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X7 — I\)ed CrOSS

The Castro was her home ... in fact, it had been her home for over two clecacles, and she
hated the idea of moving away from it. But if it was going to be turned into just another
a regular, up-marlzet area, then she wouldn't want to stay. It was like talzing the soul out

of the place, and franlzly, she could think of other places she'd rather live then.

May]ae Yohni was right. May]oe leaving the United States altogether was the best idea
then. They had friends all over the worlcl, so starting anew in some other country
wouldn't necessarily be all that difficult. She thought back to the holiday, all those years
ago ... when she had first proposecl to Yohni. They had "done Europe" then, but there
were still a lot of European countries she had never visited. Spain for instance. Greece.

NOI’W&y. Ireland.

London wouldn't be a bad place to move to. Especiaﬂy if she wanted to start designing
again. Copen}lagen had appealed greatly to her even then and she and Yohni had visited
their old friends there several times since, and the city had always been frien(ﬂy and
Welcoming. Or may]:)e Paris?

Or may]ae somewhere smaller. Somewhere less ... conspicuous. Where she and Yohni
could just disappear together and grow old and grey ’cogether in peace.

Gabrielle sighed and sipped her coffee. It was early morning. Very early, and Yohni was
still asleep.



The truth of the matter was ... she was reacly to move.

No matter how much she loved the Castro, she was reacly to move on to something
new. When the ballots were all counted, it would be time to look to the £u’cure, and her

future ... well ... there was still a lot to see and experience.

She hadn't told Yohni yet, but even in the extremely unlilzely event that she won, this
Would be her final stint in poli’cics. She Wouldn't run again. Not for a seat on the city

council ... not even fora 1ower office and certain/y not for a higher one.

There was a limit to how long she would spend on poli’cics. Qriginaﬂy, she had done it
for two reasons, reaﬂy. One was to prove to herself that she could do it, and the other was
because the locals in the Castro had asked her to. To her own surprise, a(lmitte(ﬂy. But
she had accepte(l their invitation to run for pul)lic office and she had done so and won l)y
a landslide. That in itself was not surprising. The Castro was the most liberal area in San

Francisco, and that was saying something.

Dawn was l)realzing over the roo{-tops , and Gabrielle wondered how that would look
where she and Yohni decided to move to.

Sunrise didn't look the same everywhere in the WOI’](J., after all.
She looked at the papers in her left paw and shook her head to herself. This was Why

she'd gotten up so early in the morning.
Was she reacly to use these?

She had to make up her mind, whether she wanted to or not. The answer should be
simple. The answer should be yes ... she did want to. Not only for her own salze, but for
the Castro's sake as a whole. To prevent Jason Hartwood ... or more precisely, his wife ...
from changing the area from the world's ]aiggest haven for gay, les]:)ian, bisexual and
transgenclerecl furs into standardized American suburbia.

But wasn't that what democracy was all about? Letting the voters decide what they
wanted?

And more importantly, did she want to be a part of the political game anymore? She
had been under no illusions when she ran the first time. Politics was dirty business, and
she had expectecl to be blasted for her past in Blue Movies , but it hadn't happened. Not
in the Castro. Here, it was more important to the voters to get someone who was "one of

their own'" representing them.



Or so she had thought.

Now she wasn't quite so sure. And over the years she had spent on the council, she had
seen some political Wheeling and dealing that didn't leave her father much to be desired.
That was reaﬂy what offended her the most. She refused to turn into a copy of her sire,
regarcﬂess of the circumstances. Theodore was 1ong dead and burie(l, and he'd stay that

way '

Finishing her cogee, she looked at the papers again. She was too much of a fighter to
simply throw in the towel like that. And besides, if she didn't use this, she was simply
aﬂowing Jason Hartwood to slander her, and he wasn't going to get away with it, as far as

Gabrielle was concerned.
Or at least his wife wasn't going to get away with it.

It was unlilzely to swing enough votes to change the outcome anyway, but at least she'd
go down fighting. That in itself was something. But then ... when the election was lost ...

she would move. Other important reason for that, too.

At ﬁrst, she'd have to endure 1iving amongst the very furs who had rejecte(l her. And
then, as they realized what they had voted in, instead of her ... they would regret it, and
then she'd have to listen to them complaining about it. And she wouldn't be able to
stomach it. Sucldenly, no one would admit to having voted against her.

That kind of hypocrisy was no’ching new. Par‘cicularly in politics.

N odding to herself, she turned around and headed inside to get a fresh cup of coffee
and wake up Yohni. Tomorrow was election-day. The olay after, she and Yohni would

have to sit clown and start figuring out Wllere to move to.

#HAH#

Things were going as well as anyone could expect, but Steve could still look forwards to
months of rehab. There were alrea(ly voices taﬂzing about how this would end his career,
and he was determined not to let that happen. First, the fracture had to heal properly, of
course. And then he could focus on getting back in pealz physical shape.

