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    I.


    


    1959.


    He was four, barefoot, shoeless, wearing only a pair of shorts, and his parents were fighting again. They had forgotten him and were lost in their world of words. He was in the front yard and started walking away.


    He arrived at the corner of his street and a man walked toward him with a large brown dog on a leash. The man was strange and faceless and the boy would not look him in the eye. The dog was large. Larger than most dogs, and all dogs seemed large to the boy. The dog barked and pulled against the man's leash.


    "Stop it!" said the man. "It's okay, kid, he won't bite."


    It didn't matter. The bark was enough. The boy ran and the man said something that was drowned out. The boy went around a corner and hid between a bush and a house. Above him was a window, and he listened to sounds coming from this alien home. They were TV sounds. His parents hadn't bought a TV yet, but he knew the sounds. He'd seen the TVs in stores. The people on TV were gray, colorless, and when they said things he didn't understand there would be sounds of many people, crowd sounds from large groups he couldn't see, laughter. The boy would see people staring into the TV for many hours and wonder what it was they saw in there. Why were the people so tiny inside the screens and why did everyone look at them for so long in silence? Everyone would become still and look in one direction – toward the TV – and the TV was allowed to be noisy and have fun. Eventually the people would turn the TV off and that gave them permission to move and talk again.


    The warbly TV sound came through the window. The boy didn't have to look to know what was going on inside the house. The horror was complete. The boy would never be taken.


    The dog and man had passed. The boy emerged and walked toward the stores at the end of the street. There was a toy store his mother had taken him too. He liked toys. He liked the ones with many moving parts that were completely unnatural. He liked the robots and airplanes and weapons. They were magic.


    When he got to the window he looked in and saw them, the creatures, the mechanicals, waving and dancing on a table. They had a clockwork life. Where did they come from? Was there a land of robots where they lived? Who had captured them and brought them to the toy store? Did they ever try to escape?


    Looking through the glass, he saw a tall, thin robot that walked like a soldier. He saw a spider robot, and a frog robot, a helicopter robot, and a train robot. They looked ordinary. He had seen them all before. Behind them, and much larger, was a new one he'd never seen. It looked like a raccoon with two black spots around its eyes and whiteness around the black, and it was also a robot. Like a man, it stood on two legs. It was smiling, and the boy thought it looked straight at him.


    The boy moved down the sidewalk. The raccoon's eyes followed him. The boy moved back to where he had been. Again, the raccoon looked at him as he moved.


    This was like no toy he had ever seen.


    The boy went inside to get a closer look. It was the first time he'd entered the toy store without his mother and he felt uncomfortable. He touched the robot raccoon on the table. The robot flinched ever so slightly. Then it turned its head and looked straight at the boy.


    "Hi," it said.


    The boy jumped back. He was going to run again, as he had done with the man and the dog, but he told himself to quit being afraid, that he was tough enough to handle a toy.


    "I said hi," it said again. "It's okay, I won't bite. I may look like a raccoon, but I'm all robot."


    "You're real?" said the boy.


    "Hello to you too. Say, boy, I wonder if you can help me."


    "What?" said the boy.


    "I simply want to get out of this display and out of this store. I may be a robot, but some fresh air would sure be nice."


    "What do you want me to do?"


    "Get me out of here!"


    "I don't have money. My mom has the money."


    At the other side of the store an old man in overalls looked at the boy. The boy knew that the old man ran the store, and the boy didn't like him. The old man was always coughing and looked at his mother when she turned her back to him.


    "Hey, kid, you here with your parents?" said the old man.


    "Oh no," said the robot raccoon, "He's onto us! We gotta act quick."


    "What?" said the boy.


    "Hey, kid, I'm talking to you. Come here!" said the man.


    "Boy, quick! You've got to help me get out of here."


    "I told you, I don't have any money," said the boy.


    "I'm not for sell," said the robot. "I'm a prisoner here. Help me escape! Pick me up and help me get free! Quick, he's coming!"


    The man was coming, with a crumpled brow and frown he paced with predetermined anger across the store. "No kids in here without parents. And where's your shirt? Where's your shoes?"


    "Think quick, kid!"


    The boy grabbed the robot raccoon by the waist and darted toward the door.


    "Hey!" said the man. "Get back here, you little thief!"


    He was scared at first and dared not look back. His energy surged and his legs were on fire. He ran down the sidewalk and air blazed with light around him. Other pedestrians looked with wonder at the boy and his toy.


    The boy was indestructible. His victory was assured.


    "Good work, boy," said the raccoon. "You saved my life."


    Jew found another bush to hide behind.


    "What now?" said the boy. He looked at the small animal and had to laugh. It was a robot. It was a raccoon. It was both and it was his friend.


    "Now whatever," it said. "I'm just glad to be out of there. I owe you one. What's your name, boy?"


    "Jew," he said, which was the family name and the name he always heard used by neighbors and others. Yes, the family name, but this last year he had felt less and less a part of the family. His father had lost his job and was always around, grumbling and cranky, drinking the drinks that made him angrier. The boy was Jew, but a different person.


    "Jew, eh? Well, you can call me Robot Raccoon. Just as descriptive. Pleased to meet you."


    They shook hands.


    "We're gonna be the best of friends."


    


    When night began to come, they went home. Jew went in through the back door, and heard his parents fighting. He tiptoed up to his room and they didn't hear a thing. He hid Robot Raccoon under his bed where no one would see it. If his mom found it she would yell at him and demand to know where he had got it, and he would never tell her.


    He was starting to get hungry. He told Robot Raccoon.


    "So get something to eat, silly. I may be a robot, but I know you need food."


    So Jew walked down the stairs, so quietly, and heard his parents still yelling in their bedroom. He climbed up on the counter, and was reaching for the cookies on top of the fridge, when the doorbell rang. He almost fell, but started climbing down and running up to his room. On his way, his father came out with a flushed red face. He saw his son running around the house and eyed him suspiciously, but went on to answer the front door. Jew paused on the stairs to listen.


    "Ah, hello. Mr… Jew, isn't it?"


    "Yes?" said his father. "What is it?"


    "Yes, I believe you have a boy. A son. Who I have seen many times in my toy store. I own the toy store."


    "So?" said his father.


    "So I think he came into my store today. He took a toy and didn't pay for it."


    "That's ridiculous. We've been home all day."


    "Well… I'm not doubting you. I'm only saying I saw him there a few hours ago. He didn't seem to be wearing much in the way of clothes. Perhaps he slipped out when you weren't looking. Have you been with him all this time?"


    "Well… no," said his father. "We've been… busy. What is it you say he took?"


    "A toy. A robot animal."


    "Alright, alright, I'll take a look and talk with him. If it turns out he took it I'll come in tomorrow and pay for it. Alright?"


    "That will be fine. Good night."


    Jew heard his father shut the door, and the boy ran up to his room. He shut the door behind him.


    His father didn't knock and the door exploded.


    "So?" he said. "Did you go to the toy store? Little animal! Running around the neighborhood half-naked. And stealing? Is that the kind of creature I have in my house?"


    "I… I didn't," said Jew.


    "Lies. Like your whore mother. Like all of you, just a pack of liars. It's her blood, the mongrel bitch."


    "I… I didn't."


    "Where is it? The toy. Where is it?"


    "I don't have—"


    "Lies!"


    His father reached down and unbuckled his belt.


    "No!" said the boy.


    "This is the price for your wickedness. Where is the toy?"


    "No." It was all he could say.


    "Just like her. Just like your mother."


    His father raised the belt in his hand and aimed at the boy.


    


    Later, too late, his mother came and combed his hair lightly. She brought a sandwich and tried to get him to eat, but he wanted to be left alone. Finally she left, and Robot Raccoon emerged from beneath his bed.


    "Hey, boy."


    "Hey, Robot."


    "Thanks for what you did. With your dad. Not telling on me. I really appreciate it. I don't want to go back to the toy store."


    "Sure. Aren't we best friends?"


    "We are, boy. We are."


    

  


  
    

    II.


    


    1961.


    Two years later and the boy was starting 2nd grade. All summer he had been in a bliss, reading books of adventurers and daring science fiction escapades, escaping the dreary miasma of the classroom and its sluggish pace. Already he could see that he was smarter, better than the rest of them. And yet, like gravity, it had dragged him back. He was still too small, physically. Inside he was a burgeoning goliath. But outside… outside.


    "Hey, there's that Jew with his glasses and stinky self."


    "Hey, Jew! Welcome back, dork."


    "Don't pick him for baseball."


    "Don't pick him for anything."


    "Just let him pick his nose!"


    "Ha ha ha ha!"


    Jew squeezed his eyes shut. Another nine months of this. Another ten years of this perhaps. How would he ever survive?


    "Ignore them," said a robotic voice in his backpack. "They don't exist unless you acknowledge them."


    "What do you mean?" said Jew.


    "I mean they're bugs buzzing around, trying to distract you, and unless you give them attention they have no power."


    Jew tried to ignore the other kids and walked into the classroom. The bell would ring soon. At the front of the class was a tall matchstick of a woman, a stern-looking forty. She was chalking up the board and ignored the students.


    Jew looked around the class and saw faces he recognized from last year. Timmy Brown, who was a cub scout. Al Quinn, whose parents made him take piano lessons. Cheryl Bishop, whose sister was retarded.


    On every desk was a card and each one had a student's name on it. The desks were arranged in pairs, apparently so every student would have a "partner." He walked around the class until he found his, near the back. He hoped that his partner would be a cute girl. Sara Sloan or Amber Merrill. He looked to see.


    ERIC KNUDSEN.


    No! Not fair! No. Last year he and Eric had sat two seats apart, with Patty Cuss sandwiched between them, and even with that barrier there had been friction. Patty got the brunt of it, but every now and then he would flick paper at Jew's head or run his pen on the back of Jew's neck. Patty got it worse. He would grab her legs, drop ice cream down her shirt, and even once put a piece of crap in her desk.


    But now there was no Patty. Jew had seen her name card on the other side of the room. Now there was only him and Eric Knudsen. No barrier. Pure Eric. Nine months.


    "Settle down, boy, I can feel you shaking," said Robot Raccoon through the bag.


    "But it's Eric. You remember. He's an animal."


    "We'll figure it out. Just take it slow. He's not here yet. Maybe he won't show."


    It was almost eight o'clock, and it looked like Robot Raccoon might be right. The students made their way to their seats and started talking and laughing, excited and nervous to see each other again. The seat next to Jew remained empty.


    "See?" said Robot Raccoon. "He probably peed his pants and couldn't make it out of his house."


    The teacher, Mrs. Morbel, began to take roll, spitting out names till she neared Jew's.


    "Martin Isaacson?"


    "Here."


    "Kim Jall?"


    "Here."


    The teacher stopped. At the door a student slithered in. It was Eric Knudsen. He didn't look Mrs. Morbel in the eye and started looking around for an empty seat. She frowned but said nothing and was about to turn and read the next name, Jew's, when she looked again at Eric.


    "Name?"


    "Huh?" said Eric.


    "Name!"


    "I'm Eric."


    "Well, Eric, that is not your seat! Kindly take a look at your name card."


    He looked and saw that she was correct. He stood and wandered around the class until he saw the chair next to Jew.


    "Aw, no, not next to Jew!" said Eric.


    The class laughed and Jew turned red. The teacher looked irritated and continued with the roll. Eric took his seat next to Jew, and Jew saw in that freckled visage next to him all the agony that had been the 1st grade. All because of this boy.


    "Hey, Jew," whispered Eric. "Good to see you."


    Eric punched Jew's leg.


    "Ow!" said Jew.


    "Quiet back there," said Mrs. Morbel, completing roll and launching into a lesson. "Everyone take out some paper. If you don't have paper today I will let you borrow a piece from your neighbor. But after today you will be punished if you forget basic items like paper and pencils."


    Jew unzipped his bag and looked in Robot Raccoon's eyes. "Don't let him egg you, kid," said Robot.


    "Hey, Jew, give me some paper," said Eric.


    Jew opened his notebook and tore a piece and slid it onto Eric's desk. As Jew put the rest of the paper in his backpack, Eric leaned over.


    "What's that?" said Eric.


    Jew quickly closed the bag. "Nothing," he said.


    "Hey, Jew brought a toy to school!" said Eric.


    The class bristled with glee. Eric ripped the bag from Jew's hands, egged on by the attention.


    "Hey!" said Jew. "Give me that!"


    But it was too late. Eric opened the bag and pulled Robot Raccoon from within. He held it at arm's length as Jew reached for it. The teacher had noticed them.


    "Give it!" said Jew.


    "Go get it!" said Eric. And with that he tossed the toy. It floated magically, suspended in air for an eternity. And then it hit the far wall. And broke in two pieces.


    "No!" said Jew. "No!"


    "Ha ha, you dork," said Eric.


    Jew couldn't hear or see anything. He couldn't hear Eric's high-pitched voice mocking him. He couldn't hear the laughter of the class. He couldn't hear the teacher yelling at him and Eric for playing during class time.


    Instead Jew became an animal. All the rage and injustice of the morning turned him into a fox in a trap, and it reached a point where it could be tolerated no more. He was upon Eric before he knew it, knocking the freckled boy onto the floor. The two of them tangled for an instant, but Jew's rage was raw, pure and savage, and his claws let loose, slapping and poking at Eric. He zoomed in closer and some mad instinct opened his mouth. His teeth like a wolf's fangs, he bit into Eric's nose. Eric screamed.


    The class, which had been laughing, now became silent, intensely focused on the violation of manners and normalcy that they witnessed. This was beyond fighting. This was monstrous.


    Mrs. Morbel came out of nowhere. Aside from Jew and Eric, she was the only person to move inside that strange painting. Eric's mewling brought her to his rescue, and she grabbed Jew from behind and restrained him. His berserker rage almost made Jew strike her. Somehow he regained himself and ceased struggling.


    "Boys! What is the matter with you? On the first day of school! What is wrong with you children?"


    She held each boy's twisted ear in her claws, and walked them out of the class and down the hall to the principal's office. Time slowed, lectures were dispensed, the nurse treated Eric's nose, phone calls were made, and the boys were sent home, suspended for the first week of school.


    


    His mother shook her head when she saw him, but said nothing. She knew that his father would handle the punishment. She only pointed to his room, where he sulked. Not because he had been sent home or laughed at or scolded by the principal. Not even for the drunk hand of his father when he would arrive home that night. None of that mattered. All of it had happened before, more or less.


    No, he sulked because he had no idea what had become of Robot Raccoon. After flying across the class and smashing apart on collision, Robot had been forgotten in the blur of battle, and never seen again as the boys were escorted away. Do robots die? Or could he be repaired and made whole once more?


    There was a silence so palpable in Jew's bedroom that he thought he might explode again. He didn't care if he was right or wrong, if his teacher and the other students hated him. None of that mattered. Robot Raccoon was right. They were gnats buzzing around him, sometimes powerful and stinging, but actually powerless and insignificant. It was only their buzzing that had the power to distract. It was his duty to ignore them. To learn that skill. That would be his real education.


    As he lay there, he heard sounds coming from downstairs. Ah, there it was. The recently arrived television. Locking in his mother. And when his father came home, it would get him too. But for Jew it was a suppressed background noise against his books, his mind. More buzzing.


    Another sound came. This time from the other direction. The window. Something scratching. Against the glass. It—


    "Robot Raccoon!" said Jew.


    "Let me in, kid."


    Jew got out of bed and opened the window.


    "How'd you get here?" he said.


    "Never mind that, Jew. We gotta talk."


    "Are you okay, Robot?"


    "Me? Sure, sure. It's you I'm worried about. The way you tore into that Eric kid. Sheesh! I wouldn't want to be him."


    "I thought he had killed… I thought he broke you."


    "Naw! Takes a lickin', me. I'm alright."


    "Good. Well, I guess I'll be out of school a few days. But when I go back, I won't let anyone see you again. It was an accident. It won't happen again."


    "That's what we need to talk about. You see, Jew, I been thinking. You're in the second grade now. You're becoming a big kid. We've known each other a while, but I'm thinking… well, how do I put this? I'm thinking I might need to stretch my feet and get out for a while. Give you some distance."


    "Distance?"


    "Yeah, you know, some space. We're still gonna be friends of course, but now that you're all busy with school it seems a good idea if we split up now and then. I'll let you go to school on your own from now on."


    "You – you don't want to go with me?"


    "That's not what I said. Of course I want to go. But we gotta be practical. You're growing up, and it'll be good for you to be on your own."


    "But what about Eric Knudsen?"


    "What about that wimp? You showed him a thing or two today and you didn't need me for any of that. Besides, what could I do? I'm just a robot raccoon."


    The raccoon's mouth opened and sparks shot out. Jew laughed.


    "Okay, Robot. If that's how you want it. As long as we're still friends."


    "Of course we're friends. Don't be thick, kid."


    But Jew knew that things were in flux. The ground under his feet. Robot Raccoon was disappearing.


    

  


  
    

    III.


    


    1963.


    Two years more and Jew was eight.


    It had been a rough day at school. Johnny and Freddie had beaten him in the restroom again. And this time it wasn't even for lunch money. It was after lunch and they'd done it for fun.


    And earlier in the day, Angela, the girl who sat next to him, had told him he smelled like cheese. She hadn't specified the type of cheese – probably provolone, he decided. But even if it was mozzarella or gorgonzola, he interpreted her observation as a derogatory and cruel maneuver. He doubted he would ever get to kiss her, much less perform experiments on her.


    It was a humid bleary day that enveloped him as he walked home.


    "Hey, Jew!"


    He looked up. "Huh?"


    "How ya doin', Jew boy?"


    It was Robot Raccoon. Suddenly life didn't seem so bad. Robot Raccoon was still his best friend and could always cheer him up, even when hurling epithets his way.


    "Hey, Robot," he said. "What's up?"


    "Well, my boy, I'm glad you ask. What say you come around to my place and get in a few games of poker?"


    "That sounds fun, but I told my dad I'd be home to mow the lawn."


    "That old scab?" said Robot. "I think he can handle some grass on his own. Besides, what sounds more fun? Mowing lawns or hangin' with me? Don't answer 'cause we both know. Now come on."


    "Alright, fuck it," said Jew.


    Robot led him down a street he'd never been before. "Hey, Robot, I thought you lived near the park."


    "Naw, naw," said Robot. "That was my old place. You ain't seen my new digs. In for a bit of a surprise, you are."


    The houses on this street were maintained and cleaned better than in his neighborhood, and they seemed to keep getting bigger, fancier, as if adhering to a mathematical formula.


    "Say, Robot, you're not telling me you live out here!"


    "Believe it, old sport," said Robot. "This is the place."


    Robot pointed to a vast estate with a huge lawn enclosed in gated gridiron and a house on the crest of the property, multi-layered and white with a classical portico and a rocking chair on the deck.


    "My God, Robot – it's… it's like the White House!"


    "No, no. A little more tasteful, I hope."


    Robot smiled at the guard at the front gate and the man admitted them. The lawn was flawlessly manicured and a pond and Zen sand garden cooed the eye. They went to the front of the house. Jew in a daze of envy and wonder. Each step he climbed to follow Robot added another brick to the riddle. There was something both beautiful and horrible about the sudden shift in Robot's dwelling-place. It voiced an irrational plasticity to the fabric of Jew's existence.


    Jew simply said, "How? How, Robot?"


    Robot ignored his question and said, "Come inside and have tea."


    Inside it was even more fantastical. The furniture had a texture like sharp, clean knives. The floors were spotless, shiny gray and black marble. The furniture was Victorian with refurbished shine that had an elegance Jew never suspected in Robot Raccoon. From the ceiling in the living room hung a crystal chandelier that reminded Jew of a swan falling to the ground. At the end of the room was a grand piano. Robot Raccoon sat down and tapped a few keys. Nobody would call it music.


    "I just started lessons," said Robot. "But even if I don't play, I think it adds a charm to the room. Yeah?"


    "Robot, you—"


    A woman entered the room and Jew stopped talking. She wore a black maid's uniform with a high dress and low neckline. She had to be under twenty. Jew couldn't take his eyes off her. Her black hair was in a bun at the back of her head. Her pink lips and rosy cheeks, blue eyes. Her legs—


    "Stop staring," said Robot Raccoon.


    "I wasn't—"


    "Lygia," said Robot, ignoring Jew, "Get us some tea. Mint or something."


    "Oui, monsieur." She smiled at Robot Raccoon and briefly made eye contact with Jew.


    When she was gone, Jew said, "Whoever you sold your soul to, please refer them to me. She's amazing. I want her. I want," —he looked up at the high ceilings, the piano—"this. I want this, Robot."


    "Well, she's not for sale. You'll have to find your own. As for the rest…"


    "Yes? How? You've got to tell me."


    "Do I?" said Robot.


    "Yes! Aren't we friends? Do you know I got beat up again today? Don't leave me hanging, man."


    "Alright," said Robot. "What if I told you I won it playing blackjack? Would that satisfy you?"


    "All of this? Is that the truth?"


    "The truth? Hmm, I'm not sure. I'm not sure I even understand the question."


    "It seems pretty simple," said Jew. "How do you afford this?"


    "Ah, but often what seems simple is nothing of the sort. People are always looking for the magic bullet, the missing link, the trick up the magician's sleeve. Nobody wants to know the real answer, the years of practice and self-discipline."


    "Blackjack? You call that anything but luck?"


    "Perhaps that's not the best answer. But I really do want to help everyone. I would if I could, but for now, some people are just not ready to hear."


    The maid came in with their tea, set it down, and left silently. Jew stared at her butt as she went away. It haunted him even as he saw it.


    "My God," he said.


    "Jew, do you think any of this is real?"


    "What do you mean?" said Jew. "It seems pretty real to me. The teacup is hot. That feels real."


    "Yes, but I'm sure part of you knows something… that we've never spoken about… about me. You've never mentioned me to anyone, have you? Never admitted my existence, even to your dad when he beat you years ago. Even your second grade class. They saw me and thought I was just a toy. You said nothing."


    Jew felt a little uncomfortable. "N-no. I never told anyone."


