There were no 1950's-era communist spies allowed in the neighborhood. The sign clearly stated so with its cartoon depiction of a shadowy figure looking over his shoulder, no doubt to watch for the authorities while he sneaked off to do some dubious cartoon reconnaissance. The neighborhood watch patrolled this area and was reporting any suspicious activities to the police, the sign said. James wasn't exactly reassured by that image; he had seen the neighborhood watch. He had even attended one of its meetings, though mostly because his neighbor had told him that there would be refreshments. James had shown up, however, to a living room full of stern and somewhat worried-looking elderly women and a whiteboard, neither of which seemed to demonstrate any clear plan of action to keep nameless villains out of the area. Instead, there was a lot of talk about how overwatering one's lawn was bad for the community, and how the parents in the area (or more likely, grandparents, James thought to himself) should make certain that their impressionable and innocent progeny weren't chasing balls into the street. James' neighbor didn't deign to show up throughout. Maybe he was the spy everyone seemed so worried about. 

The tires of James' vehicle splashed in the gutter as they rose the half-foot to the driveway. James had to park and wade across the front yard to turn off the hose. He turned to survey the scene, and decided that the lawn probably shouldn't need any more liquid for a couple more months. Maybe even a year, if the mud stayed as saturated as it was.  The curtains across the street parted and an elderly woman scowled at him. James grinned and waved. The face disappeared and the shades moved to make the window opaque once more. James unlocked the front door and went inside his home.

There wasn't much in the fridge, but James wasn't ever one to be too picky about his choice of edibles. Provided they contained mass not covered in parasitic plant life, it was fine. At the moment, James was eating a meat substance out of a label-less can. It was good, and had a somewhat enticing smell, so he hoped it didn't turn out to be dog food. That had happened before. For clues, James looked to the canine that was hanging on the sill of the back window. Through the fog from its nose and lick-marks, he thought he could see its eyes, and they reflected an inner desire to consume whatever it was that James was so selfishly devouring where The Dog could see. It was cruel and unusual, and no bipedal form of life should dare have the gall to do such a thing. The dog whined to express its torment. James shrugged and dug the fork in for another bite: That was the dog's generic reaction to every meal. 

From the other side of the house, there was a boom as air was forced away from the heavy wood door, and the back window shuddered. The dog was taken aback for a second, but then returned to licking and pawing at the glass. Steve was home. 

Steve walked in like a superhero about to deliver the incapacitating blow to his arch-nemesis; his walk was quick but confident. He took a seat on the couch across from James and set his briefcase down on the coffee table between them, somehow turning the combination locks to the proper frequency at the same time and popping it open. He swiveled it towards his companion, who chewed for a minute and then attempted to speak while swallowing. 

"Your papers?" 

Steve closed his eyes and shook his head, only to open his lids a moment later and cock his head to one side. There was an almost debonair smile on his face.  

"Not there, my friend, but nearer the middle." 

James wrinkled his brow in confusion. "The burger wrapper?" He looked up at Steve as if to assure himself that the other wasn't confined in a white straightjacket. 

"Yes indeed, and if you'll examine it still closer?" 

James set the can down on the table and picked up the crumpled wax paper, turning it to one side in contemplation. "You ... had a cheeseburger for lunch?" 

Steve relented. "In beautiful flowing handwriting from a blue ink pen, below the corporate slogan and above the ketchup stain." 

James squinted at it and then passed it to Steve, scratching his head. "Who's Marcie, and why does she dot her i's with hearts?" The other picked up the refuse like a sacred object and folded it into a neat square. 

"Marcie is a girl who I am going to the zoo with on Friday night, and she dots her letters like that because she is the incarnation of Aphrodite, the goddess of love and all things attractive in this world. She writes a period as a larger heart with an arrow through it," he said, inclining his head towards James as though sharing the access codes to launch the country's nuclear arms. 

James was nonplussed. "The zoo's a nice place," he replied, stretching his arms back over the couch. 

The window rattled, and the two looked up at the desperate face of the dog who scuffed the glass with one paw and whined like it was being drawn inexorably into a pool of quicksand. James considered the front lawn and thought this a somewhat likely scenario. Steve picked up the tin can and probed its contents with the fork. He threw a puzzled look at James as he went to the back door with it. 