The thought made him chuckle ... since he was currently liﬂing paw—weights. Fifty five
pounds on each ... and he had no cli££icu1’cy with them. Not too shal)l)y for someone who
had spent weeks in the hospital.



He had already gone through a stomach and back routine, and a couple of his team-
mates were gawlzing at him. He was sitting in the Fargo Greys' gym. He had been sent
home from the hospi’cal only that same morning, and he had pretty much just waited for
the nurses to leave before calling the front ogice, teuing them he needed someone to

come picle him up and take him to the gym.

Once he was done here, he'd go visit Nadia. Just because he was out of the hospital
himself, it didn't mean he wouldn't go and visit her ... every olay, in fact ... without fail.
She was coming along very well as well. There were no complica’cions with the
amputations, and no necrosis in the tissue. That had been the main concern. It would
only be another week before the doctors could start taleing measurements for her new,
prosthetic 1egs. The wonders of modern medicine never ceased to astound Steve, but in
this particular case, it was almost mincl-]joggling. The healing even of stumps where a
limb had been amputa’ced could be accelera’ced, and Nadia would be able to stand on her

new 1egs months earlier than it would have been possil)le just ten or fifteen years carlier.

At ﬁrst, she'd be waﬂzing with crutches, but he knew his girlfrien(l, and he knew how

tough she was, and she'd be Waﬂzing without them before anyone expected. He was
absolutely sure of that.

One of his team-mates came over and nodded to him. "Hey Steve. Are you sure you
should be worlzing that hard? I mean ... you've still got your 1eg in a cast!"

"iny for another week. The doctors have cleared me for this, don't worry," Steve saicl,
pumping the paw—weights without losing a beat. ”Reacly for tonight's game?"

The fur in front of him nodded. He was a huﬂzing tiger, playing middle linebaclzer, and
Steve knew how hard that particular fur hit. He almost felt sorry for Kalen, lznowing
what was coming his way. The Greys were a better team than the Jaguars, and he felt
confident that his team-mates would notch up a W. Kalen might be the hottest young
quar’cer]:)acle in the NFL at the moment, but as long as his team's defence couldn't stop
the furs of a geria’cric-ward on their way to the pastry-tal:)le, they'd still be in Lig trouble.

And the Greys playecl hghts-out defence. Tt was part of the team philosophy.

"You know I'm still going to do my best to put your friend under the ’curf, righ’c?" the
tiger aslee(l, smiling croolze(ﬂy and hoolzing his thumbs in his belt.

Steve chuckled. "He'd prol)a]aly be pissed enoug}l to tell you off himself if you didn't
give it your absolute best. Stiﬂ, I appreciate his gesture."



"We all do. And I'll make sure to tell him tha’c," the tiger said. "Want me to spot you?"
he asked and gesture towards a Weight 1i£ting bench.

"Can't. I need to be able to support myseH with both legs to do that," Steve said, "But
thanks for the offer."

He put down the weights and got up, grabbing his crutch on the way to support himself.
The tiger took the paw—weights and put them on the rack.

"Damned I can't wait for this cast to come off and my rehab to Legin for real. And 1
can't wait to get back on the field with the rest of you guys," Steve muttered.

"Not until the og—season, Steve ... not until the off—season," the tiger chuckled and
pattecl the wolf's shoulder.

Steve nodded. He'd go take a shower Which took twice as 1ong as normal since he

had to be careful about the cast ... and then he'd head to the hospital.
HHH#

Vishalya hadn't seen her father for several clays. He was out of town on business y and
she was getting anxious for him to come home. With Yashvir in charge of the household,
things were rapi(ﬂy Lecoming unbearalole, and she was certain her brother was up to
something. Her mother seemed to agree, but she seemed dread£uﬂy torn. On one side,
she was 1oya1 to her hushand and consequently to his decisions, which included giving
Yashvir increased influence ... but on the other, she was clearly uncomfortable with how
he was treating his sister.

By now, Vishalya was practicaﬂy ready to move out, except she knew her father would
disapprove greatly, and Yashvir would simply forbid it.

And while she was perfectly wiHing to disregard her brother's ban, he could ... and no
doubt would ... make life almost impossi]ale for her if she chose to clefy him.

And she didn't even 12now Who she could trust around the household anymore. Who

were on her side and who were on Yashvir's ... it was impossi]ole to tell.

She had tried caﬂing Kalen several times, but to her clistress, Yashvir had blocked her

from maleing international calls. Her only way of staying in contact with Kalen for the
moment, would be to either use someone else's p}lone—profile, or to use the antiquatecl
and slow method of senoling letters.



Since she had no access to other phone—profﬂes than her own, she had no choice and
she had sent off a letter the day ]oefore, explaining to Kalen Why she couldn't call and how
desperately she needed his help.

It made her feel strange. She was practicaﬂy playing the part of the princess, waiting for
the lznight on the white stallion to ride in and rescue her.

