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The Hand[sbuicker

My series of somersaults was ending. With practiced ease | dapped my feet down and leaned
backwardsjust abit so | wouldn't fall flat on my face. Then | did the same with the other me, and dlipped
us both back to my body so | could see through eyes again. My hearing snapped back quickly, and |
could tell from the murmur of the other bettors that 1'd made my point. My eyesfocused just intimeto
see ahand—large, suntanned, callused, and somehow competent |ooking—scoop the dice up.

"Harry, check these" | heard agraveled voice say. The hand with the dice swung afew inches
through the air and opened over another hand, this one pale and dender, with long and delicate fingers
that reminded me of apiano player | once knew. The dice dropped and | knew that | could bein alot of
trouble very soon.

| let my eyesight wander up from the dark hand to the rumbling voice. | studied the curly black hair
on the back of the hand, the starched cuff of the astonishingly white shirt, the smooth silk of the black
tuxedo, and the bulge at the shoulder that suggested | had best be quiet and well-mannered to this
individual. Then | looked at the face. As bronzed as the hand that had taken my dice, it wasflat,
wrinkle-free, and—if you alow meto ignore the polite smile that everyone knew was there only for
show—icily expressonless.

"Sir?" | asked inquiringly. "Wewould like to spesk to you for amoment, Mr—?" Thevoice was
quiet, and as polite asthe amile, but adud air of authority and menace hung behind its soft words.

"Mr. Jones," | offered helpfully. "Mr. Irving Tecumseh Jones." | paused for amoment and became
aware of the others pressed against the table. Many were curious, afew were concerned—but al were
relieved that | was being removed. | smiled sadly and agreed it would be convenient to speak to him.

We stepped away from the table and | heard the now empty dice clatter their unguided way across
the green felt. We said nothing to each other aswe moved dowly through the crowded casino; there
redly was nothing to be said.

His office was quiet after the dull roar of the gaming rooms; the air was fresher, though it il



smacked of the machines that had processed it. My husky guide waved meinto a soft leather chair, and
moved around the broad mahogany desk to his own seat. During the short silence that followed, |
glanced around the room. There were severd nice paintingsthat | perhaps unjustly assumed to have safes
behind them, and quite afew long bookcases stuffed with fat works on Statistics and probability theory.
The rest of the office was done in soft pastels and natural wood, a decoration scheme so carefully
planned that it was difficult to notice the room had no windows. Or it would have been difficult, werel
not fedling so ensnared.

The manager brokethe silence at last. "Mr. Jones," he began in aconfident voice, "our tableman tells
usthat he thinks there's something abit unusual about your—ah—yperformance with thedice. I'd liketo
ask you some questions.”

"What isthis?' | demanded, trying to throw him off balance. "I mean—"

"Please, Mr. Jones. First, how much have you won tonight?”

"Ten thousand dollars, but—"

"Ten thousand dollars. | see” He sounded like ajury foreman pronouncing theword "guilty.”

"Now wait one minute," | protested. "That was pure luck. | won that money—"

"Mr. Jones, if our table man is correct—and he usualy is—you have neither lost more than twenty
dollars nor won less than ahundred dollars on any single throw.”

| felt sck. I'd been afraid that they'd notice meif | just kept winning, so I'd made sureto lose
frequently; however, | couldn't bring myself to throw away too much of that good green stuff. I'd tried to
disguiseit by continualy changing the intervals and amounts, but they'd found out after al. Shit. "So what
the hell doesthat have to do with anything except my luck?'

"Mr. Jones, it makes us very suspicious when something like that happens. The odds, you see, are
highly againg it."" He waved his hand at the shelves of math books and leaned back in his chair. "So, Mr.
Jones, weretrying to find out how you did it. Unlessyou'd careto tell us, and save usdl that trouble?!
Heraised hiseyebrowsin query. | shook my head. He shrugged, and pressed a button on the chrome
pane inserted into hisdesk. A muted chime sounded, and immediately arespectful voice answered:
"Yes ar?'

"Harry, what was the matter with those dice?"

"Nothing, gr."

The big man's expression became considerably |ess serene as he leaned forward dightly in his chair.
"What do you mean, 'nothing?"

"What | said, Sir. Thereis nothing wrong with the dice. They are the casino's own issue, and they
have not been tampered with. We have been rolling them ever since you picked them up, and we are
getting only the standard, expected series.”

"Harry, there's gotta be something wrong with 'em.” | smiled discreetly at the note of frudtrationin
hisvoice.