"Have you been eating Maurice's dog chow again?" 

James shrugged. "It was in the fridge," he said. 

Steve scraped it out to a ravenous Maurice, then took the container back indoors and dropped it in the trash can. He went to the sink and began washing his hands. "There is soup in the fridge, too, you know." The water was turned off, and James listened to it recede into the pipes. 

"I don't particularly like soup." It was Steve's turn to shrug. 

Friday came somewhat swiftly.

When Steve went to go purchase footwear, he hadn't thought to choose a pair whose insides were most like a sponge, and thereby best to absorb cold, rank water. But apparently he had inadvertently done just that, he discovered, for his shoes were growing heavy with the added weight of unwanted liquid. This was perhaps not too surprising, however, for he was standing knee-deep in a dark pool of water, surrounded by logs that may or may not be lethargic crocodiles. One of the logs opened a lazy eye at him. Somewhere above, there was a high-pitched screeching noise, like air being released from a broken steam pipe. After a moment, he realized that the sound was intermittent, as though the steam was stopping to catch its breath, and a second later he realized it was coming from Marcie, who was standing safely behind iron railing some forty feet above him. Steve shook his head. It was kind of ridiculous for her to be screaming; After all, it was he who was in trouble. The log had begun paddling towards him. 

Somewhere deep inside his brain, something clicked, and he slowly began to realize that it was possible he was in some kind of danger. Steve took a step away from the animal and tried to recall something he had heard about vicious aquatic reptiles. He thought that a nature program had referred to them as heartless man-killers once, but he really wasn't sure. There was a sloshing noise as the creature maneuvered itself sleekly through the water to go inspect this intruder in its domain. Steve's mind still wasn't relenting, and seemed to be directing him to move away from this animal, but he was a methodical sort of person who liked to deal with problems one step at a time.
He decided to start from the beginning. Crocodile started with the letter C, a funny half-circle sort of shape that sometimes sounded like an "S". Now the beast was opening its jaws and rushing at him rather quickly. It seemed as though something else he had recently come into contact with also started with that letter. Was it Zoo? No, but that was close ... Thankfully the screaming had turned into a choked gasp, and this allowed him to force out the conclusion to his thought process. He was wearing a camera! He pushed a round button at the top and there was a brilliant flash, mirroring the sudden insight. For a split second, the animal stopped its forward motion, and Steve watched as its watery green iris shrunk around its pupil. Steve pumped his fist in the air. Man triumphs over Nature! Technology beats back the Demon Hoards! Steve was the pinnacle of evolution, the culmination of the strongest apes breeding over thousands of years to form a creature adept with tools, and this was the climax of the battle to rise above the multitudes of lumbering, lesser creatures. Steve ruled! He didn't even mind too terribly that security banned him from the zoo after sending in three men with nets and tranquilizer guns to "rescue" him, nor to pay the $600 fee associated with the misadventure. He even offered to buy Marcie ice cream afterwards, but during the car ride home she was sulking like a cat that had just had a bath, and didn't say anything. Steve dropped her off and squished through the supermarket.

