until proper disposition could be
made. Graceland did not treat dangerous psy-
chotics in theory; the state maintained a hospital
for the criminally insane, now euphemized as a
forensic psychiatric facility, in conjunction with
the state penitentiary at Russellville. A patient
who required long-term hospitalization at Grace-
land was either found suitable for an open ward
or transferred to a chronic-care ward, where
long-term hospitalization usually meant lifetime.

Macafee nodded to him through the glass of
the nurses’ station, unlocked the door to let him
enter. “Good morning, sir. Almost 600 hours;
\ye;ll be waking them soon. Care for some coffee,
sir?”

“Yes, thank you.” Marlowe looked through the
glass. The nurses’ station was a locked cubicle
placed along one wall to give an aquarium resi-
dent’s view of the communal ward. Already
several of the patients were beginning to shuffle
about between the close-spaced beds; it was close
enough to breakfast, which arrived with the day
shift, that minimal activity was permitted.

“Any problems?” Marlowe signed his tele-
phone orders in the ward orders book.

“No sir. Not after we put Mr. Carnell to bed.”
Macafee sometimes confused the ward with
training barracks, but it was usually quiet when
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he was on night shift, and Marlowe disliked
disturbances.

“How is Mr. Carnell?”

“Quiet, sir. Sawyer’s checking on him just
now.”

“I’ll just take a look myself.”

A short hallway led from the communal ward
to the outside corridors. Connected by a door to
the nursing station was a small room for supplies
and medications. There was an examining and
treatment room farther along the hallway, then
toilets, showers, a patients’ lounge, and several
seclusion rooms. Carnell was lying on the bed
within one of these; a wooden night stand was
the only other furnishing. Sawyer was just com-
ing out of the room.

“Good evening, Dr. Marlowe—or good morn-
ing, it’s getting to be.”

“And let’s hope it will be a good day, Mr.
Sawyer. How is Mr. Carnell?”

““He’s been resting quietly. Starting to wake up
now.” Sawyer had had ambitions of a pro foot-
ball career before a high school knee injury
scrubbed that as well as hopes for a college
scholarship. He was ten years younger than
Macafee and a good audience.

Carnell was muttering to himself when Mar-
lowe bent over him. “Good morning, Mr. Car-
nell,”” Marlowe said, since his eyes were open.
“How do you feel?”

“Damn you, Marlowe!” Carnell sat up slug-
gishly. “I’ve been locked up, robbed, drugged, I
don’t know what! Do you think you’re running
some sort of prison camp? I demand to be
released from this zoo right now!”
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“I’'m sorry, Mr. Carnell. Have you forgotten
why you came here?” Marlowe’s voice was pa-
tient. “Try to remember.”

Carnell’s face showed anger, then growing in-
decision. His eyes began to widen in fear.

“Mr. Sawyer, could we have that IM Valium
order stat?”’

“Yes sir. Five mgm, was it, Dr. Marlowe?”

“Better make it ten.”

The chronic-care wards were always on the
second storey of Graceland’s far-flung units.
Marlowe supposed this was because Graceland
had no cellars. Presumably, had there been cel-
lars the temptation to wall them off would have
been irresistible. Marlowe supposed Graceland
had never had cellars.

There were two basic divisions among the
chronics: the ambulatory and the nonambula-
tory. The ambulatory could be trusted to leave
their locked wards, perform acceptably under
controlled situations, and return to their locked
wards. The nonambulatory could not be trusted
to function within acceptable guidelines. They
remained in their wards, often in their beds,
often only a dream from the chronic med care
unit; spoon-fed gobs of pasty slop, when they
could no longer handle spoons; moved to the
chronic med unit when they could only be fed
through tubes and IVs.

They fed the ambulatory chronics three times
a day—breakfast, lunch, and dinner—the same
as living souls. This meant they were herded
from their wards three times a day, down the
stairs (there was an elevator for each unit, and
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those who could walk, but not negotiate stairs,
were granted this) and along the tiled corridors
to the patients’ cafeteria. They moved along
docilely enough, each regimented segment of
quasi-humanity, herded along the long, long cor-
ridors by nurses and attendants.

Their clothes were shapeless garments that fit
their shapeless bodies: not uniforms, only style-
less wads of clothing donated by middle-class
patrons who found salve for their consciences in
charity bins for flotsam their guilt would not
allow them to fling into trashcans. Some, who
were habitually incontinent, might wear rubber
(now vinyl) underpants, although it had been
established with chronics that floors and clothing
were more easily washed than could dermatitis
and pustulant sores be cured; and so many, by
chance or by choice, wore no underwear at all.

Marlowe, a microcassette recorder in one
hand, a Powerhouse candy bar in the other,
alternately dictating and chewing, stood against
one wall as the chronics shuffled past him on
their way to be fed. Their faces were as shapeless
as their bodies: some smiling, some grimacing,
some frozen from the effects of too many shock
treatments, too many drugs. A few seemed to
recognize Marlowe, and waved or winked or
muttered. Some, Marlowe thought, had been in
Graceland longer than Marlowe, and that was
forever. A grey-mustached grandmother in a
shapeless polyester sack dribbled excrement as
she shuffled past. The corridor stank of urine and
feces and unwashed living dead, and no antisep-
tic nor disinfectant would ever cleanse it. Mar-
lowe finished his candy-bar breakfast, waiting for
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them to pass before resuming dictation.

“If God exists,” a patient had once told Mar-
lowe, “‘then what sort of sadist is he to curse the
elderly with the indignity of loss of sphincter
control?”’

“An angry god,” Marlowe had replied with
bitterness. ‘“‘And vengeful.”

By midmorning Saturday Marlowe decided he
had completed Friday’s tasks and it was time to
recognize Saturday. He had contemplated nap-
ping on his couch, but there were two voluntary
admissions waiting on West Unit, and the ado-
lescent runaway on East had pulled her stitches
out.

Marlowe dragged a toilet kit from his filing
cabinet and paid a visit to the staff restroom,
where he washed his face in cold water, brushed
his teeth, gargled mouthwash, brushed his hair
and beard. Returning to his office, he pulled off
his red Hawaiian shirt, sprayed on deodorant,
and changed into a blue Hawaiian shirt, also
from his filing cabinet. Sleeping quarters were
provided for on-call physicians in a cinder-block
horror known as married residents’ housing, but
this was detached from the hospital unit, and
after a night when it took Marlowe twelve min-
utes to respond to a cardiac arrest from there, he
decided to take call from his office.

East and West Units cared for women patients,
North and South Units for the men. Whatever
symmetry had been intended by this plan had
been completely obscured by the addition of the
Adolescent Unit, the Med Unit, the Alcoholic
Rehab Unit (again segregated by sexes and sepa-
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rated by a five-minute walk), and Central
Administration—not to mention the semiauton-
omous Taggart Center for Special Children (once
known as the State Home for the Mentally
Retarded), the Crawford Training School (the
state had seen fit to include a center for juvenile
offenders within Camp Underhill’s disused facil-
ities), and the P. Everett Amberson Clinic (a
former hotel refurbished as a drying-out spot for
the less shabby class of alcoholics and pill ad-
dicts). It took new psychiatric residents a few
months to find their way around, and a car was
necessary to reach the outlying centers—a com-
plication in that many of the foreign residents
had licenses to practice medicine but not to
drive.

Marlowe, who was not moved by tears and
found them a bit bothersome, considered East
and West Units more than a little bothersome.
Granted that tears were nonverbal communica-
tion, women patients tended to use them as
dramatic expression or as means to terminate an
interview. A generalization, but an accurate one,
for Marlowe had timed things. Even allowing for
the additional time entailed by a pelvic exam on
new admissions, as opposed to a quick grope and
cough to check for inguinal hernia, it took half
again as long on the average to complete any task
on the women’s wards as on the men’s. Marlowe
compared notes with several of the women psy-
chiatrists and found their experience to be the
same. Marlowe saw the basis of an article for the
journals in this business of tears, but he left it
unwritten as he hated the journals. The crucial
point was that, given too many tasks and too
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little time to accomplish them, East and West
Units demanded a disproportionate share of that
nonexistent time.

Marlowe spent most of the day between East
Unit and West Unit. It was a pleasant day, and
families liked to carry their senile grandmothers
and Valium-addicted aunts to the hospital on
weekends. Everyone was off work, the children
could come along, and it was a nice outing for
Grannie or Noonie or Auntie or maybe Mom or
Sis, who had begun to wander into traffic or
seduce the paperboy after two bottles of vodka.
Major holidays were worst of all, for then fami-
lies liked to rid themselves of unwanted and
incontinent organic old ladies, so they could
enjoy Christmas or Easter without the pressure
of an invalid. Graceland was cheaper than a rest
home, and afterward, if conscience troubled,
they could always take a drive and reclaim her.
Best of all, on weekends they could drop a
patient off and be miles away before the lone
on-call physician had a chance to interview her.
The worse the weather, the better Marlowe liked
it: involuntary commitments might come in at
any time, but it was unlikely that the family
would decide to haul off Grandma when it
looked like it might pour down all day.

By midnight Marlowe limped back to his office
and collapsed on his couch. He had had fourteen
admissions since morning, with more on the
way. Most of the usual problems he had been
able to deal with over the phone—too much
medication, too little medication, extrapyrami-
dal reactions to the medications. Marlowe ti-
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trated and adjusted, switched from phenothia-
zines to Haldol or Navane or vice versa, dis-
pensed Artane and Cogentin as required. Metal
chains and straitjackets had required no such
artistry, but the oldtimers told Marlowe of how
they used to scream and howl on nights of the
full moon in the days before major tranquilizers,
and Marlowe kept it quiet the nights he was on
call. .

Marlowe’s eyes stung. A Filipino resident had
admitted a patient Thursday night and not
noticed that he was a severe alcoholic; nor had
the resident who inherited him in the morning
and who transferred him to an open ward. When
the patient went into DT’s with paranoid delu-
sions, it took security two full cans of Mace to
convince him to drop the table leg he was swing-
ing like a club at anything, real or delusional, that
came within reach. Marlowe had had to examine
the patient once subdued, and Mace was still
running like sweat off the man’s blistering skin.

The familiar coffee burn in his stomach re-
minded Marlowe that he hadn’t eaten anything
except a candy bar and a large tomato one of the
nurses had carried in from her garden. Fast Fare
had closed, even had Marlowe felt up to a short
drive. Red-eyed (“Remember—don’t rub your
eyes,” security had warned him.), Marlowe
pawed through his filing cabinet and uncovered a
can of ravioli. He managed to open it without
cutting himself, found a plastic spoon, and fed
himself cold ravioli from the can. He considered
heating it on his hotplate, but lacked the time or
ambition. He almost fell asleep while chewing,
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but his beeper reminded him who and where he
was.

At three in the morning Willy Winslow on
South Unit smashed the saltshaker he had stolen
earlier and sawed at his wrists with the jagged
glass. He was quite pleased when he flailed his
bleeding wrists against the nurses’ station win-
dow, but neither the ward attendants nor Mar-
lowe shared his amusement.

Winslow was a regular at Graceland, one of an
undefined group of patients who enjoying staying
in state institutions, constantly admitted and
readmitted, either voluntarily or involuntarily,
and constantly discharged again. Winslow was
well known to all the staff at Graceland; if he
could not con a resident into a voluntary admis-
sion, he would gash his wrists and gain an
involuntary commitment thereby. During this,
his seventeenth admission to Graceland, a con-
cerned resident from one of the better private
medical schools had devoted three months to-
ward helping Winslow re-enter the community.
Bolstered by an extensive outreach program,
Winslow was to be discharged next week.