    "And why is that?"


    "I don't know. I just haven't."


    "C'mon, Jew. This is me. Don't hide from it. Face it. Be honest. Why haven't you ever told anyone about me? About your friend, the robot raccoon, who talks and acts like a real person?"


    Slowly, quietly, Jew said, "Because… I don't think they would believe me."


    "And what about you?"


    "What?"


    "Do you believe I'm real?"


    "Of course."


    "Do you?"


    "Well… sometimes I used to wonder. That maybe I was imagining you. That I was crazy or something."


    "But not anymore? Have my new circumstances changed your mind?"


    "I don't know why they would."


    "Neither do I. And yet instead of questioning the validity of this whole reality, you only question how I can suddenly afford this."


    "I'm just a kid," said Jew. "Sometimes when I talk to you I think I'm just talking to myself. I suppose this could be my imagination, but it seems very real."


    "What if it's your imagination and it's real?"


    "What do you mean?"


    Instead of answering, Robot Raccoon sipped his tea. Still too hot, so he returned to words.


    "Maybe I'm not even sure. Maybe none of us can ever be sure. Not really."


    Jew said, "I need to pee. Where is the bathroom?"


    Robot tossed his arm in a loose direction that helped not at all.


    And where as Jew moved away along polished corridors had he felt this sensation before, this blind movement from emptiness to emptiness that commanded him to seize and embrace these moments of freedom that would always be few and far between? With no urgency but the coinage of his bladder and no relationship but a shell within a shell, he floated, awake and asleep, tucked and suppressed, liberated and nauseated, savage and serene. Was he spinning or rolling or inching through miles along a straight line, the stairs, scents, libraries shifting and moving him like pages turning, dog bark noise and trailing effluvium scattering mind to the wind that feeled out these ancient yet newly erected hallways and tunnels of basalt and cherry orchard tapestry, a room within a room and again a mirror, a stone, a well. A deed to do.


    His pants unsealed and a yellow string hosed beneath him in sync with the well music, mirrored eyeballs so big and round. Had he shut the door behind him? He had. When finished he flushed the fog water away and looked at the sink and thought the thought he always thought when finished: Some men wash their hands after using the restroom. Some men wash their hands before using the restroom. You can tell a lot about a man based on when he washes his hands. Some men don't wash their hands. Some men have no hands. Some men fall into the toilet and drown, which probably can't qualify as hand washing. Some men urinate on their hands and ruin the day for all they meet.


    In the hall again he was turned around. He wanted to relocate Robot Raccoon but the trail bled in two directions and both looked equally endless. He went down one and for your money and knowledge and what little I give you it may as well have been the other. More doors, corridors, floors. Jew declared within that if he'd been in charge of designing such a place he would never leave it so hard on a lone guest as to let it go without a map and bit of You Are Here.


    And here is where he was when he saw her just up and around the end of the bend, she of a few pages back with the black and white dress and the figure so amply fair and fully buttocksed, she, the maid, Lygia.


    Wait, he said, but only in his head did he speak so shy and young he was and she did not hear him.


    He ran without trying to run as she rounded a corner with a stack of neatly folded towels in her hands. He came around and saw her kick open a swinging door to a kitchen and this time he said it in words, "Wait!"


    He went through the door behind her and there she was staring him in the face.


    "Oui, monsieur?"


    "Oh, hello," he said. She seemed to have grown prettier in the past few minutes. "Hello… Lygia, isn't it?" He knew it was.


    "Oui, mais je ne parle pas anglais."


    "What?" he said.


    "I don't speak English."


    "Don't you?"


    "Well, perhaps I do. Robot Raccoon asks me to speak only French though."


    "I won't tell if you won't."


    He wanted to kiss her. But she was at least twice his age. Which meant that if they married she would be 40 when he was only 20, and 80 when he was 40. Wait, that's not correct. That's impossible aging, bad math.


    "Did you need something, dear?" she said.


    And the dear might have pleased him under other circumstances but in this case it stung and defined a wall between them that he could not surmount with his limited height, youth.


    "I was looking for Robot Raccoon. I got lost."


    "Oh, is that all? I believe he's still in the front living room. Just that way down the hall, turn left at the staircase, and maybe a hundred feet more."


    "Right," he said. "Just… the left… the staircase, the feet, some more."


    He wasn't even talking. He was watching her breasts as she breathed. It was like the earth expanding with day and night, the heat. Knew this moment would come.


    "Are you staring at me?" she said.


    She knows, he thought. She knows as all women know. Inside those breasts are two brains, two extra hearts, to throb and think with, and all of it congealed to reveal without thought what every inch of flesh on every female knows: that he and every man alive will kill and more to entwine within the womb of feminine cocoonery, to wear her and expand upon her in all directions. That is all.


    "Yes," he said.


    "You're funny," she said.


    And if all this is fantasy then why does it insist on making me question it and why does it still make my palms wet and my throat dry? Why can I see through her clothes to her breasts but it stops there? If my imagination can stop there at the level of skin and not carry deeper to blood and bone and if this all is a streaked memory I am living within then give me more and deeper for God's sake, God, let my imagination have its fill.


    Lygia set the towels upon the counter and came to him, bending over to look into his face just inches away. She had a fruit scent like strawberries perhaps that was so gentle it was barely heard but crept up after a few seconds locking forever into his mind whether co-existent or self-perpetuated. Her fingers on the top of his head running through his hair and she taught him something –words that changed his eight-year-old life forever – she taught him something that left a horrible and necessary scar that said… it said…


    "You are a sweet boy. But you are still a boy. When you are a man you will not ask if you are a man or still a boy. You will not ask."


    And she was gone. And he was falling. Falling, falling, falling. There was no sound for he falls to this day. The kitchen presented itself to him alone. In another world things could be different and land a different way. But then he would not be he, and who should he be? Who. He is here and things happened that are imprinted in time, the words, movements, emotions, peace that follows when he allows it to come back as it always does.


    Robot Raccoon would be missing him. It was time to go, as she had already done, as he would already do when it was done however long it remained undone. Turning his back on a kitchen he would never see again, it vanished behind him, evaporated.


    Now that it was done it was child's play to make his way back to the living room where Robot tapped out a faithful rendition of "Chopsticks" that showed unvanquished obliviousness to Jew's absence or presence, Robot filling "Chopsticks" with all the insignificance that could be infused in such a dreary number.


    "Robot, I've got to go," said Jew.


    Robot stopped playing piano and spun around. "What? You've only just arrived. Don't tell me you only came to piss in my toilet. You haven't touched your tea and we haven't played poker. No, I simply refuse to let you leave. Sit down, Jew boy."


    Jew remained standing. "You're still my friend and I don't want to be rude—"


    "So don't be!" said Robot.


    "—but this isn't about you at all. It's just me. I'm leaving… goodbye."


    "Alright, boy. It has been good to see you. Come again sometime. Anytime, yeah?"


    "Goodbye, Robot."


    They each turned a back on the other. Robot back to "Chopsticks" and Jew to the door.


    The words that rang through his mind were a mantra of one word that lost all meaning as it echoed and boomeranged. Goodbye Goodbye Goodbye. It was the first time he'd ever spoken the word, he was sure. Its finality was an axe that split two moments asunder to never meet again without the aid of a skilled quantum therapist.


    And where now this Goodbye that ran across a gray six o'clock sky sunless and packed with clouds portending Goodbye, Goodbye. Each footstep. Each breath. Not just Goodbye and Forever but his Goodbye and Forever till death do us part. So inscribed and sewn.


    He walked the miles back to his home, his parents' house.


    He pulled the screen door open and his mother sat watching television where something happened, people moved, nothingness to him.


    "Hello," he said.


    "Where have you been?" she said. "Your father's gonna kill you. You were supposed to mow that—"


    "Stop," he said. And it sounded so strange from a young boy to his mother. But he could not deny the words. "Just stop, Mother."


    She said nothing more. She watched him pass bleary-eyed and vacant into his room and shut the door behind him. On the dining room table a plate of cold food awaited him and would keep waiting, not getting any colder for well beyond that point now.


    

  


  
    

    IV.


    


    2004.


    After I was pardoned I shifted my research toward animals and ways that I might be of service to humanity. Popular Mechanics was the first to pick up on Dog Away. When I explained it to their man, he didn't get it.


    "Because dogs are sinister," I told him.


    No, he did not get it. Man's best friend and that rot. A dog's best friend is his next meal, I told him.


    They ran the article, barely accentuating my purpose, hinting at other possibilities for the technology, things so remote from its actual design that I wondered if it was really me who they had interviewed. But apparently someone else had seen the article and was on my wavelength: Alger Obert.


    I thought the first email was a prank. Oh right, Alger Obert is emailing me, about Dog Away, of all things.


    "I read the Popular Mechanics article with great interest. I've always had an aversion to dogs and want to learn more about this fascinating device. The article suggests it might not even make it to market. That would be a great shame. Please give me a call."


    I did call. But first I contacted the Chicago Moon-Times to see if it really was the great man's email. They confirmed it, so I used the number he'd sent me.


    "Hello?" said the voice that answered. It sounded just like the man I had seen many times in that famous balcony, lacerating movies with Jean Sasquale (RIP).


    "Hello… Alger?" I said.


    "This is Alger."


    "This is Dr. Jew."


    "Who?" he said. And for a second I thought it was a prank after all. Yes, this was Alger's number, but he didn't care about Dog Away. Why should he? I went on.


    "You… contacted me about my dog—"


    "Oh, Dr. Jew!" he said. "Of course, of course. Forgive me, I was distracted. I was rewatching Rififi."


    "A fine film," I said.


    "But enough of that," he said. "Yes, your dog machine – very interested, I'm very, very interested. Not a fan of dogs, and I wanted your device as soon as I read that article."


    "Well, I have had offers, but they've been tepid. No one has the cajones to market it as I insist. They want to soften it up – say it scares dogs and sends them running – that sort of thing."


    "That sounds wretched. I like your original idea."


    "Me too. Plus it's easier to calibrate it full blast. I say go all the way, or screw it. No flaccid attacks."


    "That's the spirit," said Alger. "Well, if I can help let me know. I really want one."


    "That's very generous. Actually, I might take you up on that offer. If we got your endorsement – or better yet, have you in a commercial! – then I'm sure I could get major backing behind me."


    "I am busy, but for such a worthy cause I would make time."


    And so it was that less than a month later we had it streamlined for the assembly line, and I had a short, punchy little commercial delineated in my head.


    We had Alger flown to LA and we found a Spielberg-esque neighborhood that fit the bill perfectly. We gave the script a once-over and Alger said he was ready. Such a pro. We started filming.


    It began with Alger dottering along the pavement of this suburbia, minding his own, when from out of the blue a horde of wild dogs raced toward him. His gasp was audible and palpable. The dogs, a mongrel band of German Shepherds, Pit Bulls, and Dobermans, were half-starved, foaming, enraged. What was poor Alger to do? How could he prevent his destruction in the saliva-smeared mouths of these savage beasts?


    From his gray jacket Alger removed a hot pink device attached to his key chain. Was it for his car alarm? Or a garage door opener? Nay, neither, it's Dog Away. Alger pressed the button once, and with that his day and life are secured. We humans heard nothing, but the dogs (being dogs) heard it all and had only the briefest moment to apprehend the horrorshow barreling their way and pray to a strange dog god in heaven that their sins be forgiven. And whether the titled declarative All Dogs Go to Heaven is true could not be verified by us, the living, but the dogs soon knew the answer, for flying in midstep and all thoughts hellbent on slaughter and mangling the Alger, they in no way anticipated the sonic whine that hissed up each of their canine ear canals and found its way deep into the folds of their brains and set off a vibratory chain reaction not dissimilar to a nuclear detonation and having the desired effect of exploding each dog's head into a globular paste, a million little pieces, so the final story of each of those beings ended in death that day, in that moment.


    The commercial ended with Alger laughing and continuing to roll along on his legs, feeling like a million dollars, with the dog remnants bloodying his wheels, as more wild dogs converged on the scene, gentler and more cautious creatures, scavengers, hesitant to go near the bizarre creature that had initiated the massacre, but willing to cannibalize their exploded buddies. Yes, Alger was happy.


    The director yelled "Cut!" and I remember to this day how everyone was on edge because we had to get it right in one take – the budget was small, and dogs expensive. But it was perfect, and all parties went away smiling, and I had acquired a new chum with glittery Hollywood connections.


    He and I had brunch after we filmed. At that point in time, Alger had some human body parts left, and I was curious to learn how he liked being a cyborg. I felt him out, based on what I'd read about him.


    "I don't like eggs," I said. "It's like eating a fart. How about you?"


    Alger's robotic mask sniffed, as if trying to remember what it was to smell. "I don't wish to be rude," he said, "but I have trouble relating to the sense of smell. And taste. And the sense of touch. Actually, anything outside the audio-visual realm becomes less interesting to me with each operation."


    "I'm sorry to hear that," I said. "I actually have a large interest in robotics. I don't doubt that we'll get all your senses up to speed in a few years."


    "God, I hope not. All that distraction. Just leave me with my movies."


    The Dog Away commercial was famous – and infamous – and Dog Away sold and sold. They were on the market nearly a month. The dog people barked and whined. Alger and I laughed and rolled in a pile of money.


    Then the instructions to modify them surfaced on the internet. They showed people how to change Dog Away to blow up children (and some adults with extremely good hearing). The hack spread fast – some said it was an al-Qaeda ploy – as if no one else dislikes American children! – and we had to get them off the market.


    I, of course, had no knowledge beforehand of this new, malignant use for Dog Away, but no one got away unscathed. Alger and I were labeled child-haters for a brief spell. It was rough, but I'd lived long enough to know the public is fickle and would soon forget. And they did. I designed a chemical sweater for the corporate sector and got my image rebranded. And shortly thereafter I transitioned into the quieter, medical life once more. Alger went on with his movie reviews. Life goes on. That's show biz, kid.


    However, I still keep a Dog Away on my keychain to this day, and I'm guessing Alger does too.


    I suppose this is a metaphor for something.


    

  


  
    

    V.


    


    2012.


    "How you gonna keep 'em down on the farm after they've seen TV?"


    "What?"


    At the edge of a cornfield, a grasshopper the size of a grenade sat on a seventeen-year-old's arm. The boy's eyes were big and blue like tropical ocean water and they saw only what was before him, nothing more. I say boy but only in reference to his age and experience. In size he was a colossus, barrel-like. He wore dark blue overalls and filthy tennis shoes without socks. His dark hair had recently been cut – hacked might be the better word – and his face was showing a splenetic growth of manly hair, uneven as anything in the boy's existence. He chewed an unknown substance to displace energy that might otherwise go towards something destructive or useful. He was fascinated by the huge grasshopper on his arm and as with most things in his life, he wanted more. He snapped a paw onto a leg of the grasshopper. The insect struggled in the grip of the monster and the boy lifted it up to his face to watch it squirm. In doing so, he was too rough for the bug's constituency and the leg he held remained in his grasp as the grasshopper unintentionally parted from the squeezed limb. The grasshopper fell to the ground and flitted away. The boy looked at the leg that remained between his fingers.


    "I… killed it," he said.


    There was a man in a white suit too.


    "Ridiculous," said the man. "It will grow a new leg. And if it doesn't, who cares? Damn bugs get in your way you smack 'em aside. One less bug in the world."


    "I didn't mean to," said the boy.


    "Sure you didn't. You wouldn't hurt a thing. You're just a swan in the body of a dinosaur."


    "What is a swan?"


    "Shucks, boy, that's what you are. Just a great big ol' gorilla swan. Anyway, let's get you out of here. We're going on a trip.


    The boy was suspicious. "Where are we going?"


    "We're taking a little vacation. A trip out west away from this cornfield prison you been living in. Say, have you ever been to the city, boy?"


    "I been to Memphis with ma."


    "Well ain't that great. Well, I tell you what – we're going to another city called San Francisco. It's exactly like Memphis except not really and on the ocean. Now don't that sound great?"


    "I don't know."


    "I don't know, he says. Shit, boy, you don't know how sweet the honey is till you taste it. Let's get you packed up. C'mon."


    The thin man walked musclelessly toward a small plain house opposite the cornfield and the boy came after him like a pet. Inside the house they packed clothes into a suitcase.


    "Alright, we're all set. Let's get a move on and we can catch an afternoon flight."


    "In an airplane?"


    "No, in a flying saucer! Hell yeah, boy, in an airplane. We'll be in San Francisco by tonight."


    "Okay." The boy thought this over. "Uncle Dave?"


    "What?"


    "I don't think I should go."


    "Why in hell not? Don't tell me you're afraid to fly in an airplane."


    "It's ma I'm thinking about. She's still sick."


    For the first time the man hesitated before speaking to the boy. "Aheh. Your ma… well, I imagine a few days without you she'll be okay. We got her in the best hospital in town, the best hospital in the world, I dare say. We'll have you back before you know it and just imagine how happy she'll be to see you when you get back and all the stories you'll have to tell her."


    "We'll just be gone a couple days?"


    "Prob'ly, yeah. And don't tell me we went and packed your clothes for nothing. Now let's go."


    The boy silently consented. When they were in the man's rental car the boy said, "Uncle Dave? Can we stop and see ma before –"


    "Now, boy, your ma is sick. We can't go barging in any time we please howdy-do. They got rules and stuff in hospitals."


    "I just want –"


    "Boy, you got to be less selfish sometimes. You let her be for now and we'll see her when you get back."


    The boy said nothing and held back his tears. See her when you get back.


    The car carried them away.


    The boy never saw his mother again.


    

  


  
    

    VI.


    


    A babbling flatulence of conversation around her as she rode a bus deep into the Richmond District. She found the old building she'd been referred to and went up the stairs. And here is where things became fuzzy. She waited and waited and waited, but she couldn't tell you where. And was it a nurse or something else that came and called her name? She followed someone down a corridor of blue and the smell of rubbing alcohol, clown pictures in frames psychologically manufactured to put children at ease and doing the exact opposite. Serpentine corridors that wound impossibly upon themselves and which promised no exit without a trustworthy guide. Down stairs unlevel, unevenly spaced, irregular, crumbling and covered with moths and rat feces, dust. Behind walls of glass where they kept babies and ancient mariners destroyed by forgotten diseases, through an aviary where they kept her for weeks if not hours.


    The office door smelled of licorice and was gigantic, at least five feet tall. Huge letters covered the door and screamed in Technicolor Willy Wonka stripes as if to announce some new obscenity or Las Vegas act: DR. JEW.


    The nurse vanished and the woman began to knock but before her knuckle touched the door it opened and something like a man stood there waiting, a doctor-like man and more like one portrayed on TV and if a face it was difficult to remember so the details will be spared.


    "Come in," said the man.


    Without moving her feet (or so it seemed) she found herself in his office seated in a lush upholstered chair (was it a recliner?) and they discussed her problem.


    "I want a child," she said. "I've tried for years, Dr. Jew."


    "I see, I see," he said. "A most natural, serious, and unfortunate circumstance. So let us hear more about this condition for in its regular recurrence and normality there lies within it the seed of unusuality and conundrum. And what kind of man would the would-be father be? Has, in the years of your turmoil, this husband of yours been tested?"


    "Husband?"


    "Husbandry, ahem, ma'am," said Dr. Jew, "a condition being normal handing its way down to us from on high since the days of – ahem – Adam and Eve – and it being a condition nothing to be afraid of or curtsied about however I do naturally in medical sensitivity understand any squeamishness you have in discussing both spermatozoa or ovum in this matter either separately or united but united is where we obviously have the puzzle the twist if you will, aye there's the rub, so that you find yourself upon the doorstep of my cauldron that I may enlist you and assist by means alchemical or otherwise your transference from barren lonely flesh mistress to milkspraying breastmother with filthy hands of infants under your blouse – which is most becoming, I might add – all in professional context and manner I might add, ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha – but returning to the matter at hand I must again reinstate my query upon your non-present husband in this case. Has he been tested?"


    "My husband?" she said.


    "The one and same," said Dr. Jew.


    "I don't have a husband," she said. "I'm not married."


    The doctor hesitated, then said, "Ahaha, of course not, of course not, and it doesn't matter in the least not the least THE LEAST for I said husband only from the history of me and my era from whence I came a prudish place if ever there has been and I have carried from thence the cluttered misgivings and Victorian whippings that misguidedly taught that a woman aiming to conceive or not conceive but merely engaging in the conceiving motion – ah – without securing a husband was deemed a whore but those bygone days are gone thank God rest in peace good riddance as I say to bad rubbish and understandably so, so forgive me again for using that word husband when that blithe lucky soul – I almost said rogue, ha ha ha – has yet to bend down on knee and implore you for your hand and the rest of your body in becoming his primary – we hope, hahahaha – orifice and dumping ground for those love samples and serums that one day may lead to a little chimplet to mewl and crawl among the ruins. Yes strike once again that word from the record and call your playmate a different name. Will boyfriend do? May we use that word?"


    "Boyfriend?" she said.


    "As I have said," he said.


    "I don't have a boyfriend either. I –"


    "Very well, hahaha," said Dr. Jew. "I said boyfriend to protect dignity and device when clearly you insist on throwing yourself to some man who has no mind or intention of keeping you in any capacity, your bedfellow with cane and whip – no, I don't ask his name, address, or other reference, let him stand as an invisible rascal who I won't sleuth about to secure the details of, let it be, let it be, as Jimi Hendrix – a cultural icon from the older generation – put it before a sniper deftly assassinated him for no other reason that being young but such are the wages of death this lonely hangman, hahahaha, forgive me and my poetic leanings, yes, me, a bit of a poet I must confess but I won't show you any of my writings – scribblings really, unless you absolutely adamantly insist upon it, truly. But returning to your caper and bodily disturbance, yes, I must insist again whether the seed has been sampled, has the gentleman – and I use the term only out of politeness – has he been tested for structural damage and unsavory thickness in the ebullient mustard that is his semenal sauce? How is his sperm?"


    "Who?" she said.


