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      Fragments of Slovak Speculative Fiction


      


      Foreword by Lucia Lackovicova and Ivan Alaksa


      


        


      Slovak speculative fiction is still unknown to the world and no anthology of science fiction, fantasy and horror stories in English written by Slovak authors has been published yet. We have decided to change this fact and introduce some Slovak works of these genres to the world.


      What you are getting is a collection of twelve chosen short stories by Slovak authors who joined the literary competition Fantasy Award. We have a more than twelve years’ experience with organizing the Slovak version of this competition and over time it has become Slovakia’s most prestigious competition of its kind. We feel that the creation of Slovak fantasy authors should also become known to readers from abroad and so we decided to offer these authors the possibility to compete with stories in English as well.


      The American writer Mike Resnick – the most successful writer of science-fiction short stories (with the highest number of nominations and Hugo awards) was invited to be one of the judges. In the end he brought his contribution to our anthology with an essay about what a writer needs to do to get recognition. He also added a short story about the Wizard of West 34th Street in front of whom you must be careful what you wish for. This introductive story to our collection was first published in Asimov’s magazine in 2012. The participation of Mike Resnick as a member of the jury was also made possible with the help of the American embassy in Slovakia.


      The short story collection comes in two versions – a multi­media version containing additional video and audio files and a text version only. The multimedia version contains Mike Resnick’s video-review of the stories and the announcement of the first year’s winner.


      Apart from Mike Resnick’s videos, in this anthology you can find an audio drama in English language. It is the adap­tation of Ruzena Srnkova’s story Twenty Thousand Years Under the Sea and it came into being in cooperation with Radio Slovakia International. Christopher George, another judge in this competition, contributed to creating it. He is also the language reviewer of this short story collection.


      The Slovak creation of this genre is rich and has a long tra­dition. The first discovered work of science-fiction is the no­vel-length narrative ‘The Starscience or Cruelhead’s Li­fe Story’ by the author Gustav Reuss (* 1818 – † 1863). Accor­ding to records in the manuscript, this work in which the main character flew to the Moon in a balloon, was written in 1856, which is 7 years before the first of Jules Verne’s novels.


      Our e-book comprises the works of contemporary, more or less known, young Slovak authors. It contains about the same number of sci-fi and fantasy stories, and one horror story. Female authors slightly prevail. Among these authors Zuska Stozicka is the most successful so far. She has books and short stories published in Slovakia, Czech Republic and Poland. Our collection has been named after her story about Epidexio, the creator of the most fantastic dreamages. All he needed in his life was to fly towards the Sun. Until his desires were interfered with by something else…


      Another successful author published in Slovakia is H.L. Hemp. She contributed to the collection with a steampunk detective story about a murder at an alchemist’s lab.


      On the opposite side, the winner of the first year’s Fantasy Award, Richard Brenkus, is a newbie among Slovak authors of the genre. However, in 2014 he scored highly in three Slovak literary competitions with his stories and he is already working on a science-fiction book in English language. His Three Days with Mirabel follow the rise of artificial intelligence and its gaining of consciousness.


      The only horror story in the collection is the tale from an isolated farm written by Daniel Klimek about a green comet which returns at regular intervals only to bring along fear and terror – Season of Coyotes.


      A trivial underwater research mysteriously complicates when the biologist Sabrina discovers a huge lost city under the sea near the Bahamas. Ruzena Srnkova’s story was adapted into the audio drama which you can listen to in the multi­media version of this collection. Next you can enjoy the story of a post-apocalyptic world after a world war with a creature trying to save the destroyed world… a fantasy about a shaman who has the last chance to heal a little boy and maybe even to solve some mysterious deaths and his own nightmares… a sci-fi about the contact with another civilization and about people who would not be stopped by anything in exploiting other worlds… a story whe­re the main character is able to teleport himself through worlds… a fantasy from medieval times of the Slavs where mythology intertwines with reality… the story of a young man who meets the death and they both must somehow cope with it… and the last story is a short tale about how a mysterious thing found during digging underground tunnels can change everything…


      We are honoured by your choosing our collection of ­sci-fi, horror and fantasy short stories written by Slovak authors and we believe that Fragments of Heaven will assemble into a colourful mosaic which you will enjoy, which will surprise you and direct your interest towards further fantastic writing from Slovakia.


      •

    


    

  


  
    
      The Wizard of West 34th Street


      


      by Mike Resnick


      


       


      About Mike:


      An American science fiction writer, according to Locus, the all-time leading award winner, living or dead, for short fiction. He has won 5Hugos (from a record 37 nominations including the actual 2015 Hugo nomination for Best Editor – Short Form), a Nebula, and other major awards in the USA, France, Japan, Spain, Croatia, Catalonia, and Poland. He is the author of 74 novels, over 260 stories and 3screenplays, and the editor of 41 anthologies. His work has been translated into 26 languages. Mike Resnick is currently the editor of the Stellar Guild line of books, and Galaxy’s Edge magazine. He was one of the three judges of the Fantazia Award 2014. In Slovakia, his short stories were published in Fantazia magazine and e-mag Jupiter.


