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The Purple Pelican should have been a dark, smoky kind of joint, but in Florida you aren’t allowed to smoke in restaurants any more, so it’s just dark.  The band is smoking, though, at least metaphorically; between the thrum of the bass and the bright noise of the trumpets, normal conversation is impossible at distances over two feet.  From a corner booth in the back, however, the noise is muted and the well-dressed couple has their heads together in serious discussion.

A red-headed waitress with a smile plastered across her face makes her way to the corner booth.  “Hi, my name is Cindy and I’ll be taking care of y’all tonight!  What can I get y’all to start off with?” 

The woman has seen this scene before and hides a smile behind a slim, brown hand as the man fixes the girl with cold eyes.  They are, in fact, blue when you look closely, but there’s such a bitter, steely quality to them that the casual observer would call them gray.  
“Right now,” he says, “the perkiness is at a ten.  We need it about a four.  Thanks.”  He orders a beer.  The woman orders the fruitiest drink she knows as the waitress scribbles furiously on her pad and scurries off.


The icy eyes turn to his companion.  “Whaddya say, sweetheart?”


The woman shifts in her seat, making her black dress adjust itself on her slim frame.  “I just don’t know, Jack.  We could get in a lot of trouble for this.  If something goes wrong.”


“Does that bother you?”


She looks down, playing with the silver bangles on her wrist.  “Maybe,” she says.  


“Della, you’d be better for this than anyone I know.  This project needs your tact, your finesse.  There’s not another reporter in this state who could do it.”

“Could turn a freak show into the X Men, you mean?  That’s what this is about, isn’t it?”


“Don’t be so superficial, Della.  They’re trained circus performers   Will you do it or not?  There’s hardly any risk for you if the show goes south, anyway.”


She plays with the jade pendant at her throat.  “Just promise me that this won’t turn out like the last job I agreed to do for you.”


“You have my word.”

“Then I’ll do it.”


“Good.”  A waitress approaches with their drinks; not the redhead of before, but an older woman whose blonde hair is highlighted to disguise the gray.  She sets down their drinks without a word and saunters off, unruffled.  Jack picks up his beer.  “To success,” he says.  They drink.

Monday morning finds Della greeting the mayor’s secretary, who ushers her in like she’s part of the family.  Mayor Irving is a former basketball player who still looks very athletic, despite a widening bald spot.  He’s still nursing a cup of coffee, so he offers Della the same, but she declines.  She doesn’t plan to be here long enough to drink it, and besides, drinks always get in her way when she’s trying to take notes.  

“A week would not be complete without a harangue from the Daily Bugle,” he says, waving her in.  “How can I reassure my electorate today?  Della, please tell me this isn’t about all the re-zoning around the construction.  I saw that letter y’all ran on Saturday and there’s just nothing I can do about it, you know.”

“It’s not about zoning or construction, Mr. Irving, but if you saw that letter, I expect you saw two of the others we ran Saturday and the fifty or so like them that we’ve run in the last two months.  I mean the ones about the buses, Mr. Irving.  I’ve been on them myself, and the letters don’t exaggerate a bit.  The fact is, sir, the city buses are falling apart as we speak.  Can you tell me, are there any plans in the works to replace or more effectively maintain these buses?  The conditions as they stand are simply not safe.”

“I did see those letters, Della.  And, as you know, our bus fleet gets a pretty heavy workout and there’s only so much that can be done about vandals.  I don’t believe there are any plans for replacements at the moment, but I did bring the matter to Dave Evans, who’s directly in charge of all that, you know.  For that matter, he might be better able to answer your questions.”  


“Has he been out of town?  I haven’t been able to get through to him recently.”


Irving frowns.  “He might have been.  I’ll have a chat with him as soon as I get through some of this re-zoning paperwork.  Wouldn’t want the buses to turn into an issue at election time, would we?”


“No, of course not,” Della says, thanks him, and leaves.  “Funny old bird,” she mutters, smiling to herself.


“I hope you aren’t talking about me,” Jack comes round the corner and falls into step with her.

“No, of course not.  Were you waiting for me?”


“Total coincidence.  I do have a day job,” he adds pointedly.  “But that’s not to say I’m not glad to see you.  So tell me, did our good mayor tell us anything that should change our minds?”


“Of course not.”


