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XXV — Deadlines

Gabrielle puﬂecl her car up Ly the house. She got out, wiping her eyes with a shiver.
She felt horrible. The drive had been unpleasant enough as it was, but with her paws
Shalzing from nerves, it had been a test of her resolve.

The house itself was actua”y very nice. Very unlike what one mig}lt expect if they didn't
know Zig Zag. Gabrielle wasn't all that surprised. She'd come to see her boss as an
amazingly varied and deep fur, who didn't fall into the stereotype others associated with
her at any 1engt}1. The bronco sig}lecl. She was glacl to be here, but she wasn't pleased
with the reason. For a moment, she pondered 1oolzing at the mailbox to see what Zig
Zag's given name was, but she shook her head and went up the pa’ch. She wasn't going to
do that. If her boss wanted her to know such things, she'd say so herself.

Besides...to her, Lig Zag was, and always would be, Lig Zag.

She rang the doorbell and Wiped her eyes again. A moment passed, before the door was
opened and she felt herself enveloped ina tigers’criped hug.

"Come in, Ga]o]oy,” Zig Zag said and looked up at the bronco after 1e’cting go.

Gabrielle nodded, quietly and stepped inside. She took off her jaclze’c and hung it up. It
fell down. It made her shiver and nearly break down again.



If anyone had told Zig Zag this could've happened a few days carlier she would've
laughed in their faces. She realized that whatever had happened, it had to boggle the
mind for Gabrielle to be in this state.

"Don't think about it. It's just a coat," she said and gently guided the equine into the

large 1iving room.

Gabrielle nodded again and sat clown, putting her face in her paws. Her shoulders were
shaleing.

The skunk looked towards the bedroom door. "James, could you be a real dear and make
acup of tea for us all?" she asked and sat down next to the shaleing bronco. "I'm not
going to say it's alright, Gabrielle..." she w}lisperecl " because clearly it isn't. But I'm
here, and I'll do anything I can to help you.”

Gabrielle nodded and sniﬁed, talzing her paws away from her face. "I 12now, boss. I
know but...he made a reaﬂy nasty threat. He said if I'm not home I)y the midsummer
soiree, he'll have me killed and my little brother will have to take my place and continue
the 1ine," she saicl, quietly.

Zig Zag frowned cleeply. She could feel herself getting angry again. "That creep! How
old is your brother?" she aslzecl, quietly putting a comfor’cing arm around Gabrielle's

shoulcler.

"It doesn't matter how old he is, boss. He's old enough. The pro]:)lem is he's gay.
According to Watson, before he sedated me, he'd be £awning over the same stallions my
father would try to barter me off to."

"Qleay...l can see why that'd be a pro]alern," Zig Zag muttered. She could hear James
pour water into the boiler in the kitchen in the laacleground.

"Tt'd pro]oa]oly wreck him totaﬂy. And 1'd be dead. T have no more choice..." the bronco
Whisperecl. "I reauy thought we could win. | rea//y thought so."

"When is the midsummer soiree, Ga]aby?" Zig Zag said. She was 12eeping her voice very
soft and comfor’cing, despi’ce an increasing sense of raging fury inside her. No one had
the right to do some’ching like this to anyone. Her memories of her own childhood were
pressing their way to the fore. She knew all there was to know about abusive parents.
Now she was looleing at a different aspect of tha’c, from what she'd experiencecl herseH,
and for once in her 1i£e, she didn't try to suppress her £eelings about it. She just
controlled them. Tightly.



"[t's in just under two mon’chs, Boss. A month and three Weelzs, [ think. On
midsummer's eve. They always have it on the actual day.”

"That's doesn't leave us much time," the skunk saicl, quie’cly.

"I know. There's no way we can get Anna to finish the script, get it proofreacl, have the
sets Luilt, the costumes made, get the cast prepared and instructed in their lines , the
Shoo’cing done, the editing dealt Witl’l, the cover made and the tape multiplied in that
time, boss. It's not possié/e."