    "Female!" said Dr. Jew. "The man you've been sleeping with. And by sleeping I mean not literally although that may be contained in the bargain thereof, legally binding in bodily misadventure or simply implied as is most often the case? You are sleeping with a man, yes?"


    "No," she said.


    "No?" he said.


    "No."


    "No." He was silent for perhaps years. "Well," he said, "this certainly sheds new light on the matter. You are trying to have a child though? I do understand that fact correctly?"


    "Yes," she said.


    "And have you ever had sexual engagement with another male of the species?"


    "Sex? Oh no. My parents would never allow that."


    "And how were you planning to be delivered into the pregnant arrangement?"


    "You know, Doctor. The usual way. By trying. I pray every night. I really wish it."


    Dr. Jew coughed. He looked into her. His eyes twinkled. He vanished silently from the room and for several minutes she waited. She heard the sound of a printer in the next room then the doctor returned with a pamphlet that he gave to her. "Here," he said. "All this time we've been here I've been examining you with special new experimental equipment that I am not at liberty to discuss but believe me in all confidence – I am a doctor – that in my examination I've uncovered some unfortunate information. Please sit down."


    "I am sitting down," she said.


    "Of course you are, just a matter of expression, ha ha ha, now, what I have to tell you is no laughing matter for it concerns your health which is serious business for if you have not enough health you may have a little death and I don't mean in the French way but in the dead way – I knew him Horatio, et cetera – and that goes a long way, so let us be serious for a moment. You have no doubt heard of swine flu the mysterious which devastated one world already and now promises to conquer another – I don't mean that it has spoken or issued threats but that things are afoot which may affect us all for generations to come. Well, even in the wake of this terrible malady we face a new cousin threat comingling the nigh-deadly AIDS disease with – yes, with – swine flu to carry a new threat to the stars. And here is where this pamphlet comes in. You may read it now."


    "Can't you just tell me? I'm not much of a reader."


    "No, no," he said. "I'd like your thoughts on it. Just read."


    She read it.


    


    THE FAQS OF SWINE-AIDS:


    How It Affects You, Your Family, & Loved Ones


    


    Q: What is SWINE-AIDS?


    A: SWINE-AIDS is a next-generation super-disease you may soon acquire as an early-adopter and intrepid soul in the world of microbiology. You.


    Q: Who is responsible?


    A: While it behooves us to act maturely and not aim cloven fingers etc etc, we can blame our Hispanic friends to the south.


    Q: Why did the Mexico do this to us?


    A: Bitterness, jealousy, spite, rage? Who can explain anything in the world of epidemic disease-war politics?


    Q: Explain it to me like I'm a five-year-old. Should I, for instance, stop eating pork?


    A: That is totally optional at this point in time.


    Q: Should I stop my square dancing lessons?


    A: Yes.


    Q: Explain it to me like I'm a two-year-old. What are the "cons" of SWINE-AIDS?


    A: There is the possibility of death in 43% of the infected.


    Q: That sounds bad.


    A: Perhaps. But contrast this with the uninfected. 100% of them are one day guaranteed to die.


    Q: I don't understand. Explain it to me like I'm six months old.


    A: SWINE-AIDS has a 43% mortality rate. A simple mathematical calculation and some logic and you'll see that SWINE-AIDS must have a 57% immortality rate. So if you get SWINE-AIDS there's a good chance you may live forever.


    Q: Cool! Are there any other benefits to SWINE-AIDS?


    A: Great question, I'm glad you asked. How about… pig-like superpowers?


    Q: Wow! Such as?


    A: Like the ability to grow hair in new places on your skin at will. Or what about vocoder-like effects from all apertures and cavities on your body? Or what about the ability to be jocular with and masticate your own ordure?


    Q: That sounds awesome. What's ordure?


    A: And if that's not enough, how about… ESP with pigs?!


    Q: Neat! Which is coolest: swine flu, AIDS, or SWINE-AIDS?


    A: What, are you stupid or something? Didn't I just tell you about all the great benefits of SWINE-AIDS? Why would you settle for a mediocre disease? If you're still not sure, ask yourself which has the most potential for HOLLYWOOD BLOCKBUSTER?


    Q: Which? AIDS?


    A: Oh come on. Remember Philadelphia? Zzzz.


    Q: Perhaps swine flu then?


    A: Yeah, pigs and vomit. That sounds sexy.


    Q: Okay, so when can we expect a major SWINE-AIDS motion picture?


    A: Some sources say by year's end.


    Q: You mean this year? Cool! Who will direct it?


    A: Although it's a bit early to say, insiders hint the director has the initials "S.S."


    Q: !


    A: !


    Q: Who will star in this megablockbuster?


    A: Do you remember Aladdin?


    Q: No, what is that?


    A: An animated feature film about a poverty-drenched Muslim boy/man and his infatuation with a high-class princess beyond his reach until he discovers a metal ornament and a magical being who temporarily destroys his filth status to allow the princess to see his inner fiber and permit love to bloom in the desert.


    Q: Awww. If you were to write a poem about that, how would it go?


    A: Like this:


    Sweet jasmine blossom


    Of the desert night,


    Rightly skin-exposed in the


    Torpid Arab dust,


    And I see you bend and


    Hover like a cracking dawn,


    Olfactory tumescence,


    Raging packets of liquid warm


    Nougats and laser friction:


    Yours truly, Aladdin.


    Q: That's so sweet. But explain it to me like I was just born five minutes ago: Who will star in the SWINE-AIDS megablockbuster?


    A: Oh, Gilbert Gottfried.


    Q: Who…?


    A: The voice of the evil parrot in Aladdin.


    Q: Oh. Who will Gilbert Gottfried portray in this chronicle of SWINE-AIDS?


    A: He will be the HIV-positive gentleman who copulates with a swine-flu-positive pig to create the first case of… SWINE-AIDS.


    Q: That sounds scientific and technical. Will the average "joe" be able to follow this epic narrative with little or no difficulty?


    A: Absolutely. The screenwriters are working closely with Sergio Simpatico to ensure both narrative clarity and all the educative girth of a college biology course. A really good college.


    Q: Who is Sergio Simpatico?


    A: Whoops! In my glee in describing the SWINE-AIDS motion picture I accidentally slipped the director's name!


    Q: Yeah, but I think you meant to slip it as part of a viral marketing campaign or something. Anyway, I thought you meant Stephen Spielberg when you said the director's initials are S.S.


    A: Spielberg? [laughter] Sure, they could have got him, but why settle for second best?


    Q: Are you somehow financially involved with this film? Explain it to me like I'm still in my mother's womb.


    A: It's just gonna be a really great film. You don't have to get snotty about it.


    Q: I've never heard of Sergio Simpatico.


    A: I am not responsible for your lack of education.


    Q: What is the standard medical treatment for SWINE-AIDS?


    A: Using the latest in microabrasion and fluorinated spongeform technologies, a trained and competent specialist can purify the oral, vaginal, and anal cavities within one to five hours.


    Q: Is treatment painful? Explain it to me like I haven't even been conceived and have only the vaguest notions about pleasure and pain.


    A: Treatment is rarely painful. Many even describe it as pleasurable.


    Q: Wow, I'm tempted to get SWINE-AIDS just to try the treatment!


    A: [laughter]


    Q: One last question.


    A: Yes?


    Q: Train A is heading to Mexico City from Anchorage at 80 miles per hour. Train B is heading to Mexico City from Havana at 1,080 miles per hour. Which train will arrive first?


    A: You really need me to solve this for you?


    Q: I'm not very good at math.


    A: Doesn't matter: It's a trick question! Nobody wants to go to Mexico right now, dummy. Remember SWINE-AIDS, the subject of this enjoyable and award-winning pamphlet? See your doctor if you're scared. God bless.


    


    She put the pamphlet down. "I don't understand," she said. "Are you saying I…?"


    "I'm afraid so, madam," said Dr. Jew. "You have all the symptoms of Swine-AIDS, yes, you, right here and now, no, no, no, no, don't ask Why me, why me, why did this happen to me. No one is to blame – except Mexico – so it's best to move forward smiling in to the bold unknown with God and me on your side knowing we can beat this and how wonderful that you came to my office today of days of all days for if you had compounded just one day more the interest may have been too much for your tortured soul but don't look back in anger for life is a feast and we are here to eat."


    "But I feel fine," she said.


    "Which is why I am the doctor and you are the civilian, why one of us has braved years of isolation and parochial liturgy and sadness and mockery that the rewards may come both spiritually, financially, and physically and yet I may still be called a man, God forgive them they know not what they do, and I may delight the layman's world with healing prowess and sacred injections, and why the other is a girl barely a woman who knows when to turn to others for help and implore a guiding hand from abroad and succumb without resistance. Would you like some tea?"


    Before she could say no a cup and saucer were in front of her with a fecal-colored liquid. He looked from her to the cup and back again until she was compelled to take a sip out of politeness. It contained more flavor than was physically possible for such a minute quantity of liquid and the bittersweet taint smeared her nasal passage with rocket ship delirium.


    "What is this?" she asked.


    "Preparation," said Dr. Jew. "Wait here one little moment, I shall return and we may begin your treatment and secure your salvation and safebeing from this blemished monstrosity that grips your soul."


    "But I –"


    She was alone again, looking at the walls that seemed to emote warmth and light feelings, as though they were made of graham crackers and rainbows. Although she had only met Dr. Jew and initially found him repellent and distasteful, she realized that he was a good man, a caring doctor, as good as anyone, and better than most.


    "Ah ha ha ha ha ha ha, I'm back," he said. "By the by, do you now feel fully informed about the facts of Swine-AIDS and prepared to undergo treatment which some have described as distasteful but most as delightful? Are you ready to purge this hateful thing from your nervous system?"


    As he had said, he was the doctor, and who was she to question his methods or personal idiosyncrasies that might mark him as odd? And besides, everything was so light and good. She was not sitting in a chair, but a bed of flesh.


    "Let us lie you down that we may begin our tactile examination and ready you for a brave new world of wellness that is the stamp and seal of our awesome treatment, yes?"


    And she was lying down and it was good. "By the by," he said, "what was your opinion of the poem contained within that little pamphlet that you surveyed so hastily?"


    "Poem?" she said.


    "Yes, yes, for surely you recall the poem about Aladdin, surely you do."


    "S'okay, I guess," she said. And why not? Wasn't everything okay and well in the world, just as it was now?


    "'Okay'?" said Dr. Jew. "Just… okay?"


    "I don't know," she slurred. "It's just… a poem. Kind of strange in the middle of a pamphlet like that."


    "Bah! Like a stranger embrace it!"


    "What?" she said.


    "Never you mind your weary mind, for some in time have no mind to see the beauty of those words and the lush realms from whence they emanate, but we are here now and your lack of understanding is but a treacly misgiving on the road of delinquency and the canyons of the wizard who says only relax, relax, relax, and enter the hay-filled lofts of bliss that we may do our work to the utmost and best of our present abilities and bring to being those states that foster and upbraid feelings of the good, the beautiful, and the true. Have some more tea, it will help you relax."


    She held the cup and dunked her upper lip and the brown sauce went again down the back of her throat and every drop now felt heavenly heavenly as though she had crossed the longest desert to find the last well on Earth and this was the last sip before it all evaporated (even her blood) to the heavens.


    This isn't about you. This isn't about me. This isn't "about" anything. This is the dissolution of borders and cognitive difference and finding in the possible the only reality that may be known.


    Was he speaking? Were these words or emotions that butterflied over everything, so much happiness swelling over her with mastiff strength. Sappy magic is magic nonetheless. It seems a good idea to remove your blouse.


    "Why don't you remove your blouse?" he said.


    Perhaps it was a bit warm in the room or perhaps it just might be more natural feel more good to have some skin exposed as she lay in the chair reclined would the leather feel good against her back, yes.


    "I think I'll take off my blouse," I said. "You need to examine me."


    "I'll need you to remove your blouse to begin my examination," I said, seeing it start to take effect.


    Let me help you with the buttons, those small knobby hands unbuttoning unfastening unloosening the turquoise fabric of his hands so beautiful everything was. Was there music, there must have been or was that just my leather skin against the spikes of the turquoise velvet, everything in that room that day white like a vision. That memory sits like a book on the shelf.


    When my scissors removed the last of her blouse her soft round skin so clean like she knew she was going to a doctor or a newly opened electronics product from a recent assembly line. Her breasts plump but firm hammocked in a white bra and each slow breath rising and falling as the Earth breathes after an earthquake. She was elsewhere. "Are you well?" I said.


    And behind and inside him in all things but my God in him I could see the light radiating and each word echoed resounded like a gong the sound echolocating and defining the room and beyond to the universe's edge and time's frame… was I well? Was it all well… could it be anything but well in the darkest corner and the sickest poison even there all was well and flooding with rainbow glow electrical wind veins throbbing on all sides all is well.


    "I'm glad to hear it," he said, his hand now over my breast causing my heart to beat if he took it away my heart might stop so I beg you to leave it. "Fear not, fear not, I just thought you might breathe easier be more at ease and offer yourself up for a more thorough examination – not getting enough oxygen – without stifling you this oh so unnecessary brassiere, so we shall take the liberty to withdraw and remove it from the present body so beautiful smooth orbs he wedged an index finger between my bra and breast like it always belonged there and why not, pink is the soft color that breathes and takes all into a world of soft, on the planet of invisible mozart, an ocean of pink sunset clouds a mirror world mercury spread jelly and air as one oppressive beauty and the inhale exhale of air as an everflowing circle my bra was pushed up and my breasts revealed as gravity sat upon them me on my chairback like exploding impact two Hiroshima and Nagasaki groundwaves frozen as two mammary glands the sound lines the wrinkles on his fingers going to the horizon, silk and respiration please keep breathing and I leaned up for a moment in which he reached behind me and unclasped my bra so useless revealed as skin from the waist up so natural so Gaugin and all in the interests of abounding health, eat well, drink in moderation and sleep sound," he said.


    I'm not sure but I thought he said something about a tongue examination and I don't even remember him looking in my mouth in fact his tongue was out and how unpacked and there for me to see his big Jew slurping music on my neck and me all settled and calmly salivating in my cracks and the soft corner of my arm ruby lips like my lips my own so how could I let it be otherwise. It went over me like a magic marker a stick through a calm pond the sun rising, and now they are circling my right breast circling and climbing winding and so slow soft and discreet elevating massaging someone's breast I just seem to be connected to but watching at a distance and why would we turn our back on pleasure. It reached the nipple and caressed and brailled it and the fingers too bicycle tire tread veneer and ribbon up and higher up yet pinpointing a volcano rising beyond yet, a ghostly huge well abreast the universe itself upflowing unflowering unfolding inverting mandala ripples target spheres containing the others skin on skin the onion of being but the onion knows there is only itself and no other and underneath the skin it knows it knows too but why –


    Each hand on my breasts and his tongue first left then right and I suddenly saw his eyes as though I'd never seen them before ablaze the twin eye breasts fingers going through the needle going in the yolk pierced and pleasant. Chewing on my breasts what a feeling and going up my spine down my crotch anywhere I please for we are one body that moves together. He was on me and I was frozen happily our groins blocked only by cloth our eyes seeing within the other everything that ever was or might be and our lips together and finally my tongue examination he was naked now how did it happen so quickly I'm in no hurry his erect penis in my face yes in her face and her stupid eyes looking up at me through a syruped haze, have some more tea bottoms up, yes, yes, he poured it down my throat she coughed hiccupped laughed at once smiled and I lowered my dick into her mouth and she sat there like novocaine I put my hand on the back of her head and pulled her near then away and get her bobbing like a chicken finally this stupid female, Focus on love, I say and she seems to understand this precious alchemy and though she claims to be new at this I have to wonder she bobs I tell her to slow down and it must take two minutes to sink through that skull and I fear she'll make me blow but no I stop her just in time and she finally understands the slow rub of mucoused inner cheek on my guy so we continue and get a motion going hear hear and the cannonball starts to cry again so I slow her down and we get a deeper motion going on and back and back and back and –


    She stopped and lurched and got his penis out of her mouth and turned aside and retched, vomit passing to the office floor.


    "Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha," said Dr. Jew. "Not a problem at all in the least not a problem at all for in examining the oral cavity we have purified and concluded that the deadly bacterovirus has been lacerated the contents viscated and truncated forevermore we have saved your brain from the ameliorating effects of this dread juggernaut and may safely assume you shall no more be haunted or perturbed by its foul association the conglomerate of which has starved you of so many carefree days no doubt, but NEVERMORE said the raven, ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha! So we may dispose of you from the waist, nay, the shoulders – don't know why I said waist – from the shoulders up and take care in purging this tubercular rampage from sinuses, olfactory orbits, gums and the like, we need trouble ourselves no more there thanks to your gormandizing purge upon my tiled floor – no, no, stay where you are – I wouldn't dream of having a patient clean up her filthy work, that's what robots and the lower classes are for – ha ha ha ha ha ha ha – so let's get you ready for your remaining treatment, have some more tea."


    She did and it tasted good now and the cup was now full and the drink blue and alien cold and sweet and it hit her tongue with sterile feeling so sweet and more I wanted but he said that was enough that's all for now and so I sat back and let things take over I spun or he spun me for the chair was going in circles but no that's not right it was the room going round and round I was the south pole all the world or maybe just the room with wheels below the building they can do that nowadays with technology and drives. He was painting my face like writing but I'm sure I imagined that or maybe I imagined all this even my feelings today and the pure clean air and the paint in colonies spread migrating across my face. His hand or mine was unbuttoning my jeans why do you wear them so tight he asked I know why I think the question is the answer ripples in the air like a bowie knife sliced she went through I went through we all went through, he pulled them down I listened and pictured how it must look someone seeing below my pants for the first time like unpeeling a banana but they all look and taste the same but still coming back for more me. I wonder why I don't just look but this spot on the ceiling is so great I don't want to miss it in case something happens up there I can't imagine what but you never know. And so heavy my eyes like dumbbells sitting on them and my arms are like whales but at least he's getting those pants off my legs freeing me up oh god finally out of those so hot in here.


    Her legs were good. Kind of chubby but just a little in a good way. "Let me check on you, how are you doing, well, well, good, glad to hear it, glad to find these momentary islands respite from the storm, eh, we look upon the circumstances as we find them and don't dare ask why, and if a poem should manifest beautifully in the medical literature then turn on your receptive faculties kill some time and be the professor a while, and why not. And if your brains should not apprehend a phrase or image we should certainly not the author blame! Perhaps we could scan the lines again or find a poetic mentor or throw our brains upon the rocks or… or… ha ha… but perhaps I've wandered a bit."


    Flickers light and words washed over me but there was a long corridor and they'd never get to me. Instead he had on his teeth and my waist he bit into my underwear his velvet claws lowering them the cold rush of ice water air black silk glowering he pulled them down and down past kneecap, ankle, big toe and undone the sling is shot and again they're cast offscreen to be taken by the dwarves to the incinerator.


    And quit beating about the bush I said to myself and got up on her and mounted the vessel and I don't know if she even knew I was inside Do you feel me and yes of course I knew how could he even ask it so cold now like a thermometer he put inside me so mercury and rising he began to up and down and back and forth and this time all I could do was lie there in his grip soiled smeared his lubricant hands and all I could feel was the frozen cold grip sighing him or me or us panting like a wet dog sliming me and here I was sleeping all through this without opinion or memory.


    I bit into her breast not caring if I ripped them off some hyperactive hyperbolic pac-man I wanted to tear her to Reese's pieces tear her up as much allowed to still keep her breathing and throbbing what kind of doctor am I. Not sure if I was laughing or crying and in kissing or sucking her mucoused walls I'd absorbed some of it a little wobbly but ignore! ignore! and stop analyzing and be in this room in this well of flesh upon and thinking no more my curse my father always said I couldn't turn my thoughts off, always conniving, and I wonder if the old fool may have had something after all. I'm like a rock or the earth itself ready to earthquake or volcano out on her plain of skin an exploding man oil everywhere it sickens me with beauty and I can't stop it's going it's out of my hands it's at the top of the hill and gravity must have its way but still it goes higher and up again and the sun novas –


    AHHHHH AHHHH AAAA AAAA


    AAAA AHHHH HHHHHHHHH


    It still. It clumbles. It. A. The s – The sound. Ah. Em. Ah. It's. It's out ahhh a. A little more a little. A shake. A.


    And now. And now. Now my ordinary senses and too rough. Pull it. Pull it out for a bit. Pull it.


    Leave me. Leave me be. Alone. Leave me alone. Rancid cow. Out of my sight! But she remains on and on, expectant, silent, obedient. Or just immobile. A wax ark parked on the chair, beached whale.


    And he has stopped the music has stopped and tinnitus just an acknowledgement that being going on and on in overlap. I try to remember my name and a bell is all I hear. Kiss me again. Kiss. Pretend and keep it going for god's sake again. Start it again for sake. My sake. Let us dance again. He looks. He just holds it there and leaves me confused. Start the miracle move again. Please let us go once more that country have a turn again and turn us all to mayonnaise rub away our thoughts and just feel again but we are separate why won't he why won't he connect. Why won't he. Just flip the switch all you have to say is yes but he no he no he's all flat out sacked out down he's a deflated sinking blimp no more helium no more no. His spit on me from somewhere and stars the light he flips the light we disappear and reappear in red it's all red infrared like night where we can see and it makes me feel alone so but he's I think here I'm not he's here I'm not afraid floating starry red glitter sounds hovers the tinnitus. Though by myself hands of his lots of little creatures crawl over me Egyptian slaves moving pyramid blocks here comes the flip that bitch like a pancake her mad flesh I feel okay and know it'll come again just give it a chance again oh I wobble her face down and my office is become an AMP and I am become an energy medicine eastern engineer we no use no germ model we shall take you apart western girl ha ha ha no settle down you. Her back and that coke bottle shape and that rump I start feel the tingle that chemical churn the butterscotch the soldiers get in line the snails unravel come out of their shell for whatever experience or world may engulf them in tinnitus color the tone bends. I give myself a hand, dipped in coconut oil and give it the rub, one hand on the trunk the other on the head. It starts to tighten and inflate so I aim it her way all my manhood. We have two options at this point, two ports of call, if you will. I will. I go for the forward option, the vaginal rerun if you will, but like seeing it through a different format. Why am I discussing.