James took a deep, cleansing breath like the kind wise old Asian men took in martial arts films moments before they kicked the crap out of somebody. He wheeled out of his lane, around a family of four in a station wagon, and back in front of them. "Forty-five, people!" he shouted out the window at them. Some people just didn't know how to share the road. The woman next to him was gripping the armrests as though she were sitting in a dental chair. "You must slow! We will get an occident!" She said, looking wide-eyed at him. James turned to her and flashed his most reassuring smile. "Not to worry, I've got everything under control." James then felt a moment of annoyance— she wasn't even watching him, so she might've missed his smile and not been reassured. Instead she was pointing out the front and mouthing something. James squinted, trying to read her lips, and finally turned back to the road she was so intent on watching in time to swerve left around a police car. Now a car driving towards him set on its horn, as if he hadn't already realized he was driving into oncoming traffic. He pulled right and made it just ahead of a blue pickup changing lanes. It let loose a long, loud beep, so James went right, sped up to run a red light, and shot between two cars just before their paths crossed his. Somewhere behind him, he saw a glimpse of red and blue flashing lights, but he ignored it. Eventually they'd give up and try to catch someone else, he was sure. The road ahead seemed to be clear up to a curve, so he turned back to see how his passenger was doing. She had her eyes tightly closed, and was flinching away from the windshield. The back end of the taxi fishtailed around the curve, so James took his foot off the gas and shifted down gears until it evened with the front, then shifted back up and sped off. He finally slowed down when they got close to the museum, because a long caravan of buses was making its way to the depot. He made a left at the dead end and drove straight four blocks, jerking to a halt in front of a towering apartment complex. 
"Shady Oaks, ma'am. Your fee is going to be twenty eighty-four," James said after a moment. This statement apparently angered the woman, because she slammed the door behind her and shakily walked around the back to the driver's side door, where she threw a crumpled up twenty dollar bill at him and let loose a string of irate gibberish in what sounded like Korean. James listened patiently for a minute or so, but eventually put the car into gear and peeled out. The last fare of the night was usually some weirdo, so he didn't think too much of it. 

He was almost past a Shop N' Save when he remembered that Steve had asked him to pick up milk when he got around to it. He swung into the turn, coasted across the parking lot and into a handicapped space, unbuckled, locked his door, and went inside.

~¤~                                                                           ...                                                                             ~¤~

There were two people ahead of him in line, and that kind of made James mad, because his arms were getting tired of lugging the two gallon bottles, and the cold of it was making his hands numb. The person in the very front was some elderly woman who had wanted to use six coupons. There was apparently a legend that deep inside the recesses of her purse she had exact change, so she was taking things out of it and putting them on the counter in the hopes that she would be the one to uncover such a treasure. The young lady at the register looked tired, but that was probably because of the late hour. It was almost two in the morning, after all. James put his weight on his right leg and looked around at the TV Guides and stacks of candy. The guy directly in front of him yawned, then resumed an agitated stance. He had on a red stocking cap, a white T-Shirt, and blue jeans, the last of which seemed to be bothering him, because he kept reaching back and adjusting his shirt and looking at James nervously. James tried a smile, but couldn't really manage one with the milk digging into his palms. 
Finally, the woman at the front seemed to be finished, and the cashier handed her a bag and a receipt. The automatic doors swished open and the woman vanished into the night with her purchase.  The skinny nervous guy stepped up to the register, and James relievedly put the two jugs of milk on the conveyer belt. He instinctively grabbed a black rubber bar to put between his goods and those in front of his, and it was then that he realized the guy wasn't buying anything. He looked up and saw that the cashier was looking down the barrel of a large black pistol. 
"Give me all the money in a bag!" shouted the robber. 
He had the stocking cap pulled down over his face now, and James saw that he had cut holes in it so he could see. The holes didn't look even. The cashier was now wide awake, and couldn't seem to compose herself long enough to say anything. She pushed a button to open the register, and stammered "Paper or Plastic?" There was a pause while the robber thought about it. 
"Plastic!" he demanded.

Steve was still soaked from the shins down, and wherever he walked he left a trail of greyish water. And the air conditioning was making him cold, too. He put a gallon of milk into his cart, and started walking to the front of the store. Over the elevator music he heard shouting, and some instinct made him cautious, so he left his cart in one of the aisles and quietly squished to where he had a good view of the register. The cashier looked worried, and somebody was gesturing at her with what looked like a gun. A gun! Steve backed down the aisle, grabbing his cart, and ran all the way down, where there was a drinking fountain, a door that read "Employees only", and a pay phone. In his haste, Steve slipped and let go of his cart, which skidded sideways before crashing into a display of soup cans, sending them rolling. Steve held his breath.