James came in and sat down opposite of the two femmes. He was srniling a little. "I
don't know the first thing about movie—maleing. " he said, in a kind and reassuring voice
"..butTj lained to Zi h | through th f dle, bef.

...but I just explained to Zlg Zag ow to get a camel through the eye ot a needle, betore
you called."

Gabrielle looked up and over at the coyote with a puzzled look on her face.
"James Sheppard. ['m pleased to meet you," James said and reached out a paw.

Gabrielle shook it, slowly. "I'm glad to meet you too, James. I'm Ga]:)rieue, but you
pro]oably ﬂgurecl that out ]ay now," she said.

James nodded and leaned back. He fell silent. This wasn't his time, and he accep’cecl
that.

Zig Zag gave Ga]:)rielle's shoulder a squeeze. "Hang on a few, While I caH a £ew furs," she
said and turned to piclz up the phone.

The bronco nodded. Being in the presence of the skunk and the coyote was calming her
down a little.

A moment passed, then someone answered the phone and Zig Zag spolze up; "Anna, it's
Zig Zag. Hey, sorry to call you in the evening like this but I've got some’ching to ask
you."

Another moment passed while Anna seemingly answered. Gabrielle Wiped her eyes
again. James held out some tissue paper he'd brough’c from the kitchen. It was grate£uuy

acceptecl.

"Thanks. Actuauy, she's here righ’c now and she's a complete mess. Her father sent her
a message after she left your place. A reaﬂy nasty message, too. Listen...I need that
manuscript very ]aacUy indeed. We've only got seven weeks to comple’ce everytﬂzing. The



only thing we can save time on is marlzeting since this one won't be distributed unless

Gabrielle's father reaﬂy screws up..." Zig Zag continued.

Again, Anna said something on the other end. Zig Zag nodded to herself at some’ching
and went on; "'l pay you a bonus if you can have it done in a Weelz, Anna. It's urgent.
It's 1iteraﬂy become a matter of life and death. And I'm not going to sit on the sidelines
while Gabrielle's father treats her this way. You can? Great. You're a treasure, Anna.
Thank you," the skunk said and hung up.

"We'll have the manuscript in a week. That does leave time for proo£reacling," she said

and looked at Gabrielle again.

"Zig Zag...are you still saying we're going to make that movie?" the bronco asleecl,
quie’cly. "What about my brother? I don't want him to get into trouble either."

"You just worry about yourself and let me deal with the rest of this!" Zig Zag said. She

looked at James next.
The coyote nodded and got to his £eet, heading back to the kitchen to get the tea.

"Thank you Boss," Gabrielle whispered and wiped her eyes with the tissue paper again.
"I don't know h for all this."
I don't know how to repay you tor all this.

"You work for me, Gabrielle. I told you, that practicaﬂy makes you family. Don't think
about how to repay me. | just want to see you ’chrough this," Zig Zag said, gently.

James returned with the tea and poured everyone a cup, before sitting back down.
Gabrielle reached out to take the cup, sipping it while Zig Zag dialed a new number.

"Hello ]acob, this is Zig Zag. I've got a rush jol) for you. I'm going to send you some
schematics for some sets, one week from toolay. I need them done two weeks from Jcoday.
Yes, that's right, you have a week to make them in. No...stop, don't start protesting. I
don't want to hear it's impossible. You haven't seen what it is I need yet. And I'll make it
worth your w}lile," she said into the receiver, waiting for an answer. She nodded at
whatever was said. "Good. That's what I like to hear. If you need to take on extra help for
a week to do this , I'l pay their wages. Don't aslz, olzay? It's urgent. It's extreme/y urgent in
fact. Good. Thank you. I'll send the information as soon as I have it."

James was smiling a little. Gabrielle looked at him. "She's determined when she puts
her mind to something, isn't she?" the bronco asleecl, quie’cly.



"You ]:)et," the coyote answered with a little smile. He sipped his tea again. "T have to
say, I don't know much about what's going on. But for what it's Wor’ch, coming from a

complete stranger, you have my sympa’chies , Gabrielle. And if anyone can help you, it's
Lig Zag."