    I can taste the leather of the chair and I don't have opinion about the flavor and he did it and I just want my thoughts back, ah I feel him back there some medicine he prods pokes and my eyes are closed maybe? Oh he's inside to let it ring, let it breathe. And like a factory these things get formalized formatted patterned out and… and… something gets taken away. But there's a guarantee in the jiggle the jazzy pattern may seem free but there are only so many options but there's a guarantee. Ah whatever we begin it always takes us there all roads lead to Rome. As she grunts I squeeze her buttocks and I don't care what that grunt imparts, we are two and never the twain shall meet but in violent impact as NOW and NOW and NOW et cetera ad infinitum rum tum tum every thrust carved in stone on the backside of the universe. Nothing ventured. Nothing gained. We've been in here for days without food or water living off the energy released like a nuclear reaction, there's an idea, a power plant run on orgy power some dastardly awesome combination of Wilhelm Reich and Nikola Tesla. Remember to send that off to Smert or Dannon, one of those fellows, more up their line. I keep slapping her back but I'm not sure she's awake. I'm tempted to pour a wax resin upon her and capture every globule of sweat and mount her on the wall like a ghastly moose head. This is getting me nowhere.


    I come out come up for air. Regrease with coconut oil the safest alternative those nasty lubricants and the like. But I need more in the reload and plunge more, the darker regions, anal. She grunts again as I lodge it in, ah a tighter 'un, and yes she's awake after all, we shall. Onward Christian soldiers onward. "I am a doctor please remember spare your dignity have to do. Try to relax, try not to try." I sigh and continue the hypogastric venture.


    My god what's he doing is he where I think. How did I think it would turn out when I began this day.


    Just bickety bockety bam boo stick it deep. My body is prolific and produces enormous quantities of hair, fingernails, and semen. Of course I'm going to unload it, what would you have of me – yes, right there. Not sure if I'm the active component at this point or she or the room or the primal vibrations of the universe. But I am glad I can sit back and watch even if it's my own me I am watching. My fingers like chopsticks niching into her fat and skin with cheese grater dynamics. In the crepuscular cold I feel another night coming and that's what I mean. That's what I watch out for.


    I'm not sure I could call this a good feeling perhaps even pain he goes on back there like he's talking is it to me or I think he's talking to himself he hardly seems even like a doctor or noticing me like… like… and on he goes his drool licks my back and again he rams and rods and won't slow he won't slow he just he has it greased and that smell is kind of sweet, a fruit, what is that grease smell all up on his hands.


    Was it melatonin on the first or second shot. Was it no, no. That horrid valerian smell that was how it began, how it always begins, with others I've forgotten. Can they be mixed and does it matter now with my syringe flesh up inside so deep around within exploring her, does it matter now. No. But what manner of doctor I am, what manners. No bedside manner, this. My doctatorship extending only to a business card and stencil on the door. All I wanted was the perfect empty vessel, empty skin, empty hair, empty breasts, empty cunt, empty ass, empty, empty, empty brain, empty heart, so that when the lights go out and the cover is pulled over us there is no possibility or conceivability of violation or even the scent of emotion from her quarter for she is not there, she is gone. No, no, no, we are dead here together, moving, not moving, together. Athete's foot smell it lingers so long beyond the valerian, under the coconut.


    Who is he talking what is he why. I just – I'm just – all full of him and he not even on it he just circles whatever it is he's on but he won't just and on it talking and talking just. The pain shut the pain. For I swear. For all the pain has just awakened within me the circuit connected a flare-up that grip. And yet even in the agony I recognize a kind of beauty for where would these thoughts be etched in the invisible without these nightmares these abominable spheres that hold me in bubbles and the hands of the dead and my doubts it will ever end and I'll ever get my memories back what I once was and forget all this. I swear I once could tell between good and evil.


    Even I am becoming sore now as I imagine she must have been from the first go and boredom is setting in for once it's been shot beyond that primal yes scream it's just a matter of this is really stupid yes. And now my mind embryos to other ticks craving complexity and more suggestive patterns and new travails just that I may return and prove the old trick, discard the snake skin. But we may have another go in me yet. Yes another go. Squeeze and up, come on, guy. Another. Come on. Under and behind the balls I reach and up with two fingers massage the perineum, keep it inside her pay attention squeeze and bring breath in the energy up the spine up and up.


    My god is he still –


    I punch her in the left check of her buttocks she mewls like a cat or a cow… just imagine that, a cat-cow something between the two. There would be a sweet animal you could milk and almost have intelligent relations with, not conversations I'm saying but more than your average cow and a little smaller no doubt.


    I'm going to be sick again why did he hit me. God the room spinning –


    Oh god is she spilling it on the floor again? You go to the trouble to hit a girl below the waist and still she gets sick on your floor. Ah, the price we pay. But perhaps it inspires me yet as I do declare I feel that voluptuous tingle on the rise and rise and still she keeps grunting – you don't expect me to stop now because she's been sick – not when I'm this close – all the more reason to go on, lightning doesn't twice and me not the man I was in my youth, we take a chance when it greets us. I give it maybe a minute till the fire. Let it be done.


    Is he counting. Numbers and all that I just want him out of me. Even I'm not sure I'm awake but I know he's inside even as I couldn't point to my body. And the pain has when it's always there it's almost as though it went away it becomes a condition of acceptance, accept it, and find a new place, a new way, find a harmony to meet and settle this vast asymmetry that is all I see or seem to remember ahhhhhhhhha


    Tear it to pieces in the lurking brown horror pit feel her terror and go on. Yes my braille cinderella the prince shall before midnight come. Onward the drill staccato of Mozart still down the hall or from my desk or the memories forever within my heart, within without ears that vast sexspace of Mozart he haunts me with cerebral beauty this juice I can't stop drinking because like a cactus its spines keep climbing with nonsense now a hiccup a stab a circular rejoinder singing spearing this one in in in all all all the time HAHAHHAA


    :::White space all around:::


    

  


  
    

    VII.


    


    "My guest today is Sergio Simpatico, creator of the Nice Nazis. He's gonna tell us about his next film in that series. Welcome, Sergio!"


    "Hi. I should say that this next film is actually not part of the Nice Nazis series."


    "It's not?"


    "It's not. No. Sorry. I'm done with those films. No Nazis. No Anne Frank."


    "I think your fans are gonna be hugely disappointed to hear that. Why would you go to the trouble to create characters like Paul, Mooshi, and Anne Frank, only to sweep them under the rug?"


    "Well, I didn't create Anne Frank. She was a real person. Even Mooshi is based on a real cat."


    "Ha ha! That's hilarious."


    "Is it? But yes, I have nothing to add to those movies. I think I'm capable of more."


    "Whatever. So what's this new film about and when can we see it?"


    "It's about the Swine-AIDS pandemic threatening the third-world and soon to threaten the rest of us if we don't take action."


    "Eww, can you say gross?"


    "My wife actually has Swine-AIDS."


    "Oh… that's… cool."


    "Not really. She's been quarantined in Mexico until a cure is found."


    "That's horrible, Sergio. You have my sympathies."


    "Well, she's not dead yet."


    "But to never speak to her again. Mexico's like a black hole. Things don't come out."


    "We actually talk on the phone and video conference every day."


    "That is so bold of you, not fearing infection. You know, I just remembered in Star Trek where those evil aliens come out of the black hole and kill Captain Kirk's dad. I guess Swine-AIDS is kind of like that."


    "You – you can't get Swine-AIDS through the phone –"


    "So now you're a doctor."


    "Wha – no! You don't need to be a doctor to – look, I'm just trying to get the facts out about this condition –"


    "Disease. Let's call a spade a spade. And a black hole would surely make it a lot more fun! Say, this isn't gonna be a documentary, right? Those things put me to sleep. Zzzzzzzz. That's me. Sleeping through your documentary."


    "I don't even know why I came on your show. I should be finishing my film."


    "Does your wife have warts in her armpit crotches yet? Because I hear that's how you know when they're ready to keel over."


    

  


  
    

    VIII.


    


    Swan and his uncle Dave arrived in San Francisco on a warm Sunday, three days before Halloween, nine days before the election. Dave's house was in the Inner Richmond, just north of Golden Gate Park.


    They opened the front door. A woman flinched with surprise. It was Dave's wife, Swan's aunt, Anne. She was thin and had light brown hair in a pony tail.


    "Oh, I didn't expect you back so early," she said.


    "And why not?" said Dave. "What you been up to? We're hungry. Go get dinner, woman."


    "Aren't you going to introduce me?" said Anne, who'd never met Swan.


    "We can save all that la di da for later."


    Swan and Dave sat on the couch and turned on the television. Dave flipped through channels.


    "– advanced cult technology –"


    "– like real cheese only –"


    "– don't notice the best weather –"


    "– synchronizes –"


    "– this election will –"


    "– is my daughter, Bowelry –"


    Dave avoided the election news and glided by inertia to an episode of Sesame Street in which the Count had disemboweled Oscar the Grouch in his garbage can only to discover that Oscar had no blood, no bones, no internal organs whatsoever.


    "Bears don't have bones, but I thought Oscar would," said Swan.


    Anne brought in two glasses, one with beer, the other apple cider. She put the beer before Swan and the cider in front of Dave. The uncle gulped once then set it down and sprayed fizz across the TV screen and Oscar's green face.


    "What's wrong, Uncle Dave?" said Swan.


    Dave went to the kitchen and Swan heard a slap and his aunt cried out. Dave returned and took the beer in front of Swan and pushed the cider to Swan.


    "One thing I tell you, boy, you got to keep your women in line or I swear she'll take you for all your worth."


    "Okay," said Swan, drinking the cider. It tasted fine to Swan and he couldn't see why Dave had spit it out.


    On the TV, the Count sucked a rat he'd found in Oscar's trash can.


    

  


  
    

    IX.


    


    That night I put the boy in my office on a cot and put him to bed early. He seemed dozy from the flight and I was glad. Gave him earplugs to help him go under.


    Went back up to the bedroom and Anne was pretending to sleep with the TV blaring loud, and what kind of a moron she take me for. I started undressing and snapped off my belt. Her eyes lit up just like I told you she would 'cause I tell you she couldn't hear me take it off over the TV if she'd been asleep so I tell you that woman has a conniving lying filthy soul in her.


    "Please, David, not tonight. The boy –"


    And that's just like a woman using any damned inch to hide her deceitful ways. I did not drag myself up and into California all through the narrow-minded thinking of my fathers to be held back only when I get here by a woman who cannot learn the meaning of obedience.


    "Come here," I said.


    She came. She knew at least that much.


    "Get to it," I said. "And on your knees."


    She got to her knees like the unclean animal she is and lowered my boxers. She looked at my old man for no reason I could figure, this wasn't no matinee. I gave her the belt across the shoulder.


    "David, no, please!"


    "Well, you asked for it taking your time about it."


    She came back, not looking me in the eye and got down to sucking it proper this time. Timely. It's all about punctuality. I don't consider myself a hard man but you let them start slacking off and they'll rib you for a dozen. It almost makes me sick, this world.


    She was going at it full chickenhead style deep like I taught her from making her watch those porn films and I stopped her. "Let's put the belt on you," I said.


    "Please, David. Not –"


    I should have whipped her up for that but I knew it was just token resistance, her ignorant nature, and when she whined sometimes like that it gives me a little extra rise for some reason. I ignored her and put the belt around her neck.


    "Please, David."


    "I did not go requesting no conversation, as I recall," I said.


    I put her back to work on it with my left hand on the back of her head and the right holding that belt tight and red, a good grip on the skin. It had like a jackhammer quality knowing she's getting to work and hot but barely getting air with her throat all full and that belt strapped on her neck. It was an amusing image to behold.


    She went that way with me jerking her like a horse, and I had sweet memories rekindled from my boyhood days in Mississippi and a bit of sadness sprinkled in knowing I'd probably never ride a horse again, stuck in this overpriced city of yuppies and Chinamen. I know I could head up to Sonoma any day and pay some liberal faggot to ride some kid's pony and pretend it was a real farm or ranch. But that'd be missing the point and almost worse than any substitute like this. Sometimes you have to settle back and let life change how it will and accept it and know it's out of your hands now.


    She was slowing down. She was slowing down for some ungodly reason just at the time when she should be speeding up and few things infuriate me so much as being blocked from what is mine by things breaking and not working as they are supposed to work. Especially when it's a trick as old as sliced bread and something she should know by now. What with her putting that beer in front of the boy instead of me and now this it's enough to make a man sit down and cry like a little girl were I not made of sterner stuff.


    Now she stopped altogether.


    "What in God's hell are you –"


    Her eyes closed and tongue hanging out all saggy as her breasts, I had to hold her up with the belt until it became a matter of You made your bed now lie in it and she fell to the floor.


    "Goddamn it, woman."


    I was all set to go and couldn't just stop in the middle like a machine so yes, I used my hand like a disgruntled teenager and aimed it at her face turned all red. It wasn't dragged out and I could see she wasn't too red yet and getting a little air (think her belly was moving) so I wasn't too worried about getting that belt off her and like I said You made your bed now lie in it.


    I did unfasten the belt afterwards though and lay her out on the floor and could see she'd be alright. I had a mind to smack her awake and watch her lick my seed off her lips and swallow but I was tired out at the moment and just let her be. Because you gotta give 'em breaks sometimes no matter how lazy and good for nothing they are. And not because they "deserve it" or it's "fair" but because you push them too far and too hard and I guarantee you they'll crack or backfire, and either way you lose. You put a belt on their neck, okay, but you gotta leave them space to breathe. I've learned that much.


    Her natural color was coming back. Her breathing was starting to look something normal. I shook her leg.


    "Hey," I said. "Wake up, you slug of the earth."


    And I laughed because it was a funny picture and a funny thing to say and me and all being me. Her eyes fluttered a little and this time I could tell she wasn't faking sleep but actually coming up from a twisty bit of slumber. Her body kind of gave a spasm shiver that ran up her spine to her neck. She'd be fine. Funny how a person can be both strong and weak like that in the same moment. I shook her leg again and stood up over her.


    "Get up," I said.


    Her eyes opened all white and pupil, scared.


    "Oh," she said. "Oh. Oh, my head. What –"


    "Just close your lip, woman, and get your scrawny asshole up on that bed."


    She sat up, rubbing her neck like we don't all got problems.


    "I said get on that bed and not tomorrow," I said.


    She started to and groggy and slow about it. She was gonna lie down probably and fake sleep again.


    "What do you think –" I said and grabbed her and threw her face down on the bed.


    "David!"


    "Shut your mouth!"


    I got my knee on her back up near her shoulders and her head turned sideways for more of her squawking but I got my leg covering her to handle that. With my right hand I grabbed the belt off the bed and started in. I wasn't aiming for the back keeping it all below the belt. And I'm pretty good at keeping scars off.


    I gave it to her not more than five minutes, that I'm sure. Not that she deserved any less but I was also tired from flying.


    

  


  
    

    X.


    


    With the pain on my backside I had to lie there at least an hour biting back tears. I would not give him that pleasure though I screamed it all inside. And the boy. Oh, the boy. What was this house to become and that boy's life to become with David hovering over and spitting on his life. But if he ever laid a hand on the boy –


    With me I can bear it. But leave that boy alone. But I don't think he would dare. The boy is a boy, but a giant. He must be at least six inches over David. No, David won't touch him. He is a bully who only touches the smaller ones. He must have some reason to bring him all the way out here from Mississippi. That coward always finds a way to use people and he wouldn't bring him here unless he had a purpose, a way to corrupt him.


    I thought he was sleeping. Oh God, he's awake. No more. For God's sake. He's up. NO, he's got something else in mind, maybe just the bathroom. God, where's he—


    He was back quick with that smirk like he always had when he's gonna do something to suck the life off all that's good in the world. Oh God, he's got the gun.


    "Wake up," he said. "I know you ain't sleeping. I said wake up."


    "Why do you have it, David?"


    "Shut up and take it."


    He handed me the gun. It was heavy and I needed two hands.


    "Aim it at me," he said.


    "I don't –"


    "Aim it at me!"


    I was shaking and wanted to cry more than when he whipped me.


    "David –"


    "Aim it!"


    He slapped my face, and that hatred flared within me that I never had till we'd been married six months and he started changing. Or started showing his real self, whichever it was. I'm not sure a person could change so much in six months. But I felt that hatred again when I saw what he was capable of. I seem to forget it or make myself forget it to keep my sanity. But that slap and the weapon in my hand. I didn't need to hold it back. I didn't understand why he did it and I didn't care what happened afterward since nothing could be worse than this.


    He held my hands and my hands held the gun and he moved it up to aim squarely at his chest. And he would not be walking away from this. He would be no more, all that I have ever asked. For someone I once thought I loved. For the one who later taught me how to forget love.


    "Pull the trigger," he said. "Do it."


    "I –"


    "Stop talking and pull the trigger. Shoot."


    It would be a paper-thin moment and a flicker of muscle – all that separated me from liberation. Something had given me this opportunity and I'd be a fool to waste it. But I did question, hesitate.


    "Shoot!" he said.


    I was shaking from my heart, my shoulders, arms, hands, down to my fingernails.


    He slapped me again and I kept the end of the gun on his chest.


    "Shoot!" he said.


    I pulled the trigger.


    Click.


    Where there should have been an explosion of noise and blood there was only a click, like a box of matches hitting the floor. I pulled the trigger again. Click.


    Click. Click. Click. Click.


    He took the gun. He took the gun and punched me in the face.


    That night I did not sleep.


    

  


  
    

    XI.


    


    The next day Dave took Swan downtown to handle some business. First stop was a blistered brick building in the Tenderloin. Dave had to steer Swan away from a naked old man on the sidewalk who sang Guns N' Roses songs and tried to swim in the cement. Swan had never seen things like this, literary fractals leading nowhere. Deciding that immersion would be better for the boy and not particularly wanting to leave him outside, Dave took Swan into the building with him and they scaled toilet-paper stairs to the third floor. Dave went to a door and knocked.


    Swan wasn't sure where they were or why. Behind the door a muffled sound wheezed. Dave knocked again, louder. "Open up. It's Dave."


    Locks and bolts uncurled from behind and the door opened and an old woman with gray skin looked them over with myopic scales that passed for eyes, then turned away and went back into her apartment, leaving the door open.


    "Come on," said Dave to Swan.


    Inside the apartment strange witch paraphernalia and tea smells tried to mask the unsavory truth, the reptilian fungus that carpeted all space even the air in the architecture of the place's being.


    "God, that smell," said Dave. "Take a seat, Swan."


    "You notice the smell of the place but can't smell your own foulness," said the old woman.


    "I can shower," said Dave.


    "And who is this boy?"


    Swan averted his eyes from her gaze.


    "He is not polluted as you are, David Parker," she said.


    "Well, I keep him here any longer and he'll be polluted enough for all the city. Where's the stuff?"


    She looked from Dave to Swan again. "It is only for you?" she said. "Not for the boy?"


    Swan didn't know what she meant by "stuff" but he could feel something from the woman that was the opposite of whatever came from his uncle.


    "For the boy?" said Dave. "Aw, hell no. Not that it's any of your business."


    "It is precisely my business," she said. "I have no problem pumping poison into monsters like you and taking your money for it, and you can always go buy it from the boys on the street. No one drags you here. But if I find out you're giving it to children like him then you can leave now."


    "Hey now, hold on. No one said anything about him using it."


    "Then why bring him here?" she said.


    "Hell, he's just along for the ride. I can't just leave him outside. He's from the sticks. Can't tell right from left. I'll keep him close till he's straightened out."


    She snorted and spat in a bowl. Swan saw what looked like a tooth in the bowl. "He will be hurt by being near you. Maybe not now and not tomorrow but your stain touches all who come near you."


    "Alright, alright," said Dave.


    She snorted again and went to a cabinet and took out a bag of white powder. She put it in front of Dave. He opened the bag and licked his finger, dipped it in the powder, and tasted.


    "Is it sugar?" said Swan.


    The old woman looked at Swan and cackled.


    "Yeah, Swan," said Dave. "Why don't you go wait in the hall? I'll be right out."


    "Okay," said Swan.


    Out in the hall Swan listened. The woman asked Dave if he wanted to try the sugar and Dave said yes and then Swan heard Dave blow his nose it sounded like and a minute later Dave emerged with a grin.


    "Where is your sugar?" said Swan.


    "Got it right here, boy."


    "Is it good sugar, Uncle Dave?"


    "Hell yes it is."


    "Is that why you get it here? Because in Mississippi ma would buy sugar but she'd get it at the store in town."


    "Well yeah, we got sugar in stores too but when I want really good sugar I come here."


    "Okay."


    "And I'll tell you one more thing, boy. Your aunt Anne don't know about this place and we're gonna keep it that way just between the two of us. Alright?"


    Swan thought about this. "But if she knew about this place she could buy better sugar."


    Dave smiled again. "That's you using your head. But if she knew where to get this sugar she'd be getting it all the time and I'd be getting fat, and one thing I don't need is to be getting fat. Right?"


    "Oh, okay," said Swan.


    They came out of the building and the man who'd been swimming and singing on the sidewalk was urinating on Dave's car.


    "Goddamn," said Dave and let out a growl and punched the man in the side of the head. The man shrieked, fell down, and rolled away without looking back at his assailant.


    "I tell you, you got to watch out for the trash of the city. Get in, boy, we're going to the carwash."


    And even the carwash fascinated Swan who had never seen one before. He looked a little frightened as the spinning brushes whipped down upon the car. Dave was calm and had his mind elsewhere and Swan did his best to imitate his uncle's cool.


    From the carwash they went to North Beach and found parking just north of Broadway. They walked up a hill and went up more stairs to another apartment, but this building was nicer and cleaner. Dave rang a doorbell and a thin pale man almost as tall as Swan but built more like a skeleton opened the door. He said nothing to them and only acknowledged them with his eyes, giving a slightly longer glance at Swan. Dave followed the thin man to the kitchen table where a small metal box sat. The thin man unlocked the box and said, "Would you like a drink?"