[t was not a role she liked. She was much too pro-active for that kind of thing , but
Yashvir was cutting off her options one ]:)y one. Short of simply running away, into the
streets ... she didn't know what to do.

There was a knock on her door. She sighed and called out for whoever it was to enter,

and Yashvir appeare(l in the doorway.
"T have goocl news," he said, managing to actuaﬂy sound like he meant it.

"Oh?" Vishalya asked. "You have terminal cancer? There's a fur standing next to you
just loeyoncl the cloorway, holcling a gun to your temple? You insulted an Apsara and
ended up with Arjuna's curse? Please let it be the latter! At least you'cl be in a position to
understand just why [ detest the air you breathe and hate the ground you've walked on!"

She didn't even try to contain her loathing and hatred anymore, and for the briefest of
moments, Yashvir looked shaken. Like he hadn't expected her to be that vitriolic.

"Don't be ridiculous,” he said, regaining his composure and dismissing her anger
casuaﬂy. "T have arrangecl for you to meet your future hushand. I clo, naturaﬂy, expect

you to be on your best behaviour."

Laughing, Vishalya half-turned in her chair. "You expect me to be on my best
behaviour?" she snapped. "l always knew you were conceited, brother ... but I had no idea
you were simply stupic]."

Yashvir's eyes narrowed. "Father has approved this weclding . Would you go against his

wishes and I)anlzrupt your own parents?"
"Watch me!"

"Vishalya ... contrary to what you ]oelieve, [ am not stupicl. Trust me, if you do not do
as [ say, | will make your life difficult in ways you can't even Begin to imagine. Starting,
of course, with moving you somewhere else under guard. I don't personaﬂy care how
much you protest. You will do as you are tol(l, one way or the other. The easiest thing for
yourself would be to simply accept this and make the best of it. Your future husband



comes from a good £amily. He is heir to a fortune several times the size of any’ching our
family ever possessed, and he can lavish you with all the luxuries of life ... in fact, [ am
disappointed in your absolute lack of gratitucle! [ am setting you up with a life most

femmes can only dream about or watch in movies!"

"T didn't know you were a fan of the prison-genre, brother. Now unless you've got
anything to a(lcl, I'd be grateful if you'd vacate my rooms," Vishalya sneered, narrowing
her eyes.

Yashvir smiled the evilest little smile she could remember ever seeing even on his face.
"Your rooms? Sister ... since when have you owned anything? This is father's house, and

he has left me in charge."
Then he turned arouncl an(l 1e{‘t.

Just in time ... as a potted plan’c shattered against the wall where his head had been

moments ]Je£ore.

#HAH#

Este]aan shufﬂe(l (J,OWIl the hauway to W}lere Naclia's room was. He 1’18,(1 paclze(l hlS ]DagS

and he was ready to go stay at Steve's apartment when the wolf turned up later. His son
would no doubt need a paw with a few ’chings. Running errands and suchlilze, and
Esteban was just happy to be able to help.

He was starting to feel a little better at last. He didn't feel dazed. He could think
Straight again.

He also 12new this had affected him permanently. Zig Zag had called almost daily. She
clearly felt ’cerribly guilty, but Esteban wasn't quite sure what for. Stiﬂ, he appreciated her

caﬂs to malze sure 11e was olzay.

Chatles called every morning, too, and Frances called every evening. Gabrielle had
called several times, (lespite being caught up in the election campaign of her life. Kalen
had called twice olaily ... and come to the hospi’cal as often as he possi]aly could, too.

Everyone seemed to worry about him.

About him.

But he hadn't lost his 1egs. He didn't have any broken ribs, and he hadn't been involved
in a car crash where a fur had been killed.



He turnecl a corner an(l bumped into Leo Leon and a nurse.

And immecliately, he ]oegan apologizing. His knees trembled. His paws shook. He
hadn't been involved ... he hadn't ...

He hadn't even been at home! His son could've been killed. His future claughter—in—law

had been maimed ... and he hadn't even been at home! And everyone was worrying about
him.

It didn't make any sense.
Leo gra]:)]oed a hold of his friend and immedia’cely guided the maned wolf into a chair.

Esteban })arely seemed to notice. Nor did he seem to register it when Leo looked
sidelong at the nurse and asked her to ]oring something for Bsteban to relax on.

It wasn't until then that the maned WOH saw his feet and noticed he'd £orgotten to put
his shoes on before crossing the street from the hotel.

And socks.
He sighecl and hid his face in his paws, his shoulders shaleing as he lost control again.

Why did everyone worry about him?
#H#H#

Gabrielle opene(l the door from her (lressing room. Guy and Chris were waiting for her
and the equine couldn't help but feel it was all just s/iglzt/y ridiculous. She was due for her
last debate with Jason Hartwoocl, and the whole thing had been blown completely out of
proportion ]ay now. This was a debate over a single seat on a city council. And sure ... she
realized that San Francisco was a major city, and that more furs lived there than in some
small countries around the world, but this had been blown up until it was almost akin to
a national event. Most of the state of California had read about this loy now, and all
because of those stupi(l eight million dollars.