The skunk hung up the phone and nodded. "There we go. In two weeks, we'll have a
proofreacl manuscript and the sets ready. I'l talk to everyone at the studio Monday
morning, Gabrielle. We've got five weeks to shoot the whole thing and edit it."

Gabrielle nodded. She wanted to ask if Lig Zag reaﬂy wanted to go t}lroug}l with this
for her sake but she realized there was no point in aslzing. The skunk had clearly made up

her mind.

She looked into her cup of tea and sighed. She wanted to hope. Wanted to dare believe
that it'd all work out. But the baboon in the car had been...so horribly explicit. It was
difficult to £orge’c his words.

Fora While, no one said anything. Fora While, there was no’ching more to say.

###

"Come on, chica. Danceeng eesn't goeeng to keell you," Esteban said with a grin.

Jean looked incredulous. "So you say, but you're ’caﬂzing to a historian. I can name
several examples of furs who have dropped dead while clancing," she said. She even
managed to look dea(ﬂy serious while doing so.

"Awww, come on? Humor the 101)0, c¢h? I want to dance and I'll have the best 1ooleeeng
femme on the dance floor weeth me. Look at them? They're all seextee years old. Why

clon't we S}IOW t}lem kow to dance?"

"T know you expect me to say "because I don't know how to" now, Esteban. The t}ling is
I DO know how to dance. My mother was rather insistent that I took dancing lessons

when I was a kid."

"You're lzeedeeng? You KNOW how to dance and you don't want to? Jean, thees ees
unna’cural,” Esteban chided, good-na’cure(ﬂy.

"There are quite a few furs in this world who'd say I am unna’cural, Esteban. I'm used to

it. Try again. Besides, my legs are still hur’cing, remember?"



Esteban frowned and pondered. He couldn't think of some’ching. He'd tried for twenty
minutes to get Jean onto the dance floor and he had absolutely no luck. She didn't even
]ouclge. "Please?" he triecl, £ee]31y, giving her a reaﬂy Wet—eyed puppy-stare.

"Ack...that wasn't nice. The magic word. Now you're just plain mean. And will you stop
malzing those Lig puppy eyes at me, Esteban? Argh...oh God, this is cruel," Jean grinned
and squirmecl in her seat. "Alright then, one dance. Then we sit down. And it has to be
somet}ling up]oeat at least. Alright?"

Esteban's tail waggecl and he nodded Vigorously as he headed up to the band. He leaned
down to the mouse with the bass and w}lisperecl somet}ling to him, jal)l)ing a thumb
towards Jean at the table.

The mouse grinned Widely and nodded. Es’celaan returned to the table and held out a

paw towards ]ean, "May [ have the honor of thees dance, Seforita?" he said, even
exaggerating his accent a little for effect.

For a moment, Jean felt like she was mel’cing again, and she accep’cecl his paw. "Very
WeH, you may," she said, graciously, and got to her feet, smoothing down her skirt.

Esteban led her to the dance floor. The band went quie’c...t}len struck up a new tune.
Jean couldn't recognize it. It didn't matter. Esteban spun her around, into his arms and
srnilecl, half—closing his eyes.

They had the dance floor to themselves. Completely to themselves. Esteban spun Jean
back out and lzept smiling , holding on to her paw before Sliding up to her. Somewhere,
far away, Jean realized the band was playing a jazzy version of a salsa number. It didn't
matter what it was. She was Leing led. And led well. A few older furs were smiling and
wa’cc}ling them. Her legs were hur’cing. She ignorecl it Jco’caﬂy. She'd pro]oa]oly pay the
price tomorrow, she knew. But for now, she'd just forget that it hurt.

A few furs around them were Whispering. Jean didn't see anything...she didn't hear
anyt}ling...excep’c the wolf in front of her. Her heart was pounding again. She was in
love...and for the duration of just one dance, the world did not exist.

#H#H#

Lig Zag closed the door behind Gabrielle as the bronco went back out to her car. She
sighecl and shook her heacl, going back to the living room. James was still sitting where

she'd left him.