    "No," said Dave. "But one for the boy."


    "Boy?" said the thin man. "He seems a little bigger than a boy. You bring him in case of trouble?"


    "Now are you suggesting I don't trust you fellas?" said Dave.


    The thin man showed shark teeth through a pumpkin grin and took out a stack of cash wrapped in bank ribbon. He tossed it on the table near Dave, locked the metal box, and went to the refrigerator. Dave counted the money and put it in his coat pocket. Swan saw they were hundred-dollar bills. The thin man poured pink juice into a glass and put it before Swan. Swan had never had pink juice.


    "Drink up," said the thin man, but he looked at Dave as he said this.


    Dave met the thin man's gaze and repeated, "Drink up, boy."


    


    Out on the street again, Swan said, "That juice was really good."


    "Pink lemonade. Get it at any grocery store."


    "Uncle Dave?"


    "What?"


    "That was a lot of money."


    "It was a good amount of money."


    "Why did he give it to you? I don't think that man likes you."


    Dave laughed. "I dare say you're right. But when you owe another man money you have to pay or suffer consequences."


    "Why did he owe you money?"


    "You sure ask a lot of questions. I'd think you got it from your aunt except you're my blood not hers. Alright. You see, I do all kinds of different jobs, you might say, and sometimes I bet money and sometimes I win and sometimes I lose. Last night I won. So yes, that guy wasn't eager to see me."


    "You mean like—"


    "Alright, boy, that's enough questions for now. Now it's time to reap the rewards of last night."


    They were in Chinatown and Swan couldn't believe all the Chinese people everywhere.


    "Are we in another country?" said Swan.


    In a side alley Dave found stairs that went down to a door with neon lights that said OPEN. Uncle Dave rang and looked back to see Swan was still at the top of the stairs.


    "Get down here," said Dave.


    The door opened and a midget came out. Dave sized him up. The little man looked strong and had thick eyebrows, almost a monobrow.


    "I know you?" said Dave.


    "I don't know," said the midget. "Do you?"


    "Yeah, I think I seen you with Larry Fisher."


    "You know Larry?"


    "Sure, we worked together," said Dave.


    "Yeah, I worked with Larry too. But not lately. Any time I need a job he's pretty dry these days."


    "You looking for work?" said Dave.


    "It wouldn't hurt."


    "What experience you got?"


    Before the midget could answer, an old Chinese woman came from inside and said, "You want talk go coffee shop! Don't talk all day my doorway."


    Dave gave her the phoniest grin he had, and looked back at the midget. "What's your name?"


    "Vinny."


    "Alright, Vinny, I'm gonna check with Larry. If everything sounds good I'll give you a call. Might be able to use you for something. Soon."


    "Sounds fair. What's your name?"


    "Dave."


    "And this guy?" Vinny looked at Swan, and Swan wasn't sure if he should shake the little man's hand or just smile.


    "My nephew. Swan."


    "Some swan," said Vinny. And with that he climbed the stairs and disappeared.


    The Chinese woman let them in, puffed her cigarette and smiled as Dave gave her money.


    "You must know everyone in town," said Swan.


    "Only the ones who count," said Dave.


    The Chinese woman bobbed down the hall ahead of them and into a living room where young Asian women watched TV and ate noodles. A few looked at Swan and Dave and smiled. Some ignored them.


    "Go ahead and pick one," said Dave.


    "Pick one?" said Swan.


    "Yeah, pick one."


    "What for?"


    "What for? Why –"


    Dave looked at his nephew and smiled. "I keep forgetting how young you are, boy. You're just gonna get a little massage, that's all. They'll rub you down and you'll feel good. Here, I'll pick one for you. Tammy! Come here."


    "I already feel good," said Swan.


    One of the girls came over. She clearly had a distaste for Dave.


    "Not me," said Dave. "This guy here. Treat him like a king. He's family."


    Dave slipped her a bill. Tammy looked at Swan and smiled a plastic grin, took his hand in hers. As she led him down the hall, Swan said, "Uncle Dave?" and looked back to see Dave pick a girl of his own.


    Swan had no clue what a massage was or who the girl was. He had no idea what would happen in the next five minutes.


    Tammy opened a door in the hall that revealed a tiny room with a doctor's examination table. That's what it looked like to Swan, but she didn't look like any doctor he had ever met. They went in and Swan stood there.


    "Take off your clothes and lie down," said Tammy.


    Swan did as he was told, took his clothes off awkwardly, knowing the girl might be looking at his nakedness. He kept his eyes averted and his back to her. He folded his clothes neatly and put them in a pile next to the examination table. He lay down on his back, stared at the ceiling and didn't look at Tammy. She materialized in his field of vision above and Swan saw her breasts. She wore no shirt. Swan quickly closed his eyes and said, "I'm sorry, I'm sorry."


    Tammy laughed. He felt her fingers over his eyes and they softly spread the eyelids. "Open eyes."


    So Swan opened his eyes.


    "Turn over," she said.


    And he did. He could feel his penis going erect and he tried to breathe and silence the chugging heartbeat in his ears, locomotive.


    "So big," she said.


    Her hands were on him, the muscles in his back strained and shuddered at her touch.


    "Relax."


    "Alright," said Swan. "I'm trying."


    "Unable to disappoint," she said. "Unable."


    


    After Chinatown, Dave and Swan drove to the other side of San Francisco.


    "Uncle Dave?"


    "How was that, boy? Ha ha ha! Woooohee!"


    "Uncle Dave, when… when I was alone with that woman—"


    "Tammy," said Uncle Dave.


    "She touched me with her hands… and…"


    "And maybe something more? Ha ha!"


    Swan was silent the rest of the way to the martial arts studio, their next destination. It was jiu-jitsu and a large building with mats on the floor and mirrors on the wall. Nobody was inside the building but a tanned Asian man with black hair showing light flecks of gray.


    "So this the champ?" said the man.


    "Here's the king," said Dave, and Swan didn't realize they were talking about him.


    "He's a big one."


    "Yeah," said Dave. "They raised him on grits, I guess. Swan, this is Ueda Sensei. He's gonna be your teacher for a while."


    Ueda smiled. "Swan, eh? He doesn't look like any swan I've seen."


    "That's not my real name. It's—"


    "It's your name from now on," said Dave. "You don't worry about that old name you left back in Mississippi. You got yourself a new career in a new town. You're a new man."


    "Not a man yet," said Ueda.


    Dave laughed but nobody else got the joke. "Can you get him started today?"


    "I can get him started right now," said Ueda. "Give him some one-on-one and get him warmed up, then toss him in the afternoon class."


    "Great. What time can I pick him up?"


    "Come back after six."


    


    Alone with Ueda, Swan was given a pair of sweats to wear, and he realized this was going to be like P.E. class back in Mississippi. They did some stretching, push-ups, sit-ups, ran laps around the gym, then Ueda gave Swan some padded body gear. Swan put it on without question. He looked in the mirror and saw a large but ridiculous teenager with sparring gear and a stupid grin. How did he end up here? What was going on?


    "Your uncle has asked me to teach you jiu-jitsu. That is fine. And you may make a good student or be as dense as others might take you to be. But first I must see what you have in you now, where we're starting from."


    Swan didn't know what the man was talking about, but this Ueda fellow seemed rather serious.


    "We are going to fight," he went on, "and I want you to do your best to tear me apart. To destroy me. You must not hold back. Don't worry about hurting me. You cannot hurt me. Do you understand?"


    Swan shook his head.


    "What don't you understand?" said Ueda.


    "Why –"


    "No why! That is between you and your uncle. You are here to fight and I will teach you. But leave your whys at home."


    Swan still didn't understand.


    "Now we are going to fight. It is not a real fight, of course, and I will let you know when we are finished. But you must fight like it is a real fight."


    "I've never been in a fight."


    Ueda looked into Swan's eyes and saw he was telling the truth. He barely believed it but considered the boy's size the determinant and quickly digested it within his brain as possible and ultimately irrelevant.


    "Nevertheless," said Ueda. "Put your hands up and do your best."


    Unlike Swan, Ueda wore no padded gear. His hands were raised so Swan did the same, not knowing what to expect.


    Before he even saw it, Ueda struck and Swan felt a sharp explosion in his shoulder.


    "Fight!" said Ueda.


    Swan didn't know where to begin. The man and boy circled around the mat. Ueda came in slower for another attack. But instead of punching, the instructor kicked and somehow came behind Swan's leg to push it forward and knock Swan to his knees. Before Swan could counterattack, his face was on the mat and Ueda had him pinned. Swan couldn't move without pain.


    "Ugh," said Swan.


    Ueda released Swan and helped him to his feet.


    "Again," said Ueda. "I think you are still in a daze. You are holding back. Wake up! This is real. If you do not stop me I will kill you. Can you believe that?"


    "Alright," said Swan. He raised his fists again and really tried to believe that Ueda meant to kill him and that he had to do the same if he was to survive. Swan ran to Ueda and punched for the sensei's head. His hand met only air and a knee in his stomach. A dizzying nausea swirled up into his saliva, but through it he could see Ueda. Swan grabbed Ueda's uniform by the front even as Ueda grabbed Swan. Swan tried to punch the little man's head but was blocked and tripped and in the entangled spin they both twisted down to the floor. Ueda landed on top and immediately got to work on another grip. Swan's vision was a mudfield of red and every instinct in him wanted to explode to avoid being trapped by the jiu-jitsu instructor.


    "Graaaaaa!" said Swan.


    But Ueda was too experienced to allow even blind energy to distract him, and he had Swan's arm twisted and put Swan face down on the mat again. Swan felt pain and more pain as he tried to resist but his muscles would not allow him. Ueda increased his grip and Swan twisted still more, his tendons knotting and muscles flexing to be free and continually blocked by the pressure of Ueda's hold.


    "Had enough?" said Ueda.


    But Swan barely heard the words and now viewed Ueda as a man truly bent on killing him. If Swan didn't break free he'd be dead in seconds. His arms would snap and his skull would be crushed below the factory press of Ueda's vice-like grip.


    "Nuraaa," said Swan.


    Ueda applied more pressure. Swan's vision was almost all red, only silhouettes of movement underneath the crimson carpet that flooded his being. The pain was starting to vanish as his consciousness ebbed. He realized he wasn't breathing and took the best breath he could. The pain surged.


    Every muscle within Swan spasmed. His whole body gave out a violent hiccup and in the process Swan and Ueda were separated. Ueda was briefly surprised, but accepted the new situation and was on his feet looking down at Swan, who lay gasping on the mat.


    "Well," said Ueda. "A little wolf in you after all, eh?"


    Swan tried to get up, not realizing the sparring was over for now. Instead, he chose to vomit on the mat.


    

  


  
    

    XII.


    


    That night back at the house Dave had Anne make a chocolate cake for Swan, who said it was the best cake he'd ever had.


    "Must be that special sugar," said Dave, winking at Swan.


    Swan looked back on his day and wondered if every day would be like this in San Francisco. If so, Swan would be very tired at the end of each day. Exhaustion filled every cell of his body, and he asked Dave if he could go to bed early.


    "Why sure, boy. You go up and get some shut-eye. Sweet dreams."


    "Sweet dreams," said Swan.


    When he had gone, Anne said, "What have you been up to with that boy?"


    Dave sipped his beer.


    "I said –"


    "I heard you, woman," said Dave. "I just thought it was a stupid thing to say as it's none of your business –"


    "It is my business if you're hurting that boy. He's –"


    "Woman, there's one thing you don't seem to understand. And that's that you've been put in this world and your place ain't at the top. It's never been at the top and it never will be. And since you met me you will always be under me. You let me do the thinking and you won't have any trouble like we been having."


    "Just leave the boy out of it."


    Dave finished his beer, then threw the empty bottle at Anne. She moved just in time and it smashed against the kitchen wall. She sighed, and started picking up the broken glass.


    "What's that?" said Dave. "What you whispering?"


    She didn't look at him.


    "What's that?" he said again.


    "I said nothing."


    "Goddamn right," said Dave. "Get me another one."


    She finished sweeping the glass and took him another beer from the fridge. He drank it, and with Anne turned away from him at the kitchen sink, he threw this bottle as well. It struck her in the back, just below the neck, and she lost her balance, fell to the floor.


    Dave went to her. She rubbed the spot on her back where the bottle had hit.


    "What?" he said. He offered her his hand. She looked at him with open disgust.


    He grabbed her by the shirt and lifted her against the counter. "What?" he said again. "You got something on your mind?"


    She could not hold back her tears. All the violence and memories erupted at once. She sobbed and gasped for air and couldn't find her voice. She tried to get away from him. She tried to make some distance. He would have none of it, first holding her clothes, and then wrapping his arms around her, squeezing her uncomfortably as she shook. He held her and smiled.


    "Stop," she said.


    Instead of stopping he brought her down to the kitchen floor, pressed down upon her, and kissed her.


    "Stop!" she said. "I hate you. I hate you so much."


    And he did stop, for a moment. "You… hate me?" And then he laughed and laughed. His hands were on her now and tearing into her dress, pushing down through the layers. He unbuttoned and unzipped his own pants and by now she was paralyzed. It had happened so many times, the sequence assured like clockwork and the setting of the sun. In her mind he was an animal, and like any beast coming to feed, he would not be satisfied until he had his fill. She swallowed and did not resist. Her body did not belong to her in these moments. Dave knew this.


    He did his work inside her and she would not fight. But he would never have her attention. She would go away at this time and imagine what life might have been like had she married a different man than David Parker. Normal. That's what she'd expected when she married Dave. And she realized that her imagination of how it would be is what had blocked her from seeing reality in the first place, so she stopped thinking of another who might treat her right, an idealized form she would never meet, and instead let her mind see nothing at all. And this blank mode of being is all she hoped for when her end would come.


    He did his work inside her, the work of five minutes, and lingered upon her. His beer breath and rough skin and she had to turn away. Finally he stood. He grabbed her again and she realized it was not over yet.


    "Up," he said, dragging her upstairs to their bedroom. Her legs moved automatically and she hated them for their treason. They came to the bedroom and he pushed her on the bed and shut the door. He went to the safe, opened it, and removed the gun and a little box. He took them to the bed and set the gun down. He opened the little box and took six bullets from it and proceeded to load the gun. He showed her the chamber with the bullets and closed it. He put the gun in her hands.


    "No!" she said.


    He made her hold the gun.


    "It's loaded this time," he said. "No fooling."


    As he'd done the night before, he pointed the end of the gun at his chest and pressed it against his skin.


    "There," he said. "All set. All you gotta do is pull the trigger."


    She shook her head.


    "What? You don't want to?"


    "Stop," she said, still holding the gun.


    "I think you want to."


    "No," she said. She aimed the gun away, dropped it on the bed. "I won't," she said.


    He took the gun. "Think hard. This is the only chance you'll ever get. You don't do it now you're never gonna do it."


    She closed her eyes and water came through. "I won't," she said.


    He nodded and breathed heavily. He put the gun away.


    

  


  
    

    XIII.


    


    A few nights later he had taken the boy to that martial arts studio again. But he said it wouldn't be just him and me for dinner – thank God – and that he had a guest, an "associate." And that didn't really sound too much better since his type of associates are pure filth, like him. He said to make a turkey and call it practice for Thanksgiving. The way men think. The way he thinks. I don't think he's at all like most men. Not like most people even.


    So I made a turkey with gravy and mashed potatoes and stuffing and cranberry and all the fixings like he told me, and when seven o'clock approached he added a detail about this guest we had coming.


    "He's a midget," said Dave.


    I laughed.


    "Yeah," he said, "That's why I tell you now, 'cause you got the brain of a three-year-old and I know if I didn't tell you then you'd up and laugh as soon as you saw him. You'd ask him if he eats off a big plate like normal people does and then you'd say whoops I don't mean you're not normal you're the same as anyone else just shorter, not that that's a bad thing and then I'd have to put my foot in your ass to shut you up."


    "I wouldn't laugh at his face," I said. "You think I'm like those Southern women you grew up around."


    "And there you go again putting down my background and history like you're miss high falutin' aristocrat and them Southern women is straight out of Gone With the Wind. Well your shit smells as much as any of them, all you whores."


    "Should I heat the gravy now? Is he on his way?"


    "The only reason I let you stay and talk with us is 'cause I know you'd stick your nose around it anyway, and everybody's involved in this from here on out. You, me… everyone."


    I didn't see what he meant by that. I've known he's not on the up and up almost as long as we been married, and I wasn't gonna turn him in at this point.


    "Just be hospitable and act normal," he said.


    And there on the dot of seven the doorbell rang.


    "I'll get it," he said.


    I'd never really talked to a midget and was kind of nervous, actually. Dave can say the meanest things but sometimes he knows me too well and sees right through, although he can phrase it harsh.


    He returned and there next to him was the midget.


    "This is Vinny," said Dave. "Vinny, this is my wife Anne."


    I reached down – I really did – and shook his hand. He had a sweet smile, and I could imagine him with a normal-sized body. But here he was, small. He looked like a large person shrinking into something… something else.


    "Hello," said Vinny. "The food smells amazing."


    "Then let's eat," said Dave.


    We sat and said no prayer and Dave cut the turkey. I noticed he cut a slightly smaller piece for Vinny. Perhaps Vinny didn't notice, and maybe Dave himself didn't know what he had done, but I could tell it was a little smaller. I laughed inside and kept it to myself, of course.


    "Say, where's the boy?" said Vinny. "Your nephew, right?"


    "Yeah," said Dave. "He's at the dojo."


    "I don't think anyone's gonna be messing with a guy that size. Even to a tall guy like you, that kid's a giant."


    "Yes he is. But he's raw. Ain't had much experience in the world. And sometimes you don't get a second chance if people come at you wrong. Sure, he's big, but he wouldn't raise his hand to a thing in the world. Even if you attacked him."


    "I'm not planning to attack him."


    They laughed with their man humor. That they would even think about Swan in those terms, like he was a dog being trained for a fight – it disgusted me.


    "Damn, this is some fine gravy," said Vinny. He looked at me a little too long. Little man.


    "Yeah, she's not a bad one when she puts her back into it," said Dave.


    Vinny laughed a raw, skittish laugh and slowly moved his eyes from me to Dave.


    "You have a wonderful family," said Vinny. "I'm glad we'll be working together. Especially if it means more meals like this."


    "This job works out and we'll be eating a lot better than this," said Dave.


    "So when do I get the details? You checked me out with Larry, yeah?"


    "Yeah, I did. He says you're alright. Alright. And if he says you're good then I'm okay with that. We can go into the low-gist-icks later on when the little lady here's cleaning up, step into the living room and not bore her with the details."


    "Oh, it won't bore me at all," I said. Dave just didn't want me to hear more than I needed to know.


    He glared at me but went on. "No, Vinny, what we need to discuss more urgently is our little group. And how we're gonna function as a team. Like I told you, Swan's pretty raw out here, and I don't want that slowing us down. And I don't want him second-guessing you or you second-guessing him 'cause you all barely know each other."


    "Naw, you say he's good then I'll trust him. Like a brother."


    "Nevertheless. I think it might be beneficial to have the two of you spend a little time together. Get to know each other."


    "You mean another job first?"


    "Huh? No, no. I just mean to have the two of you bond."


    "Bond?"


    "Yeah, become his buddy."


    "Like… how?" said Vinny.


    "How?" said Dave. I heard in his voice that creeping annoyance like when I asked a dumb question, but I saw he was suppressing it with Vinny. "Whatever… just take him bowling or get a burger or something. I don't know – you figure it out."


    "Okay," said Vinny. "I'll think of something."


    "Great, I know you have it in you. Anne, get the ice cream out so it ain't rock solid when we're ready for it."


    

  


  
    

    XIV.


    


    After dinner Dave and I went in the living room while Anne did the dishes. I was enjoying the view of her backside, but business comes first, I suppose.


    "We're aiming for the third of December. It's a Monday. Mark your calendar."


    "Alright," I said. "Where's it at?"


    "I'll let you know the day of the job."


    "Don't trust me?"


    "I'm letting you in, aren't I? I trust you that much. You do okay and I'll trust you more."


    Yeah, go ahead and start trusting me.


    "That's fine," I said. "That date works for me. I'll be ready."


    "Good. You busy right now?"


    "I'm here, ain't I?"


    We left his house and drove across town to this martial arts place. The one where the kid trained. The evening class was letting out and a few people were still practicing. It was easy to spot the kid. Just look for the tallest one. In any crowd.


    "Swan," said Dave.


    The kid turned and jogged across the room.


    "Hey, Uncle Dave."


    "How'd class go?"


    "Good!"


    The kid was Pollyanna, I swear.


    "Glad to hear it," said Dave. "Got a friend here you may remember."


    "Oh yeah, I remember. He's Vinny."


    "That I am," I said. "Good to see you, kid. Your uncle's been telling me all about you. Quite the scrapper you're aiming to be."


    "Scrapper?" said Swan.


    "Swan, after your class Tuesday I'm not gonna be able to pick you up," said Dave. "I asked Vinny if he could and it's all right. He'll be here around five."


    "Oh, okay," said Swan. "Hey, how… uh…"


    "How can I drive a car?" I said. It was a common question that people liked to hint at and never ask me directly. Like so many questions.


    "Well… yeah," said Swan.


    "I have my ways. I manage."


    Dave gave me a ride home, and it seemed a good start to this business. A lot of things to follow up on.


    

  


  
    

    XV.


    


    When we got home Aunt Anne warmed up the turkey dinner they had and it was so yummy. I couldn't believe it wasn't Thanksgiving… the food tasted so good! After a few hours of jiu-jitsu I was worn out so it was good to come home and sink my teeth into something. But there was something bothering me. Uncle Dave was upstairs, so I asked Aunt Anne.


    "Aunt Anne?"


    "Yes?"


    "When am I gonna go back to Mississippi? I been here a week now and I miss my mom."