No ... not stupid.

She'd l)een al)le to see two truly great furs malee their dreams come true Lecause of it.
That money had done a world of good. But it sure had come back to haunt her.

And that was something she intended to address out there. This was not about eight
million dollars. This was about bringing back her past to haunt her. Things she had no



control over at the time. And as she sat there in her (iressing room, musing over the fact
that there even was a (iressing room for someone taieing part in sometiiing as simpie as a
poiiticai debate over a simpie council-seat in San Francisco, she had realized that if it
hadn't been the money, it would simpiy have been sometliing else.

The money in question had mereiy been eigiit million convenient excuses for her
opponents, but if there had been no eigiit miiiion, tiiey'd still have attacked her on her

iatiler's criminal record ...

Her past in blue movies was a non-issue in the Castro, and the Har’cwooci-campaign had
wiseiy staye(i off that. Many furs were ill ciisposeci towards pornograpiiy for one reason or
anotiler, and that was true in the Castro as well, but attacieing anyone for their sexuaiity
in the iarges’c LGBT-district in the world was the poiiticai equivaient of ramming one's
head down the barrel of one of the main batteries of the USS Ohio and siiouting "clear

n
your guns .

Chris nodded to her. She could see on his face that he too knew this was mereiy
sometiiing that had to be done. Guy looked a bit more optimistic, but she knew ... as did
everyone worizing for her ... that the game was lost. Even with the information she would

disclose tonigiit, she stood almost no chance of catciiing the six point lead that Jason
Hartwood had on her.

By now, iiowever, she was at peace with it.

"Rea(iy?" Chris asked.
Gabrielle nodded. "As rea(iy as I'm ever going to be."

Guy smiled and held her papers out for her to take. "TI'd like to say " he ]oegan, then
faltered.

Taizing the offered paperworiz, Gabrielle i)rieﬂy skimmed them to let Guy gatiler up his
tiiougiits , before iooizing at him and nodciing. "Yes?"

"Everyone at the office ... we'd all like to say we think you've been amazing, Mrs. Ry(ier.
Most other poiiticians would've gotten nasty if tiiey had to take what you've taken. But
not you. You haven't let them bait you. You've izep’c your (iigni’cy, and regar(iiess of the

outcome of all this ... we all think more politicians need to be like you."

Gabrielle smiled and reached out, giving Guy a iigiit iiug. "Thank you. But I doubt we'll

ever see a presi(ient or even a governor again, who wins i‘)y i)eing decent and ups’can(iing,"

she said.



Guy huggecl her back. "Doesn't mean I can't hope for it," he mumbled.

He loolzed (J.own and let go, anol Gabrieﬂe reached out and gave Chris a hug as weH,
thanlzing him for his help.

Then she headed down the haﬂway towards the stage.
HH#H#

[t was evening. The ﬂoodlights had just come on, and the second quarter was unclerway.
And ]aclzsonviue was getting a thrashing.

Kalen had thrown a touchdown to Joe early in the game, but that didn't help much
when the opponents had since scored four, and a field goal ... and there was still five
minutes left on the clock before halftime. And the Fargo Greys were playing like
demons. The ]aclzsonviﬂe offensive line looked like Jchey were made of rice-paper and
Kalen had been sacked twice alreacly. The only reason he hadn't been sacked many more
times, was because he'd scrambled for a few yards several times and thrown the ball away

at 1east £our more.

One of those times, he puﬂed an intentional grounding penalty, which annoyed him no
ends. It was second and seven, and Kalen took the snap. [t was a passing play. He was
supposecl to dump it off to a wide receiver running a short slant across the back of the
opponent's line, but that sort of thing only worked if there was a line holding in front of
him in the first place.

He realized almost immediately that it wasn't going to Worlz, and sud(lenly, he had a
face full of linebacker.

There was no time to react. All he could do was go limp like he was supposed to, to
avoid injury, and take the third sack of the game.

He hadn't been this l)acﬂy mauled since a certain game back in Canton, years ago.
The very game that had set him on his course to stardom.
Just before he got shot ...

He was 1aying on his back, still holcling the football clespite the opponent's attempt to
strip it from him, and he was trying to catch his breath. This was going to be one
loooong nigh’c. Jaclzsonviue wasn't a playoff calibre team ... the Greys clefinitely were ...
and he was paying the price for that qualitative difference on every single play.



The linebacker reached down to offer him a paw up and Kalen took it, letting go of the

foot]:)aﬂ so the referee could spot it Where it where Jche next play was supposed to start.
When he got up, the linebacker brushed his shoulders off and nodded respectfuuy.