      


      


       


      I’m sitting at my desk, pretty much min­ding my own ­business and wondering how the Knicks will do when they go up against the Celtics in a few hours, when Milt Kaplan starts ­muttering into his phone about fifteen feet away from me. Itry not to pay attention, but he gets louder and louder, and there is adesperate tone in his voice, and it becomes clear that he isbeing harassed for rent money or a credit card bill or aphone bill or (knowing Milt) probably a combination of all three.


      Finally he slams the phone down and stares at the wall. For almost three minutes, which is a long time to stare at anything except a pretty girl. I am afraid he might be getting suicidal, so I figure a funny remark will bring him back to Earth, and I tell him that he can only stare at his half of the wall, if Isee his eyes darting to the right I’m going to charge him the standard fee for staring at my half.


      He doesn’t crack a smile, but when he speaks his voice is soft and strained.


      ‘I think I’m gonna have to see the Wiz,’ he says.


      ‘Of Oz?’ I ask with a smile.


      He shakes his head and doesn’t return the smile. ‘Not unless Oz has moved to the West Thirties.’


      So now I figure he has gone off the deep end, he’s just being quiet about it.


      He checks his watch. It’s a quarter to noon.


      ‘What the hell,’ he says. ‘They’re not gonna fire me for ­ta­king an early lunch. If he’s in the usual spot, I’ll be back by one. If not, cover for me.’


      I don’t want to let him go walking through noontime ­traffic in this state of mind, so I get to my feet.


      ‘Want a little company?’ I ask.


      ‘Sure,’ he says. ‘It’s chilly out, and if there’s a line waiting tosee him, it’ll be nice to have someone to talk with.’


      We put our coats on, take the elevator down from the 27thfloor, walk through the lobby, and out the main entrance.


      ‘I hope the import/export business doesn’t grind to a halt because we left a little early,’ I say,


      ‘I was arranging for two gross of Bermuda shorts for what we call extra-large women,’ he replies. ‘I think the country can survive an extra hour and a quarter without them.’


      We walk south a few blocks, then turn right when we come to 34th Street.


      ‘Six or seven cross-city blocks and we’re there,’ he announ­ces, heading off.


      ‘We’re where?’ I ask.


      ‘Where we’re going,’ he says.


      ‘Is it a building, or a restaurant, or what?’


      ‘That all depends.’


      Now I know he’s crazy, because locations don’t change from one thing to another on a whim. It’s getting chilly, so Ifigure if I can get him to admit we’re on a wild goose chase, maybe we can stop at a coffee shop, warm up, and go back to work at a quarter to one, before anyone gets too mad at us. So I ask: ‘What does it all depend on?’


      ‘Where he’s at, of course,’ says Milt.


      ‘Where who’s at?’ I ask in exasperation.


      ‘The Wiz,’ he explains as if to a child. ‘Where the hell did you think we were going?’


      ‘You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,’ I say, because there is a story circulating around that whenever Milt Kaplan gets lost he can usually be found in Passaic with a blonde named Bernice. He doesn’t seem inclined to expand upon his ­answer, so finally I ask where we are going.


      ‘West 34th, of course,’ he answers. ‘Where else would we be going?’


      ‘Beats the hell out of me,’ I say. I’d shrug, but it’s too damned cold out.


      ‘I mean,’ Milt continues, ‘he is the Wizard of West 34th Street. Why would I look for him anywhere else?’


      ‘The Wizard of West 34th Street?’ I repeat. ‘I never heard of him.’


      ‘He doesn’t advertise.’


      ‘An understatement,’ I say.


      ‘My wife hates it when I go to him. She always thinks he’s going to want to be paid with my soul instead of with money.’ He snorts. ‘As if anyone could find the damned thing.’ He shakes his head. ‘I’ve got no choice. We could lose the apartment – and trying to get a place after you’ve been living adozen years with rent control…’ He lets his voice tail off.


      ‘Tell me about this Wizard,’ I say. ‘Does he wear a pointed hat and a robe with all the signs of the Zodiac?’


      Milt shakes his head. ‘He dresses just like anyone else.’ He pauses thoughtfully. ‘Maybe a little worse.’ Another pause. ‘And he usually needs a shave.’


      ‘Goes with having a long white beard,’ I suggest.


      ‘Nah,’ says Milt. ‘Usually it’s just stubble. Kind of the way Clint Eastwood used to look in those spaghetti Westerns, only gray.’


      ‘And this is a guy you think is a wizard?’


      ‘I don’t think it, I know it,’ replies Milt. ‘We all know it.’


      ‘Who all knows it?’ I ask.


      ‘All the guys who use him.’


      ‘Sound like he’s got a hell of a sweet racket going,’ I say. ‘I’m surprised the cops haven’t busted him.’


      ‘Why should they?’ he shoots back. ‘There’s never been acom­plaint against him. Hell, sometimes the cops use himtoo.’


      ‘I’ve got to see this wonder worker,’ I say.


      ‘You will,’ he promises as we cross Sixth Avenue. ‘He’s ­usually somewhere between Eighth and Tenth.’


      ‘He must be freezing his ass off.’


      Milt chuckles. ‘We’ll find him in a bar, or perhaps asandwich shop, either on 34th itself or maybe two or three buil­dings north or south on one of the cross streets. He doesn’t like being outside except in the summer.’