A robbery on TV always was fast and intense, with people screaming and gunfire and eventually a police showdown. The robber usually took a hostage and met the cops outside, shouting profanity before going down in a hail of PG-13 bullets. At the end everyone was crying but relieved, and a country western song played over the credits. In real life, however, it was almost awkward, because you really wanted to buy your milk, and there was almost certainly going to be a lot of paperwork and questioning afterward. The robber shouted too much and the cashier was really slow. James saw a soda machine and figured if it was going to take a while he might as well have something to drink. He dug into his pockets, but found only a pen and the wadded-up twenty. He interrupted the cashier as she was emptying a roll of pennies into a bag with the big red Shop N' Save logo emblazoned on it. 
"Hey, as long as you have your drawer open, would you mind giving me change for this twenty? A ten, a five, and five ones would just be great." The cashier looked from James to the robber. The robber looked from James to the cashier, then back to James again. 
"What, do you think you're some sort of a wise guy?" he shouted. Now the gun was pointed at James. James rolled his eyes. "Give me that!" said the robber, snatching the money out of James' hands. James stood incredulous for a moment. He wasn't used to anyone being so ... grabby. He looked back to the cashier, and saw that she was pushing at something under the counter repeatedly. The robber looked to her too, but only to get her to resume stuffing the bag.

Steve had his back to a shelf full of cookies, and his respiration was higher than normal. He obviously couldn't just sit around and wait for the robbery to be finished, because then how was he going to buy anything? All he had was large bills, and if the robber took all the change then he would have to sit there until the cashier got some out of the safe in the back or something equally time consuming. Steve was a methodical sort of person, so he decided to think it through. If he didn't want to wait later, and he didn't want to go to another store, then he'd have to foil the robbery so the cashier would still have enough money in the register to break a fifty. And maybe, if he did that, the store would be so appreciative that they'd give him the stuff for free. Besides, it'd make a good story to tell James. But obviously he couldn't just walk up and ask that the robber please stop, because the robber had a weapon and Steve didn't. He looked around for one, saw a yellow sign that said "Caution: Wet Floor!" in six languages, and got an idea.

"I really don't have the key to any of the other registers, sir," the cashier was apologizing. 

"Then get me some cigarettes!" screamed the robber. 

"Wow, do you smoke?" asked James. "With all the bad media about those things, I didn't think anybody still did." 

"Well, no, but it’s what the people on TV always ask for," the robber said apologetically. 

"Ah," replied James understandingly. The girl was at the case at the front of the store and was unlocking it when the police ran in through the sliding glass doors. Because all four of them had more guns than the robber, he put his on the conveyor belt and put his hands behind his head. 

Steve counted to ten and ran out to register nine. Then he let loose a feral yell, jumped, and knocked down the divider between it and lane eight, swinging a mop down as hard as he could. It connected with the head of a man holding a pistol, who gave a half-shout of protest before collapsing to the ground amid scattered candy bars and tabloids. The downed man looked surprisingly well dressed for a robber, Steve realized, and that was about the moment that the other three officers ripped the weapon from his hands and arrested him. They threw him against the opposite divider, next to James. 

"Hey, I thought I was getting the milk tonight!" said James as the two were frisked. "Why are you dripping?" 

"I saw this guy with the mask knock over a display," mentioned Steve to the officers. "So I can't be held accountable for anything he may have damaged." They were reminded of their right to remain silent and removed to the back of a police cruiser, where the robber was waiting.

And that was how Steve and James met Jerry.
When  Steve finally got hold of Marcie, she was slightly calmer.  After relenting and giving her his location, she became slightly more stressed out, but not enough to refuse to bail them both out of jail. It seemed that James had quite a number of unpaid speeding tickets accumulated, and had refused to attend some sort of school where they taught the dangers of getting places quickly, so the police had tracked him down and captured him. At least they stored them all in the same cell.
“And who is this third person, Steven?” Marcie was questioning.
 She always called him Steven, which had bothered Steve, because a one-syllable name was much easier to shout in case the person whose attention you needed to grab had suddenly and inadvertently put themselves in danger. For instance, if they were wandering into the street and a thirty-ton truck was hurtling towards them, its driver too shocked to sound the horn, then to save time you could shout “Steve!” and still have enough air in you to say “Beware, for a vehicle is preparing to flatten you!”, at which point they could back flip out of harm’s way. With a two-syllable name, however, all you could do was scream their name, causing them to turn towards you instead of concentrating on the rapidly encroaching threat. Steve’s attempts at shortening Marcie to “Ma” hadn’t been received well, confirming her ignorance of these facts, so he put up with her. 