"We all appreciate this. And we all hope you'u go to a great ball club next year," he said
and tugged on an armband Kalen was wearing around his left upper arm. His throwing

arm.

It was White With ared cross on it. The kind of thing a rescue Worlzer might wear in a

disaster area.

Kalen nodded to the tiger and smiled croolzecﬂy. "Thanlzs,” he responclecl and hurried
back to his team-mates in the huddle that was forrning. He had been informed of the
next play alrea(ly through the small receiver in his helmet.

He'd already been informed he had received a forty thousand dollar fine for wearing a

non-regula‘cion item onto the field.

He didn't care. He couldn't afford such a fine. He didn't exactly receive a star—player’s
salary, but his team-mates had said they'(l help him pay it. Joe had arranged it.

Said it was a matter of team spirit and that £ining anyone for honouring an injured

friend was absolute crap anyway.

Those had been his exact Words, in fact. And he had said it before the game ... before

anyone knew what the fine would be.
Kalen would miss his team-mates when the season ended.

"Alright ... listen to me. I'm going to call an audio on the line. They want another slant
and it hasn't worked so far," Kalen said to the players in the huddle. "They're caﬂing for a
four Jchirty-two, but forget that. I don't care how the Greys line up. Listen for my signal!"

Then he clapped his paws and stood upright. His team might lose this game because of
poor defence. But he'd be damned if they lost because of bad offence.

#AH#

Gabrielle sighed and looked down at the papers on the table. She felt strange about
this. On one paw, she should be happy that she had the necessary information in front of
her to finaﬂy answer ]ason Hartwood's accusations, but on the other paw, she couldn't
help but respect the fur, despite their political differences.



He ilonestiy believed that he would be heiping the Castro if he got elected. He cieariy
did feel that property values could and should increase, and that this would benefit those
iiving in the (iistrict, and it was impossiijie to argue against that pureiy based on financial
thinieing. But Gabrielle also knew that the soul of the Castro was the fact that it was a
coiony for gay, lesbian, bisexual and Jcransgenciere(i furs from all over America, and that
in order for the property values to increase, Jason Hartwood would have to attract
investors who would be Wiiiing to set up businesses in the (iis’crict, and who would build
new housing and new ]ouii(iings for businesses to set up offices in. And while these two
things were not mutuaiiy exclusive ... Gabrielle also knew that there was still a (ieepiy
ingraineci homophoi)ia to struggie with in the corporate sector. It wasn't as bad as it had
been twenty years before ... it was bad for business to be seen as openiy ilomopiloi)ic
these ciays ... but behind closed oioors, she knew that many higher level executives
entertained the exact same prejuoiices that had piague(i the world for centuries.

She also knew that a gooci number of them would ilappiiy frequent gay bars themseives,
in iii(iing , Or that some of them had secret same-sex lovers. But ilypocrisy was ilarcﬂy a
modern invention either. It still made her stomach turn though.

But Jason Hartwood's pian was to make the properties that the furs in the Castro lived
in worth more, and speaizing to an individual's wallet had aiways been sound tactics in
any election. And when it came to her, he had been fair and for‘ciqrigilt as well. All he had
done was ask what even she had to admit was a iegitima’ce question about eigilt million
dollars that, for all he iznew, had come from criminal activities. She couldn't (ieny that he
had a rigilt to ask.

Sile didn't even want to.

The trouble was that if she didn't use the information in front of her, her opponent
would win the election. If she did use it, she had one last chance to undo the (iamage
done to her campaign. Just one, and it requireci more than simpiy presenting the facts.
She would have to draw on her acting experience to do this rigilt. Not because she had to
act as such, but because she had to remember how to deliver a line in a far more

convincing way than what most politicians did most of the time.

Jason Hartwood entered. He approacile(i her and she got up and shook paws with him.
A few cameras went off. The local news network was here, as well as most major Internet-
papers in San Francisco. The Castro election had become interesting material the
moment Hartwood had presenteci the AVC-story at the first (ie]:)ate, and it had oniy

grown since.



There had practicaﬂy been daﬂy calls for her to step down from the running since then,
but she had refused to give up. She knew what had happene(l all those years ago in
Denver. She knew what the truth was, but she had needed to find the right way of

presenting it. She had needed to know where Jason Hartwood got his information from.
And now she knew.
What was more important ... he didn't know that she knew.

And she 1znew exactly how to go a]oout this. The media expected her to concede (lefeat.
[t was not uncommon to withdraw late in the race, and they ol)viously expected a

statement from her.
They'cl get one.
Just not the one they expected.
"Ladies and Gentlefurs," the debate-leader said and ‘capped the microphone. "

Gabrielle approached him and tapped his shoulder. "Excuse me. Before we get started,
['ve got something I'd like to say to the press."

The old canid nodded. He looked slightly sad. He clearly expectecl her to withdraw too,
and from the look in his eyes, Gabrielle figure(l he at least was one of her voters.