      So we walk, and I try to guess which brownstone Rex Stout pretended that Nero Wolfe lived in, and we peek into the windows of a couple of bars, but Milt shakes his head after amoment and we keep on, and finally come to a deli.


      ‘Yeah, there he is,’ says Milt without much enthusiasm. ‘Damn, I hate this!’


      ‘So let’s turn around and go back to the office,’ I say.


      ‘I can’t,’ he responds unhappily. ‘I need the money.’


      ‘What is he really?’ I ask. ‘Some kind of loan shark?’


      He shakes his head again. ‘You coming in with me?’


      ‘I wouldn’t miss it for the world,’ I say, falling into step behind him as he enters the place. We make a beeline for atable where this middle-aged guy is sitting. His clothes clearly came off the bargain rack to begin with, and have all seen better days and better years, and the shoes have probably seen better decades. He’s got a bowtie beneath his unbuttoned collar, but it’s just hanging down, and I get the feeling that the next time he ties it into a bow will be the first time. There’s a patch on his jacket’s elbow, and he could use a haircut or, failing that, at least a comb.


      ‘Ah, Milton!’ he says, looking up from his meal, which seems to consist entirely of chopped liver and rye bread, plus a couple of cheese blintzes. ‘How nice to see you again! Sit down. Have a knosh.’


      ‘Have a knosh?’ I repeat. ‘What kind of language is that for a wizard?’


      He stares at me. ‘How many wizards do you talk to on adaily basis?’ he asks at last.


      ‘This is my friend Jacob,’ says Milt hastily. ‘Can he join us?’


      ‘Got no room at this table for Jacobs,’ says the Wizard. He turns to me. ‘You want to sit at an informal table like this, you got to be Jake.’


      ‘Okay, I’m Jake,’ I say, sitting down.


      ‘You look like you are,’ he says. I frown, trying to figure out what the hell he’s talking about. ‘Forget it,’ he adds. ‘It’s an old expression I found lying on the floor.’


      ‘Have you got a name?’ I ask.


      ‘You couldn’t pronounce it,’ he replies. ‘Just call me Wiz.’


      The waiter comes up and hands the Wiz a folded note. He opens it, reads it, and shakes his head. ‘It’s gonna rain Tuesday morning, and this horse can’t stand up in the mud, let alone run six furlongs on it. Tell him No.’


      ‘I heard the forecast just before I left the house this mor­ning,’ I say. ‘It calls for clear weather all week.’


      ‘Amazing how these guys can stay in business when they’re wrong so often,’ comments the Wiz, pouring some cinnamon sugar on his blintzes. ‘So, my friend Milton, what can I do for you today?’


      ‘I’ve got a bit of a cash flow problem,’ says Milt.


      The Wiz closes his eyes for a few seconds, and he frowns like he’s concentrating on something. ‘You don’t have to ­sugar-coat it, Milton, not with me. You’re in deep shit.’


      Milt nods uncomfortably.


      ‘Could be worse,’ says the Wiz. ‘You could live in some town where you needed a car, because if you did they’d sure as hell have repossessed it if you’d waited this long to see me.’


      ‘I kept waiting for the market to turn,’ answers Milt mise­rably. ‘My broker kept saying it would happen any day.’


      The Wiz makes a face. ‘Brokers!’ he snorts contemptuously. ‘They’re almost as bad as weathermen.’ He pauses and stares at Milt. ‘How much do you need?’


      ‘Don’t you know?’ asks Milt, surprised.


      ‘My mistake,’ amends the Wiz. ‘How much do you want? We both know how much you need.’


      ‘Twelve, thirteen grand?’ says Milt, though it comes out more as a question.


      ‘How soon?’


      ‘By Friday.’


      ‘Too bad,’ says the Wiz. ‘There’s a really nice filly who’llbe running for a big price on Saturday.’ I must have made aface, because he turns to me. ‘You don’t think she’ll win?’


      ‘I don’t even know who the hell she is,’ I say. ‘But somehow I thought a wizard was more than a racetrack tout.’


      ‘I’m not a racetrack tout,’ he replies. ‘I haven’t been to Belmont or Aqueduct in years.’


      ‘You know what I mean,’ I say.


      ‘Yes, and I want you to remember that I didn’t take ­offense at it.’ He turns to Milt. ‘Give me a pen.’ Milt supplies one, and he begins scribbling on a paper napkin. ‘You still have alittle over seventeen hundred dollars in your bank account. Take it out–’


      ‘All of it?’ interrupts Milt, his voice shaking a little.


      ‘Take it out,’ repeats the Wiz firmly. ‘Give it to your ­broker, and tell him to go to the commodities market and invest it all on what I just wrote down.’ He looks up at Milt. ‘Now, this is important, Milton, so pay attention. He has to buy between noon and 1:00 PM on Wednesday, and he has to sell it between 10:00 and 11:00 AM on Friday morning. Ifone or the other of you fucks up either end of it, don’t come running to me.’


      ‘And that’ll give me thirteen grand?’ asks Milt.


      ‘After my fee,’ says the Wiz.


      ‘Oh, of course,’ agrees Milt promptly. ‘Thank you, Wiz.’