"Sir, we just reached the 360th roll. Everything seemsnormd. Thedice arefine." The flunky'svoice
was cool, tinged with a noticeable streak of triumph.

"All right. Thanks anyway." Helifted hisfinger from the button it had been depressing, and raised his
faceto me. Hisexpresson was till polite, but the cold glitter deep within his eyes warned meto press
my advantage no further.

"Mr. Jones," hesaid at length, "our technica department says you were using honest dice. Their
implicit conclusion was that you won honestly. Mr. Jones, | do not—I cannot—agree with that
conclusion. I've been shooting craps, and running crap games, since | started grade school, and | can
recognize a cheater when | see onein action." He put both handsflat on the desktop and bent forward
some more, asif daring meto deny hisaccusation. | thought | might aswell giveit atry.

"But if the dice—"

"Damnit!" he exploded. "I don't give adamn about the dice. So they're honest—then you have some
kind of illegd throw or something. But you shouldn't have been able to win that much money theway you
wonit. | don't likeit, Jones, | don't likeit a dl!" He paused to rein in histemper, and then stood up. "Mr.
Jones, I'm going to have to ask you to leave this casino. | don't know how you're chegting, but you are,



and we can't afford to have your kind around here. So—pick up what you've won at the cashier's
window, then get out.”

| had dipped out of the easy chair and turned for the door when he spoke again. "Mr. Jones."

| looked over my shoulder a him. "Y es?’

"I'm caling the other casino managersto warn them about you—you'll never be dlowed in any casno
hereinVegasagain, not if | have anything to say about it."

"Thanksloads," | grunted, and made my way to the money office.

| cursed mysdlf thoroughly as| walked through the crowded casino. Here I'd had the perfect life
within reach—all play for pay and no work at al—and because I'd wanted to get it alittle quicker than |
knew was safe I'd gotten caught. And now the good life was being taken away from me. Idiot! All that
talent and no place to useit. Fool!

Asl recall, my taent—my telekinetic ability—started to show itsdf shortly after | hit puberty. What a
mess that made of me. It's bad enough to go through the normal miseries of acne and voice change and
unfulfillable sex drive, but to have something likethisthat | had to keep hidden from everyone—it's lucky
| didn't suicide out around age sixteen. | guess| wasalittle luckier than | could have been, though—I'd
been a sci-fi reader since | wasten, and | knew that | had to keep quiet about what | could do. | shudder
every time| think what it would have been like if the Defense Department—or worse yet, some crazy
university professor—had learned about my power and had requisitioned me.

No, I'd been cagey. I'd stayed shut up in my room, trying to develop my talent asbest | could. I'd
found out alot about it too, for akid who was teaching himself. | could useit in either of two ways. asif |
had another body that | could remote control, or asif | were within the object | was TKing. The only
limitationsthat | discovered werethat | had to be in sight of what | was working on, and that | couldn't
do with TK what | couldn't do with my real body—I mean, | could make an ashtray seem to fly across
the room, dl right, but | was only "picking it up" with my invisible body and carrying it. If | got ingdethat
ashtray, about dl | could do would beto rock it, to tilt "my" weight first thisway, then that. That's what
I'd been doing with the dice—I'd gotten insde them and shifted my weight so that | landed right Sde
up—or, rather, so that the dice landed right side up.

That wasatrick | learned inthe Army. You see, I'd never been terribly intelligent—at least by the
usual academic standards—and when | started into adolescence, my grades went to hell. Next thing |
knew, | was being drafted. | went. After al, I'd figured at the time, what the hell?1 mean, | had nothing
elseto do. So | spent two years fighting for Uncle Sam in the jungles of South Vietnam. That changed my
life—and | don't mean war and killing and al thet; that's pretty much part of everyone'slife, in someway
or another. What | mean isthat in the barracks, when you're just Sitting around with nothing much to do
except not think about the next patrol, you shoot craps. So | shot craps. | played regularly for eight
months before my stupidity hit me; | suddenly redlized that | could use my talent on the dice and clean up.
So | did. Took me about six months, too, to learn how to handle the damn things not only well enough,
but aso inconspicuoudy enough, to be able to win and then collect my winnings. That'swhy | Sgned up
for another tour in Nam—combet infantrymen gamble higher than anybody, except maybe Marines. | |&ft
Nam and the Army on the same day, fifteen thousand dollars richer than when | went in. Then | went to
Vegas and got caught my first night in town. Shit!

| callected my winnings and went out into the night.