“Indeed.  He’s not the one pocketing state funds that should be going into the bus system.  Did I tell you I have it from the horse’s mouth?”


“No.  Real, legal proof?  If you’re the hotshot lawyer, why don’t you take this up in court?”

“Because once I let slip how I found out, I’d be in almost as much trouble myself.  Besides, I don’t know about you, but I’m starting to look forward to this.  Make sure you’ve got some pretense to have your cameraman hanging around the corner of Gulf Street and 5th Avenue when the 103 bus goes by at noon.”


It’s only April, but even a spring morning makes Kevin Webb sweat. “I thought you said it was too close to bother taking the van,” he complains.  

“It is,” Della insists.  “The library’s just down the street.  Aren’t you glad you aren’t lugging a video camera?”


That’s a sure-fire distraction.  “Have you seen some of the video cameras that have come out recently?  Smaller than this thing and half the weight!”  He slaps his camera case fondly.  Della chooses not to remind him that if he did in fact work for Channel 4 News, those are not the cameras he would carry around.  She’s too busy scanning the length of Gulf Street for the 103.  If they actually do go downhill to the ribbon cutting at the new library, Jack will have her head for missing the real event.  She’s about to fake loosing an earring or a contact lens in order to stall Kevin, but just as she’s figuring out the logistics of distracting Kevin while she “looses” the earring, Kevin distracts himself.

“My God, look at that bus!”  The dingy white behemoth labeled “103” lurches down the Gulf Street hill – particularly steep for Florida – toward the corner of 5th Avenue, seemingly without braking.  “It’s got no brakes, get out of the way!” Kevin screams to drivers who can’t hear him.  Pedestrians gape and despite the speed of events, somehow there is still enough time for people to run out of the Gulf Street shops, enticed by the prospect of disaster.

Someone in the crowd sees them first, and suddenly everyone is pointing, looking, or trying to figure out what everyone else is pointing to.  Two masked figures wearing bright colors have thrown themselves off the roof of the SunTrust Bank on the corner – not like suicide, but like flying! – and stretching a net between them in front of the 103.  Three more guide a net at the rear of the bus to keep it from tipping over as it turns the corner.  Gaping mouths gape a little wider, and Kevin isn’t the only one to whip out his camera.  Della muses at the opportunity for a camera phone commercial.  She’s looking for the wires, but they hide in the glare of the sun and the glass windows of the bank.  

Gradually the bus stops and traffic begins to detour around it.  A figure in yellow and blue pauses to wrench open the bus doors, and as the passengers begin to pour out, the mysterious heroes disappear back into the sky.  In the crowd, Jack suddenly appears at Della’s elbow.  “That went well, didn’t it?  I’ve got some people I want you to meet.  Can you take your lunch hour now?  They’re meeting me at a little place on the other side of town.”


“Sure, as long as we don’t take the bus.”


 Jack’s “little place” is a down-at-the-heels Mexican joint tucked into a shopping center with a K-Mart, a Payless Shoes, and a Dollar General.  Della resists the urge to check that the silverware is clean.  “Where are your friends?”

“They’ll be here,” he insists, and sure enough, an athletic group of twenty-somethings joins their table.  “Della, meet our heroes:  Alex, Caylie, Lance, Greg, and Zoë.  They’re with the circus in Sarasota, but they have kindly agreed to lend a hand for a good cause”

“And a good price,” Greg quips.


“Reasonable compensation,” Jack insists. “Della here writes for the Daily Bugle.  She gets to turn our little escapade into political propaganda.  I bet you even have a good headline ready, don’t you, Della?”

“Oh, I’m thinking about something like ‘Mystery Men Block Bus Mishap,’ provided it won’t offend our ‘mystery women.’”  Jack and the acrobats throw around titles while Greg teases Lance, who is apparently involved with Caylie, about the implications of dating a mystery man. But in the end, Della’s original headline is the one that goes to press:

Mystery Men Block Bus Mishap.

tampa – Five unknown persons became local heroes Tuesday after preventing a potential bus accident in downtown Tampa.  
Experts say that continual wear and tear on the bus’s brakes caused a leakage of brake fluid due to the strain of descending the Gulf Street hill carrying a full load of passengers.  
David Evans, head of Tampa Metropolitan Transportation remarked on the unlikelihood of the event. “This is very much a freak occurrence,” he stated Tuesday.  “Our buses are in peak condition – a complete overhaul of the fleet would not be a worthwhile use of taxpayer dollars.”
Mayor Jesse Irving noted that the brakes on other city buses of long service will be gone over carefully by mechanics at the first opportunity.