      The Wiz shrugs. ‘It’s my job.’


      ‘Your job?’ I say. ‘Who do you work for?’


      ‘I’m a freelancer.’


      ‘Are there any other wizards in Manhattan?’ I ask.


      ‘Not to my knowledge.’ A brief pause. ‘I sure as hell hope not.’


      ‘Don’t want any competition, eh?’ I say with a smile.


      He stares at me with suddenly sad eyes that have seen too many things. ‘If you say so, Jake,’ he says at last.


      Milt gets to his feet. ‘I owe you big time, Wiz,’ he says.


      ‘I’ll collect, never fear,’ the Wiz assures him. He sighs, suddenly deflated. ‘I always collect.’ It sounds like anything but a brag.


      ‘You won’t be offended if I leave?’ continues Milt. ‘I want to get by the bank before I go back to the office.’


      ‘Not a problem,’ says the Wiz. He nods toward a woman who is wearing a dress that just doesn’t belong in a cheap deli, along with furs and diamonds that would be ostentatious even fifty blocks north of where we are. ‘I have someone else waiting to see me.’


      ‘Nice meeting you,’ I say, getting up and trying not to sound too insincere.


      ‘May I offer you a suggestion, Jake?’ he says, and then adds:‘Free­ly given.’


      ‘Sure, why not?’ I say in bored tones, waiting for him to tell me what horse or boxer to put some money on.


      ‘I have a feeling that you were planning on having dinner at Rosario’s tonight.’


      ‘Now, how the hell did you know that?’ I ask, surprised.


      ‘Just a guess.’


      ‘Damned good guess,’ I admit. I turn to follow Milt to the door.


      ‘My suggestion?’ he says, and I stop and turn back to him.


      ‘Yeah?’


      ‘Don’t eat there this evening,’ says the Wiz.


      Before I can answer, he signals the bejeweled lady to come to the table, and I join Milt in the street.


      I don’t go to Rosario’s Ristorante that night. I don’t know why. Maybe I just have a taste for Greek food instead. I­reallydon’t think what the Wiz said has anything to do with it.


      But the next morning, as I am getting dressed, I hear on the news that Rosario’s has burned down to the ground, and that six diners have died in the blaze.


      •••


      I am back at the deli at noon, but he’s not there. I walk up and down 34th Street, peeking in windows, and I ­finally see him in a bar that looks even grubbier than the deli. Heis sitting in abooth, smoking a bent cigarette and ­talking tosomeone who looks like a male version of the lady in the furs and diamonds. I don’t want to interrupt him, but Iamdamned if I’m going to just turn around and go back to the office, so I enter the place and sit down on a bar stool in the corner, right below photos of Mickey Mantle, Joe Namath, Willis Reed, Secretariat, and Tuffy Bresheen, a lady Roller Derby star from before I was born.


      I nurse a beer for about ten minutes. Then the well-dressed guy gets up and leaves, but before I can even climb off my stool a tiny man – in the dim lighting I can’t tell if he’s adwarf or a midget – climbs onto the booth opposite the Wiz, asks asingle question, looks damned pleased with the answer, and walks right back out.


      ‘Ah, it’s the Real Jake,’ says the Wiz. ‘I appreciate your patience. Come join me. Bring your beer.’


      I walk over and sit down, placing my beer on the stained tabletop.


      ‘What can I do for you, Jake?’ he asks.


      ‘How the hell did you know Rosario’s would burn down?’ I demand.


      ‘What difference does it make?’ he responds. ‘I was right, wasn’t I?’


      ‘You know you were,’ I say. I stare long and hard at him. ‘Did you set the fire?’


      ‘Of course I didn’t,’ he says. ‘We’re not going to be friends if you say things like that, Jake.’


      ‘Are we going to be friends?’ I ask rather pugnaciously.


      ‘Absolutely,’ he replies. ‘I don’t do favors for just anyone, you know.’


      ‘No,’ I say. ‘They have to pay you.’


      He almost winces. ‘Did I charge you a penny?’ he asks in hurt tones.


      ‘Why me?’ I say.


      ‘Because there’s enough pain in the world,’ he answers. He stares at me. ‘I do you a service, I save you from second-degree burns, and I don’t charge you a thing. Why should that bother you?’


      ‘Second-degree burns?’ I repeat.


      He nods his head.


      ‘Not first-degree or third-degree?’ I say.


      ‘No,’ he answers mildly but with absolute certainty. ‘Second-degree.’


      ‘You’re sure?’


      ‘I never lie,’ he says.


      ‘So you saved my life…’ I begin.


      ‘Not your life,’ he answers. ‘But a considerable portion ofyour skin.’


      ‘And you didn’t charge me a thing,’ I continue. ‘But you charge people for giving them winners at the track, or telling them what stock to play.’


      ‘Oh, I do more than that,’ he says. ‘I tell actors which plays to try out for and which ones won’t run a week. Itell fishermen where they’re biting and where they’re not.’ Asudden smile. ‘I even tell Tootsie La Belle when to tone down her strip routine because a couple of cops are waiting to arrest her if she goes too far.’ He takes another sip of his beer. ‘It’s much more than stocks and horses, Jake. I’m not atout or aprognosticator. I’m the Wiz.’