"Mrs. Ryder has a statement she'd like to malze," he said into the microphone and
steppecl aside.

Gabrielle took off her jaclzet and placed it over the back of her chair before heading
back to the microphone. In her paws, she held the information she needed. The same
pieces of paper she had debated with herself if she even wanted to use.

If only brieﬂy, before coming to the conclusion that she couldn't just throw in the

towel.

"Ladies and Gentlefurs," she loegan. "I know what you all expect me to do. I know I am
trailing Mzr. Hartwood Ly six or seven points depending on what poH you look at, and I

12now everyone expects me to concede defeat."

There was a general murmur of agreement and out of the corner of her eyes, Gabrielle
could see Mrs. Hartwood. She was hidden from the press just behind the eclge of the

scene but the look on her face was one of absolutely unrestricted glee.



For a moment, Gabrielle found it hard to restrain her 1oathing for the other femme,
but she got a grip on herself and cleared her throat.

"Well ... I'm sorry to clisappoint so many furs," she ]aegan, only to see the smile grow
wider on Mrs. Hartwood's face.

The old canid looked (lown, next to her.

Gabrieﬂe, on the other paw, looked straight ahead now. "But I have no intention of
giving up. And while that may seem foolish to some of you, [ have to explain Why. You
see, here in my paw, | hold some information that I am prepared to share with all of you.
And then I have a story to tell you. Because as [ am standing here, I am finaﬂy coming
to an unclerstanding of something vital in this whole mess. I finaﬂy understand where a
gross misunderstanding began. A misun(lerstancling that has been allowed to go on for
much, much too 1ong. Not just for the 1ength of this campaign, but for decades."

" reaHy don't think ... " Mrs. Hartwood Began and stepped onto the scene but her
husband simply shook his head towards her. He looked interested, and once again,
Gabrielle couldn't help but think he was a decent fur. Instead of shouting her clown, he

was preparecl to let her make her statement.

She held aloft the papers in her left paw and sighed. "These documents explain to me
how Mr. Hartwood came into possession of the information he used in his attack against
my morals. And as I stand here, I finaﬂy understand w}ly he did so. Because he only has
part of the information. A significant part, yes ... but not all of it."

A few more blitzes went off and Gabrielle lowered her arm. She hated doing this.

Ripping open old wounds like this hurt ’cerri]oly and it was giving her father more
attention than she felt he deserved. But there was no way around it.

"My father was a criminal scuml)ag. He was a degenera’ce, evil fur who made a 1iving on
the backs of others. Who watched his bank account grow fatter and fatter on the
sugering of orclinary furs. And yes, [ knew what was going on from a fairly early age. But
how would you ... as a teenager ... break free? Trust me, | tried. I tried so hard I nearly
killed myself, and if it hadn't been for my dearest friend who recently passecl away, |
would have succeeded. Why? Because I hated my life. T hated that I had no freedom.
That I couldn't see the furs I wanted to see. Date the furs I wanted to date. Do the things
[ wanted to do. Most of all, T hated what my father stood for. How he made it plainly
obvious that the only thing [ was useful for was Lreea[ing , and how he expected me to get
married to some fur of his choosing who would then become the heir apparent to his



criminal empire. From that moment on, my value 1ay not in who I was ... but in the

numl)er O£ sons I could produce."

There was a surprisecl murmur from the crowd. Gabrielle couldn't contain the bitterness
in her voice and she didn't even try to. This was deeply private stuff but she had little
choice but to bare her soul. Then the voters would have a clear picture of who to vote for
at least.

"Is there a point to this?" Mrs. Hartwood said. Her tone of voice was so snooty
Gabrielle nearly turned around and snapped a retort. But she restrained herself and
instead she lzept looleing at the furs in front of her.

"When I moved away from home, my father believed I would start an education, so that
I would be a more useful trop}ly wife for my future husband. When he learned that I had
dropped out of college after three days, and then lzept it hidden for him for a whole year,
he nearly had an apoplec’cic seizure. He ]aegan demanding that I return home
immediately. [ refused. T had a jol) at something as un—glamorous as a condom factory at
the time, and while I detested the Worlz, it Lrought me a paycheclz every month. And I
had some measure of freedom, while I tried to help a friend who was undergoing the early
stages of pre-SRS counseling. As many furs here in the Castro know ... thatis a
desperate time for any fur. She had no one to lean on but me, and if I had left her, she'd
prol)al)ly not have survived. So I stayecl, against my father's wishes. And I got a new jo]o
at 77 Studios as you all know. I don't hide it, nor am I in the least bit ashamed of it. I
worked for a wonderful boss with great coﬂeagues and franlzly, [ got to do something we
all like to (Jo, and | got to do it for a hving, and 1egaﬂy too. Most importantly of aﬂ, I
met my wife at Z7Z Studios. But before I got married, my father tried to abduct me ... "

That whole sordid story was something she felt awful Bringing up again but it hadn't
been mentioned I)y Jason Hartwoocl, and she finaﬂy understood w}ly.