Meanwhile, citizens are left in suspense about yesterday’s superheroes.  “I don’t believe they really have superpowers,” one onlooker said, “but it sure is a miracle that they stopped that bus without no one getting hurt, and I guess that’s all we can ask for.” 

Jack is inclined to growl when he sees Evans’ response to the stunt.  “Just brilliant,” he says.  “Bastard whines his budget is too short when half the budget he’s given trickles right out of the system like the brake fluid that was leaking out of that bus.”


Della frowns.  “Jack, did you sabotage the bus or bribe the driver yesterday?”

“Now she questions my methods.”  He rolls his eyes.  


“But, Jack, if the timing was off, just by a little bit – it’s not like those kids can really fly.”


“No?  Rest assured, they had more range than you saw.  Now, the next one’s in front of the civic center.  Four o’clock this afternoon.”

“Just be careful, Jack…”


Jack’s team of super acrobats make the front page of the Daily Bugle nine times in the next two weeks, and to Della’s surprise, the only casualty who gets more than a few bruises is the kamikaze squirrel who misjudges the lurch of the 94 bus in front of the hospital.  

At the end of the third week, bright white buses with teal waves painted on the sides begin to appear around town.  “If the hood weren’t a different shape, I’d suspect them of being re-painted,” Jack mutters as he and Della get off the new number 103 on their way to dinner.  

The band at the Purple Pelican is playing slow bluesy tunes when Jack and Della go in and claim their favorite corner booth.  The red-headed waitress approaches them, carefully avoiding eye contact with Jack.  “Hi-my-name’s-Cindy-and-I’ll-be-your-waitress-what-can-I-get-for-you-tonight?” she asks Della in a record four seconds.  Della manages to order drinks for both of them and gives Cindy a ten second get-away time before bursting out laughing into her napkin.  


“The service here just isn’t what it used to be,” Jack adds, a little too loudly.  The older waitress brings the drinks, setting Jack’s Guinness down heavily on the table.

Della shakes her head at him.  “You stage superhero rescues all over town for weeks for the good of the people of Tampa, and then you come here and terrorize innocent waitresses.”


“Anyone that perky should be shot.  That’s as good as a crime in my book.”


“You know, anyone else would have circulated a petition or written to David Evans or something.”


“Hell’s bells, Della!  Even you, a rising star in the reporting world of the Daily Bugle, can’t get a word out of Evans unless he wants to tell you something – in which case, by God it will not have anything to do with what you’re asking!”


“How did you get that confession out of him in the first place, anyway?”


“Same way you’re getting this out of me.  Did you have them spike my drink?”


“You can’t spike it if it’s already alcohol, Jack.  It’s just called a mixed drink.”

“Whatever.”


“You really were sabotaging the buses, too, weren’t you?”


“Not personally.  Evans had his mechanic; I had mine.  They refill the brake fluid instead of fixing the leak; we help the leak along.  They hide engine noises by wrapping the thing in foam; we get rid of the foam.  Then when he doesn’t have enough buses than can drag themselves down the routes, send him a little reminder that he knows where to get the dough to solve his embarrassing little problem.  Or he should know where to get it, considering that he put it there.”

“I still say you’re damn lucky to have gotten away with it all.”


“Oh, stop whining.  Just think of all the things I didn’t talk you into this time.  No bailing me out of jail.  No pretending to be married to me.  No sail boating in a thunderstorm.”

“If it weren’t for all the good work we’re doing for this town, a person might say you’re a bad influence on me.”

“Next thing I know, you’ll be saying that I corrupted those circus kids.”


“Have they gone back to Sarasota yet?”


“Yup, I’d say the job’s done.”


“You know, people around here are going to be pretty disappointed when our local superheroes don’t show up anymore.”


“What, you think we should throw them a party?  Give them medals and keys to the city?  Hold a ceremony and invite the upper crust?  There are enough cynics around here to figure out that it was connected to the buses.  It’s a minor miracle that no one started pointing out the wires instead of the acrobats.”


Della shakes her head.  “Sometimes people prefer to be deceived.”