      ‘What else can you do?’ I ask.


      ‘What else do you want?’


      ‘Hell, I don’t know,’ I admit. ‘I should be thanking you for saving my life—’


      ‘Your skin.’


      ‘Okay, my skin. But instead, I’m getting more and more frustrated because I don’t understand you.’


      ‘What’s to understand?’ he says. ‘I’m the Wiz. I see ­suffering, now or in the future, and I do what I can to cure it, or at least alleviate it. People come to me with their problems, just like they go to a doctor or a dentist.’


      ‘Or a priest,’ I say.


      He smiles. ‘Well, in this neighborhood, it’s more likely tobe a rabbi.’ He stares at me. ‘So what is it that troubles you?’


      ‘You can pick winners. You can pick stocks. You can pick hits and flops. You can probably pick political races. So why aren’t you worth billions?’


      ‘What would I do with billions?’


      ‘You could start by getting a shave and haircut, and maybe taking a bath. You could dress a little better, and live a lot better,’ I say. ‘Hell, you could buy the Empire State Building.’


      ‘Probably,’ he agrees. ‘But what would I do with it?’


      ‘Didn’t you ever want to be something else?’ I ask, and the second the words are out of my mouth I realize what adamnfool stupid question it is. After all, he’s the Wiz..


      And suddenly there’s a very wistful smile on his face. ‘More than you can possibly imagine.’


      ‘Well?’ I say.


      He utters a deep sigh. ‘It’s not as easy as you think or Iwish.’


      ‘Why not?’


      ‘There’s your friend Milton, and a thousand other Miltons,’ he answers. ‘Where would they go if there wasn’t a Wiz?’


      ‘That shouldn’t be your concern,’ I respond.


      ‘Oh?’ he says curiously. ‘Whose concern is it?’


      ‘Theirs, of course,’ I say.


      He shakes his head sadly. ‘They’re not up to it, Jake,’ he replies. ‘That’s why they come to me.’


      ‘So the noble Wiz saves them all,’ I say.


      ‘No, Jake. I can hardly save any of them,’ he says. ‘Look out the front window.’ People are walking past, and he starts pointing at them. ‘Heart attack. Cancer. Cancer. Mugged in the subway. Alzheimer’s. Aneurism. Cancer.’ He turns back to me. ‘I can’t save, or even help, more than one of them, and only if he asks me.’


      ‘There are rules to being a saint?’ I ask sarcastically.


      ‘I’ve no idea,’ he answers. ‘But there are rules to the Wizard game.’


      ‘So am I going to read about those seven people tomorrow?’


      He shakes his head. ‘Some of them will live another twenty or thirty years. The man in the blue coat won’t make it past the end of the week.’


      ‘You’re sure of all that?’ I say.


      ‘I’m sure.’ He lights another cigarette. ‘I’m sure of something else, too.’


      ‘What?’ I ask.


      ‘No matter how it appears to you, it’s not a blessing.’


      I check my watch. ‘I’ve got to get back to the office.’


      ‘Stop by again, Jake. We could become friends. I’d like that.’


      ‘There’s probably a thousand men and women who want to be your friend,’ I say. ‘Why me?’


      ‘Because you don’t want anything from me.’


      ‘No, I don’t,’ I say, getting up from the booth. ‘Keep your millions. I won’t even envy you until I’m back at the office.’


      ‘Never envy me, Jake,’ he says seriously.


      ‘Okay, as soon as I’m at my desk I’ll go back to envying LeBron James, or maybe Tom Cruise.’


      ‘What floor is your office on?’ he asks.


      ‘The 27th. Why?’


      ‘Can I make a suggestion?’ he says.


      I just stare at him.


      ‘Take the freight elevator.’


      ‘Why?’ I demand.


      ‘Just a hunch.’


      ‘Bullshit,’ I say. ‘Whatever’s going to happen, you know ­exactly what it is.’


      ‘I don’t want to rush you, Jake, but the lady who just came in is worried about her son, who’s seeing some action in the Middle East. She’s very distraught, and I don’t want to keep her waiting.’


      So I go back to the office, and I take the freight elevator, and an hour later Milt enters and sits down at his desk.


      ‘Long lunch?’ I ask, though I knew it wasn’t.


      ‘Circuit on the fucking elevators blew,’ he mutters. ‘We were stuck in the damned thing for over an hour.’


      •••


      On Thursday I find him sitting on an ancient wooden bench that’s been set up outside a small grocery story on Tenth Avenue, just around the corner from 34th Street. It’s forty degrees and windy, and he hasn’t got an overcoat, but he doesn’t seem uncomfortable. He’s smoking a cigarette, and Isit down next to him.


      ‘Those things’ll kill you,’ I say, indicating the cigarette.


      ‘No such luck,’ he answers.


      ‘Thanks for saving me from a couple of hours of being stuck in an elevator.’


      He shakes his head. ‘An hour and ten minutes. Hour and aquarter, tops. Depends on which elevator.’


      ‘Milt was stuck in one of them.’


      ‘Poor guy,’ says the Wiz, not without compassion.


      ‘If you’re half as good as I think you are, you knew when he visited you in the deli that it would happen,’ I say.


      He shrugs. ‘Anything’s possible.’