He hadn't 1enown that particular piece o£ the tale.

[t was ancient his‘cory ]oy now, and Gabrielle didn't ]oring it up unless she had to.
Remem]oering how close her father had come to succeeding made her sick to her
stomach. And because she hadn't Lrought it up, the reporters had been all over the
information he had given them, and ’c}ley had simply gone with it.

The abduction-case ha(l, after aH, gone before. It was over with l)y the time she went
home to confront her parents all those years ago. Unless the reporters either knew about
it or (leli]:)erately looked for it, they wouldn't have found it.



She hadn't wanted it puHicized. She had sirnply wanted to go back to 1iving. All the
newspapers had said was that there had been a 1zidnapping attempt against her, but ...

Hanging her heaol, Gabrielle closed her eyes. How could she have been so stupia[?

Miranda Spermopnilus had proved her father's connection to ArseNicle, a Senegalese
poisoner, but her methods had been such that there was no way of talzing that evidence to
court. Consequently, it hadn't made it into the newspapers. Her father had never been
pul)/ic/y tied to the abduction attempt against her. She had simply grown so used to
everyone she 1enew, lenowing the truth that she had forgotten that others might not

IQIIOW.

"He tried to abduct me, to ]Jring me home for an arranged marriage to a fur named
Jonathan Smy’cne—Rogers. If the distinguisned members of the press go to their sources,
they will find that I was indeed the victim of an a’ctempted abduction not long before all
this happened. And ’chey'u also learn that ]onathan Smythe-Rogers was one of the furs
who now serve sentences of eighty years or more in prison for their role in my father's
drug—rela’ced crimes. He was the intended heir to my father's crime syndicate. That said
... I understand wny Mzr. Hartwood failed to ]Jring this to hght. Because the information
he had ... he had from his wife. And what good husband doesn't trust his wife?
Na’curauy, someone as upstanding as Mr. Hartwood would do so. After aﬂ, his wife had
never given him reason not to " Gabrielle explainecl, without giving more than a cursory
glance to the paper. She knew everything it said l)y hear‘c, and she held it mainly because
it was an important prop. If she simply said these things, it wouldn't have the same
impact as if she had it in black and white.

The furs from the press were ’calzing down notes, but clearly expec’cecl her to get to some
kind of point about it aH, and Gabrielle wasn't going to leeep them waiting much 1onger.
Drawing herself up to her full height, she cleared her throat and continued.

"So here's the gist of this story: the most important of my father's accountant, the fur
who li’cerauy knew how to tie toge’cher all the different subdivisions of my father's empire,
serves a sentence of fifty years in the same prison as the aforementioned Mr. Smythe-
Rogers ... and according to these papers, that accountant just happens to be the brother
of Mrs. Hartwood's mother. Mrs. Hartwood's mother took her husband's last name when
they marrie(l, and Mrs. Hartwood in turn, ol)viously, took her husband's name when tlzey
married. But there is it is. Mrs. Hartwood had the information from one of my father's
accountants, a fur who has every possi]ole reason to hate me for helping ]oring his clays in
crime to an encl, and consequently, she only had a fraction of the story."



The gasp that went tiirougil the crowd was enougii to make Gabrielle stop taiizing. She
had to wait for everyone to calm (iown, inciu(iing Mus. Hartwood who was protesting in a
iouci, shrill voice until her hushand manage(i to get her to stay quiet. [t wasn't easy, but
he seemed to be iis’cening to what she had to say and Gabrielle was grateiui for his tact.
Not many politicians showed enougil common courtesy towards their poiiticai opponents
to let them finish taiieing if what that opponent had to say was this (iamaging.

"[ am not accusing Mr. and Mrs. Hartwood of anytiiing untowar(i," Gabrielle iinaiiy
said. "In iact, I sincereiy believe ’ciiey both used the information tiiey had with the most
honest of intentions. However, what struck me moments before I i)egan expiaining this
whole tiiing , was that my father's accountant, a fur named Frank ]osepii Der]gy, had no
idea Wi'ly my father gave me a iarge sum of money. All he knew was that it had iiappene(i
and that siiortiy tiiereai—ter, my father's crime synciicate ]oegan to unravel (irama’cicaiiy,
and that [ piayeci a part in that happening. To him, it must have looked as if my father
gave me the money to saie—izeep it ... in which case, my using it to fund a pornograpiiic
movie would be very strange ... or simpiy to avoid it i)eing lost if the FBI should come
down on him like it appeare(i tiiey migiit at the time, or even worse, to ]auy my silence.
That would have been the iogicai conclusion and since Mr. Deri)y was never privy to
private details about my father's iamiiy iiie, he would iiones’ciy have had no way of
ienowing ciiiierentiy unless my father told him. And I can guarantee you all ... my father
didn't tell him the trutii," Gabrielle went on. She took a while to let the impact of what
she said sink in. The crowd was Cieariy agitate(i i)y what she was teiiing ’ciiem, and she was
quite iiappy to let them discuss between themselves what this all meant.

Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Jason Hartwood gentiy restraining his wife.
The femme looked like she could've torn Gabrielle to pieces if her husband hadn't izept

an arm aroun(i 1161‘.

Stiii, the bronco wasn't done and she took a (ieep i)rea’cii, and waited for a moment of
silence before she went on. "And here is Wily he didn't! He (ii(in"c, because he was too
embarrassed ]:)y what had iiappene(i to admit it to anyone. But | have ii‘ceraiiy a dozen
witnesses to what ilappene(i that (iay. Inciu(iing furs of in(iisputaioie moral integrity, like a
former air force coionei, and my tiien—empioyer Lig Zag, now a higiiiy respecte(i, award

winning movie prociucer," she sai(i, matter—of—iactiy.

"What did iiappen?" Jason Hartwood asked. His voice did not ]:)etray his emotions, if he

felt anytiiing in particuiar. But his interest was mirrored ijy almost everyone in the room.

"T blackmailed my own father," Gabrielle said and looked towards him. "I told him that

unless he gave me a iarge sum of money, | would make sure that his whole rotten regime



came Crashing down. I'd send a Vicleo—tape Lig Zag had pro&uced to his business
associates, to his contacts on Wall Street, to the cops ... to everyone who could benefit
from lznowing . It was a movie Zig Zag made at ZZ Studios which was never released to

the public. It was made solely with the purpose of malzing him back off of me."

"That's easy for you to say. A movie that was never made publicly available ... p/ease!"
Mzrs. Hartwood sneered. "Such a thing surely doesn't exist. Nor did it ever!"

"On the contrary," Gabrielle said, sighing again. "T have a copy at home, and I am
preparecl to let the members of the press see it for themselves if Jchey are interested. It
should be very, very easy to ascertain when it was made. As | recaﬂ, the raw footage still
exists, and the recor(ling date can be seen down in the left—paw side corner when it plays,
should anyone wish to in(lulge."

Jason Hartwood nodded slowly, while the audience 1aug11e(1, before gesturing for
Gabrielle to continue. She smiled politely and looked back to the crowd.

"T didn't use the money for myself," she said. "I didn't want a cent of it. I knew where
that money had come from. But with it, | allowed two furs to achieve their dreams. Two
very good, decent furs who deserved every bit of it. I enabled Zig Zag to make the movie
that finaﬂy allowed her to stick it to the Houywood producers who had originaﬂy turned
her away because of her stripes, and I enabled my friend, Jean LeBrun ... later Jean
Lopez ... to undergo SRS. The money was clean. I have the FBI's word for that right
here, on this piece of paper. That was why ’clley did not confiscate it. But the money used
to set up the businesses where it came from may not have been. That I don't 12now, nor
can I ever. But what should I have done with it? Stood on the street-corners of Denver
and offered it to passerl)y junlzies in the vain hope that somehow I was giving them back
their money and that they wouldn't go out and spend it on more clope? Ins’ceacl, [ tried to
help two friends who deserved it, and T did it l)y hurting my father. He lost nearly eig}lt
million dollars because of me that clay. This is the truth. The whole, rotten truth. I will
gla(ﬂy supply the press with the names of the witnesses | mentioned, so that Jchey may
contact those who are still alive Jcoday to ascertain that I've just told you the truth. T will
also glacuy help anyone dig up the files on my a’ctempted abduction and I can refer you to
the excellent police—officer who worked on that case, Captain Miranda Spermophilus,
whom I am fortunate to still call my friend to this day. Thank you for your attention.
And thank you to Mr. Hartwood for aﬂowing me to shed the necessary hgh’c on this

sordid affair. Now all we can do is let the voters decide who Jcliey wish to represent them
at City Hall. Thank you."



Siie steppeci i)acie. Jason Har’cwood approacile(i 1’161‘ an(i noolcieci to iier. There was a
measure of real sympa’chy in his eyes, she note(i, as he took the micropilone.

"Thank you, Mrs. Ry(ier, for that excellent and comprehensive explanation. It appears
that the information I had available to me was, in(ieed, incomplete. Our poiiticai
differences notwitilstan(iing 1 wish to extend my thanks to you for this remarizai)iy clean
and decent campaign so far. I still oi;vviousiy believe that I have sometiling significant to
offer the constituents of this district and I believe that in the end, poiitics will decide who
wins this election. But I do believe that once the decision has been made and the ballots
coun’ced, we can both look each other in the eyes without shame or regret. Thank you."

Gabrielle took a (ieep breath and took Jason Hartwood's paw as he offered it.

There was nothing more she could do now. It was all up to the voters from this point

on.