Marlowe, selecting from the suture tray, gazed
at the masses of scar tissue upon each wrist and
shook his head. “Mr. Winslow, you managed to
do this without anesthetic, and I don’t see why I
should waste any in sewing you back together.”

Winslow’s eyes glittered, but he didn’t reply. It
was, perhaps, an old game.

“And how many times do I have to tell you,”
said Marlowe, drawing the curved needle with
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difficulty through the layers of scar, “cut length-
wise down your wrist, just here below the thumb
—not crosswise.”

Frank Carnell was still in seclusion when Mar-
lowe made rounds through North Unit on Sun-
day evening, but the ward attendants reported
that he had been quiet throughout the day, and
he appeared to be ready to come out into the
ward. Marlowe found him sitting up on the edge
of his bed, staring dazedly at his hands.

“Good evening, Mr. Carnell. How are you
feeling today?”

“I'm sorry—I’m bad about names. You’re
DT

“Dr. Marlowe. Dr. Chris Marlowe.”

Carnell struggled to recall. “I remember seeing
you, of course. When I was . . . upset. And when
they brought me here from the hospital.”

“Do you remember coming here from the
hospital?”

“I must have been completely irrational.” Car-
nell smiled sheepishly at the memory. “I seemed
to believe I had come here as a voluntary patient.
I had a cassette recorder, and I was going to take
firsthand notes for my dissertation on the inade-
quacies of our state mental hospitals. I'm a
journalism student at State, but then you know
all that.”

“I’m sure there’s more than sufficient material
there for a number of dissertations,” Marlowe
agreed. “And was that actually your topic?”

“One of them,” Carnell confessed. “I had
plenty of ideas, just never followed up on them.
Guess that was just another of the things that
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helped my life slide downhill, until . . .”

He struggled to control his voice. “Well, until I
finally pulled out all the pills I had on hand and
gobbled them down like M&M’s. I remember
getting sick and passing out, and then I guess I
woke up there in the emergency room.”

“You guess?”

Carnell frowned, trying to recall. “To tell the
truth, my memory is pretty hazy for the last day
or so—all those pills, plus whatever medications
you’ve been giving me. There must have been a
time there in the emergency room when they
were bringing me around after I took all those
pills...”

Marlowe waited patiently while he tried to
remember.

Carnell’s face began to twist with fear. “Dr.
Marlowe, I can’t remember anything from the
time I blacked out until when I was sitting there
in your reception room and . . . Wait a minute, I
was never brought here! I came voluntarily!”

“Indeed, you did.” Marlowe’s smile was al-
most sympathetic. ‘““‘And voluntarily, I’'m afraid,
is unforgivable.”

Carnell started to rush for the door, but it was
blocked by Macafee and Sawyer, and he was too
weak to put up much of a struggle.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Carnell,” said Marlowe
soothingly, as the needle plunged home. “It does
take time at first to understand, and you have
plenty of time.”

It was past 5:00 AM. when Marlowe made
rounds through South Unit. The sun would be
creeping out soon, signaling the dawn of what
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Marlowe knew would be another Friday, and he
would be on call.

“Dr. Marlowe,” suggested Wygul, the ward
attendant on South, “maybe when you finish
signing those ECT orders, could you take a look
in on Mr. Stallings? He’s been a lot calmer
tonight, and we haven’t had to restrain him since
Saturday afternoon. I think he’s ready to be let
out of seclusion now so we can see how he does
on the ward.”

“Mr. Wygul,” Marlowe finished his coffee,
“I’ve never known your judgment to fail yet. Is
the patient awake yet?”

“Yes, Doctor. He was sitting up in bed half an
hour ago, and we’ll be waking everybody up in
just a minute.”

“All right then, I’ll talk to him.”

Stallings gazed at Marlowe expectantly when
he entered the seclusion room. He made no
hostile moves.

“Good morning, Mr. Stallings. I'm Dr. Mar-
lowe.”

“How_do you do, Dr. Marlowe.” Stallings’s
manner was courteous, but in a friendly way,
rather than cautious.

“Do you remember me from the night you
came here, Mr. Stallings?”

“Yes sir, I sure do.” Stallings laughed and
shook his head. His hand seemed to want a
cigarette to complete the gesture. “Man, I sure
was out of my skull on something that night!”

“What do you remember?”’

“Well, I remember being carried in here by the
deputies, and being tied down and all, and I was

il
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cussing and telling the whole world that I was
Satan.”

“And did you believe that?”

Stallings nodded in embarrassment, then
looked earnestly into Marlowe’s eyes. “Yes sir, I
sure did. And then you came into the room, and I
looked into your face, and I knew that I was
wrong, because I knew that you were Satan.”

“Mr. Stallings,” Marlowe smiled sadly, “you
appear to have made a rapid recovery.”



OLD LOVES

He had loved her for twenty years, and today
he would meet her for the first time. Her name
was Elisabeth Kent, but to him she would always
be Stacey Steele.

Alex Webley had been an undergraduate in the
mid-1960s when The Agency premiered on night
television. This had been at the height of the fad
for spy shows—James Bond and imitations be-
yond counting, then countermoves toward either
extreme of realism or parody. Upon such a full
sea The Agency almost certainly would have sunk
unnoticed, had it not been for the series’ two
stars—or more particularly, had it not been for
Elisabeth Kent.

In the role of Stacey Steele she played the
delightfully eccentric—*‘kooky” was the expres-
sion of the times—partner of secret agent Harri-
son Dane, portrayed by actor Garrett Channing
—an aging matinee idol, to use the expression of
an earlier time. The two were employed by an
enigmatic organization referred to simply as The
Agency, which dispatched Dane and Miss Steele
off upon dangerous assignments throughout the
world. Again, nothing in the formula to distin-
guish The Agency from the rest of the pack

32




Old Loves 33

—except for the charisma of its co-stars and for
a certain stylish audacity to its scripts that be-
came more outrageous as the series progressed.

Initially it was to have been a straight secret
agent series: strong male lead assisted by curva-
ceous ingenue whose scatterbrained exploits
would provide at least one good capture and
rescue per episode. The role of Harrison Dane
went to Garrett Channing—a fortuitous piece of
contrary-to-type casting of an actor best remem-
bered as the suave villain or debonair hero of
various forgettable 1950s programmers. Chan-
ning had once been labeled ‘“‘the poor man’s
James Mason,” and perhaps the casting director
had recalled that James Mason had been an early
choice to portray James Bond. The son of a
Bloomsbury greengrocer, Channing’s Hollywood-
nurtured sophistication and charm seemed ideal
for the role of American superspy, Harrison
Dane.

Then, through a casting miracle that could
only have been through chance and not genius,
the role of Stacey Steele went to Elisabeth Kent.
Miss Kent was a tall, leggy dancer whose acting
experience consisted of several on-and-off-
Broadway plays and a brief role in the most
recent James Bond film. Playboy, as was its
custom, ran a pictorial feature on the lovelies of
the latest Bond film and devoted two full pages to
the blonde Miss Kent—revealing rather more of
her than was permitted in the movies of the day.
It brought her to the attention of the casting
director, and Elisabeth Kent became Stacey
Steele.
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Became Stacey. Steele almost literally.

Later they would say that the role destroyed
Elisabeth Kent. Her career dwindled miserably
afterward. Some critics suggested that Miss Kent
had been blackballed by the industry after her
unexpected departure from the series resulted in
‘The Agency’s plummeting in the ratings and
merciful cancellation after a partial season with
a forgettable DD-cup Malibu blonde stuffed into
the role of female lead. The consensus, however,
pointed out that after her role in The Agency, it
was Stacey Steele who was in demand, and not
Elisabeth Kent. Once the fad for secret agent
films passed, there were no more roles for Stacey
Steele. Nor for Elisabeth Kent. A situation come-
dy series flopped after three episodes. Two films
with her in straight dramatic roles were notewor-
thy bombs, and a third was never released. Even
if Elisabeth Kent succeeded in convincing some
producer or director that she was not Stacey
Steele, her public remained adamant.

Her only film appearance within the past dec-
ade had been as the villainess in a Hong Kong
chop-fooey opus, Tiger Fists Against the Dragon.
Perhaps it lost some little in translation.

Inevitably, The Agency attracted a dedicated
fan following, and Stacey Steele became a cult
figure. The same was true to a lesser extent for
Garrett Channing, although that actor’s death
not long after the series’ cancellation spared him
both the benefits and the hazards of such a
status. The note he left upon his desk, “Goodbye,
World—I can no longer accept your tedium,”
was considered an enviable exit line.

The Agency premiered in the mid-1960s, just
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catching the crest of the Carnaby Street mod-
look craze. Harrison Dane, suave superspy and
mature man of the world though he was, was
decidedly hip to today’s swinging beat, and the
promos boldly characterized him as a “mod
James Bond.” No business suits and narrow ties
for Harrison Dane. “We want to take the stuffi-
ness out of secret agenting,” to quote one pro-
ducer. As the sophisticated counterpart to the
irrepressible Miss Steele, Dane saved the day
once a week attired in various outfits consisting
of bell-bottom trousers, paisley shirts, Nehru
jackets, and lots of beads and badges. If one critic
described Harrison Dane as “a middle-aged
Beatle,” the public applauded this ‘“anti-
establishment superspy.”

No such criticism touched the image of Stacey
Steele. Stacey Steele was the American viewing
public’s ideal of the Swinging London Bird—her
long-legged physique perfectly suited to vinyl
minidresses and thigh-high boots. Each episode
became a showcase for her daring fashions
—briefest of miniskirts, hip-hugging leather
bell-bottoms, see-through (as much as the cen-
sors would permit) blouses, cut-out dresses, pat-
ent boots, psychedelic jewelry, groovy hats, all
that was marvy, fab, and gear. There was talk of
opening a franchise of Stacey Steele Boutiques,
and Miss Steele became a featured model in
various popular magazines seeking to portray the
latest fashions for the Liberated Lady of the
Sixties. By this time Elisabeth Kent’s carefully
modulated BBC accent would never betray her
Long Island birthright to the unstudied ear.

Stacey Steele was instant pinup material, and
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stills of the miniskirted secret agent covered
many a dorm wall beside blowups of Bogie and
black-light posters. Later detractors argued that
The Agency would never have lasted its first
season without Stacey Steele’s legs, and that the
series was little more than an American version
of one of the imported British spy shows. Fans
rebutted such charges with the assertion that it
had all started with James Bond anyway, and
The Agency proved that the Americans could do
it best. Pinup photos of Stacey Steele continue to
sell well twenty years after.

While The Agency may have been plainly de-
rivative of a popular British series, American
viewers made it their favorite show against for-
midable prime-time competition from the other
two networks. For three glorious seasons The
Agency ruled Saturday nights. Then, Elisabeth
Kent’s sudden departure from the series: catas-
trophe, mediocrity, cancellation. But not oblivi-
on. The series passed into syndication and thus
into the twilight zone of odd-hour reruns on local
channels and independent networks. Old fans
remembered, new fans were born. The Agency
developed a cult following, and Stacey Steele
became its goddess.

In that sense, among its priesthood was Alex
Webley. He had begun his worship two decades
ago in the tv lounge of a college dorm, amidst the
incense of spilled beer and tobacco smoke and an
inspired choir of whistles and guffaws. The first
night he watched The Agency Webley had been
blowing some tangerine with an old high school
buddy who had brought a little down from
Antioch. Webley didn’t think he’d gotten off, but
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when the miniskirted Miss Steele used dazzling
karate chops to dispatch two baddies, he knew he
was having a religious experience. After that, he
watched The Agency every Saturday night with-
out fail. It would have put a crimp in his dating,
if Webley had been one who dated. His greatest
moment in college was the night when he stood
off two drunken jocks, either of whom could
have folded Webley in half, who wanted to
switch channels from The Agency to watch a
basketball game. They might have stuffed Webley
into a wastebasket, had not other Agency fans
added their voices to his protest. Thus did Alex
Webley learn the power of fans united.