It was dark outside, even with al the neon lights glowing, and | stood by the casino entrance for a
minute or two, trying to let my eyes adjust and aso trying to decide what to do now. A
twenty-five-thousand-dollar bank roll was nice, but it would hardly support me, not in the styleto which |
desperately wanted to become accustomed nor for the length of time | had planned. If the other casinos
wouldn't accept me, then there was no point in staying in town; on the other hand, if they would, it was
pointlessto leave. | finaly decided | might aswell try them al, one by one, and was about to walk to the
oneablock away when a strong hand grasped me, alot lessfirmly than it might have, on theright arm
above the elbow.

"Jones?' | heard. "Let'sushavealittletalk."

| was about to dap the hand avay when | got agood look at its owner. The guy was very big and



very black—two attributes which, separately, put me at a disadvantage; together, they're a badge of
irresstible power and authority.

| mumbled something. The hand tugged meaningfully a my arm; | nodded and followed. We went
around a corner, then around another; after going through an dley or three | was completely lost. We
stopped, findly, in a studio apartment on the third floor of abuilding which looked older than it could
possibly be. | dumped into arusty lawn chair facing anew Sony portable TV and caught my bregath.

The black man stood in front of me, scrutinizing me carefully. At last he smiled dightly. "Youll do jus
fine," he said, and disappeared around the corner of atall bookcase. | heard arefrigerator snicker and
glassclink. A moment later he was back with a bottle of beer in each hand. He set mine on the rickety
table to my right, and dropped easily onto atorn couch on the other side of it. | hitched my chair around
tofacehim.

"O.K., Jones," he began, "I'm gonna start by showing al my cardsright off. | know 'zactly what you
can do—I know jus how you won that money tonight.”

Tengon ran tiny pricklesdown my back. "I'm afraid | redly don't understand you, Mr.—?"

"Coy," he grunted, "jus plain ole Coy." He paused. "Now, look—I don't wanna play no run-around
games with you, Jones, so listen to mefirs, then argue, O.K.?"

| shrugged, but said nothing.

"Good. Now, | amwhat you cal a sen-sitive. That is, when someone's using some kind of power
that most people don't have and don't know about, a sen-sitive can fedl it being used. Like dawgs, you
know? The way those little mothers can hear aredly high whistle? Well, | can do the same thing when
one par-ticular power's being used. The same par-ticular power that you were using on them dice earlier
thisevening." Hetook aswig from hisbeer and smiled.

"Ligten, Coy, I—"

"Y ou not trying to kid me, now, are you, Jones?' Blue-green light, pumped from anearby neon sign,
flowed across hisrich brown face, imbuing hissmilewith an air of mdicethat | didnt like.

"Coy, redly, —"

Hisvoice went very, very cold. "Jones, | was standing next to that crap table dl night long, just
watching you pick up your money in little bits and pieces. | felt your mind moving, Jones—I felt you
crawl ingde them dice and make 'em jump the way you wanted. Don't tell me no different, ‘causeif you
do, why, I'll know you lying to me, boy, and | get mad when people lieto me."

| was cowed. "All right, Coy, dl right." | lit acigarette, Spped a my beer, and fought the crawlies
insdeme. "Yeah," | said, letting the smoke out in one big rush, "that's how | won. So?'

Coy relaxed and smiled again. "Good man. Nice to hear you fess up. Now we can start talking." He
hunched forward across the table and spun the ashtray idly with his strong, arrogant fingers. "Now, the
way | figure, Jones, you still need money. Right?' He glanced up, sympathetic amusement lighting his
eyes.

"Yegh"

"Good. Man at the casino tell you you ain't gonna be alowed in no Vegas casinos a dl anymore?’

"Yeah"

"Truth. Y ou are barred—or, will be, once he gets off that phone.”

"Yeah, yeah, | know!" | said impatiently. "But what the—"

He held up alarge hand and lazily waved me into silence. "No sweat, Jones. Coy's got away for you
to use your power and make some coin at the sametime.”

"How?'

"Simple, my good man,” he said expansively, "smple. Near to thisvery roomisabig-time drug
pusher—nope, that's the wrong word for him. He used to be a stand-on-the-corner,
sll-you-a-nickel -bag man, back when we two was on speaking terms; but athorough application of the
traditional American virtues of industry and competitiveness, plus three business courses at night school,
plus agang of goons, so ugly that strong men are unable to look at ‘em, who ran off the other
pushers—al combined to make this dude the kingpin of the drug businessin downtown Vegas. That man
isnow so high up, though, he ain't seen any junk in years, he's so rich that just thumbing through them



thousand-dollar bills gets hisfingersblack asmine.”

| wasintrigued. Hooked, in fact. But | tried not to let my interest show as | stubbed out my cigarette
and said, "So get to the point.”