      ‘Then why didn’t you warn him?’


      ‘He’s going to use up all his extra money just thanking me for putting him in the right commodities at the right time.’ answers the Wiz. ‘And where would I be if I worked for free?’


      ‘But you told me for free!’ I yell.


      ‘Keep your voice down, Jake. If we disturb enough ­people, Homer the cop will chase me back inside’ – he indicates agrubby coffee shop three doors down – ‘and it’s too damned stuffy in there.’


      ‘Then answer me!’ I insist.


      ‘It was an act of friendship,’ says the Wiz.


      ‘Why me?’ I say, and realize I asked that the day before too. ‘What have I got that Milt and a thousand other supplicants haven’t got?’


      He smiles. ‘For one thing, you’re not a supplicant.’


      ‘That’s no answer.’


      ‘Funny,’ he says. ‘I could have sworn it was.’


      ‘So all someone has to do to be your friend and get free use of your services is to not ask for them?’ I say.


      ‘No, Jake,’ he says. Suddenly he stares intently at me. ‘Ihelped you because I have a feeling that we’re kindred souls.’ His cigarette goes out and he pulls a semi-crushed pack from his pocket. ‘I take it you don’t want one?’


      I shake my head. ‘I had a father and an aunt die from cancer.’


      ‘You won’t die from cancer, Jake.’


      ‘You can see that far ahead?’ I ask.


      ‘Just take my word for it.’


      ‘What will I die of?’ I continue.


      ‘Most people don’t want to know.’


      ‘I just want to know what, not when.’


      ‘Let it go, Jake,’ says the Wiz, and suddenly he looks very old and very tired. ‘I don’t like talking about the end of things.’ He taps his temple with a forefinger. ‘I see enough of them in here.’


      I stare at him for a minute. ‘I never thought of that,’ I say at last. ‘I guess the Wiz business isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.’


      ‘You see?’ he says with a sad smile. ‘I knew you were akin­dred spirit.’


      A guy who’s dressed even worse than the Wiz approaches us.


      ‘Go away,’ says the Wiz.


      ‘Goddamn it!’ whines the man. ‘You help everyone else! I­really need it, Wiz!’


      ‘If you’re still here when I count to five, I’m calling Homer over and telling him you’re harassing me.’


      The guy mutters an obscenity and wanders off.


      ‘He looked pretty desperate,’ I say.


      ‘He is,’ agrees the Wiz. ‘He’s panhandled enough money for aten dollar bet at his bookie’s. He’s looking for a longshot, and if it comes in, he’ll just spend it on crack.’ He grimaces. ‘Let him learn how to read a Racing Form, or maybe even work for it.’


      ‘So it wasn’t that you couldn’t help him…’ I say.


      ‘I have an unwanted gift,’ he explains. ‘I didn’t ask for it, and I don’t want it – but as long as I’ve got it, I’ll use it the best way I can. And that doesn’t include helping a guy cheat on his wife, or a druggie score with his pusher.’


      ‘Did you just wake up one day and suddenly you were the Wiz?’ I asked.


      He smiles a wistfully sad smile, closes his eyes, and slowly shakes his head. ‘I asked a foolish question.’


      ‘What question?’


      ‘Better you should remain ignorant,’ he says.


      The wind starts blowing harder.


      ‘You hungry?’ he asks suddenly.


      I think about it for a moment. ‘I could eat.’


      We enter the coffee shop and sit down at a table.


      ‘Where are the menus?’ I ask, looking around for one.


      ‘Have a burger,’ he says. ‘That’s all they make until evening.’


      ‘Then why don’t we go to a joint with a better selection?’


      ‘This one suits me fine,’ he says.


      I see we’re not going to leave, so I order a cheeseburger with grilled onions and a beer. He doesn’t even order; the waitress just says she’s bringing him the usual and he smiles and nods at her.


      ‘So how’s the world treating you, Jake?’ he says.


      ‘I’d tell you, but you already know,’ I answer.


      He smiles. ‘Just making conversation.’


      ‘It makes more sense for me to ask you the questions,’ Isay.


      ‘That’s what I’m here for.’


      ‘And none of these non-answers that don’t tell me athing,’ Iadd.


      ‘I’ll answer as best as I can,’ he tells me. ‘And I never lie.’


      ‘How long have you been the Wiz?’ I ask. ‘Surely youweren’t born this way, or everyone would know about you.’


      ‘A long time,’ he says with a bittersweet smile.


      ‘Ten years?’ I persist. ‘Twenty?’


      ‘Seventeen years, six months, and eleven days,’ he says, and then adds: ‘But who’s counting?’


      ‘How did you become the Wiz?’ I ask. ‘Is there some ­wizard’s school you went to?’


      ‘It just happened one day,’ he says.


      I snap my fingers. ‘Just like that?’


      ‘Almost.’


      ‘Why aren’t you working for the government?’ I ask. ‘I’ll bet the Defense Department would pay a pretty penny for your skills.’


      ‘I’ve already got more pretty pennies than I need,’ he ­answers. ‘And I help people, not things.’


      ‘Does it make you happy – helping people?’


      ‘It did once.’


      ‘Not any more?’