It was a power he experienced again with news
of Elisabeth Kent’s departure from the series,
and later when The Agency was canceled. Webley
was one of the thousands of fans who wrote to
the network demanding that Stacey Steele be
brought back to the show (never mind how).
With the show’s cancellation, Webley helped
circulate a petition that The Agency be contin-
ued, with or without Stacey Steele. The produc-
ers were impressed by such show of support, but
the network pointed out that ten thousand signa-
tures from the lunatic fringe do not cause a
flicker on the Nielsen ratings. Without Stacey
Steele, The Agency was out of business, and that
was that. Besides, the fad for overdone spy shows
was over and done.

Alex Webley kept a file of clippings and stills,
promotional items, comic books and paper-
backs, anything at all pertaining to The Agency
and to the great love of his life, Elisabeth Kent.
From the beginning there were fanzines
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—crudely printed amateur publications devoted
to The Agency—and one or two unofficial fan
clubs. Webley joined and subscribed to them all.
Undergraduate enthusiasms developed into a
lifelong hobby. Corresponding with other die-
hard fans and collecting Agency memorabilia
became his preoccupying outside interest in the
course of taking a doctorate in neurobiology. He
was spared from Vietnam by high blood pres-
sure, and from any long-term romantic involve-
ment by a highly introverted nature. Following
his doctorate, Webley landed a research position
at one of the pharmaceutical laboratories, where
he performed his duties efficiently and main-
tained an attitude of polite aloofness toward his
co-workers. Someone there dubbed him “the
Invisible Man,” but there was no malice to the
mot juste.

At his condo, the door of the spare bedroom
bore a brass-on-walnut plaque that read HQ.
Webley had made it himself. Inside were filing
cabinets, bookshelves, and his desk. The walls
were papered with posters and stills, most of
them photos of Stacey Steele. A glass-fronted
cabinet held videocassettes of all The Agency
episodes, painstakingly acquired through trades
with other fans. The day he completed the set,
Webley drank most of a bottle of Glenfiddich
—Dane’s and Miss Steele’s favorite potation
—and afterward became quite ill.

By now Webley’s enthusiasm had expanded to
all of the spy shows and films of the period, but
old loves die hard, and The Agency remained his
chief interest. Webley was editor/publisher of
Special Assignment, a quarterly amateur maga-
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zine devoted to the spy craze of the sixties.
Special Assignment was more than a cut above
the mimeographed fanzines that Webley had first
begun to collect; his magazine was computer-
typeset and boasted slick paper and color covers.
By its tenth issue, Special Assignment had a
circulation of several thousand, with distribution
through specialty bookshops here and abroad. It
was a hobby project that took up all of Webley’s
free time and much of his living space, and
Webley was content.

Almost content. Special Assignment carried
photographs and articles on every aspect of the
old spy shows, along with interviews of many of
the actors and actresses. Webley, of course, de-
voted a good many pages of each issue to The
Agency and to Stacey Steele—but to his chagrin
he was unable to obtain an interview with Elisa-
beth Kent. Since her one disastrous comeback
attempt, Miss Kent preferred the life of a recluse.
There was some dignity to be salvaged in ano-
nymity. Miss Kent did not grant interviews, she
did not make public appearances, she did not
answer fan mail. After ten years the world forgot
Elisabeth Kent, but her fans still remembered
Stacey Steele.

Webley had several years prior managed to
secure Elisabeth Kent’s address—no mean ac-
complishment in itself—but his rather gushing
fan letters had not elicited any sort of reply. Not
easily daunted, Webley faithfully sent Miss Kent
each new issue of Special Assignment (personally
inscribed to her), and with each issue he included
a long letter of praise for her deathless character-
ization of Stacey Steele, along with a plea to be
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granted an interview. Webley never gave up
hope, despite Miss Kent’s unbroken silence.

When he at last did receive a letter from Miss
Kent graciously granting him the long-sought
interview, Webley knew that life is just and that
the faithful shall be rewarded.

He caught one of those red-eye special flights
out to Los Angeles, but was too excited to catch
any sleep on the way. Instead he reread a well-
worn paperback novelization of one of his favor-
ite Agency episodes, The Chained Lightning
Caper, and mentally reviewed the questions he
would ask Miss Kent—still not quite able to
believe that he would be talking with her in
another few hours.

Webley checked into a Thrifti-Family Motel
near the airport, unpacked, tried without success
to sleep, got up, showered and shaved. The
economy flight he had taken hadn’t served a
meal, but then it had been all Webley could
manage just to finish his complimentary soft
beverage. The three-hour time change left his
system rather disordered in any event, so that he
wasn’t certain whether he actually should feel
tired or hungry were it not for his anxiousness
over the coming interview. He pulled out his
notes and looked over them again, managing to
catch a fitful nap just before dawn. At daylight he
made himself eat a dismal breakfast in the motel
restaurant, then returned to his room to shave
again and to put on the clothes he had brought
along for the interview.

It was the best of Webley’s several Harrison
Dane costumes, carefully salvaged from various
Thrift Shops and yard sales. Webley maintained
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a wardrobe of vintage mod clothing, and he had
twice won prizes at convention masquerades.
The pointed-toe Italian boots were original to the
period—a lovingly maintained treasure discov-
ered ten years before at Goodwill Industries. The
suede bell-bottoms were custom-made by an
aging hippy at an aging leathercrafts shop that
still had a few psychedelic posters tacked to its
walls. Webley tried them on at least once a
month and adjusted his diet according to snug-
ness of fit. The jacket, a sort of lavender thing
that lacked collar or lapels, was found at a
vintage clothing store and altered to his measure-
ments. The paisley shirt, mostly purples and
greens, had been discovered at a yard sale, and
the beads and medallions had come from here
and there.

Webley was particularly proud of his Dane
Cane, which he himself had constructed after the
secret agent’s famous weapon. It appeared to be
a normal walking stick, but it contained Dane’s
arsenal of secret weapons and paraphernalia—
including a radio transmitter, recording device,
tear gas, and laser. Harrison Dane was never
without his marvelous cane, and good thing, too.
Alex Webley had caused rather a stir at the
airport check-in, before airline officials finally
permitted him to transport his Dane Cane via
baggage.

Webley still clung to the modified Beatles
haircut that Harrison Dane affected. He combed
it now carefully, and he studied his reflection in
the room’s ripply mirror. The very image of
Harrison Dane. Stacey Steele—Miss Kent
—would no doubt be impressed by the pains he
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had taken. It would have been great to drive out
in a Shelby Cobra like Dane’s, but instead he
called for a cab.

Not a Beverly Hills address, Webley sadly
noted, as the taxi drove him to one of those
innumerable canyon neighborhoods tottering on
steep hillsides and the brink of shabbiness. Her
house was small and featureless, a little box
propped up on the hillside beside a jagged row of
others like it—distinguishable one from another
chiefly by the degree of seediness and the cars
parked in front. Some cheap development from
the 1950s, Webley judged, and another ten years
likely would see the ones still standing bought up
and the land used for some cheap condo develop-
ment. He felt increasingly sad about it all; he had
been prepared to announce his arrival to some
uniformed guard at the subdivision’s entrance
gate.

Well, if it were within his power to do so,
Webley intended to bring to bear the might and
majesty of Special Assignment to pressure these
stupid producers into casting Elisabeth Kent in
new and important roles. That made this inter-
view more important than ever to Webley—and
to Miss Kent.

He paid off the cab—tipping generously, as
Harrison Dane would have done. This was per-
haps fortunate, as the driver shouted after him
that he had forgotten his attaché case. Webley
wondered how Dane would have handled such
an embarrassing lapse—of course, Dane would
never have committed such a blunder. Webley’s
case—also modeled after Dane’s secret agent
attaché case, although Webley’s lacked the built-
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in machine gun—contained a bottle of Glenfid-
dich, his notes, cassette recorder, and camera. It
was essential that he obtain some photographs of
Miss Kent at home: since her appearance in the
unfortunate Tiger Fists film, current photos of
Elisabeth Kent were not made available. Webley
had heard vicious rumors that the actress had
lost her looks, but he put these down to typical
show biz backstabbing, and he prayed it wasn’t
so.

He rang the doorbell, using the tip of his cane,
just as Dane always did, and waited—posing
jauntily against his cane, just as Dane always did.
The seconds dragged on eternally, and there was
no response. He rang again, and waited. Webley
looked for a car in the driveway; saw none, but
the carport was closed. He rang a third time.

This time the door opened.

And Alex Webley knew his worship had not
been in vain.

“Hullo, Dane,” she said. “I’ve been expecting
you.”

“How very good to see you, Miss Steele,” said
Webley. “I hope I haven’t kept you waiting.”

And she was Stacey Steele. Just like in The
Agency. And Webley felt a thrill at knowing she
had dressed the part just for the interview—just
for him.

The Hollywood gossip had been all lies, be-
cause she hardly looked a day older—although
part of that was no doubt due to her appearance
today as Stacey Steele. It was perfect. It was all
there, as it should be: the thigh-length boots of
black patent leather, the red leather minidress
with LOVE emblazoned across the breastline
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(the center of the O was cut out, revealing a
daring glimpse of braless cleavage), the blonde
bangs-and-ironed-straight Mary Travers hair, the
beads and bells. Time had rolled back, and she
was Stacey Steele.

“Come on in, luv,” Miss Steele invited, in her

so-familiar throaty purr.

" Aerobics really can do wonders, Webley
thought as he followed her into her living room.
Twenty years might have gone by, but if The
Agency were to be revived today, Miss Kent
could step right into her old role as the mod
madcap Miss Steele. Exercise and diet, probably
—he must find some discreet way of asking her
how she kept her youthful figure.

The living room was a close replica of Stacey
Steele’s swinging London flat, enough so that
Webley guessed she had removed much of the set
from the Hollywood sound stage where the series
was actually shot. He sat down, not without
difficulty, on the inflatable Day-Glo orange chair
—Dane’s favorite—and opened his attaché case.

“I brought along a little libation,” he said,
presenting her with the Glenfiddich.

Miss Steele gladly accepted the dark-green
triangular bottle. “Ah, luv! You always remem-
ber, don’t you!”

She quickly poured a generous level of the
pale-amber whisky into a pair of stemmed
glasses and offered one to Webley. Webley
wanted to protest that it was too early in the day
for him to tackle straight scotch, but he decided
he’d rather die than break the spell of this
moment.

Instead, he said: “Cheers.” And drank.
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The whisky went down his throat smoothly
and soared straight to his head. Webley blinked
and set down his glass in order to paw through
the contents of his case. Miss Steele had re-
charged his glass before he could protest, but
already Webley was thinking how perfect this all
was. This would be one to tell to those scoffers
who had advised him against wearing his Harri-
son Dane costume to the interview.

“Here’s a copy of our latest issue . . .” Webley
hesitated only slightly . . . Miss Steele.”

She took the magazine from him. The cover
was a still of Stacey Steele karate-chopping a
heavy in a pink foil spacesuit. ‘“Why, that’s me!
How groovy!”

“Yes. From The Mod Martian Caper, of
course. And naturally you’ll be featured on our
next cover, along with the interview and all.”
The our was an editorial plural, inasmuch as
Webley was the entire staff of Special Assign-
ment. :

“Fab!” said Miss Steele, paging through the
magazine in search of more photos of herself.