"Well, the point about thisdude is, he got aproblem. A big problem. Too much cash money. If he
goes putting it in the bank, why, the man from the Tax Department, he gonna come 'round and ask, “Son,
where dl that money come from? And then our boy, he'sin real trouble. So—he kegpsit in ashoe box,
under his bed. When he gets the shoe box filled up, he takes alittle trip to someplace—say,
Switzerland?—where he can deposit that money without getting his ass harassed.”

"OK., O.K.—s0?

"S0, Jones, that box's just about full to the top now with crinkly little thousand-dollar bills."

"Areyou saying you want meto help you rob him, Coy?'

"Why, sure enough, brother."

We sat tensaly till for avery long moment, staring at each other, measuring each other. Coy
breathed deeply, evenly, the four-inch points on his collar rising up and down as his great brown chest
filled and emptied. | don't believe | breathed at dl. | wasthinking too hard.

How much money could ashoe box hold, if it held only thousand-dollar bills?1 tried to visudize that
many green, ova portraits of one man and failed. A lot. Half of it could certainly keegp me going for a
long, long time—say, spend twenty of them ayear, and twenty billsd make astack just about that high,
and half ashoe box looks likeit'd be about thishigh, and . . . damn!

Dangerous, though . . . | didn't like the sound of “goons—sounded mean and vicious and amost
efficient . . . bastards wouldn't hesitate, they'd shoot me right off, no second thoughts about pain or
anything, like dogs, that'sdl ... wouldn't want to get in their way. | hoped Coy had some kind of good
plan that would keep me asfar away from them as possible.

Coy—could | trust him? Shit, | didn't know about doing something like thiswith ani—ablack man,
even if some of the best guys back in Nam wereblack . . . yeah, that wasit, do it just like they did there,
ajob. Work with him, | could trust him to do hisend of this, he wouldn't Iet me down, but he wouldn't
socidize with me. Double-cross? Maybe, but then again, if hetried it, hed dip up and point agun a me
or something, and if hedid that, I'd get him from behind just like | did to that scrawny little dopehead
who caught me outside that village and wanted me as a Christmas present for Ho . . . hunh, he might try
to double-cross me, but

| breathed. "O.K., Coy. The proposition sounds interesting. Two questions: How do you plan to do
it? And why do you need me?"'

Coy chuckled, and there was something in that rolling, rumbling sound that made me uneasy. "Simple,
Jones—dig this. Every night, old Moneybox goesinto his bedroom, locks the door, pullsthe curtains
down, opens his safe—"

"| thought you said he keeps the money under his bed, in ashoe box?"' | interjected.

Coy dapped histhigh and laughed. "That's where the safe is, man! That dude has got to be the only
miser in the whole world with awall safe under hisbed!™

"Oh—O.K.,goon."

"He opensthe safe, takes out this shoe box, and then sits on the bed cross-legged—you know, like a
taillor>—and counts the damn money. Then he putsit away again and goesto deep.”

| chewed my lower lip for amoment. " So how are you planning to get at it? Y ou said therere some
ugly goonsworking for him, and—"

"Don't you worry none, Jones," he smiled.

"What do you mean?'

"O.K., listen good, now. First, Moneybox got the penthouse of abig apartment building. He figures
that makes him safe, right? Goons on the stairs, private eevator, roof secured, windows barred, the
wholeworks. He figures ain't nobody gonnaget into that penthouse, but—" Coy's eyes sparkled and his
finger beganto jab the air, asthough he were poking a my invisible chest "—but what he don't worry
about is the gpartment building acrossthe street.”

| shook my head in confusion. "'l don't follow you.”



"Now, now, let mefinish, hey? Thosetwo buildings, they about fifty feet apart. Hisis higher than the
other one. Now, on theroof of the other isalittle shed—the roof of that shed ison adirect line with
Moneybox'swindowsl, which lets you see right into his God-damn room when the curtains are
oper—whichishow I know about al this, ‘cause | was up there with acertain little lady one night, and |
roll over and | notice folding currency being flashed in that room—he forgot to close the curtains—and |
got asharp eyefor that kindathing. So | checked up on him, and he does the same thing every night.
Cool?!