    "I… know, Swan. You'll have to ask your uncle about that."


    And that's when he walked in like on a TV show, Uncle Dave, right on cue.


    "Speak of the devil," said Aunt Anne.


    "That's what they call me, woman," said Uncle Dave.


    "Uncle Dave – when am I gonna go back to Mississippi?"


    "Why?" he said. "Ain't you having a good time here? Ain't we treating you right and feeding you well?"


    "Sure you are," I said. "But I gotta get back to ma and find out how she's doing. Who knows what's happened since I left?"


    "Well just stop your wondering right now, because I wrote your ma a letter voicing these very concerns of yours – my concerns as well – and I have no doubt she'll be writing you back before you can blink your eyes. Then we can all learn what's going on. Because I'm as curious as you are. She's your mother, but she's my big sister."


    "Oh, that's great!" I said. Then I got to thinking, and said, "But can't we call the hospital?"


    "I already thought of that, boy, and guess what? She is out of the hospital and back home. And both you and I know she don't go in for none of them telephones, so we'll have to wait till we get a letter from her. So put on your patience shoes."


    "I don't have any patience shoes," I said.


    "Then you better get some."


    

  


  
    

    XVI.


    


    A few nights later I was at the dojo and Ueda Sensei was showing me a new grip. I enjoyed jiu-jitsu. Class was over and I managed to pin him.


    "Okay, let go," he said.


    I did.


    "You are learning fast, Swan," he said.


    "Thanks."


    "And who is that little man staring at you?" he said.


    I looked behind me and there was Vinny. I had forgotten he was picking me up.


    "Oh, that's my friend Vinny," I said.


    "Your friend?" said Ueda. "He radiates a foul aura. Be careful with him."


    "What do you mean?"


    "Nothing. Keep practicing till your next class. I need to prepare for the evening class. I'll see you."


    Ueda Sensei went to the office.


    "I'll only need a minute to change, Vinny," I said.


    "I'll start the car, kid."


    When I got outside I looked around and it was easy to find Vinny. His car was pretty, maybe even nicer than Uncle Dave's.


    "Where are we going?" I said.


    "Wait and see," he said.


    And how he did drive that car. The pedals were bigger than they are on a regular car – they were like giant bricks - and his seat was higher than mine. We drove down 19th Avenue for a while and then turned off and headed out toward the ocean. We arrived at some cliffs that looked down on the sea. The sun was still up but about to set. There were men flying around in hang gliders like I'd seen on TV once but never up close in person. They looped around near the cliffs and came right up near us so we could almost touch 'em. There were also dogs running around those cliffs.


    "I wonder if the dogs ever run off the edge," I said.


    "I hope so," said Vinny.


    "What?"


    "Not a big fan of dogs, Swan. A little too big for me."


    "That makes sense," I said. Because it did.


    "Swan, let's go over near the edge of the cliff."


    "I don't like heights."


    "Trust me."


    So we went near the edge and my palms became sweaty.


    "Can we go back now, Vinny?"


    "Not yet. First, I want to do something."


    Vinny went right up to the edge of the cliff with his back to me. I was right behind him.


    "Now, Swan, you can easily push me off and end my life right now."


    "You… want me to push you?" I said.


    "No, stupid. But I'm saying that you could easily kill me. No one would know and it would go down as an accident."


    "I wouldn't do that, Vinny."


    "Good. Now let's change places."


    Vinny went around behind me.


    "Get a little closer to the edge, kid."


    "I… I don't feel so good out here, Vinny."


    My head felt light and my palms were soaked with sweat. I could've drank it off..


    "Now just hold on a second longer, kid. Because you can see that I can push you off right now if I want."


    "Please don't."


    "I won't. And that's the point. Now get back away from that cliff."


    He didn't have to tell me twice. After the sunset we went back to his car. I was happy to get away from those cliffs. We drove around a while and stopped and went inside an ice cream shop.


    "Any flavor you want, Swan. In fact, any two flavors."


    I looked them over and the man behind the counter let me taste a few that I asked about.


    "Don't spend all day on it, Swan. This ain't Sophie's Choice."


    I don't know what that meant but I chose peanut butter and the dark chocolate. Vinny got strawberry in a little kid's cup. He always chose small things. I guess because everything was so large from down there..


    "So here we are," he said.


    "Where?" I said.


    "Here. You and me, Swan. Just like old times for the first time and many times to come, no doubt. You and me are gonna be good friends, right?"


    "Uh huh." I nodded but was paying attention to the ice cream. The peanut butter flavor was better.


    "And friends tell each other everything. I'm never gonna lie to you."


    "Okay," I said.


    "And I hope you won't ever lie to me."


    I stopped. "Of course I won't lie," I said. "I don't like to anyone. My mom told me not to lie to anyone."


    "That's very good of her. I can tell she's a wonderful woman."


    "She is. And I can't wait to go back to her."


    "Where is she at?"


    "Mississippi. Uncle Dave sent her a letter and when she writes back I'm gonna leave."


    "Is that so? Just like that?"


    "Yup."


    "Hmm," said Vinny. "We sure will miss you back here."


    "Oh, well I can come and visit sometime."


    "Glad to hear it. I'm sure you'd miss your aunt and uncle a lot too."


    "Oh sure. They're great."


    "I bet they are. And that's real nice that your uncle's giving you and me work like he is."


    "What do you mean?" I said.


    "The job –"


    Vinny stopped.


    "What job?" I said.


    "Did I say job? I was thinking of something else. So how do you like living with your aunt and uncle? How do they get along?"


    "I don't know. They're great, I guess."


    "Oh good. Because I had the impression they might not be on the best of terms. When we had dinner…"


    "What?" I said.


    "Nothing," he said.


    When we finished our ice cream we went to the park and Vinny let me ride the Merry-go-round. He didn't want to ride. He probably wanted to ride – who wouldn't want to ride a Merry-go-round? – but was afraid to ask me for help getting him on the horse. So I didn't say anything. I didn't want to embarrass him.


    Then we walked around a while and Vinny went inside a corner store and bought some drinks and we took them back to the park. He said we were going to drink a lot.


    I tried the drink and it tasted funny. I looked at the label and read.


    "Hey, Vinny, this is beer!"


    "So it is, my friend."


    "But I'm too young to drink this."


    "Nah, you're doing fine. Keep going."


    "But I'll get in trouble and go to jail."


    "You'll be fine. I promise you."


    "Well…"


    I looked around and didn't see any police in the park. So I took another sip.


    "It tastes funny," I said.


    "You'll get used to it."


    "But I think Uncle Dave will be mad –"


    "If you won't tell, I won't tell. My lips are sealed. Besides… how old are you?"


    "Seventeen."


    "Hell, by the time I was seventeen I'd drank enough beer to kill a donkey."


    "Why would you want to kill a donkey?" I said.


    "You're a funny kid."


    We drank and drank and I started to feel all funny inside and then I felt good and so relaxed almost like I might fall asleep there on the grass. But I didn't. I think I drank four of those beers and Vinny had the other two. We started singing songs and we didn't know any of the same songs except "Row, Row, Row Your Boat" so we sang that. And it was a real easy song. We tossed the beer bottles in a trash and started wandering around and couldn't remember where we parked Vinny's car but then Vinny thought he probably wasn't in a good mood to drive anyway so we walked around some more and then I had to pee and went in the bush and Vinny peed as well right next to me and I saw his little thing was really small and laughed and then he got mad and peed on my leg and I said hey and jumped back. But I said I was sorry and he said he was sorry and we were friends again.


    We walked out of the park and onto Haight Street where Uncle Dave says all the weird people live and we walked along and I said I was getting hungry again and Vinny said—


    "What a coincidence, I'm getting hungry too."


    So we went into a building and up the stairs and those stairs kept moving.


    "Another year and that many beers won't even touch a guy your size," said Vinny. "But one or two beers is always gonna be enough to roll me over."


    It was some kind of Chinese restaurant or something and Vinny ordered food I didn't know what. They brought some soup with coconut taste and chicken and it was good and they brought vegetables and spicy stuff and it was good. Then Vinny ordered a drink that came in a big glass like a flower vase and it was purple so I thought it was grape juice. Vinny poured it into glasses for each of us and held his up.


    "To us," he said. "Best friends forever."


    "What?"


    "It's a toast, stupid," he said. "You're supposed to raise your glass. Ain't you got no culture?"


    So I raised my glass like he told me and he bumped his glass into mine and then he said it was okay to drink.


    I started and stopped almost right away.


    "Vinny, this juice tastes bad."


    "You lug, it's wine."


    "Oh no!"


    "Look, kid, these people here don't care if you're under age or not, so long as you don't go making a big scene about it. So settle down and drink up."


    I did as I was told and tried to stomach it. Wine didn't taste anything like juice.


    Vinny made me drink some more and then I felt so full on all the drinks and all the food so I went to the bathroom to pee. I looked in the mirror and saw my lips and teeth were purple and I laughed. I wanted to pee but before I could make it to the urinal, all of a sudden, it just erupted out of me, all of it, and I felt so bad for a second and it was all on the floor. I cried a little, then washed my mouth out and went back to Vinny.


    "Vinny, I got sick."


    "What?"


    "In the bathroom. I got sick on the floor."


    "Oh, great. Well, it happens. Let's get out of here."


    It was dark outside. Walking up Haight Street we passed people who asked for money. Vinny ignored them. But one man said something different.


    "Green buds?"


    Vinny stopped. "How much?" he said.


    The man took out a small bag of something. It was kind of green, I guess. Vinny told me to wait a minute and he stepped off the main street into an alley with the man. He came out a minute later and we walked into the park. When we got there, he looked around like he was trying to find something.


    "What are you looking for, Vinny?" I said.


    "Peace and quiet. Ah, there, that'll do."


    We went to a grassy hill and sat down. Vinny took out the bag of green stuff.


    "You know what this is?" he said.


    "No, what?"


    "Pot," he said.


    "That's not a pot," I said.


    "Just watch."


    He took some of it out of the bag and held it out to me.


    "Get a whiff of that, kid."


    I smelled and it didn't smell like anything I know. Vinny took out a small piece of paper and put some of the green stuff into it, then rolled it all up into a little tube. He took out a lighter and set one end of the paper on fire.


    "Oh, it's like a cigarette," I said.


    "Right."


    Vinny inhaled the smoke and held his breath in, then he coughed.


    "Kind of rough, but it will do," he said.


    He held the cigarette out to me.


    "You want me to smoke it?" I said.


    "The kid wins the prize. Yeah, take a puff, don't choke."


    "I don't really like cigarettes," I said.


    "This one's special," he said.


    I was still wobbly from the wine and didn't put up much resistance. I held the cigarette like he had done and inhaled. I held onto it in my lungs just like Vinny. And then it started tickling and I coughed it out. Just like Vinny. He laughed.


    "Good job, kid. You're on your way."


    I laughed. I couldn't help it.


    "Hey, Swan, how old is your aunt Anne?"


    "I don't know," I said. "Why?"


    Vinny laughed. I laughed too. I'm not sure why we laughed.


    


    It was late when Vinny got me home. Before I got out of the car he stopped me.


    "Hey, buddy, we had a good time tonight, right?"


    "Yeah," I said.


    "Glad to hear it. You ever want ice cream again just give your pal Vinny a call. Can you do that?"


    "Oh yeah!" I said. Because I love ice cream.


    "Good, good. And just a piece of advice. It might be better if you don't mention the beer and wine and… smoking to your aunt and uncle."


    "How come?" I said. "I don't want to lie."


    "Of course not," he said. "And no one's asking you to. But your aunt and uncle still see you as a little boy, when you're really a man. Only men drink alcohol. Only men smoke. You're a man, aren't you?"


    "I… guess."


    "Of course you are! So keep it to yourself. For now. I'll break it to your uncle down the line. Sometime."


    "Okay, Vinny. If you say so."


    "Good. I'll see you later, Swan."


    "Goodbye."


    I went inside and Uncle Dave was watching an Eddie Murphy movie.


    "So, look what the cat dragged in," he said.


    "What cat?" I said.


    "So you and Vinny have a good time? What'd you get up to?"


    "We ate some ice cream and stuff. We had a good time."


    "Good."


    And Uncle Dave didn't ask any more questions. I watched a few minutes of Eddie Murphy with him until I got bored and went to bed.


    

  


  
    

    XVII.


    


    The next day I felt horrible and Uncle Dave said to take it easy and get better. He went out on business. When he came in later that afternoon I was feeling better and asked him about ma and whether he had gotten that letter from her yet.


    "As a matter of fact, I have it right here. Just came today. Here you go."


    "What does it say?" I said.


    "If you take a look you'll notice it's got your name on it, not mine. And I make it a habit not to go poking in other people's business. You go ahead and read it and tell me all about it."


    I opened that letter up like a Christmas present, and this is what it said.


    Dear family,


    Thank you so much for that letter you wrote me. It was very nice. I read it a lot. I am out of the hospital now and getting better each day. I am working the farm as best I can, growing vegetables and the like just like I used to. I feel good. I do miss my boy. Thank you for asking. But I think it better he stay in the city with you all for a while. See the world. Maybe see where he wants his life to take him. Get to know his relatives. Keep writing and I will let you know if it's okay to return.


    Love,


    May


    "Uncle Dave – it… it…"


    "What it say?" he said.


    "She wants me to stay here!" I said. "I can't believe it. I miss her so much that I just thought she felt the same."


    "Let me see."


    He took the letter and read.


    "Well I'll be," he said. "Well, if she isn't the best mother in the world."


    "What do you mean?" I said.


    "Being all unselfish and putting her own wishes aside to let you grow and learn all kinds of new things. Why, I can tell she miss you a bucketload."


    "She does?" I said. "How can you tell?"


    "Hell, ain't she my own sister? I tell you I know May well as I know my right hand, and I can see she misses you. But I also see she knows what's best when she says she wants you to stay. So you better do like she says."


    "I guess I better."


    "You better."


    I read that letter a hundred times that day. I thought it over and Uncle Dave was right. If that's what ma wanted then I'd follow her instructions to the letter. It hurt and all, but I'd do it. Boy, it did hurt.


    

  


  
    

    XVIII.


    


    The next few weeks are kind of a blur. I did jiu-jitsu with Ueda Sensei four or five times a week and did all kinds of other exercise to get in shape. I also watched a lot of television because the one back at ma's had been broken for several years and we never had it fixed. One day when I was watching a show, someone knocked on the door. Uncle Dave was out and Aunt Anne was out too so I went and opened it myself.


    "Hey, ya big lug," said Vinny.


    "Hey, Vinny. My uncle's not home."


    "I know. And that's okay because I didn't come to see Dave. Came to see you."


    "What's up?" I said.


    "You ever been bowling?"


    "Oh, sure," I said. "Lots of times. We had a place back –"


    "Good, let's go."


    "Oh, but I can't."


    "You don't look busy." He looked at the television and a man was rubbing his hand on a woman's chest.


    "I'm supposed to go ride my bike with Ueda Sensei."


    "Wow, that guy really works you."


    "It's fun, you should come with us."


    On the street behind Vinny, Ueda Sensei pulled up on his ten-speed.


    "Hello, Swan," said Ueda Sensei. Then he noticed Vinny. "Hello, little one."


    Vinny gave Ueda Sensei a funny look.


    "So I was gonna take Swan bowling. Do you want to go with us?"


    "No, because we are going for a bike ride. Come, Swan."


    I looked from Ueda Sensei to Vinny and didn't know what to do.


    "Vinny – I told Ueda Sensei –"


    "Oh, I see how it is," said Vinny. "Well then, have a good day."


    "Vinny, come on," I said. "I already promised."


    "Sure, sure, kid. We can go bowling another time."


    Ueda Sensei watched Vinny go down the stairs toward his car.


    "He wishes to bowl? What about you, Swan? We could bowl today. It would be good exercise."


    "You don't mind?"


    "No. I would like to understand this Vinny fellow."


    I called out to Vinny who was already in his car, and he poked his head out the window. We straightened things out and were on our way to the bowling alley. It was afternoon when we arrived and pretty empty. We got a pizza and Vinny bowled better than me. Ueda Sensei bowled better than both of us, and he even knew the man who worked there by name.


    "Not bad," said Vinny as we turned in our shoes.


    "Thank you. Not so bad yourself."


    "For a midget, you mean?"


    "I did not say that."


    "So what's all this training you got Swan doing?"


    "I'm a jiu-jitsu instructor. His uncle asked me to teach him. That is all."


    "But what's it all for?" said Vinny.


    "For? What is music for? It's something you do."


    "Right. Well, I'm glad we had this chance to meet, Ueda."


    "My pleasure. Have a good day."


    "You don't want a ride back?" said Vinny.


    "I would like the exercise. Swan, too. We'll walk."


    "Oh, I see," said Vinny.


    "Thank you. Good day."


    Vinny left and we stayed inside. Ueda Sensei gave me some quarters and told me to play video games. He didn't need to tell me twice – I love video games. While I played, I think he looked out into the parking lot at Vinny. When I was done with my game, destroyed, Ueda Sensei was at my side again.


    "Why don't you like Vinny, Sensei?"


    "I don't trust him."


    "But why?"


    "He is friendly."


    "What's wrong with that?"


    "Too friendly. He wants something."


    I thought about it and couldn't imagine what Vinny wanted. "Maybe he just wants friends," I said.


    "His kind never wants friends. They want things, and power. And they'll do whatever it takes to get them."


    

  


  
    

    XIX.


    


    When Thanksgiving came around, Dave asked me over again. I didn't really want to go, but Swan wanted me to go and told me Ueda would be there too. That made me really not wanna go. But I didn't like the way that guy was working between me and Swan, and maybe between me and Dave. So I accepted.


    I took some more ice cream with me (for the kid) and a bottle of wine and got there early so I'd beat Ueda. But he was already there. That guy gave me the creeps. His eyes looked right through me. I even considered taking him out, a plug from my car as he walked down the street one day. But it was getting too close to the job. Too much clutter.


    We sat in a circle, with Anne on my right and Swan on my left. The kid was focused on his food so he hardly said a thing. He ate like a bear. Anne was focused on everybody. The total crowd pleaser, not happy unless everyone was happy. She had so much energy boiling up in her, and I could see she always held it back. I don't think they were happy.


    "Ueda and I are really lucky to have you guys," I said. "Us bachelors would be sitting home alone watching Home Alone if we didn't have you."


    "Home Alone is a horrible film," said Ueda.


    "Thank you for missing the point entirely," I said.


    Ueda gave me a phony grin and drilled into my forehead with those eyes again. Damn, I hated that guy.


    "I've never seen that movie," said Swan, and nobody cared.


    "I'll show it to you sometime, kid," I said.


    "Don't waste your time, Swan," said Ueda. "A piece of trash film. Sentimental."


    "Well, aren't you the film master," I said. "And I thought you only taught fighting."


    "Alright, you guys, you can cut it out," said Dave. "We ain't here to fight."


    "Yeah, save it for the dojo, Sensei," I said.


    "I said drop it, Vinny," said Dave.


    "Alright." I shifted in my chair and my leg bumped into Anne's. I moved it away, but then slowly shifted it back, inch by inch until it was right next to her leg again. When she moved she inadvertently bumped mine again. I smiled but gave no indication that anything had taken place. She glanced at me quickly, but had so much cool, reserve. Level-headed, that girl.


    The dinner turned to more genial topics, holiday plans, that kind of garbage. I smiled and let the others talk, focusing on that leg of hers. We kept bumping, and finally, after I told the joke about the black rabbi and the cosmonaut, her leg rubbed against mine. There was no more ambiguity.


    With that in place, the rest of the dinner was façade, show. The real work took place inside as I planned and worked the calendar. When would I be able to see her with no one else around? Find out how far she wanted to go. Had to settle it before the job. All these details. But none of it mattered if she was game. And apparently she was.


    When it was time for dessert, Dave told her to get the ice cream and pie, and as she rose he patted her on the ass. I saw her wince. That sealed it.


    Less than two weeks till the job. Yes, to act fast. To act fast.


    I had been staring and looked to see if Dave had noticed. He hadn't. But that other one – that Ueda – was staring into me again with those cold, cold eyes.


    

  


  
    

    XX.


    


    "You come to me highly recommended," said Philip K. Glassdick.


    "Oh?" said Dr. Jew.


    "Yes. My friend Johnny said you once took care of his genital warts or something."


    "Oh, that little matter. 'Twas nothing. If that's what ails you have no fear. Bit of battery acid and have you swallowed in a bed of yogurt, you'll be good as new."


    "Actually, I'm afraid it's a little more serious than that."


    "Not genital warts? Swine-AIDS perhaps?"


    "What?" said Glassdick. "No… why do you ask? Am I looking… swinish?"


    "Aheheheheh, no. Just a particular favorite of mine. So what is the matter then, Mr. Glassdick? And before we go on, can I say that I am a great fan of your work…? Many are the hours that I've let Music for Headaches unflower in the background."


    "Thank you. It's always a pleasure to hear that my music is appreciated."


    "Appreciated?" said Dr. Jew. "No, no, no, sir. Appreciated is too light a word to unpack my feelings for your music. Appreciated is how I might describe albums from the mortal plane. Your works… your works are something more."


    "As much as I'd like to think so," said Glassdick, "I assure you that I'm just a musician."


    "Bah!" said Dr. Jew. "Modesty! Sheer modesty and utter nonsense. Do you know, I've tried to convey that album's significance to others – it's the same feeling I try to radiate through my poetry – what? Yes, yes, bit of a poet, me. I know, who'd have thunk it… What? He's a great poet as well as a brilliant medico-scientist? Some men get all the luck! Yes, I imagine that's what they'd say on the 'street' if they knew the full stomach of my faculties, which is why I keep my poetry on the hush-hush. But where was I? Ah yes! Music for Headaches. You know, I wrote a witty little epigram about that album that I'll share with you now."


    Glassdick looked uneasy. Dr. Jew searched his desk for a scrap of paper.


    "Ah, here it is," he said. He cleared his throat. "Are you ready? Okay." He read: "'Philip K. Glassdick's Music for Headaches is like Brian Eno's Music for Airports but you play it inside headaches instead of airports.'"