"And you wonder Why [ like you so much..." the coyote said, quie’cly, smiling. He

Leclzone(l 1’161‘ over.

Zig Zag smiled and said down with him, putting her head on his shoulder. "I'm sorry.
This wasn't exactly what I had in mind for tonigh’c."

"Don't apologiZe. You did the right thing in aslzing her to come over. She doesn"c
deserve the treatment her father is subjecting her to A he said, so{‘tly.

"She doesn't! And it's going to stop. Her father is going to learn the hard way that he
can't have everything he wants," Zig Zag muttered. "My bronco ]oeing one of those
’chings."

"Your bronco?" James teased.
"As | Said,” Zig Zag grinned. "I have her name on the dotted line."

"You're doing a good Jching for her, Zig. It's going to cost you a lot of money to do this
and you're still doing it."

"Money isn't everything, James. Money reaﬂy isn't everything," she said and looked up
at him.

"T know. But you're the one with a reputation for }Jeing a hard-nosed businessfemme,
after au," he saicl, still teasing.

"Oh shut up, you," she giggled and kissed him.
#H#H#

Gabrielle got into her car and drove off towards home. It had helped a lot to talk to Zig
Zag. That coyote had been very nice as Weﬂ, though he'd been quiet most of the time.
And yet, she ins’cinc’cively found herself checlzing the back seat when she got in, just to

malee sure the ]aa]ooon wasn't there this time too.

Lig Zag had seemed so certain they'cl make it in time. But seven weeks for full
procluc’cion of a movie that could convince her father to give up his attempts to bring her
back under his control? From the first word ]:)eing written to the complete product. It did

not seem possible.

But the s’criped slzunlz hadn't even seemed to doubt the possibility. Gabrieue sighed and
Jcurned a corner. She passed a pa’crol car. For a moment she pondered stopping to tauz to
the police{-urs.



But what was she going to say? "Help, my father tried to abduct me, and now he wants
to kill me? Sorry, the only witness was the dachshund at the Hil’con, but I'm teﬂing you

the truth"? Tt didn't seem like a terribly goocl idea. Without eviclence, she couldn't get
help that way. She shook her head.

The problem, she realized, was that her father was unlilzely to lay off her for those seven
weeks. And if he 12ept pestering her, no amount of dedication and goocl will from Lig Zag
or anyone else for that matter, would make this work out. She had to l)uy her boss more

time. Or at least make sure that there wouldn't be any interruptions.

She grit’cecl her teeth and turned another corner. Time or peace. One or the other.
Either would do the trick. Zig Zag's plan was still good. The more she ’chough’c about it,
the better the plan seemed.

Her mind wandered. Memories were swimming to the fore as the city lights drifted past,
lazily. In her memories , she was back in Denver. Just fifteen years old.

Her mother was sitting in the red room. Her father was s’canding Ly the ﬁreplace. She'd
been summonecl from her room. The memory took over. She could even smell the scent

of ]ourning wood from the fireplace again.
"I need to talk to you, Ga]oriene," Theodore said, his voice souncling rather distant.
"What have I done this time?" she answered.

"Nothing, for once. I need to talk to you about your future. About what your mother
and | expect of you," Theodore said, calmly.

"My future? I'd like to act. I'm thinlzing about talzing acting lessons..." she'd started
saying.

Her mother had held up a paw and stoppecl her with a sharp look. "No daughter of
mine will ever clisplay herself to the pulolic like common property. You can put that
’chought out of your head instantly, young 1ady.”

"But Mom..."
"Don't call me that. You know how Vulgar it sounds," Roxanne said, irrita]oly.

"MOTHER then...." she'd said.

"Don't argue, Gabrielle. It's time you started talzing lessons in a few things your mother
and I I)elieve you Wiﬂ need for your future life as the Wife of a sui’cable husband. Nee(ﬂess



to say, we cannot condone you seeing some of Jciie...irien(is...you seem to have ma(ie,
anymore. You're fifteen years old. You need to start acting responsii)iy and in the best
interest of the famiiy."