"Yeah, sure, Coy, but that still doesn't tell me how were going to get his money away from him."

"A breeze, man! You and | just go up there tomorrow night." He swiveled his head to one sdeto
check the dia of aclock radio on one of his dust-covered bookshelves. "Y eah, that man gone to bed
aready tonight, we have to get him tomorrow. We just go up there tomorrow," he repeated, "and you
reach across with your power after he's taken out the shoe box, hit him on the head, and bring the money
back acrossto wherewe are." He spread those flatiron hands of hisfar gpart and beamed. "Simple?’

| frowned. "Not redly, Coy."

"Why not?" he demanded, taken aback;

"Two problems: One, | can't get a him because of the curtains. | can't touch what | can't see. Two, |
can't bring the money back."

Coy's eyes opened wide. "What'sthat you say, man?'

"l said, | can't bring the money back."

"l heard that. | mean—why?"'

"Because—Il ook, Coy, it'stoo damn complicated to explain. | can't, that's all—my power isn't that
powerful.”

He stared a me intently, scratching his jaw in thought. When he spoke again, there was an
undercurrent of distrust deep benegth hiswords. "So you can't do it, huh? Hrn-m-m . . . old Coy, he
didnt figureonthat . . . you can't do it? Or you don't want to doit. Or isit maybe that—"

"I told you, damniit, | cannot doit. I don't havethat kind of ability. Believe me, Coy, I—"

"All right, dl right.” Hewaved his hand like afan and | quieted. "L et's us study some, huh, Jones?|
swear, theré'sgottabeaway . . ."

We thought. | reached for my beer and found it warm; the condensation on the side had dried off. |
drank it anyway, Spping contemplatively, trying to produce an air of careful deliberation. Coy sprawled
across the couch, idly scratching the hollow where his piston neck disappeared into his collarbone. Then
he stirred dowly, his eyes beginning to glow, and his teeth gleaming in the semidark room.

"l gotit,” he announced quietly.

"How?" | put the beer down and leaned my elbow on the table.

He cocked his head atrifle. "Can you touch the curtains?’

"Sure. Why?'

"Come on, man! Just open them damn curtains, if you can touch them! Then you go into the room
and get & him!"

| felt deflated. | mean, it was my power, right? And here was this—this not-me—person—telling me
how to useit. How the. . . Christ, how come | can't think like that? Aloud, | said, "Yeah. That'll doiit, dl
right, but—how do | get the money back across?’

Coy rolled over onto his ssomach, propped himself up on his elbows, and stared vacantly over the
arm of the sofa. Silent, helay like that for several minutes. | got impatient. "Well?" | felt vindicated, and
I'll bet it showed.

"You can't just makeit fly across?' he asked, twisting his neck around to stare up a me.

"I'm ahuman being, Coy, not abird. No, | can't 'just makeit fly across.”

We sat through amuch longer slencethistime. Findly, just asthe quiet began to pulseintimewith
the neon sign that till gushed its ghastly light into the room, Coy swung into aSitting position and said
lightly, "Then | guessyou just haveto drop it to me, down to the ground.”

| didn't say aword. | don't think | had to. Coy could fed my distrust when my eyes dapped hisface.
For thefirgt time that evening, he fidgeted. Then he shrugged his shoulders and laughed nervoudy. "All



right, Jones, you win. But you got any ideas?"

| was about to respond with something glum and discouraging when anidea did hit me. My battered
chair squesked unhappily as| quickly straightened; | dammed my hand down on the table and said,
"Yesh!"

"Wadll, give, baby—don't hold back on old Coy."

| held up afinger and took the roundabout explanation. " Coy, you've got thelook of amanwho's
spent time on the footbdl field." | giggled. Shee-yit—one lousy good idea, and | felt drunk.

Coy was puzzled, but he dutifully nodded his head. "Damn straight, man—footbal was the only thing
| liked about school. Played every day till the Army came hunting for me."

"Ever throw the bal any?' | asked archly.

"Sure—fact, you're looking at the baddest black quarterback my home town ever did see. Why?'

"Could you throw thefootbdl fifty yards?'

"Course | can—any smart-ass quarterback can throw for fifty. Come on now, man—what you
getting at?"

| sobered. "I'm getting at money retrieval, Coy. Look, if you can throw afootbal fifty yards, you
ought to be ableto put it through awindow fifty feet away, right?'