      He sighs. ‘Nothing ever changes. No matter how many people I help, there are always more – and even with the ones I help, like Milton, the fixes are almost always temporary, not permanent.’


      Our sandwiches and beers arrive. I take a bite of my cheeseburger. It’s not bad at all.


      ‘So who do you like in tonight’s game?’ I ask, changing the subject.


      ‘Like’s got nothing to do with it,’ he replies. ‘The Bulls are gonna make the Knicks look bad.’


      I stare at him. ‘You know,’ I say, ‘it occurs to me that knowing everything isn’t exactly the blessing it seems to be. When was the last time something surprised you?’


      ‘A long, long time ago,’ he says.


      ‘And it’s not just knowing the races and the market, is it?’ Icontinue. ‘If some woman agrees to go to bed with you, you knew she would before you asked her. Maybe you didn’t have to ask at all.’ I look across the table at him. ‘You never feel surprised or lucky, do you?’


      ‘Or loved,’ he adds. ‘Just…inevitable.’


      ‘I’m sorry for you, Wiz,’ I say sincerely.


      ‘There are compensations,’ he says. ‘I get to help people.’


      ‘A lot of them would get through the day without your help,’ I point out. ‘Maybe most of them.’


      He grimaces and his shoulders seem to sag. ‘Probably,’ he agrees.


      ‘Is everything predetermined?’ I ask.


      ‘Hardly anything is,’ he says.


      ‘But—’


      ‘You have free will, Jake,’ he says. ‘I could warn you about Rosario’s and the elevator, but it was up to you whether or not to take my advice. When you get right down to it, what’s the difference between that and choosing to stop at a corner when there’s heavy traffic and you see a red light?’


      ‘There are two differences,’ I answer. ‘One is that you knew I’d take your advice. You could look ahead and see it. And the other is that the red light’s always there for everybody, and you aren’t.’


      ‘Now you’re going to make me feel guilty,’ he says, though he manages a smile.


      ‘I don’t mean to,’ I say.


      ‘I know.’


      ‘I’m just starting to realize what your life must be like,’ Icontinue. ‘I wouldn’t have it on a bet.’


      ‘You don’t bet once you’re the Wiz,’ he says gently. ‘In fact, you can’t bet, because betting involves the element of chance.’


      ‘You should never have volunteered to be a wizard.’


      ‘I didn’t volunteer.’ He stares at me. ‘You have qualities, Jake,’ he says. ‘You ask a few questions, and in five ­minutes you’ve figured out that the wizard business isn’t quite ­exactly what it appears to be from the outside. I’m curious to know what you’ll ask next.’


      ‘How about ‘What’s for dessert?’’ I say.


      He laughs, and suddenly his melancholy vanishes.


      We order vanilla ice cream – it’s the only sweet they serve until dinnertime – and then we walk out into the street.


      ‘You didn’t pay,’ I note.


      ‘I did them a favor last week,’ he replies. ‘The meal’s aquid pro quo.’


      I check my watch. ‘I’ve got to get back to the office,’ I say.


      ‘Thanks for eating with me,’ he says, shaking my hand. ‘And for being my friend.’


      ‘One of thousands,’ I suggest.


      He shakes his head. ‘The rest are supplicants.’


      ‘Surely you have some friends, too,’ I say.


      ‘Real friends?’ A wistful expression crosses his face. ‘Ihad one about eighteen years ago.’ A pause. ‘Maybe alittle less.’


      ‘Just about the time you became the Wiz,’ I say. ‘What happe­ned to him?’


      ‘I’ve no idea,’ he answers.


      ‘Didn’t work out, huh?’


      ‘I guess you could say that.’


      I think about the Wiz and his one friend all the way back to the office and most of the afternoon.


      •••


      We meet for lunch a couple of times a week for the next month. He lets a few supplicants interrupt us, and he also refuses to talk to some others, and I can never tell by looking at them what the determining factors are. He talks to some bums and sends others on their way…but he also talks to some guys who have their chauffeurs drive them up and sends some of them packing too.


      ‘How do you decide who to talk to?’ I ask him.


      ‘I thought I told you,’ says the Wiz.


      ‘There’s got to be some gray areas,’ I say. ‘The good ones can’t all be trying to save their families from ruin, and the bad ones can’t all be junkies.’


      ‘Mostly it’s instinct and intuition. Usually I can see what they’re going to do with the help I give them, but even that can be misleading.’


      ‘So you can make mistakes?’


      He nods his head. ‘Yes, from time to time.’ He smiles. ‘After all, I’m only human.’


      I stare at him. ‘Are you human?’


      ‘I’m as human as you are, Jake,’ he says earnestly.


      ‘I don’t know about that,’ I say.


      ‘Oh?’ he replies, arching an eyebrow.


      ‘It’s human to take care of yourself. But you dress like abum, and you eat all your meals in delis and dives, and if you’ve squirreled away any money you sure as hell don’t use it. Where do you live?’


      ‘Nearby.’


      ‘Why don’t I think you live in one of these brownstones?’ Isay.


      ‘Because you’re a reasonable man, Jake,’ he answers. ‘All Ineed is a place to sleep.’


      ‘When’s the last time you showered?’


      ‘Seriously?’ he says. A guilty smile crosses his face. ‘The last time it rained after midnight.’