Webley risked another sip of Glenfiddich while
he glanced around the room. However the house
might appear from the outside, inside Miss Kent
had lovingly maintained the ambiance of The
Agency. The black lights and pop-art posters, the
psychedelic color schemes, the beaded curtains,
the oriental rugs. Indian music was playing, and
strewn beside the vintage KLH stereo Webley
recognized early albums from the Beatles and the
Stones, from the Who and the Yardbirds, from
Ultimate Spinach and Thirteenth Floor Eleva-
tor. He drew in a deep breath; yes, that was
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incense burning on the mantelpiece—cinnamon,

Miss Steele’s favorite.

“That’s the platinum bird you used in The
Malted Falcon Caper, isn’t it?”

Miss Steele touched the silver falcon statuette
Webley had spotted. “The very bird. Not really
made of platinum, sorry to report.”

“And that must be the chastity belt they locked
you into in The Medieval Mistress Caper.” Again
Webley pointed.

“One and the same. And not very comfy on a
cold day, I assure you.”

Webley decided he was about to sound gushy,
so he finished his second whisky. It didn’t help
collect his thoughts, but it did restore a little
calmness. He decided not to argue when Miss
Steele refreshed their drinks. His fingers itched
for his camera, but his hands were trembling too
much.

“You seem to have kept quite a few props from
The Agency,” he suggested. “Isn’t that the steel
mask they put over your head in The Silent
Cyborg Caper? Not very comfortable either, I
should imagine.”

“At times I did find my part a trifle confining,”
Miss Steele admitted. “All those captures by the
villains.”

“With Harrison Dane always there in the nick
of time,” Webley said, raising his glass to her. If
Miss Steele was in no hurry to get through the
interview, then neither was he.

“It wasn’t all that much fun waiting to be
rescued every time,”” Miss Steele confided. “Tied
out in the hot sun across a railroad track, or
stretched out on a rack in a moldy old dungeon.”
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“The Uncivil Engineer Caper,” Webley re-
membered, “and The Dungeon To Let Caper.”
“Or being strapped to a log in a sawmill.”

“The Silver Scream Caper.”

“I was brushing sawdust out of my hair for a
week.”

“And in The Missing Mermaid Caper they
handcuffed you to an anchor and tossed you
overboard.”

“Yes, and I still have my rubber fishtail from
that one.”

“Here?”

“Certainly. I’ve held on to a museum’s worth

“of costumes and props. Would you like to see the

lot of it?”

“Would I ever!” Webley prayed he had brought
enough film.

“Then I’ll just give us a refill.”

“I really think I’ve had enough just now,”
Webley begged.

“Why, Dane! I never knew you to say no.”

“But one more to top things off,” agreed
Webley, unable to tarnish the image of Harrison
Dane.

Miss Steele poured. “Most of it’s kept down-
stairs.”

“After all, Miss Steele, this is a special occa-
sion.” Webley drank.

He had a little difficulty with the stairs—he
vaguely felt he was floating downward, and the
Dane Cane kept tripping him—but he made it to
the lower level without disgracing himself. Once
there, all he could manage was a breathless: “Out
of sight!”

Presumably the downstairs had been designed
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as a sort of large family room, complete with
fireplace, cozy chairs, and at one time probably a
Ping-Pong table or such. Miss Kent had refur-
nished the room with enough props and sets to
reshoot the entire series. Webley could only
stand and stare. It was as if an entire file of
Agency stills had been scattered about and trans-
formed into three-dimensional reality.

There was the stake the natives had tied her to
in The No Atoll At All Caper, and there was the
man-eating plant that had menaced her in The
Venusian Vegetarian Caper. In one corner stood
—surely a replica—Stacey Steele’s marvelous
VW Beetle, sporting its wild psychedelic paint
scheme and harboring a Porsche engine and
drivetrain. There was the E.V.O.L. interrogation
chair from The Earth’s End Caper, and behind it
one of the murderous robots from The Angry
Android Caper. Harrison Dane’s circular bed,
complete with television, stereo, bar, machine
guns, and countless other built-in devices, was
crowded beside the very same torture rack from
The Dungeon To Let Caper. Cataloging just the
major pieces would be an hour’s work, even for
Webley, and a full inventory of all the memora-
bilia would take at least a couple days.

“Impressed, luv?”

Webley closed his mouth. “It’s like the entire
Agency series come to life in one house,” he
finally said.

“Do browse about all you like, luv.”

Webley stumbled across the room, trying not
to touch any of the sacred relics, scarcely able to
concentrate upon any one object for longer than
its moment of recognition. It was all too over-
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powering an assault upon his sensory mecha-
nisms.

“A toast to us, luv.”

Webley didn’t remember whether Miss Steele
had brought along their glasses or poured fresh
drinks from Harrison Dane’s art nouveau bar,
shoved against one wall next to the mind transfer
machine from The Wild, Wild Bunch Caper. He
gulped his drink without thinking and moments
later regretted it.

“I think I’d better sit down for a minute,”
Webley apologized.

“Drugged drinks!” Miss Steele said brightly.
“Just like in The Earth’s End Caper. Quick,
Dane! Sit down here!”

Webley collapsed onto the interrogation chair
as directed—it was closest, and he was about to
make a scene if he didn’t recover his balance.
Automatic cuffs instantly secured his arms, legs,
and body to the chair.

“Only in The Earth’s End Caper,” said Miss
Steele, ‘I was the one they drugged and fastened
into this chair. There to be horribly tortured,
unless Harrison Dane came to the rescue.”

Webley turned his head as much as the neck
restraints would permit. Miss Steele was laying
out an assortment of scalpels and less obvious
instruments, recognized by Webley as props
from the episode.

“Groovy,” he managed to say.

Miss Steele was assembling some sort of dental
drill. “I was always the victim.” She smiled at
him with that delightful madcap smile. “I was
always the one being captured, humiliated, help-
lessly awaiting your last-minute mock heroics.”
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“Well, not all the time,” Webley protested,
going along with the joke. He hoped he wasn’t
going to be ill.

‘“Are these clamps very tight?”

“Yes. Very. The prop seems in perfect working
order. I think I really ought to stretch out for a
while. Most embarrassing, but I’'m afraid that
drinking this early . . .”

“It wasn’t enough that you seduced me and
insisted on the abortion for the sake of our
careers. It was your egotistical jealousy that
finally destroyed me. You couldn’t stand the fact
that Stacey Steele was the real star of The Agen-
¢y, and not Harrison Dane. So you pulled strings
until you got me written out of the series. Then
you did your best to ruin my career afterward.”

“I don’t feel very good,” Webley muttered. I
think I might be getting sick.”

“Hoping for that last-second rescue?”” Stacey
Steele selected a scalpel from the tray, and bent
over him.

Webley had a breathtaking glimpse through
the cut-out of LOVE, and then the blade touched
his eye.

The police were already there by the time
Elisabeth Kent got home. Neighbors’ dogs were
barking at something in the brush below her
house; some kids went to see what they were
after, and then the police were called.

“Did you know the man, Miss Kent?”

Miss Kent nodded her double chins. She was
concentrating on stocking her liquor cabinet
with the case of generic gin she’d gone out to buy
with the advance check Webley had mailed her.
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She’d planned on fortifying herself for the inter-
view that might mean her comeback, but her
aging Nova had refused to start in the parking
lot, and the road call had eaten up the remainder
of the check that she’d hoped would go toward
overdue rent for the one-storey frame dump. She
sat down heavily on the best chair of her sparsely
furnished living room.

“He was some fan from back east,” she told
the investigating officer. “Wanted to interview
me for some fan magazine. I’ve got his letters
somewhere. I used to be in films a few years
back—maybe you remember.”

“We’ll need to get in touch with next of kin,”
the detective said. “Already found the cabbie
who let him out here while you were off getting
towed.” He was wondering if he had ever seen
her in anything. “At a guess, he waited around on
your deck, probably leaned against the railing
—got a little dizzy, and went over. Might have
had a heart attack or something.”

Elisabeth Kent was looking at the empty Glen-
fiddich bottle and the two glasses.

“Damn you, Stacey Steele,” she whispered.
“Goddamn you.”



MORE
SINNED
AGAINST

Theirs was a story so commonplace that it
balanced uneasily between the maudlin and the
sordid—a cliché dipped in filth.

Her real name was Katharina Oglethorpe and
she changed that to Candace Thornton when she
moved to Los Angeles, but she was known as
Candi Thorne in the few films she ever made
—the ones that troubled to list credits. She came
from some little Baptist-church—and-textile-
mill town in eastern North Carolina, although
later she said she came from Charlotte. She
always insisted that her occasional and transient
friends call her Candace, and she signed her
name Candace in a large, legible hand for those
occasional and compulsive autographs. She had
lofty aspirations and only minimal talent. One of
her former agents perhaps stated her mot juste: a
lady with a lot of guts, but too much heart. The
police records gave her name as Candy Thorne-
ton.

There had been money once in her family, and
with that the staunch pride that comes of having

52
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more money than the other thousand or so
inhabitants of the town put together. Foreign
textiles eventually closed the mill; unfortunate
investments leeched the money. Pride of place
remained.

By the time that any of her past really mat-
tered, Candace had graduated from an area
church-supported junior college, where she was
homecoming queen, and she’d won one or two
regional beauty contests and was almost a
runner-up in the Miss North Carolina pageant.
Her figure was good, although more for a truck-
stop waitress than suited to a model’s require-
ments, and her acting talents were wholehearted,
if marginal. Her parents believed she was safely
enrolled at U.C.L.A., and they never quite for-
gave her when they eventually learned otherwise.

Their tuition checks kept Candace afloat as an
aspiring young actress/model through a succes-
sion of broken promises, phony deals, and preda-
tory agents. Somewhere along the way she
sacrificed her cherished virginity a dozen times
over, enough so that it no longer pained her, even
as the next day dulled the pain of the promised
break that never materialized. Her family might
have taken back, if not welcomed, their prodigal
daughter, had Candace not begged them for
money for her first abortion. They refused, Can-
dace got the money anyway, and her family had
no more to do with her ever.

He called himself Richards Justin, and there
was as much truth to that as to anything else he
ever said. He met Candace when she was just on
the brink of putting her life together, although he
never blamed himself for her subsequent crash.
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He always said that he was a man who learned
from the mistakes of others, and had he said
“profited” instead, he might have told the truth
for once.

They met because they were sleeping with the
same producer, both of them assured of a part in
his next film. The producer failed to honor either
bargain, and he failed to honor payment for a
kilo of coke, after which a South American
entrepreneur emptied a Browning Hi-Power into
him. Candace and Richards Justin consoled one
another over lost opportunity, and afterward he
moved in with her.

Candace was sharing a duplex in Venice with
two cats and a few thousand roaches. It was a
cottage of rotting pink stucco that resembled a
gingerbread house left out in the rain. Beside it
ran a refuse-choked ditch that had once been a
canal. The shack two doors down had been
burned out that spring in a shootout between
rival gangs of bikers. The neighborhood was
scheduled for gentrification, but no one had
decided yet whether this should entail restora-
tion or razing. The rent was cheaper than an
apartment, and against the house grew a massive
clump of jade plant that Candace liked to pause
before and admire.

At this time Candace was on an upswing and
reasonably confident of landing the part of a
major victim in a minor stalk-and-slash film. Her
face and teeth had always been good; afternoons
in the sun and judicious use of rinses on her
mousy hair had transformed her into a passable
replica of a Malibu blonde. She had that sort of
ample figure that looks better with less clothing
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and best with none at all, and she managed quite
well in a few photo spreads in some of the
raunchier skin magazines. She was not to be
trusted with a speaking part, but some voice and
drama coaching might have improved that diffi-
culty in time.