The puzzled ook on his face degpened, and | enjoyed seeingit. "Y eah,” he eventualy conceded,
"easy—but why?'

| dropped my game of goad. "Because, Coy, you are going to be throwing something—maybe a
football, but | don't know yet—from that rooftop into Moneybox's room. That ‘something' is going to
have adtring tied toit. Tied to that string will be astronger cord. My power—when it's over in that
bedroom—uwiill catch the something, pull the string in, and grab the rope. Theniit'll tie the shoe box,
securely wrapped, to the rope. Then you, on the rooftop, will start pulling back the rope. My power will
pay it out, which iswhy you pull it back, because I'll really be on the other end. What well haveis sort of
ashoe box cable car, straight across from one building to the other, high above the street. Well just pull
indl the string, and nobody—but nobody—will ever guesshow wedid it."

| grinned to seetherekindled fires of greed roaring in hiseyes. "Likeit?

Hewhistled, long and low and respectful. "Y eah. | ain't too sure how it's gonnawork, but | just
know it'sgonna." He shook his head dowly, and when he spoke again there was a note of wonder in his
voice. "l just throw afootbal through awindow, wait afew minutes, then haul in al that money.
Yeah—I like it!"

"Good," | sad, yawning and hoisting mysalf out of thelawn chair, "good.” | yawned again, hugely.
"Look, Coy—what do you say we adjourn, huh?It'slate, and if | don't get my precious eight hours, my
power startsto fail me. | gottaget back to the motel and rack.” | walked over to the window and, leaning
my forehead against the smudged glass, | looked out at the city.

Inthe areawhere | had been, casino lightswere il blazing invitingly, dmost asif their managers
thought of gamblers as moths who could be sucked to their doom by pretty fires. | scowled, and turned
to stare back into the gloom. "What time do we meet tomorrow? And where?”

Coy rose languidly from the couch, stretched his arms out wide as he yawned, and then beat his
chest withaTarzan drumrroll. "I'll find you," he drawled, "at your motel, about six o'clock. We get
something to et fird, then go play footbal. Good enough?’

"O.K.," I sad, waking for the door. " See you then."

Outside, the night air was cool and clean. | could see afew brave, londly starsin the sky. | buttoned
up my jacket, put my handsin my pocket, and walked briskly home, watching my feet as| went.

The next morning, as| was solidly working my way through abreskfast of six jely doughnutsand a
cup of black coffee, afull redlization of what | was planning to do that evening galloped acrass my mind.
| was going to rob someone. That night, Coy and | were going to go to the top of abuilding, from which
| would send forth my power into the dark. Then | would stand on anarrow ledge and claw open thick,
ressting curtains and knock afrightened man down and rob him.

It reared and neighed; its frightened hooves tore the barren ground and sent great dust clouds
whirling.



My God, what if something went wrong?What if | couldn't do it? What if Coy couldn't hit the
window?What if the rope broke? What if we got caught—Mother of Chris—caught? Prison suit, high
0ak bench, rocks and hammers and machine guns shrieking at night and oh, Momma, | didn't want that!
| just wanted to cheat at craps and never get caught, that's all—I didn't want to get hurt or buried or
anything. | just wanted some money, that'sdl . . . just some money ...

It flicked itstail and flashed away. Its hoofbests died out quickly and the dust clouds settled and all
was peaceful. | finished my last jelly doughnut, tossed back the mouthful of cold, dirty coffeeleft inthe
cup, and paid the man behind the counter. Then | |eft.

| was back in my room by three. Vegasis not the place to beif they won't let you into the casinos. |
know—I tried a couple and was palitely, firmly denied admission to each. By the time Coy's breezy
knock rattled the flimsy motel door, | had emptied my ashtray twice and pulled every ball of loose wool
off the cheap blanket. | wasin the halway amost before the door stopped shivering.

"Hey, man," Coy laughed, dapping me hard on the shoulder, "1 got the Stuff. Y ou ready?"

Hedid have the stuff, dl right. A red of fishing line was crammed into his windbreaker pocket, a
thick coil of nylon rope was pressed between his elbow and his chest, and a brand new football was
swallowed by hismassive hand. | took the rope, said, "Yeah," and we | ft.

Over dinner—two burgers, fries, and a shake each—at MacDonad's, we decided to attach the
fishing lineto the footbdl's laces. We didn't say much else—I was pretty jumpy, and | believe Coy was
too logt in the contemplation of ashoe box filled with money to use his mouth for more than chewing.