Siie'(i been siiociee(i. Hurt. Stunne(i. Her father continued (ironing on about her
responsii)iii’cies. Siie hadn't heard most of it.

Finaiiy, he'd sent her back to her room. A little ia’cer, Watson had i)rougii’c her a cup of
hot cocoa with marshmallows. He'd taken his jacizet off and sat down on the bed next to
iler, putting a paw on her shoulder.

"Your father knows what is ioest, Miia(iy. You mustn't juclge him so ilarsiiiy," the
dachshund had said, quietiy.

"T hate him. Wiiy can't I live my life? Wiiy do I have to stop seeing my irien(is? Wiiy
can't I be me??" Siie'(i asize(i.

"Because of (iuty, Miia(iy. Some’cimes...(iu’cy is greater than a singie life. Responsi]aiiity

is ]oigger than you or me."

"T don't care. I want to live. I won't let him stop me."

The dachshund had sigileci. He'd looked so very sad. Tt was the oniy time in her life

she'd seen him show any real emotion.

"Please don't do what you're tiiinizing ai)ou’c, Miia(iy. [t won't work. I don't want to see
you hurt. Your father is just that. Your father. That makes him rigii’c. Aiways a the butler
had said. Then he got up and left.

Siie'(i cried iierseii to sieep that nigiit. Liize so many nigii’cs before and so many nigii’cs
after.

The memory faded and she blinked to clear her mind of it. Watson had seemed so nice
then. She'd iorgotten that memory. Now she understood wiiy he'd looked so sad. He
knew he might one ciay be ordered to come after her. He'd known aireaciy then. And he'd

done it.

"You old iooi, Watson," she muttered and turned the last corner. "Loyai’cy,
responsibility, (iu’cy...tiia’c was reaiiy all that mattered to you in the end wasn't it?"

She pariee(i her car and got out, sigiiing. She couldn't iorgive Watson. But it was hard
to remember him as the butler who'd i)rougiit her hot cocoa to make the pain go down

easier, and then rememi)ering him sitting on her coucii, pointing a gun at her. She



gri’cted her teeth and looked up at the moon. It was late. The slzy was dark. Slowly her
lips parted in a sneer.

"You've tried ruining my life for the last time, Dad ! she hissed. "Never again. Never, do
you hear me? You won't get away with this. Not with me, not with Timothy. Not with

anyone in the family.”

She turned sharply and headed inside. Suddenly, everything was so clear to her. There
was only one thing that would stop her fa’cher, and she knew what it was.

Lig Zag had been right all along.
HHH#

Sergeant Miranda Spermophﬂus turned off her television set. She looked over her
shoulder towards the kitchen and smiled. Her husband had dozed O££, sprawled across the

kitchen table. Paperworlz was sprea(l everywhere. Miranda got up and headed over to the
’cable, gen’cly nuclging her husband a little.

"Hey, Peter, you're asleep."
"N h h ' " m .o N "
uh uh...' m not,” came a mutter 'm jus ressin meyes.

She giggled a little. "Come on, let's get you to l)ed, sleepyheacl. W}ly did you l)ring work
back home anyway?" she asleecl, gen’cly.

Peter opened one eye and smacked his 1ips. "Gotta get this done over the weelzend,

sweetie. But | don't want to spend every minute on it. There'd be no time for you."
"What is it anyway?" she asked him.

"Your case, ac’cuauy," he mumbled and rubbed his eyes to wake up a little. "The Ry(ler-
case. It makes no sense. The butler did it? It's bad comedy. Cliché to the nth clegree."

"I know. And then he got killed after someone paid half a million to get him out of jail.

It stinks a mile away of cover-up. But I have no evidence. All we know is that Engeﬂ)er’c
Watson is dead. Whoever did that is a pro£essional. The forensic furs didn't find a single

shred of evidence in that room."

"There's always evidence, Miranda. You might not know where it is, or what it is. Could
be staring you in the face. What did that Ryder-bronco tell you anyway? I didn't get that

far in my reading."