Richards Justin—Rick to his friends—very
studiously was a hunk, to use the expression of
the moment. He stood six-foot-four and packed
about two hundred and fifteen pounds of health-
club—nurtured muscle over wide shoulders and
lean hips. His belly was quite hard and flat, his
thighs strong from jogging, and an even tan set
off the generous dark growth of body hair. His
black hair was neatly permed, and the heavy
mustache added virility to features that stopped
just short of being pretty. He seemed designed
for posing in tight jeans, muscular arms folded
across hairy chest, and he often posed just so. He
claimed to have had extensive acting experience
in New York before moving to Los Angeles, but
somehow his credentials were never subjected to
verification.

Candace was a type who took in stray animals,
and she took in Richards Justin. She had sur-
vived two years on the fringes of Hollywood, and
Rick was new to Los Angeles—still vulnerable in
his search for the elusive Big Break. She was
confident that she knew some friends who could
help him get started, and she really did need a
roommate to help with the rent—once he found
work, of course. Rick loaded his suitcase and
possessions into her aging Rabbit, with room to
spare, and moved in with Candace. He insisted
that he pay his share of expenses, and borrowed
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four hundred bucks to buy some clothes—first
appearances count everything in an inter-
view.

They were great together in bed, and Candace
was in love. She recognized the sensitive, lonely
soul of the artist hidden beneath his macho
exterior. They were both painfully earnest about
their acting careers—talking long through the
nights of films and actors, great directors and
theories of drama. They agreed that one must
never compromise art for commercial considera-
tions, but that sometimes it might be necessary
to make small compromises in order to achieve
the Big Break.

The producer of the stalk-and-slash flick de-
cided that Candace retained too much southern
accent for a major role. Having just gone through
her savings, Candace spent a vigorous all-night
interview with the producer and salvaged a
minor role. It wasn’t strictly nonspeaking, as she
got to scream quite a lot while the deranged killer
spiked her to a barn door with a pitchfork. It was
quite effective, and a retouched still of her big
scene was used for the posters of Camp Hell! It
was the highwater mark of her career.

Rick found the Big Break even more elusive
than a tough, cynical, street-wise hunk like him-
self had envisioned. It discouraged the artist
within him, just as it embarrassed his virile
nature to have to live off Candace’s earnings
continually. Fortunately coke helped restore his
confidence, and unfortunately coke was expen-
sive. They both agreed, however, that coke was a
necessary expense, career-wise. Coke was both
inspiration and encouragement; besides, an actor
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who didn’t have a few grams to flash around was
as plausible as an outlaw biker who didn’t drink
beer.

Candace knew how discouraging this all must
be for Rick. In many ways she was so much wiser
and tougher than Rick. Her concern over his
difficulties distracted her from the disappoint-
ment of her own faltering career. Granted, Rick’s
talents were a bit raw—he was a gem in need of
polishing. Courses and workshops were avail-
able, but these cost money, too. Candace worked
her contacts and changed her agent. If she didn’t
mind doing a little T & A, her new agent felt sure
he could get her a small part or two in some
soft-R films. It was money.

Candace played the dumb southern blonde in
Jiggle High and she played the dumb southern
cheerleader in Cheerleader Superbow! and she
played the dumb southern stewardess in First
Class Only and she played the dumb southern
nurse in Sex Clinic and she played the dumb
southern hooker in Hard Streets, but always this
was Candi Thorne who played these roles, and
not Candace Thornton, and somehow this made
the transition from soft-R to hard-R films a little
easier to bear.

They had their first big quarrel when Candace
balked over her part in Malibu Hustlers. She
hadn’t realized they were shooting it in both R-
and X-rated versions. Prancing about in the buff
and faking torrid love scenes was one thing, but
Candace drew the line at actually screwing for
the close-up cameras. Her agent swore he was
through if she backed out of the contract. Rick
yelled at her and slapped her around a little, then
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broke into tears. He hadn’t meant to lose control
—it was just that he was so close to getting his
break, and without money all they’d worked so
?ard together for, all they’d hoped and prayed
QOF 45

Candace forgave him, and blamed herself for
being thoughtless and selfish. If she could ball off
camera to land a role, she could give the same
performance on camera. This once.

Candace never did find out what her agent did
with her check from Malibu Hustlers, nor did the
police ever manage to find her agent. The pro-
ducer was sympathetic, but not legally responsi-
ble. He did, however, hate to see a sweet kid
burned like that, and he offered her a lead role in
Hot 'n’ Horny. This one would be straight X—or
XXX, as they liked to call them now—but a lot
of talented girls had made the big time doing
their stuff for the screen, and Candi Thorne just
might be the next super-X superstar. He had the
right connections, and if she played it right with
him . ..

It wasn’t the Big Break Candace had dreamed
of, but it was money. And they did need money.
She worried that this would damage her chances
for a legitimate acting career, but Rick told her to
stop being a selfish prude and to think of their
future together. His break was coming soon, and
then they’d never have to worry again about
money. Besides, audiences were already watch-
ing her perform in Malibu Hustlers, so what did
she have left to be shy about?

The problem with coke was that Rick needed a
lot of it to keep him and his macho image going.
The trouble with a lot of coke was that Rick
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tended to get wired a little too tight, and then he
needed downers to mellow out. Smack worked
best, but the trouble with smack was that it was
even more expensive. Still, tomorrow’s male sex
symbol couldn’t go about dropping ludes and
barbs like some junior high punker. Smack was
status in this game—everybody did coke. Not to
worry: Rick had been doing a little heroin ever
since his New York days—no needle work, just
some to toot. He could handle it.

Candace could not—either the smack or the
expense. Rick was gaining a lot of influential
contacts. He had to dress well, show up at the
right parties. Sometimes they decided it would
be better for his career if he went alone. They
really needed a better place to live, now that they
could afford it. :

After making Wet 'n’ Willing Candace man-
aged to rent a small house off North Beverly
Glen Boulevard—not much of an improvement
over her duplex in Venice, but the address was a
quantum leap in class. Her biggest regret was
having to leave her cats: no pets allowed. Her
producer had advanced her some money to cover
immediate expenses, and she knew he’d be get-
ting it back in pounds of flesh. There were parties
for important friends, and Candace felt quite
casual about performing on camera after some of
the things she’d been asked to do on those nights.
And that made it easier when she was asked to do
them again on camera.

Candace couldn’t have endured it all if it
weren’t for her selfless love for Rick, and for the
coke and smack and pills and booze. Rick ex-
pressed concern over her increasing use of drugs,
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especially when they were down to their last few
lines. Candace economized by shooting more
—less waste and a purer high than snorting.

She was so stoned on the set for Voodoo Vixens
that she could barely go through the motions of
the minimal plot. The director complained; her
producer reminded her that retakes cost money,
and privately noted that her looks were distinctly
taking a shopworn plunge. When she threw up in
her co-star’s lap, he decided that Candi Thorne
really wasn’t star material.

Rick explained that he was more disappointed
than angry with her over getting canned, but this
was after he’d bloodied her lip. It wasn’t so much
that this financial setback stood to wreck his
career just as the breaks were falling in place for
him, as it was that her drug habit had left them
owing a couple thou to the man, and how were
they going to pay that?

Candace still had a few contacts to fall back
on, and she was back before the cameras before
the bruises had disappeared. These weren’t the
films that made the adult theater circuits. These
were the fifteen-minute-or-so single-takes shot in
motel rooms for the 8-mm. home projector/
porno peep-show audiences. Her contacts were
pleased to get a semi-name porno queen, howev-
er semi and however shopworn, even if the films
seldom bothered to list credits or titles. It was
easier to work with a pro than some drugged-out
runaway or amateur hooker, who might ruin a
take if the action got rough or she had a phobia
about Dobermans.

It was quick work and quick bucks. But not
enough bucks.
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Rick was panic-stricken when two large black
gentlemen stopped him outside a singles bar one
night to discuss his credit and to share ideas as to
the need to maintain intact kneecaps in this cruel
world. They understood a young actor’s difficul-
ties in meeting financial obligations, but felt
certain Rick could make a substantial payment
within forty-eight hours.

Candace hit the streets. It was that or see Rick
maimed. After the casting couch and exotic
partners under floodlights, somehow it seemed
so commonplace doing quickies in motel rooms
and car seats. She missed the cameras. It all
seemed so transient without any playback.

The money was there, and Rick kept his knee-
caps. Between her work on the streets and grind-
ing out a few 8-mm. films each month, Candace
could about meet expenses. The problem was
that she really needed the drugs to keep her
going, and the more drugs she needed meant the
more work to pay for them. Candace knew her
looks were slipping, and she appreciated Rick’s
concern for her health. But for Rick the Big
Break was coming soon. She no longer minded
when he had other women over while she was on
the streets, or when he stayed away for a day or
two without calling her. She was selling her body
for his career, and she must understand that
sometimes it was necessary for Rick, too, to sleep
around. In the beginning, some small compro-
mises are to be expected.

A pimp beat her up one night. He didn’t like
freelance chippies taking johns from his girls on
his turf. He would have just scared her, had she
agreed to become one of his string, but she
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needed all her earnings for Rick, and the truth
was the pimp considered her just a bit too far
gone to be worth his trouble. So he worked her
over but didn’t mess up her face too badly, and
Candace was able to work again after only about
a week.

She tried another neighborhood and got
busted the second night out; paid her own bail,
got busted again a week later. Rick got her out of
jail—she was coming apart without the H, and
he couldn’t risk being implicated. He had his
career to think about, and it was thoughtless of
Candace to jeopardize his chances through her
own sordid lifestyle.

He would have thrown her out, but Candace
paid the rent. Of course, he still loved her. But
she really ought to take better care of herself. She
was letting herself go. Since her herpes scare they
seldom made love, although Candace under-
stood that Rick was often emotionally and physi-
cally drained after concentrating his energy on
some important interview or audition.

They had lived together almost two years, and
Candace was almost twenty-five, but she looked
almost forty. After a client broke her nose and a
few teeth in a moment of playfulness, she lost
what little remained of her actress/model good
looks. They got the best cosmetic repair she
could afford, but after that neither the johns nor
the sleaze producers paid her much attention.
When she saw herself on the screen at fifth-rate
porno houses, in the glimpses between ducking
below the rows of shabby seats, she no longer
recognized herself.

But Rick’s career was progressing all the while,
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and that was what made her sacrifice worth-
while. A part of Candace realized now that her
dreams of Hollywood stardom had long since
washed down the gutter, but at least Rick was
almost on the verge of big things. He’d landed a
number of modeling jobs and already had made
some commercials for local tv. Some recent roles
in what Rick termed “experimental theater”
promised to draw the attention of talent scouts.
Neither of them doubted that the Big Break was
an imminent certainty. Candace kept herself
going through her faith in Rick’s love and her
confidence that better times lay ahead. Once
Rick’s career took off, she’d quit the streets, get
off the drugs. She’d look ten years younger if she
could just rest and eat right for a few months, get
a better repair on her nose. By then Rick would
be in a position to help her resume her own
acting career.

Candace was not too surprised when Rick
came in one morning and shook her awake with
the news that he’d lined up a new film for her. It
was something about devil worshipers called
Satan’s Sluts—X-rated, of course, but the money
would be good, and Candace hadn’t appeared
even in a peep-show gangbang in a couple
months. The producer, Rick explained, remem-
bered her in Camp Hell! and was willing to take a
chance on giving her a big role.