Marcie was taking his introspection for reluctance, and hazarded the inquiry again.
 “His name is Jerry, and he was going to rob the Shop N’ Save but he felt bad about using a real weapon. He’s the one I tried to hit with a mop,” Steve reminded.

Marcie hadn’t apparently heard much past the name of the business.
“The one near my house?” She uttered the name of a deity. “I was going to go there to get milk just this evening! I could have been involved in this whole crazy thing!” She began to go on at length, having missed the point almost entirely. Steve thought that people were either going through milk like water, or it was a popular excuse to get out of the house. He made non-committal sympathetic noises until he felt that he had waited long enough. “So anyway, if you’ll go into my car and look in the glove box, there should be a wad of one-dollar bills I’ve been saving for just such an occasion.” 

There was an odd silence.

“It was a bail fund?” Another moment, then “You were saving money just in case you were arrested?”

Steve was confused as to what was going on. “Hold on a moment; it was a bail fund?”
Marcie was hesitant in answering. “Do you remember earlier when you asked me to go get some money to pay the fines from the zoo incident?”

Steve sighed. “That’s right.”

From the next room, an officer rapped sharply on the plexiglass window and gestured at his left wrist.

“Well, listen … Wherever you can get money, get it quick. Some guy keeps calling James tigre. I’m not too sure what that means, but I have a feeling it represents some very undesirable sentiments.”

And with that the conversation was over. The next thing Marcie heard was the steady low-C of a dialtone. She looked at the clock and saw that it was almost one in the morning.
The next thing she remembered hearing was the click of her keys in the ignition of her car before the throaty rumble of the engine turning over.

~¤~                                                                           ...                                                                             ~¤~

It was an interesting fact that the only 24-hour bail loan place in the city was located in a part of town likely to need it most. Marcie drove past a small group of people who were standing in a circle in the middle of a used-auto dealership, which she had no doubt was closed. She pulled to a stop in front of the place, and turned off the engine. The curb seemed to be coated in a fine black ashy substance, as though somebody had sat in the parking lot and smoked for a long time. There was a brown paper bag whose bottom was soaked through with some form of liquor, no doubt spilled when the object had been tossed to the ground, sending shards of glass everywhere. Someone had scrawled their nickname across the front of a store that was forever to be For Lease, and nobody had cared enough to paint over it. Or maybe they had, and the vandal had just kept coming back. Marcie didn’t plan to stay around long enough to find out. She opened her door and stepped out, making sure that she had locked everything and that all the windows were rolled up, then shut the door. Self-conscious, she threw a quick glance over her shoulder at the gathering at Crazy Sam’s. They were still standing around guiltily, none of them appearing to be conversing with any other. Marcie turned back and walked briskly across the parking lot, skirting a crater of unknown origin, and opened the door to the store. She was greeted with the buzz of the flickering neon sign hung in the window, and some strange ethnic music that was turned too low to make out any lyrics. There didn’t appear to be anyone tending the counter, so she waited for a minute. When the second hand of the clock, whose face sported the logo of some Laundromat,  had gone around three times, she cleared her throat audibly. Open 24 hours didn’t necessarily mean that they were staffed that time so much as they didn’t take in enough business to afford locks for the doors, it seemed. After the second hand had made two more revolutions, she had consigned herself to waiting and sat on an old flannel-print couch with a spring coming out of one cushion, trying to lose herself in the barely audible beat of what was apparently a rap song out of India.

