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Other Toys
by Steve Perry

Steve Perry is mostly a novelist these days, although he occasionally gets what he
calls “wild hair stories” — short story ideas that must be written or else. We were
lucky enough to grab a previous wild hair story, “The Master of Chan Gen,” and
publish it in our September, 1992 issue.

Of this story, Steve writes, “One afternoon while trying rather ineptly to play
my old guitar, a vague idea for ‘Other Toys’ popped into my head. Naturally, as it
seems with all the short fiction I've done in the last ten years, I was up against a book
deadline and had no time to write it. Less than no time, since I was behind on my
schedule. I filed the somewhat muzzy idea away, not expecting to get back to it for
a couple gf months at the earliest.

“Two days later at midnight, while I was out walking my dog, the story dropped
out of the clear and cold sky on me all of a piece.

“Some things in this biz you can’t ignore.”

Other Toys

By Steve Perry

I \§ HE FEAR SITS IN MY BELLY
like a lump of rock from the bottom of
the sea, cold, icy, indigestible, stretch-
ingmy bowel, weighing me down. Worse
than pain, worse than death, worse than anything— the thought that God has
forsaken me clutches at me with claws so sharp they pierce to my very soul,
causing my essence to spew forth like a fount of spiritual blood.
God has forsaken me. I am doomed.

Doomed.

What could I have done? What vile act could be worth this, this the
ultimate curse? Surely I am a sinner, never have I claimed otherwise, but
surely my crimes have been in the doing of small sins, never drawing near the
murky swamp of heresy, never veering from True Devotion, nary a misstep
from The Path. This I can attest to, this I can affirm, for in my heart I know.
I am not — never — have I felt moved to the slightest apostasy; always have
I kept the Faith, always, by my life...and yet —

And yet, God no longer answers my prayers. I am abandoned and the
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thought of never feeling His light upon my worthless self again tears asunder
my being. Please, my Lord, forgive me for my errors! In Your infinite mercy,
pity me, for I do not know what I have done to deserve this, the worst of all
punishments.

Please!

If he hadn’t been on vacation, John Cartas would never have noticed the
piece. The article in the paper was short, a filler, really, buried in the back
pages under the ad for tires and the new woman sportswriter’s column. In
what thecity editorcalled the “Science Section,” trying to keep astraight face
while he said it. No byline. They either pulled it off the wire or had one of
the drones hack it out:

ANNA-BY-THE-SEA — A team of visiting paleontolo-
gists from the University of Arizona have made what one
representative terms “an amazing discovery” inacavenear
the town of Anna-by-the-Sea.

According to Professor Peter Lipton, head of the team,
the searchers have uncovered the remains of a2 new and
unique dinosaur. 4

“It appears to be the entire skeleton,” Lipton said,
“we've never seen anything quite like it before.”

Lipton’s team hopes to complete the excavation of the
dinosaur before winter sets in.

If he’d been on the beat, dealing with the scum of the city, he would have
been too busy writing the news to read it. He was a good reporter, if getting
long in the tooth at forty-five to still be on the cop shop; still, good reporter
or not, he got most of his news when he was working from the tube. Dan
Rather. Peter Jennings. Even Tom Brokaw, when the cable sometimes went
out and he had to tune the damned set manually.

Cartas leaned back in the rickety cane-bottomed chair that had belonged
to his grandmother. The wood was old, the screws had pulled halfway out on
one side, the caning was stretched by too many fat asses over too many years.
He reached for the cup of coffee and sipped at it, but it had gone cold, the cream
givingit asickly and almost rancid paleness. He put the cup down andlooked

ﬂ-. It
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at the piece again. It didn’t mean anything, didn’t mean anything at all. He
was on vacation. He was forty-five, bald, thirty-five pounds overweight and
sitting alone in his matchbox of a kitchen in his rented house, drinking too
much coffee. Who would have ever thought it would be like this? He’d had
such big plans, once upon a time. A long time ago. It had gone south
somewhere along the way, one day he'd looked up and half his life was over.
He’d lost it somewhere and damned if he knew where. Or when.

So, some scientists found some bones, big fucking deal. It didn’t matter.

Peter Lipton wished he had a gun. Better, one of his more Neanderthal
football-playing students with a machine gun, standing outside the cave,
ready to blast anybody who got too close.

“Professor?”