Candace might have been more concerned
about filming a scene with so small a crew and in
a cellar made over into a creepy B & D dungeon,
but her last films had been shot in cheap motel
rooms with a home video camera. She didn’t like
being strapped to an inverted cross and hung
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before a black-draped altar, but Rick was there
—snorting coke with the half-dozen members of
the cast and crew.

When the first few whiplashes cut into her
flesh, it took Candace’s drugged consciousness
several moments to be aware of the pain, and to
understand the sort of film for which Rick had
sold her. By the time they had heated the brand-
ing iron and brought in the black goat, Candace
was giving the performance of her life.

She passed out eventually, awoke another day
in their bed, vaguely surprised to be alive. It was
a measure of Rick’s control over Candace that
they hadn’t killed her. No one was going to pay
much attention to anything Candace might
say—a burned-out porno star and drug addict
with an arrest record for prostitution. Rick had
toyed with selling her for a snuff film, but his
contacts there preferred anonymous runaways
and wetbacks, and the backers of Satan’s Sluts
had paid extra to get a name actress, however
faded, to add a little class to the production
—especially a star who couldn’t cause problems
afterward.

Rick stayed with her just long enough to feel
sure she wouldn’t die from her torture, and to
pack as many of his possessions as he considered
worth keeping. Rick had been moving up in the
world on Candace’s earnings—meeting the right
people, making the right connections. The
money from Satan’s Sluts had paid off his debts
with enough left over for a quarter-ounce of
some totally awesome rock, which had so im-
pressed his friends at a party that a rising tv
director wanted Rick to move in with her while
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they discussed a part for him in a much talked-
about new miniseries.

The pain when he left her was the worst of all.
Rick had counted on this, and he left her with a
gram of barely cut heroin, deciding to let nature
take its course.

Candace had paid for it with her body and her
soul, but at last this genuinely was the Big Break.
The prime-time soaper miniseries, Destiny’s For-
tune, ran for five nights and topped the ratings
each night. Rick’s role as the tough steelworker
who romanced the millowner’s daughter in parts
four and five, while not a major part, attracted
considerable attention and benefited from the
huge success of the series itself. Talent scouts saw
a new hunk in Richards Justin, most talked-
about young star from the all-time hit, Destiny’s
Fortune.

Rick’s new agent knew how to hitch his Merce-
des to a rising star. Richards Justin made the
cover of TV Guide and People, the centerfold of
Playgirl, and then the posters. Within a month it
was evident from the response to Destiny’s For-
tune that Richards Justin was a hot property. It
was only a matter of casting him for the right
series. Network geniuses juggled together all the
ingredients of recent hits and projected a winner
for the new season—Colt Savage, Soldier of
Fortune.

They ran the pilot as a two-hour special
against a major soaper and a tv movie about
teenage prostitutes, and Colt Savage blew the
other two networks away in that night’s ratings.
Colt Savage was The New Hit, blasting to the top
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of the Nielsens on its first regular night. The
show borrowed from everything that had already
been proven to work—*‘an homage to the great
adventure classics of the thirties” was how its
producers liked to describe it.

Colt Savage, as portrayed by Richards Justin,
was a tough, cynical, broad-shouldered Ameri-
can adventurer who kept busy dashing about the
cities and exotic places of the 1930s—finding
lost treasures, battling spies and sinister cults,
rescuing plucky young ladies from all manner of
dire fates. Colt Savage was the protégé of a
brilliant scientist who wished to devote his vast
fortune and secret inventions to fighting Evil. He
flew an autogiro and drove a streamlined
speedster—both decked out with fantastic weap-
ons and gimmickry rather in advance of the
technology of the period. He had a number of
exotic assistants and, inevitably, persistent
enemies—villains who somehow managed to
escape the explosion of their headquarters in
time to pop up again two episodes later.

Colt Savage was pure B-movie corn. In a
typical episode, Colt would meet a beautiful girl
who would ask him for help, then be kidnapped.
Following that there would be fights, car chases,
air battles, captures and escapes, derring-do in
exotic locales, rescues and romance—enough to
fill an hour show. The public loved it. Richards
Justin was a new hero for today’s audiences—the
new Bogart, a John Wayne for the eighties. The
network promoted Colt Savage with every excess
at its command. The merchandising rights alone
were bringing in tens of millions.

Rick dumped the director who had given him
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his start in Destiny’s Fortune long before he
moved into several million bucks worth of Bev-
erly Hills real estate. The tabloids followed his
numerous love affairs with compulsive and imag-
inative interest.

Candace blamed it all on the drugs. She
couldn’t bring herself to believe that Rick had
never loved her, that he had simply used her
until she had no more to give. Her mind refused
to accept that. It was she who had let Rick down,
let drugs poison his life and destroy hers. Drugs
had ruined her acting career, had driven her onto
the streets to pay for their habit. They could have
made it, if she hadn’t ruined everything for
them.

So she quit, cold turkey. Broken in body and
spirit, the miseries of withdrawal made little
difference to her pain. She lived ten years of hell
over the next few days, lying in an agonized
delirium that barely distinguished consciousness
from unconsciousness. Sometimes she managed
to crawl to the bathroom or to the refrigerator,
mostly she just curled herself into a fetal pose of
pain and shivered beneath the sweaty sheets and
bleeding sores. In her nightmares she drifted
from lying in Rick’s embrace to writhing in
torture on Satan’s altar, and the torment of
either delirium was the same to her.

As soon as she was strong enough to face it,
Candace cut the heroin Rick had left her to make
five grams and sold it to one of her friends who
liked to snort it and wouldn’t mind the cut. It
gave her enough money to cover bills until Can-
dace was well enough to go back on the streets.
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She located the pimp who had once beat her up;
he didn’t recognize her, and when Candace asked
to work for him, he laughed her out of the bar.

After that she drifted around Los Angeles for a
month or two, turning tricks whenever she could.
She was no longer competitive, even without the
scars, but she managed to scrape by, somehow
making rent for the place on North Beverly Glen.
It held her memories of Rick, and if she let that
go, she would have lost even that shell of their
love. She even refused to throw out any of his
discarded clothing and possessions; his tooth-
brush and an old razor still lay by the sink.

The last time the cops busted her, Candace
had herpes, a penicillin-resistant clap, and no
way of posting bail. Jail meant losing her house
and its memories of Rick, and there would be
nothing left for her after that. Rick could help
her now, but she couldn’t manage to reach him.
An old mutual friend finally did, but when he
came to visit Candace he couldn’t bear to give
her Rick’s message, and so he paid her bail
himself and told her the money came from Rick,
who didn’t want to risk getting his name in-
volved.

She had to have a legitimate job. The friend
had a friend who owned interest in a plastic
novelties plant, and they got Candace a factory
job there. By now she had very little left of
herself to sell in the streets, but at least she was
off the drugs. Somewhat to the surprise of all
concerned, Candace settled down on the line and
turned out to be a good worker. Her job paid the
bills, and at night she went home and read about
Richards Justin in the papers and magazines,
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played back videocassettes of him nights when
he wasn’t on live.

The cruelest thing was that Candace still nur-
tured the hope that she could win Rick back,
once she got her own act together. Regular meals,
decent hours, medication, and time healed some
wounds. The face that looked back at her from
mirrors no longer resembled a starved plague
victim. Some of the men at the plant were
beginning to stare after her, and a couple of times
she’d been asked to go out. She might have got
over Richards Justin in time, but probably not.

The friend of a friend pulled some strings and
called in some favors, and so the plant where
Candace worked secured the merchandising
rights to the Colt Savage, Soldier of Fortune
Action-Pak. This consisted of a plastic Colt Sav-
age doll, complete with weapons and action
costumes, along with models of Black Blaze, his
supersonic autogiro, and Red Lightning, the su-
percar. The merchandising package also in-
cluded dolls of his mentor and regular assistants,
as well as several notable villains and their
sinister weaponry. The plant geared into maxi-
mum production to handle the anticipated rush
of orders for the Christmas market.

Candace found herself sitting at the assembly
line, watching thousands of plastic replicas of
Richards Justin roll past her.

She just had to see Rick, but the guards at the
gate had instructions not to admit her. He
wouldn’t even talk to her over the phone or
answer her letters. The way he must remember
her, Candace couldn’t really blame him. It would
be different now.
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His birthday was coming up, and she knew he
would be having a party. She wrote him several
times, sent messages via old contacts, begging
Rick to let her come. When the printed invita-
tion finally came, she’d already bought him a
present. Candace knew that her confidence had
not been a mistake, and she took a day off work
to get ready for their evening together.

The party had been going strong for some time
when Candace arrived, and Rick was flying high
on coke and champagne. He hugged her around
the shoulders but didn’t kiss her, and half carried
her over to where many of the guests were
crowded around a projection television.

Ladies and gentlemen, here she is—our lead-
ing lady, the versatile Miss Candi Thorne.

All eyes flicked from the screen to Candace,
long enough for recognition. Then the cheers and
applause burst out across the room. Rick had
been amusing his guests with some of her films.
Just now they were watching the one with the
donkey.

Candace didn’t really remember how she man-
aged to escape and find her way home.

She decided not to leave a note, and she was
* prying the blade out of Rick’s old razor when the
idea began to form. The razor was crudded with
dried lather and bits of Rick’s whiskers, and she
wanted to get it clean before she used it on her
wrists. A scene from another of her films, Voodoo
Vixens, arose through the confusion of her
thoughts. She set the razor aside carefully.

Candace made herself a cup of coffee and let
the idea build in her head. She was dry-eyed now
and quite calm—the hysterical energy that had
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driven her to suicide now directed her disordered
thoughts toward another course of action.

She still had all of her mementos of Rick, and
throughout the night she went over them, one by
one, coolly and meticulously. She scraped all the
bits of beard and skin from his razor, collected
hair and dandruff from his brush and comb,
pared away his toothbrush bristles for the minute
residues of blood and plaque. She found a dis-
carded handkerchief, stained from a coke-
induced nosebleed, and from the mattress liner
came residues of their former lovemaking. Old
clothes yielded bits of hair, stains of body oils
and perspiration. Candace searched the house
relentlessly, finding fragments of his nails, his
hair, anything at all that retained physical resi-
dues of Rick’s person.

The next day Candace called in sick. She spent
the day browsing through Los Angeles’s numer-
ous occult bookshops, made a few purchases,
and called up one or two of the contacts she’d
made filming Voodoo Vixens. It all seemed
straightforward enough. Even those who rational-
ized it all admitted that it was a matter of belief.
And children have the purest belief in magic.

Candace ground up all her bits and scrapings
of Richards Justin. It came to quite a pile and
reminded her of a bag of Mexican heroin.

Candace returned to work and waited for her
chance. When no one was watching, she dumped
her powdered residue into the plastic muck des-
tined to become Colt Savage dolls. Then she said
a prayer—of sorts.

Beneath the Christmas tree, Joshua plays with
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his new Colt Savage doll. Pow! An electron
cannon knocks Colt out of the sky, crashes him
to the rocks below!

Jason pits Colt Savage against his model dino-
saurs. Yahhh! The dinosaur stomps him!

David is racing Colt Savage in his car, Red
Lightning. Kerblam! Colt drives off the cliff at a
hundred miles an hour!

Billy is still too young to play with his Colt
Savage doll, but he likes to chew on it.

Mark decides to see if Colt Savage and Black
Blaze can withstand the attack of his atomic
bomb firecrackers.

Jessica is mad at her brother. She sees his Colt
Savage doll and stomps on it as hard as she can.

Tyrone is bawling. He pulled the arms off his
Colt Savage doll, and he can’t make them go back
on.