“All right, this time I’ve got it,” James was saying as he paced around the cell. “It was Professor Plum … In the Conservatory, with … the … wrench?” Steve shook his head from where he lay on the top bunk, staring at the cards. “It was Professor Plum, and he had the wrench, but not in The Conservatory.” James stared at the checklist in his hands in bewilderment. “But it has to be in The Conservatory. It’s the only place left.” Steve shrugged and looked down at the board. “Did you already say the Kitchen?” James glanced at the list and saw that he had. “Yes, and the Ballroom, and the Lounge, and the Library, which I still say makes the most sense. He’s a professor, minding his own business, lost in a book on advanced calculus, when someone walks in and taps him on his shoulder. He panics, picks up the nearest object, and bam!” Steve opened the case file and took another look inside. “But it still wasn’t in the Library.” James stared incredulously at the board. “Do you think maybe there’s a hidden second floor to this building, then? The builders put a secret passage in almost every other room.” Steve had an answer for that one as well. “Mr. Peabody had guests over all the time. Maybe he just anticipated the need to move from the kitchen to the study. Everybody needs a place to relax, and most people eat. Peabody just planned to do both.” Jerry groaned loudly from a cot on the other side of the room and pulled the pillow down from his face. “Will you just eliminate something already? It’s been a long day and some of us are trying to sleep!” Steve looked hurt, somehow. “Well Marcie is supposed to be showing up soon with the bail money, so it’d be rude to be fast asleep when she comes to get us out.” Jerry stood suddenly and took the little orange envelope from Steve’s hands, opening it and throwing the cards down on the table. “There! Now talk about the weather or what you’re going to do on the outside, based on the assumption we don’t end up rotting in here for the rest of our days. Or anything else you want, really! But stop over-analyzing the board game!” James sat down hard on the bottom bunk and looked at the three cards Jerry had thrown down. After a moment of silent thought, he looked up and directed a question at Steve. “The professor used the wrench and the revolver? Where did the murder take place then, on the roof?” There was a squeak as Steve turned to face the wall. “Well didn’t the professor invent that ultra-bouncy goo stuff?” Jerry just sighed to himself and prayed that this Marcie Steve had so much faith in hurry. 

Marcie was making similar prayers of haste to whomever may be listening. An elderly gentleman had finally shown up about fifteen minutes earlier, and after several shouted attempts to make herself heard, he had finally understood and walked to a safe in the back to retrieve a large stack of money. His hands were shaking slightly as he counted out the fifty one-hundred dollar bills for her. Marcie wasn’t sure whether this was from age or worry; The gang at Crazy Sam’s Used Vehicles had departed mysteriously with his arrival, and she had no idea as to where but was fairly certain that it was not to go do community service with a church group. “Thirty-six,” the old man said, then licked his index finger to separate another bill from the stack. A car drove by with a bass beat strong enough to travel through the pavement and shake the windows of the building she was in. She glanced up nervously to see if she could identify the car’s occupants as a dangerous element before they vanished into the night, but saw only the reflection of herself and the interior of the building against the glass. Shivering, she realized that this meant people outside could see in quite clearly. “Forty,” the man said, and started on the fifth and final stack. Marcie straightened her bangs habitually and sighed urgently. The ticking of the clock followed the fall of each bill to the top of the stack rather strangely, but it was still the longest ten seconds of her life. She thanked the man and handed him the necessary paperwork, then rushed out of the building. 
Marcie was in the habit of taking her keys from her purse before leaving the building. She had somewhere gotten the idea that if she had them out and met with an assailant, she could use them as a weapon in a vital part of the body like an eye, despite the fact that she was more prone to panic than defense in those kinds of situations. She swallowed hard, and wondered to herself how Steven was doing. Jail, she had heard, was a rough place. Somewhere in the black night behind her, a police cruiser flew by with its sirens screaming. It was likely chasing more dangerous criminals around the maze of the city, following their trail and capturing them to send them back to prison. But just as the mega-villains said on television, the bad guys would be back on the streets in no time, for the police to chase and capture once more. The city, Marcie thought, was an awful lot like Pac-Man. It occurred to her that she was walking an awfully long way to get to her car, and it was then that she realized that her vehicle was nowhere to be seen. The cold wave of fear she had been holding back by sheer will alone burst its dam with this latest revelation and filled her insides numbly. Her car was insured against theft, so that was not that big of a problem. If nothing else, she could catch a ride with Steven or a friend to work while waiting for the insurance company to check and make sure she really didn’t have the car stowed away in an attic or someplace. But there were more immediate pressing concerns – She had in her purse a sum of $5,000 in cash. It was two in the morning and only getting later, and to get to the police station where Steven was booked she would have to go fifteen miles through the worst part of town. It was cold, she was alone and unarmed, and now that she needed them the police were nowhere to be seen. It was looking to be a long night.