Our degtination was close. We walked, leaving Coy's car parked in the MacDonad'slot. A nice
evening—cool, gentle breeze, with the traffic noises somehow muted by the caressing air. | regretted
stepping into the eevator of the gpartment building.

On the rooftop, the wind changed its nature. It abandoned the loving playfulnessit had had on the
street and became a cold, steady pressure. Like most consistent facts and forces, it became something to
be adapted to and then forgotten. | did soimmediately, while sanding outside the tiny structure that
housed the staircase.

| looked around a empty concrete. Nothing. A three-foot wall hung to the edge of the building.
Another shed wasin thefar corner. A huge TV antennawasin the middle,

Coy gestured wordlesdy at the other shed, and we waked toward it, gravel crunching under our
feet. Leaning forward dightly into thewind, | wondered about the grave; | quickly dismissed the thought
asirrdlevant to our purpose. We stepped into the lee of the shed and Coy douched againg its faded
brick wall.

"Now, we get up top of thishere," he said, jabbing at the structure with histhumb, "and we seeright
down into Moneybox's bedroom. Nice angle, you can see the whole room pretty clear. Gimme aboost,
man, and | pull you up after me."

| cupped my hands, Coy stepped into them, and together we vaulted him to the top. A huge black
hand came over thelip immediately, and then | was next to him. We lay on the tar paper for ashort
moment and grinned foolishly at each other. Then werolled gingerly to the very edge of the roof and
stared out.

The sun wasjust setting. Between the graceless buildings swirled the first tentative patches of the
murk of acity night. Headlights dashed the night coldly, the street lights had come on, and apartmentsin
the dab of concrete across from us glowed with subtle hints of home and love. | flicked some gravel off
the shed's roof and watched it disappear.

Coy told meto study the penthouse, fourth window from the left. | stared hard. The unlighted room
was heavily shadowed, but | could see the window bars—crudely disguised as ornamenta
|atticework—from fifty feet. Probing further into the room, | could make out alarge bed, adesk, and a
night stand, but the distance was too great and the gloom too deep for me to discern more than their
outlines. | quietly cursed the binoculars| hadn't thought of bringing.

"Hey, Jones." Coy was whispering, despite our near-tota isolation from the population of LasVeges.
"Can you go over there now?"

"Sure." 1, too, whispered. "But why?"



"To reconnoiter, man!"

"Nope. My power can go over there, but my eyes stay here. | can't see or taste or hear through my
power—only touch.”

"Y ou could go wait for Money-box, couldn't you?'

"Sure, Coy," | answered patiently, "but as soon as he closes those curtains, I'm outside again. | can't
work where | can't see”

"No, man—get 'im before he closes the curtains.”

"And before he opensthat safe.”

"Oh." Coy subsided at that, and we waited the next twenty minutesin silence.

The night got darker. At one point, after | had blinked, | saw that the room had become brightly
lighted. | was surprised. Thereis something about waiting that makes you recoil from the unsgnaled
occurrence of your expectation—you assume that your dertnesswill tell you that something is about to
happen, not that something has just happened. Or so it iswith me. My head snapped back and | felt
Coy's monstrous hand engulf my shoulder.

"Get your ass ready, Jones," he hissed. " About two minutes now, at most.”

Obliviousto al ese, | saw into the bedroom with stunning clarity. The bedspread’ was blue silk, the
night stand and desk rosewood, the carpet afine Persan. From the gentle cream walls hung three
Japanese woodcuts. At the thick oak door, a pudgy little man in abathrobe was closing and locking his
ultimate security. He shot home aheavy bolt and turned, rubbing his palmstogether in avid anticipation.
He walked to the windows, stared out at the needlepoint of steadily shining lights, then pulled the curtains
decisvdy shut.

"Give 'im another minute, Jones, let im open that safe before you move.”

"Yeah." Stomach clenched, hands clammy, | tensed for the leap into empty night air. Coy released
my shoulder at lagt.

"Go, you mother! Go!™

| went, wrenching mysdlf intwo as| hurled into the darkness that part of my being capable of
exerting physica force. | stayed, sprawled on the rooftop, an immobile husk that could only see and
direct. | went, and | went quickly.

Over: Tothe drapes, part the drapes. See through my far-off eyesthe funny fat man sitting
Indian-style on his pretty silk bed, money box open. No time. Tear the drapes down, fat mouth gapes,
fat eyes open, lipsmove wetly. | take two steps, he hugs money box closer, distance blurs but it looks
like heé's going to scream, he seesnothing as| hit him. Go to the window, damn!