    Dr. Jew looked up and eagerly awaited a response. "Well? Well?"


    "Ah," said Glassdick. "Very… droll."


    "Isn't it though?" said Dr. Jew. "Ah ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha! At first I wasn't going to present it to you but then I realized you might want to put it on the cover of your next album… you know, a bit of PR – 'What, his music is endorsed by a quasi-famous doctor? Simply astonishing! Perhaps the music has some sort of medicinal effect –'"


    "I doubt it," said Glassdick.


    "Says you! But look at me for contrary proof otherwise! I'm fit as a fiddle and with the lungs of a four-year-old. Yes, please, take this little bon mot and plaster it over your next masterwork. I'll be waiting."


    "Well, if I don't get treatment there may not be a next album."


    "Never you mind that. You're in good hands here and we'll have you fixed in a jiff. But before we go on – since you brought the matter up – I wonder if you'd mind telling me about this next album you've got going."


    "Well, there's not much to speak of."


    "Come, come, sir. No need to hold back the facts. I am, after all, a doctor. Your doctor. I remember reading years ago in one of those musical newsrags about your near-fatal accident with the school bus that left you paralyzed from the lips down. I remember reading with rapt joy – both a scientific curiosity and an artistic history of that exhilarating music I have so recently described to you."


    "Yes. That's how that album began."


    "And thank God it did! And – naturally – I don't mean to express merriment at your collision with misfortune… but you must admit, it led to the great musical opus of our era, Music for – say, do you mind if I put it on now?"


    "Well," said Glassdick, "I'd rather—"


    "I know, working on your new work – you still have to tell me about it – you don't want to look backward. Always cracking new ground, we artistic types. I do indeed know that feeling, that golden euphoria. So what do you call this next work which I am still waiting for you to describe?"


    Glassdick winced as the first tinklings of Music for Headaches began to play through hidden speakers. "You know, doctor, when I lay in that hospital bed for eleven months I had to listen every waking moment to the emphysemic wheeze of a senile albino in the next cot as he transformed from vegetable to manure –"


    "Ha ha, wonderful!" said Dr. Jew. "I know the story, but please, go on!"


    "Hmm," said Glassdick. "Yes, well, after hearing that wheeze for so long it was driving a musician of my capacity mad. Simply crazy. I longed for anything else. To hear something fresh. Or at least have some silence. I tried. I tried to tell anyone who visited me, any nurse who wiped my ass, any doctor who poked and welded me – I tried to tell them all, for God's sake, put some headphones on me and drown out the old buzzard and his hiss."


    "But they couldn't understand!" said Dr. Jew.


    "Yes, they couldn't understand. My lips were as putty and they assumed I wanted more of their hospital grewl. I was a struggling artist in those days and the care I received was less than spectacular. Not a single one of those incompetents, not my girlfriend or children, supposed I – a man who spent ten hours a day listening to and making music – might want to hear a song. Instead they would turn on the evening news and leave me with that man's breath in my ears, that breath that never sped up or slowed down. It just went on and on."


    "Ah, you come to my favorite part of the story now," said Dr. Jew, tilting his head to fully absorb the music.


    "For you perhaps," said Glassdick. "When I hear this album I hear that old man's throat and the air that always went in and out. I would go without sleep for three or four days and look into that breath until… I don't know. To this day, I don't know what happened. I've been told the sound of the old man's wheezing may have entrained my brain to produce delta or theta brainwaves for hours at a time – I don't know. But somehow, at some point in that repetition, a switch tripped in my ears, in my brain, and all the horror I felt turned to bliss that no words do justice."


    "Yes, leave it for us poets. And so you unveiled this heavenly music for all to enjoy. Bravo, sir, bravo, you are indeed a hero for our times. Sometimes when I sit in this chair, this very chair, stroking my arm hair or polishing my Noam Chomsky bracelet, I dare to think that you and I are not so far apart after all. Haven't we both found our true callings? Me, as I restitch the crystalline patterns of bones into winglike structures and perform quote-unquote risky race-change operations – their words, not mine, those anonymous cowards with their feces-laced postcards. These and other hijinks. And you! With your science fiction operas and eight-minute elongations of a single bat shriek… genius. And these are not merely the mythological compliments of a sycophantic fan. I hope you understand."


    "I, too, hope I understand," said Glassdick.


    Dr. Jew arose and went to a glass cabinet and poured liquid in two glasses. He placed one glass in front of Glassdick. "Yes, that one," said Dr. Jew.


    "What?" said Glassdick.


    "Oh, I was just wondering when you'd tell me about this next project you're working on. It seems you mentioned something about poetry."


    "That was you, Doctor."


    "Was it? Ha ha. Must be the music. Blurring identities and all that. Effing amazing, how do you do it?"


    "To be honest, Doctor, right now I'm all wrapped up with the incidental music for Sergio's picture. I haven't even thought about the next project."


    "Ah," said Dr. Jew. "Ah. Ah. Ah. Yes, of course. Simpatico."


    "The film is months behind schedule as it is. Sergio keeps flying down to LA for reshoots as new data comes in about Swine-AIDS, or disappearing for weeks at a time at the Luftmeister Ranch in Marin to edit the thing. The studio we're working with is going crazy. They want to get their hands on the film and get Sergio out of the picture."


    "Yes, Dune… The Magnificent Ambersons… we know the story."


    "First they wanted a Christmas release for '11, then a summer release this year, and now they're hoping for a Christmas release again. Can you believe it? Less than a month away and they still don't know if it'll be out on time."


    "Yes, nothing like a Swine-AIDS epic to remind people what Christmas is about."


    "I just want it to end. Every time he cuts a scene or makes a change, he calls me in to change the texture, as he puts it."


    "I know the feeling," said Dr. Jew. "Sometimes I just want a patient to die so I can stop their bleating."


    "What?" said Glassdick.


    "What?" said Dr. Jew. Then he retraced his words and realized the unintended effect they may have had. "Oh, Mr. Glassdick, not you, of course! Hahahahahaha. No, I was merely speaking figuratively as we poets are known to do. A'ight?"


    Glassdick still looked uncomfortable.


    "You know, Glassdick, I must tell you that when I heard Simpatico had turned his energy to a Swine-AIDS film, I immediately proffered my expertise and assistance in any technical – or artistic – capacity in all his present and future endeavors. I contacted an underling at Simpaticofilm Limited and told her I'd be glad to consult on the script and strip away inaccuracies. Every story needs hard science and a hard scientist. The Hollywood fiction machine and its gross misrepresentations! I also said I could ghostwrite dialogue or do a voice-over or a bit of narration to open up the film, kind of like Olivier's Hamlet but better, you know?


    "I don't –"


    "It was a rhetorical question, you need not answer. I got a generic reply from one of Simpatico's peons, so I sent off a screenplay I wrote a few hours after receiving the letter. Haven't heard a thing since. I can only assume that come Christmas day I'll be rewarded by a visit to the local theatrical establishment and get to enjoy my vision come to life. I ask for no financial compensation, only that my name be in the credits and yes, you may tell Sergio, yes, it would be nice if he returned my phone calls or stopped by to let me know of the film's progress – I confess that I've followed a few hundred of the links on the internet about the film and must say I'm more than a little shocked by the alterations he seems to be making in the script, but – heheh – that's show business, kid! I understand. I truly do. I… I do. Just… when you see Sergio, let him know that I'll be first in line come Christmas day. It would be nice to hear my voice do the narration, but as Elvis said, 'You can't always get what you want.' Just tell Sergio to keep his eyeballs peeled and close to the mailbox for my next script. A sort of autobiographical little thing – no, you shall not have the title, but I'll give you a hint: It's on my business card."


    Dr. Jew ninja-starred a business card into Glassdick's lap. It only said "DR. JEW" in huge letters, but affixed to the back was a USB stick.


    "You're welcome," said Dr. Jew.


    "Um," said Glassdick.


    "But enough about the film world! You and I, Mr. Glassdick, gravitate to more perennial media, n'est-ce pas? And since you and I are so equal-minded, would it not be wonderful if we fused our brains – I speak metaphorically, relax – and birthed into this world a creation that finally took a crap on Beethoven and Schiller's unification for the so-called 9th Symphony?"


    "You really are a poet," said Glassdick.


    "I'm glad like recognizes like. Kindred spirits! To us!" Dr. Jew raised his glass.


    "I actually don't drink alcohol."


    "Really? And I always thought that Gemini Headbook must have been inspired by a hangover. All those bells."


    "It was actually inspired by bells."


    "Huh. Fascinating. Well, once you're done with Simpatico's little filmic enterprise I can offer you a little more inspiration than Chinese bells, or whatever they were."


    "They –"


    "I'll get to work on the poem immediately."


    "What poem?" said Glassdick.


    "Our poem. For our collaboration."


    "Our…?"


    "The ideas are already coming… yes, a virus that makes everyone sexually attracted to everyone else… rampaging through society… and who can help them but a lone doctor slash scientist… yes, yes…"


    "Dr. Jew… I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I can't make commitments at this point in time."


    "Ah, silly man, of course you can. Just nod and wink and my people will get in touch with your people and we can let magic happen."


    "That's not how it works. I don't collaborate anymore. And moreover I am here for your professional services, not your poems. Send your medical fantasies to Reader's Digest."


    Dr. Jew looked away from Philip K. Glassdick and stared into the Hieronymous Bosch poster on his wall, glazing into infinity, silent and goggled, and in that thin seam of a mouth and crinkled skin mask, Glassdick saw that he had hurt the doctor. Music for Headaches played on and that music, more than anything, reminded Glassdick that he still had things to learn, things to remember.


    "Hey, Dr. Jew," said Glassdick, "I'm sorry. I didn't mean for that to come out that way. Really. It's just… I get irritable sometimes, and it's happening more and more –"


    "Mr. Glassdick, there is no need to apologize," said Dr. Jew, suddenly more professional and doctor-like than Glassdick could have imagined a minute earlier. "You are right in chastising me. I will do my best to be more professional."


    As if talking to a four-year-old, Glassdick said, "Hey, if you help me with my AIDS symptoms I'll be glad to look at your poems. I'm sure they're great. Maybe we can work together after all."


    "Hmm," said Dr. Jew. "Well, enough of that for now. As you say, let's get down to business. AIDS, eh? Nasty stuff. Tell me about your condition."


    Glassdick was relieved they were finally getting to the consultation. "Well, Doctor, first of all, I feel sticky…"


    

  


  
    

    XXI.


    


    Dr. Jew fed his creatures. The television was on in the background. He rarely watched it, but he assumed his pets enjoyed it. People on the screen spoke.


    "Rod, there's something you need to know about me."


    "Yes?"


    "My nickname in elementary school was basal ganglia."


    "Why are you telling me this now?"


    "Because I don't want any more secrets between us."


    The man and woman kissed.


    Across the room, two naked young people were inside a metal cage. They watched with a kind of agony. The woman was beautiful. The man was angry. They both looked about twenty years old.


    "DR. JEW!" said the man. "Kill us! For God's sake, we beg you."


    "Oh, Adam, not this routine again," said Dr. Jew.


    "You're not human," said the man. "Let us go! How many years will you keep us here? For God's sake."


    "What do you know of God, Adam? It is a word you heard on television. You wouldn't last a day out there. I keep you here for your own protection."


    "Who are you to decide?" said Adam. "Dr. Jew, we know we're different. We're not like the people on TV. But you won't explain anything to us. We are simply… here. What happened to our childhood? What were we doing before this cage? You haven't done a damned thing to help us. You're not human! We don't belong in a cage. We want to go out in the world and eat food and wear clothes and see places and have jobs… like the people on TV!"


    "Yeah," said the woman. "You're a jerk."


    Dr. Jew noticed that the man and woman on TV were dancing on the roof of a bus that flew through the sky.


    "Dr. Jew," said the woman, "This is your last warning."


    Dr. Jew flung himself against the cage and grabbed the bars. "Warning?" he yelled. "Warning? You are warning ME? Me?"


    "Eve," said Adam, "don't you see we can't even talk to him?"


    "I guess you're right," she said. "He's… mad."


    Mad scientist. They are taunting you with their television tongues. A reminder. Pride. Your Achilles' heel. Yours.


    "If you were a candy bar, what kind would you be, darling?" said the TV.


    "I see she is your puppet, Adam," said Dr. Jew. "Or she is yours. It does not matter. I can't make you understand that I have your best interests at heart. You would be like children out there."


    "Children have to leave home eventually," said Adam. "How many years have we been here? How many years of our life have you stolen?"


    "It is inconsequential," said Dr. Jew.


    "How can you say that?" said Eve. "We're not like your komodo dragons and tiger sheep and other monsters. I think you actually care about them. You don't even feed us!"


    "Yet you live," said Dr. Jew. "Food would only create avoidable waste."


    "This is not life," said Adam. "Let us out, you sick bastard. For God's sake. Let us out."


    Dr. Jew looked at them, beautiful and sad behind the bars. He loved them more than anything in the world.


    As he left the lab, he put the remote control in their cage.


    "I love this chocolate because it gives me the same state of mind I had as a child!" said the TV.


    

  


  
    

    XXII.


    


    That night Adam awoke from a dreamless sleep. The room was dark but he heard the sound of Arnie, a small robot that cleaned the laboratory. Why was he rolling about in the middle of the night?


    "Arnie!" whispered Adam, not wanting to wake Eve. "What are you doing?"


    "Oh, Mister Adam, hello. The doctor has asked me to check on the platypus. It has been having digestive issues lately."


    "It needs food now?" said Adam.


    "That is what I will check," said Arnie.


    "But… you have the keys for the cages? Dr. Jew never lets a robot handle those."


    "I have keys," said Arnie.


    Adam couldn't believe it, but their ticket out of the cage was just a few feet away. He also knew Arnie would not give them the cell key if his orders forbade it, which they most certainly did.


    "Arnie!" said Adam.


    Arnie halted. "Yes, Mister Adam?"


    "What, Arnie?" said Adam.


    "What, Mister Adam?" said Arnie.


    "What?" said Adam.


    "What?" said Arnie.


    "I can't hear you, Arnie. You'll have to come closer."


    Eve awoke. "What's going on?" she said.


    "Shh," said Adam. He heard Arnie rolling toward their cell.


    "Can you hear me now, Mister Adam?"


    "No, Arnie. Come closer."


    The wheels rolled and Adam could finally see Arnie now, just beyond his reach.


    "How about now, Mister Adam? Can you hear me?"


    "Did you say something, Arnie? Couldn't quite make that out."


    "Adam," said Eve, "What are you –"


    "Quiet," said Adam.


    "Mister Adam –"


    "Got ya!" said Adam, lifting the robot into the air. It frantically tried to escape. Adam turned it upside down and shook it, and something rattled to the ground outside the cage. "Eve, get those keys!"


    She understood and felt the dark floor with her hands. "I've got them, Adam."


    "Good," he said. "Now for you, Arnie. I'm sorry for this. I know you're just a stupid metal beast. I also know you don't feel pain, so I won't let this bother me too much."


    Adam swung the robot to the ground and smashed its "head" to bits, smithereens. It took a few swings.


    "Nyeeeeeeeeh!" the robot squealed.


    "Quiet him or you'll have the doctor on us," said Eve.


    "I'm trying," said Adam.


    With his next swing the robot splintered conclusively and silence returned to the lab.


    "Do you think Dr. Jew heard you?" said Eve.


    "Give me the keys," said Adam.


    Their hands found each other and even though it was impossible to see in the dark, they paused a moment.


    "Is this really it?" said Eve.


    She heard him searching for the lock and trying the keys. His breathing. Metal sounds. His breathing, breathing metal sounds.


    A firm click and it was over.


    "It's open," he said. "Let's go."


    "Adam – wait. Are you… are you sure you want to do this?"


    "Don't tell me you're afraid. Not of him."


    "No, not him. Just – I'm not sure I'm ready for what we'll find out there. We can never come back, can we?"


    "Back? Are you crazy, Eve?"


    His hand grabbed her wrist and pulled her toward the faint glow down the hall. She had looked toward the hall a million times. This was her first time walking down it.


    "It's so different –"


    "Quiet!" said Adam.


    They passed several rooms until they came to an ornate office. Eve thought it looked like a lawyer's office on TV mixed with a go-go bar. A door off of the office was cracked open, and they saw a light from within and faint sounds like paper being handled. Adam held his finger to his mouth and pointed to the room – unnecessary, because it could only be the doctor.


    On Dr. Jew's desk was a stone bust of Julie Andrews. Adam picked it up and walked toward the light of the doctor's bedroom.


    "Adam, no!" Eve whispered, squeezing his arm.


    He turned on her and raised the stone head for an instant, and Eve's eyes were a mirror that let him see something horrible.


    He tried to speak. "I…"


    "Please, let's just go. Please, Adam."


    He looked at the smiling face of Julie Andrews and nodded. He set the stone back on the desk.


    Adam and Eve opened the office door in the other direction and made their way into the world. They had no money and no clothes, but they were warm and young.


    


    A few minutes after they had left, Dr. Jew came out of his bedroom and looked the office over. He returned a frayed copy of Dr. Sax to a bookshelf. As he went back to his bedroom, he paused, and looked at the bust of Julie Andrews.


    Her stone lips spoke: "Love is the selfless promotion of the growth of the Other."


    Dr. Jew snorted and moved her a few inches to the left. "Is that even yours?" he said. "I think you quote. Damn you, Mary Poppins, I wish you'd stand still. Hahaha. It's all blurring together as we descend into youthlessness. Yes, yes, yes. Good night to you."


    He closed the bedroom door behind him. The animals in their cages down the hall lacked the faculty to know if what they heard from his room for the next few minutes was the sound of a laughing man, or the sobs of a quiet one.


    

  


  
    

    XXIII.


    


    On their first night out they slept in Golden Gate Park. Or they pretended to sleep. The sounds, the cold, the hard earth… they never imagined the outside world would be so uncomfortable. They'd found a secluded area deep in the park behind bushes and under a tree, and they held together to block the cold and combine in nakedness. Throughout the night's remainder they heard small sounds. No voices. The sky was black. Adam remembered rain from the TV, how it came down and made people angry or depressed them when they had no umbrella or roof to cover themselves, and though he wanted no rain so Eve would stay dry and be well, he secretly wanted rain. The sky itself was amazing. Seeing it through the window from their cage was one thing, but to feel the full immensity and engulfing enfoldment from horizon to horizon was something else entirely. No rain came from the sky that night.


    The morning came gradually, gliding in. So different from the lab light.


    They would need clothes. Adam would see to it. He remembered how people treated a beautiful woman like Eve. They would rape her and beat her. And he could not allow that. He would need to find clothes.


    "Stay here," he told her, when it was bright enough to see. "If they come for you, call my name as loud as you can."


    He didn't know where to look for clothes or how to get them. Everything he'd seen on TV taught him that a man without money had no options and would be distrusted and hated by the rest of the world. If he was to obtain clothes it would have to be by crime, possibly violence. That is what his mind said. Another part of him said otherwise. Even when he had smashed Dr. Jew's robot, Arnie, he felt… wrong… and he wasn't sure he could do anything like that to another human. No, he decided, he would have to find another way. Theft perhaps. Theft wouldn't be so bad. But not violence.


    Maybe he could ask. Just ask. Like the homeless people. They asked for spare change. Maybe he could ask for spare clothes. Maybe someone would take pity on them and allow them to live in their home. There had been TV shows like that. Stories can happen that way, he hoped.


    Yes, before theft, and miles before violence, he would try to talk and see if someone might help them.


    Looking over the bush he could see a road through the park. There were no cars, no people. He waited. They would come. His saviors, friends.


    There. There they were.


    Sweatpants they had on, which probably meant they were flexible people. Good, good. It was two men, a huge young man and a middle-aged Asian. Adam decided that walking right up to them would be the best way.


    "Hello," he said. "My name's Adam."


    "Who is he?" said Swan.


    "It's okay," said Ueda, the other jogger. "It's just a homeless man."


    "I'm not homeless," said Adam.


    "Why is he naked?" said Swan. "Why are you naked?"


    "You are from the country, Swan," said Ueda. "It is nothing in the city. Pay it no mind. If these types get crazy then you may need to confront him. Otherwise just ignore them. Let's go."


    "But I need clothes," said Adam. He blocked their path and held up his hands.


    "This one is becoming confrontational," said Ueda. "Show me what you've learned, Swan. Take him down."


    "Okay," said Swan.


    "What?" said Adam. "Wait –"


    Swan was upon Adam, without anger or feeling, like when he first sparred with Ueda.


    "Stop!" said Adam.


    "Don't listen to him," said Ueda. "Words are only there to distract you."


    Adam tried to push the huge man away but Swan grabbed him and Adam's knee buckled mysteriously, the world not at all like TV. He was inside it now.


    Swan's knee in his back, the mud in his mouth.


    "Come on, this hurts!" said Adam.


    "Stop it, you'll kill him!" said a woman's voice. It was Eve, who ran at Swan from the bush. Swan saw her and her naked body and in spite of Ueda's teachings to stay focused, he was distracted.


    "Get off of him!" she said.


    She hit Swan's shoulder. He barely felt it. Something about the whole situation didn't feel like a threat. More like a joke. Swan got off of Adam and the woman stopped hitting, stopped yelling.


    Swan looked to Ueda, who also seemed at a loss.


    "Are you two all right?" said Ueda.


    "Adam, it's okay," said Eve. "Oh, I wish we had stayed at the doctor's."


    Adam looked with distrust at Swan, arose and dusted off the mud. "Don't say that, Eve. It will be okay. It was just a mistake."


    "I'm sorry I hurt you," said Swan.


    "It's okay," said Adam. "I'm fine."


    "You are not," said Eve. "And we still need clothes. It's cold out here and you guys attacked him for no good reason."


    "We thought he was a crazy homeless person," said Ueda. "Now we see that he's just a homeless person."


    "You're very pretty," said Swan to Eve, his eyes fixed on her breasts.