Richards Justin collapsed on set, and only
heavy sedation finally stilled his screams. It
quickly became apparent that his seizures were
permanent, and he remains under sedation in a
psychiatric institution. Doctors have attributed
his psychotic break to long-term drug abuse.

Nothing excites the public more than a fallen
hero. Richards Justin: The Untold Story, by Can-
dace Thornton, rose quickly on the best-seller
charts. Reportedly she was recently paid well
over a million for the film rights to her book.
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It looked like the wreckage of a hundred
stained-glass windows, strewn across a desolate
tangle of wasteland in a schizophrenic kaleido-
scope. ~

The hood of the *78 Marquis buckled in pro-
test as Harmon shifted his not inconsiderable
weight. He smeared sweat from his face with a
sweatier arm and squinted against the piercing
sunlight. Even from his vantage point atop the
rusting Mercury, it was impossible to achieve
any sense of direction amidst these thousands of
wrecked cars.

At some point this had been farmland, al-
though such was difficult to envision now. What-
ever crops had once grown here had long ago
leached the red clay of scant nutrients. Fallow
acres had lapsed into wild pasture where enough
soil remained; elsewhere erosion scourged the
slopes with red gashes, and a scrub-growth of
pine, sumac, honeysuckle, and briar grudgingly
reclaimed the dead land. Grey knobs of lime-
stone outcroppings could almost be mistaken for
the shapeless hulls of someone’s tragedy.

Harmon wished for a beer—a tall, dripping
can of cold, cold beer. Six of them. He promised

73
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himself a stop at the first convenience store on
the highway, once he finished his business here.
But first he needed a fender.

“Left front fender. 1970 or ’71 Montego.”

“I think it will interchange with a ’70-’71
Torino,” Harmon had offered—too tired to ex-
plain that the fender was actually needed for a
1970 Cyclone Spoiler, but that this was Mer-
cury’s muscle-car version of the Montego, which
shared sheet metal with Ford’s Torino, and any-
way the woman who ran Pearson’s Auto Yard
probably knew all that sort of stuff already.

She had just a dusting of freckles and wheat-
colored hair that would have looked striking in
almost anything other than the regulation dyke
haircut she had chosen. The name embroidered
across the pocket of her freshly washed but
forever grease-stained workshirt read Shiloh.
Shiloh had just finished off a pair of redneck
truckers in quest of certain axle parts incompre-
hensible to Harmon, and she was more than
capable of dealing with Harmon.

“Most of the older Fords are off along the gully
along the woods there,”” Shiloh had pointed. “If
they haven’t been hauled to the crusher. There’s
a row of fenders and quarter panels just beyond
that. You wait a minute and D1llon or some-
body’ll be here to look for you.’

The thundering air conditioner in the window
of the cramped office might have been able to
hold the room temperature at 80 if the door
weren’t constantly being opened. Harmon felt
dizzy, and he further felt that fresh air, however
searing, was a better bet than waiting on an office
stool for Dillon or somebody.
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“You watch out for the dogs,” Shiloh had
warned him. “If one of them comes after you,
you just jump on top of something where they
can’t get at you until Dillon or somebody comes
along.”

Hardly comforting, but Harmon knew his
way around junkyards. This was an acquain-
tance that had begun when Harmon had de-
cided to keep the 1965 Mustang of his college
days in running order. It had become part
hobby, part rebellion against the look-alike
econoboxes or the Volvos and BMWs that
his fellow young suburban professionals drove
each day from their energy-efficient homes in
Brookwood or Brookcrest or Crestwood or wher-
ever. Harmon happened to be an up-and-com-
ing lawyer in his own right, thank you, and
just now his pet project was restoring a vin-
tage muscle car whose string of former owners

~ had not been overly concerned with trees, ditch-

es, and other obstacles, moving or station-
ary.

It was a better way to spend Saturday morn-
ings than on the tennis court or golf course.
Besides, and Harmon wiped his face again, it was
good exercise. Harmon, over the past four years
and at his wife’s insistence, had enrolled in three
different exercise programs and had managed to
attend a total of two classes altogether. He kept
telling himself to get in shape, once his schedule
permitted.

Just now Harmon wished he could find Dillon
or somebody. The day was too hot, the sun too
unrelenting, for a comfortable stroll through this
labyrinth of crumpled steel and shattered glass.
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Harmon rocked back and forth on the hood of
the Marquis, squinting against the glare.

“Yoo hoo! Mister Dillon! There’s trouble
brewin’ on Front Street!”

Christ, enough of that! He was getting light-
hel?ded. That late-night pizza had been a mis-
take.

Harmon thought he saw movement farther
down along the ravine. He started to call out in
earnest, but decided that the general clatter and
crash of the junkyard would smother his words.
There was the intermittent mutter of the ma-
chine shop, and somewhere in the distance a
tractor or towtruck, innocent of muffler, was
dragging stripped hulks to their doom in the jaws
of the vyard’s crusher. Grunting, Harmon
climbed down from the wreck and plodded to-
ward where he thought he’d glimpsed someone.

The heat seemed worse as he trudged along the
rutted pathway. The rows of twisted sheet metal
effectively stifled whatever breeze there might
have been, at the same time acting as grotesque
radiators of the sun’s absorbed heat. Harmon
wished he had worn a hat. He had always heard
that a hat was a good thing to wear when out in
the sun. He touched the spot on the top of his
head where his sandy hair was inclining to thin.
Unpleasant images of frying eggs came to him.

It smelled hot. The acres of rusted metal
smelled like an unclean oven. There was the
bitter smell of roasting vinyl, underscored by the
musty stench of mildewed upholstery basted in
stagnant rainwater. The palpable smell of hot
metal vied with the noxious fumes of gasoline
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and oil and grease—the dried blood of un-
counted steel corpses. Underlying it all was a
sickly sweet odor that Harmon didn’t like to
think about, because it reminded him of his
small-town childhood and walking home on
summer days through the alley behind the butch-
er shop. He supposed they hosed these wrecks
down or something, before putting them on the
yard, but nonetheless . . .

Harmon’s gaze caught upon the sagging spi-
derweb of a windshield above a crumpled steer-
ing wheel. He shivered. Strange, to shiver when it
was so hot. He seemed to feel his intestines
wriggle like a nest of cold eels.

Harmon supposed he had better sit down for a
moment.

He did.

“Morris?”

Harmon blinked. He must have dropped off.

“Hey, Morris—you OK?”

Where was he?

“Morris?” The voice was concerned and a
hand was gently shaking him.

Harmon blinked again. He was sitting on a
ruined front seat in the shade of an eviscerated
Falcon van. He jerked upright with a guilty start,
like a junior exec caught snoring during a senior
staff meeting. Someone was standing over him,
someone who knew his name.

“Morris?”

The voice became a face, and the face a
person. Arnie Cranshaw. A client. Former client.
Harmon decided to stop blinking and stand up.
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On second try, he made it to his feet.

Cranshaw stared reproachfully. “Jesus! I
thought maybe you were dead.”

“A little too much sun,” Harmon explained.
“Thought I'd better sit down in the shade for a
minute or two. I'm OK. Just dozed off is all.”

“You sure?” Cranshaw wasn’t so certain.
“Maybe you ought to sit back down.”

Harmon shook his head, feeling like a fool.
“T’ll be fine once I get out of this heat. Christ, I'd
kill for a cold beer right now!”

Not a well chosen remark, Harmon suddenly
reflected. Cranshaw had been his client not quite
a year ago in a nasty sort of thing: head-on
collision that had left a teenaged girl dead and
her date hopelessly crippled. Cranshaw, the other
driver involved, had been quite drunk at the time
and escaped injury; he also escaped punishment,
thanks to Harmon’s legal talents. The other car
had crossed the yellow line—no matter that its
driver swore that he had lost control in trying to
avoid Cranshaw, who had been swerving all over
the road—and a technicality resulted in the DUI
charges being thrown out as well. It was a victory
that raised Harmon’s stock in the estimation of
his colleagues, but it was not a victory of which
Harmon was overly proud.

“Anyway, Morris, what are you doing here?”’
Cranshaw asked. He was ten years younger than
Harmon, had a jogger’s legs, and worked out at
his health club twice a week. Nonetheless, the
prospect of lugging a semiconscious lawyer out
of this metal wasteland was not to Cranshaw’s
liking.

“Looking for a fender for my car.”
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“Fender-bender?”’ Cranshaw was ready to
show sympathy.

“Someone else’s, and in days gone by. I'm
trying to restore an old muscle car I bought back
in the spring. Only way to find parts is to dig
through junkyards. How about you?”

“Need a fender for the BMW.”

Harmon declined to press for details, which
spared Cranshaw any need to lie about his recent
hit-and-run encounter. He knew a country body
shop that would make repairs without asking
questions, if he located some of the parts. A chop
shop wasn’t likely to respond to requests for
information about cars with bloodstained fend-
ers and such grisly trivia. They’d done business
before.

Cranshaw felt quite remorseful over such inci-
dents, but he certainly wasn’t one to permit his
life to be ruined over some momentary lapse.

“Do you know where we are?”” asked Harmon.
He wasn’t feeling at all well, and just now he was
thinking only of getting back into his little Japa-
nese pickup and turning the air conditioner up to
stun.

“Well. Pearson’s Auto Yard, of course.” Cran-
shaw eyed him suspiciously.

“No. I mean, do you know how to get out of
here?”

“Why, back the way we came.” Cranshaw
decided the man was maybe drunk. “Just back-
track is all.”

Cranshaw followed Harmon’s bewildered
gaze, then said less confidently: “I see what you
mean. Sort of like one of those maze things, isn’t
it. They ought to give you a set of directions or
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something—like, ‘Turn left at the ’57 Chevy and
keep straight on till you pass the burned-out VW
bug" 2]

“I was looking for one of the workers,” Har-
mon explained.

“So am 1,” Cranshaw said. “Guy named Mil-
ton or something. He’ll know where to find our
fenders, if they got any. Sort of like a Chinese
librarian, these guys got to be.”

He walked on ahead, tanned legs pumping
assertively beneath jogging shorts. Harmon felt
encouraged and fell in behind him. *“I thought I
saw somebody working on down the ravine a
ways,” he suggested to Cranshaw’s back.

They seemed to be getting closer to the crush-
er, to judge by the sound. At intervals someone’s
discarded dream machine gave up its last ves-
tiges of identity in great screams of rending,
crumpling steel. Harmon winced each time he
heard those death-cries. The last remaining left
front fender for a 70 Cyclone might be passing
into recycled oblivion even as he marched to its
rescue.

“I don’t think this is where I want to be going,”
Cranshaw said, pausing to look around. “These
* are pretty much stripped and ready for the
crusher. And they’re mostly Ford makes.”

“Yes. Well, that’s what I’'m trying to find.”
- Harmon brightened. “Do you see a ’70 or ’71
Montego or Torino in any of these?”

“Christ, Morris! I wouldn’t know one of those
from a Model T. I need to find where they keep
their late-model imports. You going to be all
right if I go on and leave you here to poke
around?”’



I

—
==

Shrapnel 81

“Sure,” Harmon told him. The heat was
worse, if anything, but he was damned if he’d ask
Cranshaw to nursemaid him.

Cranshaw was shading his eyes with his hand.
“Hey, you were right. There is somebody work-
ing down there. I’'m going to ask directions.”

“Wait up,” Harmon protested. He'd seen the
workman first.

Cranshaw was walking briskly toward an inter-
section in the rows of twisted hulks. “Hey, you!”
Harmon heard him call above the din of the
crusher. “Hey, Milton!”

Cranshaw turned the corner and disappeared
from view for a moment. Harmon made his legs
plod faster, and he almost collided with Cran-
shaw when he came around the corner of stacked
cars.