Miranda shrugged. "She said she's completely convinced her father is behind this.
Watson had said as much. But we only had his word for it, and he isn't ’caﬂzing anymore.
Then there's her, of course. But...Peter...I hate to say this, we can't pin one of the most
influential businessfurs in Denver up on 12i(1napping his own daughter on her word alone.

Any lawyer who isn't brain-dead would be able to convince a jury that she's uns’cable...just
look at what she does for a living?"

"But you believe her, don't you?" Peter said. He was waleing up more completely now.

He sat upright and smiled slightly.

Miranda nodded. "I do. I believe every word she said. She could've had everything most
furs dream o£, Peter. Money enough to buy half of the city of Denver...if not all of it. A
completely secure life where she'd never have to lift a finger except to call for a servant.
And all she wants is her freedom. It makes alosolu’cely no sense for her to live a life where
she 1iteraﬂy has to get Ly on her good looks and the lecherousness of whatever furs would
Luy her movies when the alternative is the life her father is ogering her."

"Except it sounds like a life devoid of love," Peter said and put a paw on Miranda's hip,
1eaning his head against her stomach.

"That's what I'm thinlzing too. Y'lznow, hon...I'd reaﬂy like to help her. T hate to sit here
and feel le) helpless. I know her father is behind this and I want to nail him to the wall
for it. And all T need is one sfiver of evidence to connect him to this."

Peter nodded a little. "You're prolaa]oly not going to find it. But if you want to help her,
['m sure you'H find a way. Have you considered aslzing her if there's anything she feels

you can do?"

"Yeah, [ have. But the pro]olem is, the investigation is officiaﬂy still going on. She's a
material witness...she's the victim in fact, of a 12iclnapping attempt. If1 get myseH

involved in this on a private level...it's going to look like I've lost my o]ojectivity," Miranda

Sighed and shook her head. "Tt'd take half a second for Captain Archibald to replace me
on the case, and I'd be out of the loop. You know I can't help her if I don't know what's

going on."
"T know. Weu...perhaps a good night’s sleep will help you see ’chings clearer?"

"[ can't sleep yet. You go ahead, hon. I'll join you soon."

Peter looked clejectecl. "I'd be asleep alreacly."



"Well, if you can't stay awake an hour or three, waiting for your Wi£e, while your

incredihly soft piuow tries to lure you to sleep, you don't deserve to get any,” she teased.

Peter mumbled some’ching about the cruelty of femmes and headed off to Led, tail
hanging low.

Miranda giggled. She knew he was only lzidding. He had looked posi’cively exhausted,
and he needed his sleep. She turned and headed to the ﬁidge. She opened it and took out

a couple of oranges and put them in the juicer, pressing them.

Then she headed back to the couch. Sitting down and sipping her juice, she tried to
think of what it was she might’ve missed. The poison used to kill Watson had been
arsenic. A rather 1arge doze of it in fact. It had been ingested, so the food had been
poisoned. The kitchen staff at the hotel had been checked thoroughly and the kitchen
was clean as well. Whomever had put the poison into the food would've had to do so while

it in transit to Watson's room.

But there was no way to do that. The pla’ce had been put in the small kitchen lift and
sent up to the upper floors. Miranda had checked that elevator herself. It was so small
not even a five year old field-mouse would fit into it without ]orealzing several bones in the

process. There was only room for food. Pla’ces...glasses...

She sighed. The glasses had been checked too. Bven the cu’clery had been checked.
Arsenic was a metal-salt after all. But nothing. The poison had been in the ][ooaz. Ina
doze per£ect1y suited for lziuing a grown dachshund with a good health. It was as if the
killer had intimate lznowledge of Watson. Which also corroborated her theory that
Gabrielle was right and that her father was behind it. If he wanted to shut up a po’cential
leak before it sprang, it made sense to have Watson killed off.

"THINK Miranda. There's a fiﬂy out there in a lot of trouble and if you don't get this
right she might very well lose her freedom. For crying out 1ouc1, the thirteenth
amendment is still in force!! How dare he,” she told herself and sipped her juice again.