Lipton pulled himself away from the fantasy. Might as well wish for the
royalties to Jean Auel’s next novel, while he was at it. He looked at the
speaker, his post-doc assistant, a long-haired boy of twenty-six who bore the
rather absurd name of “Ocean Cummings.” Most of the timehewentby O.C.
His parents had apparently been hippies in the sixties and inflicted much
upon him as a result of their rather solipsistic new age cant. Some of it must
have stuck, for he wore his hair in a long braid that nearly reached to the
middle of his upper back.

“We've found another one,” O.C. said.

He held his hands out as might a man offering gifts to a king.

Lipton had seen sixty-eight of the things by now, they had that many
whole ones, plus fragments of maybe fifty others, but each time seemed like
a miracle. It was greenish, almost a jade color, veined with dark red twisted
lines just below the surface. This particular specimen was the size of a saucer,
roundish but irregularly so, perhaps the thickness of a fifty-cent piece and
slightly curved.

“You have it tagged and located?”

“Sure, Doc. You think being in a cave has made me stupid?”

Lipton smiled politely.

“Uh, one other thing, Dr. Lipton. Idunnoif I ought to even say anything
about it, it’s only a rumor, something I picked off the computer net when I
was online last night.”

“Go on.”
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“Well. Noel, out in Montana, I get the impression he’s planning on
heading this way.”

Lipton felt his stomach lurch. As a boy in New Orleans, he had spent
more than a few happy hours at Lake Ponchartrain, back when the Zephyr
was still the scariest roller coaster in the country. He’d never enjoyed that
ride, though teenage bravado made him climb on it every time he went to the
park. His stomach felt now as it always had right after that first big drop on
the Zephyr. Noel!

“1 will personally box the man’s ears if he shows up,” Lipton said. He
meant it, too. ;

0.C. laughed. “Hey, we were here first. When you get your paper done
on this, Noel will be begging to polish your shoes.”

Lipton’s smile was larger this time. Now there was a pleasant thought
indeed.

I must be in error;  am mistaken. Surely itisso. God is busy, He has so
much to do, it is selfish of me to think that ] among all His creations deserve
His presence more than another. He has not forgotten me, rather He has
winds to direct and stars to place in the Heavens, myriad choresIcannot begin
with my limited, small mind to understand. How dare I hope to fathom the
mind of God?

This is surely a test, a simple one of my Faith, and All Knowing as He is,
God has seen that in my fear I had begun to fail. 1allowed my fear to create
doubt and down that path lay reason for my panic. But nomore. Ishall abide,
Iwill stand fast. My life will goon as it normally would, Ishall do those things
for which 1am designed: Ishall eat and sleep and pray and maintain my purity
and upon me God will smile once again, once He sees my love is true. He
cannot have deserted me, his most faithful of servants. It is beyond belief.

Cartas called the desk and got Kohler, who was stuck on rewrite.

“Kohler.”

“Hey, dickhead.”

“Well, well, John-boy. What are you doingcallingin? Ithought you were
on vacation.”

“I am, but I need you to look up something for me."”

“What — is there a sign on me that says ‘lackey?"”
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“Come on, Kohler, deadline is passed and you don’t have jackshit to do.”

“All right. What?”

“We ran a short piece in the Sport-Science section this morning, about
some scientists out at Anna-by-the-Sea.”

“Hold on.”

Cartas heard the sound of the keyboard clicking as Kohler called up the
file. .

“Yeah, I got it. So?”

“Is that the whole piece or is there more?”

“Looks like the whole pyramid, Jackie, baby.”

“Nothing on the log?”

“Oh, yeah, right, we’ve sent four guys and a camerawoman out to do a
layout for the Sunday mag. Buncha diggers from the U of Geek rummaging
around in fossils, hey, that’ll blow Thanksgiving right outta the paper.”

“Your sarcasm needs work, Kohler.”

“You'd know, you're the expert.”

Kohler cut the connection and Cartas cradled the phone and stared at it.

He sat there for a long time before he sighed and shook his head.

Fuck it. What else could he do?

T IS NOT right! It cannot be fair! 1have been faithful,
I have obeyed His every command, His every whim and my
reward for selfless devotion is that I be tossed aside? To be
shrugged off as one without value? To be of no more
concern than the scat of a recent meal?

No! Damn Him! I'will have have it! I will turn my face away from Him!
If he ever returns I will spit on Him! I will hurl my defiance at Him and no
matter what He does, I will not repent!

How dare he abandon me? This is not how the world should work, it
cannot be so if there is any justice under the heavens!

No God of mercy could behave this way!

Damn Him!

Damn Him!

“We've got the measurements on the skull, Doc. Looking at two meters,
three, from snout to the base.”