Cranshaw was standing in the middle of the
rutted pathway, staring at the mangled remains
of a Pinto station wagon. His face looked un-
healthy beneath its tan.

“Shit, Morris! That’s the car that 1. ..”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Arnie. All burned-out
wrecks look alike.”

“No. It’s the same one. See that porthole
window in back. They didn’t make very many of
that model. Shit!”

Harmon had studied photos of the wreck in
preparing his defense. “Well, so what if it is the
car. It had to end up in a junkyard somewhere.
Anyway, I don’t think this is the same car.”

“Shit!” Cranshaw repeated, starting to back
away.

“Hey, wait!” Harmon insisted.

A workman had materialized from the rusting
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labyrinth. His greasy commonplaceness was ini-
tially reassuring. He wore faded work clothes,
filthy with unguessable stains, and a billed cap
too dirty for its insignia patch to be deciphered.
He was tall and thin, and his face and hands were
so smeared and stained that Harmon wasn’t at
first certain as to his race. The workman carried
a battered tool box in one hand, while in the
other he dragged a shapeless bag of filthy canvas.
The eyes that stared back at Harmon were curi-
ously intent above an expressionless face.

“Are you Dillon?” Harmon hoped they
weren’t trespassing. He could hear a dog barking
furiously not far away.

The workman looked past Harmon and fixed
his eyes on Cranshaw. His examination of the
other man seemed frankly rude.

“Are you Milton?” Cranshaw demanded. The
workman’s name across his breast pocket was
obscured by grease and dirt. “Where do you keep
your late-model imports?”

The workman set down his tool box and dug a
limp notebook from a greasy shirt pocket. Lick-
ing his fingers, he paged through it in silence.
After a moment, he found the desired entry. His
eyes flicked from the page to Cranshaw and back
again.

“Yep,” he concluded, speaking for the first
time, and he made a checkmark with a well-
chewed pencil stub. Returning notebook and
pencil to shirt pocket, the workman knelt down
and began to unlatch his tool box.

Harmon wanted to say something, but his
mouth was too dry to speak, and he knew he was
very much afraid, and he wished with all his
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| heart that his legs were not rooted to the ground.

Ahead of him, Cranshaw appeared to be simi-
larly incapable of movement, although from the
expression on his face he clearly seemed to wish
he were any place else but here.

The tool chest was open now, and the work-
man expertly made his selection from within.
The tool chest appeared to contain mainly an
assortment of knives and scalpels, all very dirty
and showing evidence of considerable use. If the
large knife that the workman had selected was a
fair sample, their blades were all very sharp and
serviceable.

The canvas bag had fallen open, enough so
that Harmon could get a glimpse of its contents.
A glimpse was enough. The arm seemed to be a
woman’s, but there was no way of telling if the
heart with its dangling assortment of vessels had
come from the same body. A

Curiously, once Harmon recognized that
many of the stains were blood, it seemed quite
evident that much of the dirt was not grease, but
soot.

The sound of an approaching motor was only a
moment’s cause for hope. A decrepit Cadillac
hearse wallowed down the rutted trail toward
them, as the workman tested the edge of his
knife. The hearse, converted into a work truck,
was rusted out and so battered that only its
vintage tailfins gave it identity. Red dust would
| have completely masked the chipped black paint,
if there hadn’t been an overlay of soot as well.
The loud exhaust belched blue smoke that
smelled less of oil than of sulfur.

H Another grimy workman was at the wheel.
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Except for the greasy straw cowboy hat, he might
have been a double for the other workman. The
doors were off the hearse, so it was easy to see
what was piled inside.

The hearse rolled to a stop, and the driver
stuck out his head.

“Another pick-up?”

“Yeah. Better get out and give me a hand here.
They want both right and left leg assemblies, and
then we need to strip the face. You got a three-
inch flaying knife in there? I left mine some-
where.”

Then they lifted Cranshaw, grunting a little at
the effort, and laid him out across the hood.

“Anything we need off the other?” the driver
wondered.

“I don’t know. I’ll check my list.”

It was very, very hot, and Harmon heard
nothing more.

Someone was tugging at his head, and Harmon
started to scream. He choked on a mouthful of
cold R.C. and sputtered foam on the chest of the
man who was holding the can to his lips. Har-
mon’s eyes popped open, and he started to
scream again when he saw the greasy work
clothes. But this black face was naturally so, the
workman’s eyes showed kindly concern, and the
name on his pocket plainly read Dillon.

“Just sip on this and take it easy, mister,”
Dillon said reassuringly. ‘“You had a touch of the
sun, but you’re going to be just fine now.”

Harmon stared about him. He was back in the
office, and Shiloh was speaking with consider-
able agitation into the phone. Several other peo-
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ple stood about, offering conflicting suggestions
for treating heat stroke or sunstroke or both.

“Found you passed out on the road out there
in the yard,” Dillon told him. “Carried you back
inside here where we got the air conditioner
running.”

Harmon became aware of the stuttering howl
of an approaching siren. “I won’t need an ambu-
lance,” he protested. “I just had a dizzy spell is
all.”

“That ambulance ain’t coming for you,” Dil-
lon explained. “We had a bad accident at the
crusher. Some customer got himself caught.”

Shiloh slammed down the phone. “There’ll be
hell to pay!” she snapped.

“There always is,”” Harmon agreed.



THE LAST
WOLF

The last writer sat alone in his study.

There was a knock at his door.

But it was only his agent. A tired, weathered
old man like himself. It seemed not long ago that
he had thought the man quite young.

“I phoned you I was coming,” explained his
agent, as if to apologize for the writer’s surprised
greeting.

Of course . . . he had forgotten. He concealed
the vague annoyance he felt at being interrupted
in his work.

Nervously the agent entered his study. He
gripped his attaché case firmly before him,
thrusting it into the room as if it were a shield
against the perilously stacked shelves and shelves
of musty books. Clearing a drift of worn volumes
from the cracked leather couch, he seated him-
self amidst a puff of dust from the ancient
cushions.

The writer returned to the chair at his desk,
swiveling to face his guest. His gnarled fingers
gripped the chair arms; his black eyes, bright
beneath a craggy brow, bored searchingly into
the agent’s face. He was proud and wary as an
aging wolf. Time had weathered his body and

86
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frosted his hair. No one had drawn his fangs.

The agent shifted against the deep cushions

and erased the dusty film on his attaché case. His
palms left sweat smears on the vinyl. He cleared
his throat, subconsciously striving to clear his
thoughts from the writer’s spell. It would be
easier if he could see him just as another client,
as nothing more than a worn-out old man. Just
another tired old man, as he himself had become.

“I haven’t had any success with your manu-
scripts,” he said softly. “No luck at all.”

There was pain in his eyes, but the writer
nodded stiffly. “No, it was obvious from your
manner that you hadn’t been successful this
time.” He added: “This time either.”

“Your last seven novels,” the agent counted.
“Nothing.”

“They were good books,” the writer mur-
mured, like a parent recalling a lost child. “Not
great books, for all my efforts, but they were
good. Someone would have enjoyed reading
them.”

His eyes fell upon the freshly typed pages
stacked on his desk, the newest page just curling
from his ancient mechanical typewriter. “This
one will be better,” he stated.

“That’s not the problem,” his agent wearily
told him. He had told him before. “No one’s
saying that you haven’t written well—it’s
just . .. Who’s going to print them?”

“There are still one or two publishers left, I
believe.”

“Well, yes. But they don’t publish books like
this anymore.”

"



88 Karl Edward Wagner

“What do they publish then?” The writer’s
voice was bitter.

“Magazines, mostly—like these.” The agent
hurriedly drew a pair of flimsy periodicals from
his case.

The writer accepted them with a wry smile and
thumbed through the pages of bright photo-
graphs. He snorted. ““Pretty pictures, advertise-
ments mostly, and a few paragraphs of captions.
Like the newspapers. Not even real paper any-
more.”

He gestured toward the shelves of age-
yellowed spines. “Those are magazines. Saturday
Review. Saturday Evening Post. Playboy. Kenyon
Review. Weird Tales. Argosy. And the others that
have passed. Do you remember them? They
contained stories, essays, articles, criticism. A lot
of garbage, and a lot of things worthwhile. They
contained thoughts.”

“Still, there’s some writing in the few periodi-
cals that we have left,” the agent pointed out.
“You could do that sort of thing.”

“That sort of thing? That’s not writing! Since
the learned journals all went to computerized
tapes, the only excuse for a periodical that’s left
are these mindless picture brochures the ad com-
panies publish. Damned if I’ll write copy for
Madison Avenue!

“But what are you trying to get to?” he
scowled. :

The plastic pages of smiling young consumers
fluttered back into the attaché case. “I’m trying
to say it’s impossible to sell your books. Any
books. No one publishes them. No one reads this
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sort of thing anymore.”

“What do they read instead?”

The agent waved his hands in a vague gesture.
“Well, there’s these magazines. One or two news-
papers are still around.”

“They’re just transcripts of the television
news,” the writer scoffed. “Pieced together by
faceless technicians, slanted and censored to
make it acceptable, and then gravely presented
by some television father image. What about
books?”’

“Well, there are a few houses that still print the
old classics—for school kids and people who still
go to libraries. But all that’s been made into
movies, put on television—available on cas-
settes to view whenever you like. Not much
reason to read those—not when everybody’s
already seen it on tv.”

The writer made a disgusted noise.

“Well, damn it, man!” the agent blurted in
exasperation. “Marshall McLuhan spoke for
your generation. You must have understood what
was coming.”

“He didn’t speak for my generation,” the
writer growled. “What about those last three
novels that you did sell? Somebody must have
read those.”

“Well, maybe not,” explained the other deli-
cately. “It was pure luck I found a publisher for
them anyway. Two of them the publisher used
just as a vehicle for Berryhill to illustrate—he
has quite a following, you know. Collectors
bought them for his artwork—but maybe some
read the books. And the last one I sold . . . Well,
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that was to a publisher who wanted it for the
nostalgia market. Maybe somebody read 1t while

- that fad lasted.”

Beneath his white mustache, the writer’s lips
clamped tightly over words that would be ill-
bred to use to a guest.

“Anyway, both publishers are defunct now,”
his agent went on. “Printing costs are just too
high. For the price of half a dozen books, you can

buy a tv. Books just cost too much, take too

much time, for what you can get out of them.”

““So where does that leave me?”

There was genuine sympathy, if not under-
standing, in the agent’s voice. He had known his
client for a long while. “There just doesn’t seem
to be any way I can sell your manuscripts. I'm
sorry—truly sorry. Feel free to try another agent,
if you want. I honestly don’t know one to recom-
mend, and I honestly doubt that he’ll have any
better success.

“There just isn’t any market for books in
today’s world. You’re like a minstrel when all the
castles have fallen, or a silent film star after the
talkies took over. You’ve got to change, that’s
all.”

More than ever the writer seemed a wolf at
bay. The last wolf. They were all gone too. Just
the broken-spirited creatures born in cages to
amuse the gawking, mindless world on the other
side of the bars.

“But I do have some other prospects for you,”
the agent announced, trying to muster a bright
smile.

“Prospects?”’ The writer’s shaggy brows rose
dubiously.
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“Sure. Books may have outlived their day, but
today’s writers still have plenty to keep them
busy. I think a few of your old crowd may even
still be around, writing for television and the
movies.”

The writer’s face was dangerous.

“I’ve talked with the producers of two new
shows—one of them even remembered that best-
seller you had years back. They both said they’d
take a close look at anything you have to show.
Quite a break, considering you’ve never written a
script before. Ought to be right in your <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>