Crossing her legs on the ’cal)le, she rubbed the ]:)riclge of her nose and sighed again.
"Nothing could've gotten into that elevator. It had to go up five stories to get to Watson's
floor. There, a chambermaid took it and brought it to him. He ate. He died. The maid
was so shocked when she learned that she had to be taken to a shrink. She's been
checked. Tt wasn't her. No residue on her fur. She's not a suspect. The chefs couldn't
have done this. They'd risk spreading the poison to every meal Jchey were coolzing. They've

been checked too. No residue on them either. How can someone administer a poison in



an elevator too small to fit into? Think Miranda. Think! Find the killer and you find the
one who ordered the dachshunds death."

She Shoolz her head and turned on the television again. An old Tarzan-movie was
playing. ]ohnny Weisspelz was swinging through the jungle.

"King O£ the apes...why not?” Miranda mumbled and 1eaned baclz.

Sucldenly, realization hit Miranda Spermophﬂus between the eyes.

"Good grief. He didn't..." she muttered and got up, forgetting movie and orange juice as

she went to the computer ancl sat clown.

#H#H#

[t was getting late. Very late in fact. Not late enough for the music to have stopped
playing yet, but deﬁni’cely late enough for Jean to feel very tired.

Esteban had somehow managed to get her on the floor for just a single dance. It was
more than she'd danced for several years. She always felt embarrassed on a dance floor.
Felt like everyone was staring. Tonight, she knew everyone had been staring and it didn't
matter. They'cl been staring for the right reasons.

Besicles, Esteban had turned out to be a remarkable dancer. He reaﬂy had rhythm in
his soul. She realized she'd have danced with him even if he hadn't. Tt felt nice.

Now, they were sitting at the table. Taﬂeing about little nothings and the weather. It
didn't matter what they were tallzing alaout, Jean thought. She liked hearing Esteban's

voice.

Esteban was 1e’cting his mouth run. He felt elated. The couple at the table next to
them, a pair of cats in their sixties, were smiling. Qccasionaﬂy t}ley nodded or winked in
their direction. He almost felt bad for having such a good time, 12nowing that Gabrielle
was at home in the apartment, upset. But Jean had said Jchey should go...and it had been
a fantastic date. Just the two of them...alone, in a crowd. They could've been standing on
Times Square at the stroke of midnight on New Years Eve, and he'd still have felt they
were completely alone. For a moment, he wondered ley he'd fallen so comple’cely for the

vixen in fron’c of him.

He'd put it down to a case of instant chemistry. He didn't want to think about the
'w}ly's' and the how's'.



He cleared his throat. "You're loolzeeng tired, Jean. Let me take you back home?"

She nodded. "We probably should go. We'll need to get a cab. My legs reaﬂy can't take

any more Jconigh’c."
"I'm sorree. | deedn't mean to make you uncomfor’cable," he said, loolzing hones’cly sad.

"I wouldn't have danced with you if T didn't want to, Esteban. They’re my 1egs...and it's
my pain and 'l deal with it."

"You know...I deedn't even noteece you 1eempeeng out there."

"Limps can be suppressed. At least this one can. But it hurts worse when I try to walk
normaﬂy. | 1imp because it takes means aﬂeviating the pressure for a moment 10nger.
Anyway, the ache is wlly you didn't see me support myself on my right 1eg whenever you
spun me," she explained. Her righ’c leg was by far the one that had been hurt the worst.
The left one was mos’cly sore. But Leing slung into the wall had broken her arm, hurt the
muscles and ligamen’cs in her leg and broken two ribs. All on the right side of her Lody.
She chuckled a little. "You 12now, you were clancing with a cripple. A broken arm and
hurt 1egs."

"I know. I deedn't theenk the arm would be a pro]alem, though. I'm sorree eef the 1eg
gave you a lot of trouble. Eet was reaﬂy thoughtless of me," Esteban saicl, c_[uietly.