      ‘How can you live like that?’ I say in exasperation.


      ‘I used to live in a penthouse,’ he replies. ‘Brooks Brothers wasn’t upscale enough for my wardrobe. I had a maid and abutler, as well as a valet.’


      ‘Why did you change?’


      ‘The people who need me the most couldn’t find me there,’ he says.


      I shrug and turn my palms up. ‘How can I answer that?’


      He smiles. ‘You’d feel damned foolish trying, wouldn’t you?’


      ‘Yeah.’


      ‘That’s one of the reasons I like you,’ he says. ‘Not everyone is that perceptive.’ He pauses thoughtfully. ‘In fact, hardly anyone is. I just had a feeling you could be my friend..’


      ‘Your feelings have a way of coming true,’ I acknowledge. ‘But you know something interesting?’


      ‘What?’


      ‘You’ve never asked me if you could be my friend.’


      ‘That’s not as important,’ he says.


      I just stare at him. ‘Why not?’ I say at last.


      ‘You have lots of friends already.’


      Somehow I get the feeling that that’s as close as he’s come toabullshit answer since I’ve met him.


      •••


      We keep meeting, and we keep talking, and he seems open and friendly, but I can’t get over the feeling that he’s got some agenda I know nothing about. I still don’t know why a reaso­nably pleasant guy like the Wiz hasn’t had a friend in se­ven­teen years, or why he’s chosen me out all the millions who live on this damned island.


      We don’t do anything but meet and talk, occasionally in delis and coffee shops, now and then in bars, once in a while when the weather’s nice just out on a bench where anyone who’s looking for him can find him (though everyone who needs him seems to have no trouble finding him wherever we are).


      We never go to the Garden for basketball or hockey, we never see a movie or a play, in truth we never get much more than half a block off 34th Street. He just wants to visit, to talk about almost anything, and he’s always straightforward – or at least I think he is – when we talk about what he calls the Wiz Biz.


      ‘What do you do if someone won’t pay you after you’ve given them a winner, or told them how to avoid a mad dog gunman, or whatever?’ I ask him one day as we’re walking down 34th Street.


      ‘I’m the Wiz,’ he says. ‘I know before I help them if they’re deadbeats.’


      ‘That’s a pretty useful thing to know,’ I say. ‘Man’s a deadbeat, you send him away.’


      ‘Not always.’


      ‘Why not?’ I ask.


      ‘Maybe his wife or kid is growing a tumor, and he’s not insured and hasn’t got enough to pay for a doctor. It becomes an ethical question: should they suffer because he’s a loser?’


      ‘I see,’ I say. ‘It’s not as simple as it seems at first.’


      ‘Nothing ever is,’ he says.


      ‘Why don’t you quit?’ I say. ‘Just walk away from it all?’


      ‘Who’d be here help them?’


      ‘You’ve seen enough suffering,’ I continue. ‘You’ve done your share. It’s their problem.’


      ‘Just let them all suffer in pain and poverty when I can prevent it?’ he says. ‘Is that what you’d do?’


      I think about it for a long moment. ‘No,’ I admit. ‘That’s not what I’d do. It’s just what I’d want to do.’


      ‘I know,’ he says, and I get the feeling he does know..


      ‘When we first met,’ I say, ‘I kind of envied you. I really did. I thought you had the greatest gift in the world. But the more we talk about it, the more I hate the choices you have to make day in and day out.’


      ‘You learn to live with it,’ he says.


      ‘I don’t know how,’ I say. ‘There’s so much pain, so much misery in the world. Most people just see a tiny part of it, but you – you see it all.’ I shake my head. ‘What must it be like?’


      He comes to a stop and grabs my shoulder.


      ‘Say that again!’ he says, and there’s a hint of excitement in his voice as his fingers dig in.


      I stare curiously at him. ‘What’s it like to see the future?’


      ‘And you really want to know?’


      ‘I asked, didn’t I?’


      ‘Thank you, my friend,’ he says with such an air of relief you’d swear he’s just run a marathon. ‘I have been waiting seventeen years for someone to ask me that.’


      And suddenly his fingers feel like they’re dissolving on my shoulder. He seems to grow, not thinner exactly, but somehow less substantial, then transluscent, and finally transparent, until there’s nothing left of him but a pile of grubby clothes on the ground and the butt of his still-burning cigarette.


      All this happens seven years ago. Sometimes it feels like seven centuries.


      •••


      I am the Wizard of West 34th Street. If you’ve got a problem, or a need, or just a question, come by and tell me about it. There is no situation too dire or too hopeless, nothing so complex that it’s beyond my ability to solve. There will be afee, of course, but you’ll be happy to pay it, and I will never ask for it before you are pleased with the results.


      I’m always around. If you don’t see me on the street, just ask one of the locals, or peek into a restaurant or a bar. There aren’t that many of them, and I’ll be in one. Don’t let my appea­rance fool you. I’ve got a Master’s degree, I have enough money that I’m not going to con you out of yours, and Iguaran­tee that you won’t catch any diseases from me. How Ilook just isn’t important to me any more.


      I’m here to answer your questions, so ask me anything you like.


      Anything at all.


      Please.


      


      •
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