Back: "Coy, theré'sa window!"

"Openit." Footbal poised, dancing lightly on long, nervous black fingers.

"No—it'shig, plate glass.”

"Bresk it."

Over: Get box, closeit. Squint from rooftop to spot roll of tape. Take tape from desk, seal box tight.
Pick up chair. From outside the shattered glassisacloud of gnats.

Back: "Throw!"

Over: Watch bal come down softly, silently into waiting power fifty feet away. Detach line, drop ball
carelessly to sdewak. Redl in line, rope gppears. Tie box to rope securely.

Back: "Pull!”

Over: Pay out rope, cometo end of line,

Back: "Got it?"

"Ahyup."

"Good, I—"

| didn't see Coy'sarm move. It must have, though. | distinctly remember the sight—and the sound
and thefed and the taste and, yes, even the smell—of ahuge, solid, knotted pink and black fist damming
out of nowhereinto my head.

| awoke on abed. It was soft enough, but | was far from comfortable. My hands and feet were
firmly lashed together and a blindfold was wrapped so thoroughly around my head that not even acrumb



of light dropped through. | moved experimentally, and was surprised to discover that there were no
aftereffects. My head was clear and pain-free. | was dismayed, though, a my helpless vulnerability, and |
grunted angrily when | realized my position.

A gentle, well-modulated voice spoke from somewhere near my right elbow. "Ah, Mr. Jones, how
niceit isto hear your voice. Good morning."

"Where's Coy?' | muttered, by way of reply. "The minute | get my hands on that no-good,
double-crossing, black son-of-a-bitch, I'm going to—" | cursed him colorfully and explicitly.

The voice took on adecidedly disapproving tone. "Redlly, Mr. Jones. Y ou should be grateful to Mr.
Coy, not angry with him. After dl, he did saveyour life"

That stopped me. "How?"

"Why, you could have dipped off the roof, Mr. Jones."

The thought chilled me. "O.K.," | conceded quickly, "I won't badmouth Coy." | paused. "Uh—I
know thisis astandard question to ask, but—where am 17" "We brought you back to your motel room."

"Mote ? Thanks—wait, we? Who is'we? Police?'

A chuckle -escaped from the throat, but it was quickly caught and punished. "Not at dl, Mr. Jones.
'We are an organization devoted to diminating chea—that is, we try to maintain the element of chancein
our LasVegascasnos.”

| shook my head. "No, | don't under—"

"We own that casno you won in, Mr. Jones."

"Uh—s0?'

"Y ou robbed us, Mr. Jones. The manager, who is not one of us, suspected, but he could not proveit.
Mr. Coy, though, informed us of what had transpired and we were angered. Thefamily had toinsst on
reparations.”

Family? | panicked. The ropes seemed to tighten suddenly, and it was hard to breathe. "Hey, no, |
didnt— ook I—"

"Y ou took ten thousand dollarsfrom us, Mr. Jones," the voice hummed relentlessly. "We wanted it
back—"

"Takeit! !" | burdt out. "It'sin the suitcase. A check. Ripit up. It'syours. Leave me alone, please.
Take your money. | didn't cheat—just go away . . ." | wasvery closeto tears.

"—withinterest," hefinished. "Huh?"'

He explained. "Our Mr. Coy devised a scheme that would get our money back, Mr. Jones, and
alow us smultaneoudy to reprimand an irriteting independent.”

"Coyisa—"

"We are an equd opportunity employer, Mr. Jones," there was not the dightest trace of humor in the
words, "and Mr. Coy isavaued operative."

"Um—s0?'

"So the scheme worked and the case is closed. The independent has been chastised, you have been
punished, and we have our money back. The casino check, by theway, istill in your suitcase.” | felt him
fumbling with the ropes on my hands. "Everything is settled, Mr. Jones. All debts have been paid.”

| was confused. "Y ou're not going to kill me?"

"Not at dl, Mr. Jones. Ah, there” My handswere free. "Y ou should be able to finish untying yourself
ater | leave. No, Mr. Jones, you're quite freeto go."

"Y ou're not worried about me? About my striking back, or cheating you again? About my power?"

"We were—for awhile," he admitted.

"y

"So we took you to adoctor while you were adeep, Mr. Jones.”

My fingers were scurrying, tracing the heavy pattern of bandages crisscrossed over my eyes. My
voice gtarted to tremble. "So?"

| heard the latch click shut. | wasleft donein my darkness.