"Yea}l, it hurt. But you 12now, the way it made me feel to have you lead made it worth
it. When it stops aching all the time...will you take me out again...to dance?"

Esteban nodded and Wagged his tail. "Si. Sa/sa, chica. The best way to dance."
She giggled and got up. "You're incorrigikle."

"Don't you just love eet?" he asked and got up, immedia’cely reaching out to support

her.
"Yeah...I clo," she muttered and leaned on him as t}ley left the jazz hall behind.

#A#

Gabrieue looked at the telephone. This wasn't a call she Wan’ced to make. Not for a
moment. But she had to and she knew it. She picleecl up the receiver and dialed. The
distance made the line a little scra’cchy. The receiver was piclzecl up on the other end and

a voice introduced the spealzer.



"Hello Father..." Gabrielle saicl, Wearily. "S’cop. Righ’c there. Don't even start. I've got
Something to tell you.”

Theodore fell silent on the other end.

"I'm coming home, Father. For the midsummer soiree, like you want. You win. I give
up. AllT ask is that you give me time to put my affairs in order, and to arrange for Jean

to get another roomie so she won't lose Jche apartment. She can't pay for the rent on her
own. I'll be home the day before the soiree."

"That isn't soon enough. That simply won't do , Gabrielle. You'll need your dress ﬁttecl,
you’H need all sorts of t}lings prepared. You will come home immedia’cely," her father
responcled, ﬂa’cly.

"Take it or leave it! You can have me home the day before the party, or you can send
your baboon to tear me to shreds. You have nothing to lose. I'll send mother my
measurements so she can get the dressmaker started. All that'll need to be done is last
minute changes and that can be done in half an hour or an hour the day [ come home.
I'll be home the day before. Not one day sooner. [ want to enjoy the last wecks of
freedom I have. You're talzing my life away. The least you owe me for continuing your
precious bloodline is to give me those seven weeks to remember for the rest of my life. It
ends the day I come home," Gabrielle said. She lzep’c her voice neutral. She realized she

was sounding tired.

"There's no need to be SO melodramatic. Your mother 1ives a quite excellent and full
life. There is no reason you can't do the same, Gabrielle."

"I am not mother. Nor is her life full or excellent. It's hollow and filled with material
wealth to make up for all that is missing. But [ will not let you force Timothy into
somet}ling that'll crush him. He's a good kid and I'm not going to have him pay for my

freedom. Besides 1 wouldn't have my freedom anyway. You'd make sure of t}la’c, and we
both know it."

"I'm glad you've finaﬂy come to your senses, Gabrielle. Very well. Seven weeks. I will
send someone to get you," Theodore said. There was a hint of Jcriumph in his voice.

"No you won't. I'm not going to Denver on the 1ap of one of your simpering cronies. |

said I will be home, and I'll be there. You have my Word," Gabrielle responded.

"What word would that be, then?" her father continued, smugly.



"The word of a Bigglesworth-Farthington von Salzl)urg , father. You know I won't break
that oath and shame the family name."

"Excellent. Exce//ent. Very well then. T will see you then."
"One last ’ching, Fa’cher,” Gabrielle sighed.

"What is that? Don't you think you've made enough demands already?" Theodore saicl,

souncling irritated.

"I want to have these seven weeks in peace. If I see one of your henchfurs 1urlzing
about...if I have the faintest feeling that you're not 1et’cing me live my last moments in
freedom in peace...the deal is off and you can have me killed for all T care."

There was a 1ong moment of silence from the other end.

"Very Well. You'll have your seven Weelzs but if you're trying to find a way to escape so
you won't have to come home..." Theodore said, the threat hanging unspolzen in the air.

"I gave you my Word, Father. The day before midsummer's eve, | will be in Denver," she

saicl.

"

"As it should be. In that case, Gabrieﬂe, [ will see you in seven weeks. Precisely
"Yeah...see you ’chen, Fa’cher," Gabrielle said and hung up.
She turned and looked out at the nigh’c sley once more.

"Never again, dad. Never...ever again," she whispered and crossed her arms over her

]oosom.