    "Stop staring at her!" said Adam. "I bet you want to rape her now. That's how it always goes on the news. Well go ahead and try, but first you'll have to get through me. Over my dead body."


    "Maybe they are crazy," said Ueda. "Do crazy people talk in cliché? I can never remember."


    "We won't hurt you," said Swan. "But why aren't you wearing clothes?"


    "We escaped from a mad scientist's laboratory," said Eve.


    "Oh," said Swan.


    "Yeah, so now we're naked and ready to kill for clothes," said Adam. "We're vicious criminals and soon the cops will be on our backs and we don't care. So there!"


    "You don't have to be criminals," said Swan. "We have extra uniforms at the dojo, don't we, Ueda Sensei?"


    Ueda frowned, but said, "Yes, I suppose we do. But we don't know them well. Don't trust them. They could be drug addicts or have rabies, so watch your back, Swan. I have taught you that much, haven't I?"


    "Yes."


    It was still early and a Sunday morning. It was quiet and no one bothered them as they walked to Ueda's dojo. The cars slowed a little in the fog and Swan thought he saw a man take their picture with his phone, but then the car drove on. Adam expected a net to come down and capture them and he was prepared to claw and bite his way to freedom if he must. No net came.


    Ueda didn't know what to make of the young couple. The girl was pretty and it might be nice if he didn't have extra uniforms after all. He ushered them into the dojo.


    "I figured out why you're so pretty," said Swan.


    "What do you mean?" said Eve.


    "It's because you look like my ma."


    "I do?"


    "Yeah. My ma's older though. I think. How old are you?"


    "We don't know," said Adam. "Stop attacking us with questions."


    "Sorry," said Swan.


    "We have a right to know who you are if we're going to help you," said Ueda.


    "I told you we don't know," said Adam. "He did something to our heads. We can't remember anything before the lab."


    "He?" said Ueda. "Ah, your mad scientist."


    "Dr. Jew!" said Eve.


    "The worst man in the world," said Adam.


    "Dr... Jew?" said Ueda.


    "Yeah," said Adam. "Friend of yours?"


    "I don't know the man. It's just an unusual name."


    "Why is he so bad?" said Swan.


    "Hey, I thought we were gonna get clothes," said Eve. "I don't think you guys are supposed to look at me naked."


    The three men looked at her.


    "Hey!" she said.


    Ueda went into an office connected to the gym. He came back with two martial arts uniforms: pants, jacket, and a belt to wrap each jacket. Adam and Eve put on the uniforms and looked cool.


    "Thanks," said Adam. "Now we don't feel so… naked."


    "You look ready to fight," said Ueda.


    "Fight? No, that's the last thing we want. I may look tough –"


    "Not really," said Ueda.


    "Yeah, you're not so tough," said Swan.


    "Well," said Adam, "I may sound tough, but I'm a real swell, gentle guy. Eve and I want normal lives. Is that so much to ask? I can be a dentist and she can be a mother to my children. That would be great."


    "That's a pipe dream," said Ueda. "Nobody does that anymore, least of all homeless people."


    "Well, then I'll do something else!" said Adam. "You don't need to shit on my parade. I'll start a website or something. Whatever that is."


    "Why don't you sue Dr. Jew?" said Swan.


    "For what?" said Eve.


    "For money," said Swan. "People always sue each other. It's cool."


    "Well, of course we want to be cool," said Adam, "but I don't know if we could be around him long enough to sue him. He's real mean and smells weird."


    "Like what?" said Swan.


    "I don't know," said Adam. "What am I? Some kind of… smell expert?"


    "Swan may be onto something," said Ueda. "I don't know anything about the law, but if you can find this Dr. Jew you can sue him for holding you prisoner and being mean. Then you wouldn't have to be a dentist."


    "Thank God," said Adam. "I didn't really want to be a dentist. But how do we find Dr. Jew? It was a dark and spooky night when we escaped yesterday. I don't think we can find his house again."


    "Think hard," said Ueda. "There must be a clue, a trail that will lead you back to him."


    "I can't think of anything," said Adam.


    "Adam!" said Eve. "Remember the other day? Dr. Jew talked to that musician who was working on a movie. They kept talking about a director. We heard it all."


    "Oh yeah," said Adam. "So what?"


    "I think I remember the guy's name they kept talking about. The director's name. It was something… like a snake. Like a hissing snake. Serpento or something."


    "Sergio Simpatico?" said Ueda.


    "Yeah, that's it!" said Eve.


    "That doesn't mean snake," said Ueda. "That's Hispanic for friendly hombre."


    "We don't care, goddamn it," said Adam. "We just want vengeance! Vengeance shall be ours. This I swear. For reals."


    "You've heard of this director?" said Eve.


    "Oh yes," said Ueda. "Sergio Simpatico is one of America's finest directors. I remember sitting in a movie theater just ten years ago and seeing his version of The Diary of Anne Frank.


    "Anne who?" said Eve.


    "Anne Frank," said Ueda. "Anne Frank was a real Jewish girl who wrote a famous diary during World War II. She and her family hid from the Nazis in the 'secret annex' of a building. Simpatico took this premise and merged the story into a Tolkienoid fantasy with orcs and druids and magic. In his film of The Diary, the Nazis who finally come down on the Franks are launched through a secret passage within the secret annex that leads to another world – or another dimension – Simpatico left it ambiguous for the audience to decide – which spawned a series of sequels that followed these 'Nice Nazis' through time and space and ultimately led to their redemption so that when they returned to the Europe of 1945 they had embraced a whole new paradigm and couldn't go back to their lives as drones in the crumbling echelons of the Third Reich."


    "Wait, what are we talking about?" said Adam.


    "So what did the Nazis do with themselves when they returned to Earth?" said Swan.


    "What?" said Ueda. "You haven't seen those films, Swan? Well, without giving too much away I'll let you know that the Nice Nazis needed a change. Oh yeah. At the start of the fifth film, Swath of Children, they headed south into darkest Africa and briefly tried to redeem themselves as missionaries. That was my least favorite in the series, but still a fine film. Then they traveled to India and became superheroes and fought burglars and infiltrated a pedophile ring – I know it sounds ridiculous but you should just watch the films, it makes complete sense. Sergio Simpatico won his only Academy Award for that one. Don't you remember that speech he gave when he got the Best Picture Oscar and went on and on for like a half hour about the horrors of pedophilia and he went into such detail that it's de facto he'll never get an Oscar again. Not when you give a speech like that. There's a time and place and as much as I enjoy Simpatico's films I still don't know what that speech was about.


    "The last film in the series has the Nazis dying of cancer – it was actually a comedy and pretty darn funny. You're thinking: What's so funny about cancer? That was actually the tagline on the movie posters and boy did Simpatico deliver. Chemo Big Time tanked at the theaters but has done okay on DVD and Blu-ray. It has a real cult following. That's also the one where Anne Frank comes back as a zombie and the Nice Nazis ironically have to kill her because they're now good. It's funny – in real life, the surviving ancestors of Anne waited till that film to sue Simpatico and the studio. They'd been cool raking in the cash on the other films, but apparently turning Anne into a zombie went too far or something."


    "Weird," said Swan.


    "I know," said Ueda. "They settled out of court. And since the Nice Nazis died in that last movie you'd think that would be the end of it. That came out in 2009. But Simpatico fans – me – are hoping and rumors are always swirling about how they'll come back as zombies too, or ghosts or something equally ingenious. But Simpatico hasn't touched the franchise since then. He's working on a Swine-AIDS film. I'll go see it, sure, but I would love another film with the Nice Nazis. Funny that it all began with Anne Frank and eventually had little to do with her."


    "What happened to Anne Frank?" said Eve. "You said she became a zombie."


    "Anne and her family were exterminated at the start of the second film, Revenge of the Diary of Anne Frank. Sure, they escaped the Nazis in the first film thanks to a healthy dose of fantasy, but more Nazis came a few weeks later."


    "Why didn't Anne escape the Nazis by going through the secret passage to another dimension or whatever?" said Adam.


    "Good question, I'm glad you asked," said Ueda. "You see, the secret passage within the secret annex was mysteriously sealed. Anne Frank went to the gas chamber never knowing why she couldn't escape."


    "I'll bite," said Adam. "Why was the magic passage sealed? Why couldn't Anne escape into the fantasy dimension where they sent the first Nazis?"


    "I thought you'd want to know," said Ueda, "but are you sure you want me to tell you? You should really just see the films."


    "Nah, go ahead," said Adam.


    "Okay," said Ueda. "You see, those first Nazis were lured into the secret fantasy realm by Mooshi, the cat that lived with Anne Frank and the others. Mooshi risked her life to lure those Nazis away, and probably thought she'd never see Earth again. She arrived with the Nazis on a delightful yet frightening world. Everyone was confused, disoriented. Naturally – they weren't on Earth! When she passed through the magic passage, Mooshi had been transformed into a black girl of indeterminate age with beautiful cornrows and the Nazis were both flustered and fascinated by the girl's dark skin – my theory is that they later went to Africa because of Mooshi. Mooshi told the Nazis that she had sealed the door behind them so they could not return to Earth and pester the Franks. It was tragic, because anyone could tell Mooshi preferred being a cat to being human, but her love for Anne and the others outweighed her wish to stay in cat form and with the family. She told the Nazis this and they fell madly in love with her and jealously plotted against each other in that film, nearly bringing about their destruction – and driving Mooshi crazy in the process! – until Mooshi chose to be with Paul, the shyest Nazi. They were married by the Golden Unicorn on Caramel Mountain at the end of the first film. It was a simple story that won the hearts of millions with its universal message. Some people protested the film because the girl playing Mooshi was only six and Paul was forty-three, but you know what? Six is about forty-two in cat years. Yeah, a lot of people didn't think of that. If they had, we might have been saved a lot of grief. Perhaps that pedophilia speech at the Oscars was Simpatico's way of getting those people off his back. God only knows."


    "Ueda Sensei," said Swan, seeing his instructor in a new light, "I had no idea you were so passionate about anything except the martial arts."


    Ueda smacked Swan lightly in the back of the head. "Have you learned nothing from me?" said Ueda. "You must never underestimate what lies hidden all around you. Not just fighting. The tip of the iceberg is everywhere and the rest is hidden."


    "I try," said Swan.


    "Even your own mind is hidden from you," said Ueda.


    "So this Simpatico guy is pretty famous," said Adam. "So we should be able to find him easy. And then maybe he can lead us to Dr. Jew."


    "Finding Simpatico may be easy," said Ueda. "He lives in San Francisco and the Simpaticofilm Limited offices are also here, in the Presidio. Reaching him and speaking to him… not so easy. I've tried."


    "You leave that to me," said Adam.


    "What are you going to do?" said Eve.


    "I don't know."


    

  


  
    

    XXIV.


    


    That night at dinner, Swan told Dave and Anne all about it.


    "Slow down, boy," said Dave. "You'll choke on your own guts."


    "Itguzjust zuch inickzitngday," said Swan.


    "What?" said Dave.


    Swan swallowed the Brussels sprouts and saliva largely unchewed. "It was such an exciting day, Uncle Dave. Ueda Sensei even let them join the morning class while he figured out what to do with them."


    "Well, that's his business," said Dave. "I would've left 'em naked in the park. But I guess Ueda's a nicer guy than me. How's your training coming along? You ready to fight some bad guys now?"


    "Shouldn't he be studying in school, not a karate studio?" said Anne.


    "Oh, it's jiu-jitsu, Aunt Anne. And I don't miss school. Nobody makes fun of me for being dumb now 'cause I can fight as good as any of 'em."


    "Yeah," said Dave, sneering at Anne. "The boy don't miss school and they don't have a thing to put in his head that I can't do better. Ain't that right, boy?"


    Swan smiled. "I don't miss school. I do miss ma though."


    "Well that's only natural a good son like you. Of course you want to see your mother. You been away a month now, any good boy would feel it. But you seen her letter just like I have and if she wants you to stay in San Francisco for now, what can you do about it? What can we do about it?"


    "I just can't understand why. Doesn't she want to see me?"


    "Boy, I know she does. But you got to consider. These are hard times we're in. Money's tight. Raising a boy like your size ain't cheap. She's asked me to chip in and I'm glad to help out my part."


    "But I could get a job back in Mississippi and help ma."


    "Doing what? You're still a youngster however big you are and couldn't get any job with the skills you got. No, it's best – your ma is right – it's best you stay here. I'll get you educated right. Tomorrow in fact we got a big day, you and me. Sort of a test."


    "I don't like tests," said Swan.


    "It ain't like those school tests. I know what you're thinking with that paper and book but it ain't nothing like that. Maybe even a little fun."


    "What are we gonna do?" said Swan.


    "Yeah, what do you have in mind?" said Anne.


    Dave's eyes burned on Anne but he spoke to Swan. "You gonna have to wait and see, boy. Come tomorrow we'll be at it. So go get you some rest."


    "Alright. Goodnight, Uncle Dave. Goodnight, Aunt Anne."


    When the boy had left, they stared at each other. The food on their plates was largely untouched. They couldn't keep pace with Swan's appetite.


    "You have something you want to say?" said Dave.


    She shook her head.


    "I think you do," he said.


    She took her plate to the trash can and dumped the food in.


    "Say it," said Dave. "It's okay. We're alone now."


    She shook her head again.


    "Say it!" he said.


    She whispered it so low it was almost invisible. But there it was, the word cut into the air: "Liar."


    Dave smiled, almost laughed. "Oh, is that all?"


    "When are you going to tell him?" she said.


    "When are you going to stop asking stupid questions?"


    "You asked," she said.


    "I did. And now I'm asking you to shut the hell up and mind your own business. And if you breathe one word about it to the boy I'll drag you through such a haunt of hell you'll wish you'd swallowed your own tongue before spitting your brand of truth on the world. And I'll make sure he suffers because of it too because I know you care about his idiot mind and think I'm corrupting some kind of innocence. But trust me. No one's gonna dodge it in this life and the sooner he gets it into his system the sooner he can handle it. Seeing the world as it is. And if you try to hold him back or drag him out I'll pull him so deep into the shit with me he won't be able to breathe. But that's only if you stick your pig nose where it don't belong. You shut up and mind your own and we'll all be hunky dory. That's a fact."


    

  


  
    

    XXV.


    


    Sergio Simpatico was looking at his wife through a webcam.


    "Hi, Lise," he said.


    "Hi, hon. How was today? You look tired."


    "Do I? I guess I am."


    "I know, babe. But it'll be over soon."


    "For you and me both, Lise," he said. "Oh shit, that came out wrong."


    "I know what you meant. It's okay. What's new?"


    "We just flew Gilbert back up here to reshoot the Swine-AIDS creation sequence. I wasn't happy with it, like he didn't give it his all the first time. Gilbert's agent did all the protesting about a reshoot, but once we settled the matter Gilbert was the total pro about fucking the pig. Again."


    "And how is the scene now?"


    "Eh, too early to say. Got to let it sit a little."


    "And I bet Rick's happy about the delay."


    "Screw Rick! And screw the rest of the studio. If they want mass-produced crap on schedule they can outsource it and tear my name off. At this point I don't care. Making this film must be what Swine-AIDS feels like, literally."


    Through the screen her coughs cut through like lo-fi knives.


    "Are you okay, Lise? Are you done?"


    "I'm done. But I don't think I'll be okay till this thing is over."


    "You're still coughing blood?"


    "I think it's going to be my new condition till they get a cure or carry me away in the brown box."


    "Hey, don't talk like that."


    "Sorry. I just miss you and the kids so much, and I know that I'm never gonna see you again –"


    "Don't say that. That's… not true. We'll beat this so I don't want to hear any more talk like that. Alright?"


    "…"


    "Alright?" he said again.


    "Okay."


    "Hey, here's some good news. I did get Rick to change the charity percentage."


    "The what?"


    "The cut of gross domestic profit that the studio will give to Swine-AIDS research. It was gonna be .01%."


    "Hm."


    "I know, doesn't sound like much, but it could really be quite a bit."


    "I'm sure."


    "Hey, don't think the studio wanted to even give us that much. They're just trying to keep me happy. But here's the point – I got them to up it to .02%!"


    She coughed, then said, "That's great."


    "You sound a bit patronizing."


    "I'm sorry, it's just that when you have black warts showing up in your armpits it's a bit discouraging when only .02% of a film can go to research."


    "You have armpit warts?"


    "Yeah, it's gross."


    "Yeah."


    "Hey!"


    "Sorry, I was… just thinking of something else. I know what you're saying though, but the studio's not there for research. They're there to make money, and partnering with Simpaticofilm on the distribution will help us get the film out there. I'm just their tool for doing that. And if they have to donate money to keep me happy they'll do it. But don't think for one second they care about a cure. You know, just yesterday Rick was still trying to get me to connect this film to the Nice Nazis. Nobody cares how implausible and pointless that would be. They want me to churn out those films forever. Why doesn't anyone get it? I'm done with them! Fuck Anne Frank! Jesus."


    "I get it."


    "I know you do. And I'm sorry for venting. You're the last person who should have to hear it."


    "No, I'm the first person. I'm your wife, and you're my baby."


    He started speaking as she started coughing up blood and they drowned each other out. Even through the speaker Sergio could tell it was a cracked scratching in her throat that ran deep in her lungs and peeled out like a match struck on sandpaper. It went from sound of cough to horrible raw feeling he could almost feel and smell impossibly through the phone and went from there to a dull gastric smell from his worst flu memories and childhood horrors. Her blood lightly sprayed the camera lens before she could cover her mouth and Sergio was forced to look at a red Rorschach blot over a quarter of the screen.


    "I'm—" cough "I'm—" cough "—so sorry, hon."


    "Don't be, don't be. But I can see I should let you go get some rest. I'll call you back tomorrow and you can talk with Erin and Gretel. I'll just check with you first to make sure you're up for it. Don't want to give them nightmares."


    End it end it end it. Sergio wanted to be off this phone before he passed out or became sick himself.


    "Alright. Goodbye, hon."


    "Goodbye, Lise."


    He clicked off and went to the bathroom and saw in the mirror a man covered in sweat and lips so pale. Fortunately he did not get sick and only took a dump. When he looked at his feces in the toilet it seemed to be a face, a maniacal jack o' lantern in brown with a knobby nose and inappropriate smile.


    Inspiration was everywhere, even as the world fell apart.


    

  


  
    

    XXVI.


    


    Philip K. Glassdick described his film music as "atmospherics," because this is what he thought people expected of him, and because it justified the exorbitant sums he asked for his soundtracks, which he considered hackwork that paid the bills and allowed him to fund his eight-hour operas and architectural experiments in the Arizona desert, three eighty story skyscrapers filled with cement on the lower forty floors, and with no elevators, only stairs, to get to the upper forty floors. There were no restrooms, plumbing, or electricity in these buildings. There were no locks on the doors because there were no doors, no glass in the window frames. Each building had one couch on the eightieth floor and no other furniture. Glassdick ran a full-page ad in the New York Times, National Geographic, and Hustler when the buildings were completed. They were photoshopped with happy Disneyland families giddily scaling the towers and gazing into the desert wisdom of the starry Arizona gloaming. The ads encouraged people to visit – free – to live there, deface the buildings, whatever they wanted.


    To fund these and other projects, Glassdick would continue to call his film music "atmospherics."


    Sergio Simpatico, once a friend to Glassdick in their college days, and now more of an estranged yet professional acquaintance who periodically favored Glassdick with work (despite exorbitant cost and the feeling that most of Glassdick's "projects" were crap) also called Glassdick's film soundtracks atmospherics – but this was done to humor Glassdick and not out of respect for the music. Truth be told, he was sick of Glassdick and Glassdick's music, its holy pretentiousness and overstretched yawn of awe. But everyone else at Simpaticofilm seemed to like it.


    In truth, most people at Simpaticofilm didn't like Glassdick or care about his music one way or the other. They didn't like his exorbitant fees that funded life-size elephant cheese sculptures and other nonsense, but they knew he was a friend of Simpatico, so the producers usually asked Sergio if he wanted Glassdick for his next film. Sergio would sigh, sometimes say no and suggest another artist, but usually just say fine, fine, see if Glassdick's available.


    Months over schedule, the Swine-AIDS epic was sucking life like a vampire from everyone working on the film, except Sergio. The studio partnering with Simpaticofilm on the distribution didn't care if the farts of the homeless were used as a soundtrack. They didn't care if the film was good. They had shown sections to so many test audiences and gotten so many contradictory reactions that they had no idea what was good or bad any longer. But no one wanted to upset Sergio.


    "Philip," said Sergio Simpatico.


    "Sergio," said Philip K. Glassdick.


    "What do you have for me, Philip?"


    "About three minutes for the underwater scene."


    "Which one?"


    "With the dolphins. When Gilbert falls off the pier and realizes he can no longer be a dancer because Swine-AIDS has destroyed his sense of balance."


    "Right. How much did you say you have?"


    "Three minutes."


    "Right. Is it a loop?"


    "What… why… why do you ask, Sergio?"


    "Really, Philip? Another loop?"


    "It works good. Three minutes is the optimal duration."


    "Okay. How long is the actual material?"


    "Three seconds."


    "Right. So you want me to run a three-second sample in a loop for three minutes. That's… I'm bad with math, what is that?"


    "Sixty times."


    "Right."


    "It doesn't really sound like a loop though."


    "Alright, let's hear it."


    Philip handed the headphones to Sergio, who didn't leave the headphones on for long. Certainly not three minutes.


    "It sounds like a loop," said Sergio.


    "It's a good loop though."


    "Philip, any fifth grader could make that. Are you drying up?"


    "Am I what?"


    "Are you drying up? You know… running out of material. I know we've been at it a while. But we can still get someone to fill in the scenes I need. There's only a few left that I'm unhappy with. The disco scene. The family dinner scene where the kids get drunk –"


    "I thought you were good with that one."


    "Hm? No. You keep giving me inappropriate material. Try again and try harder. Let's see… what else? Ah, the montage where Gilbert has sex with 400 women in 13 international cities to inadvertently spread Swine-AIDS and it's ambiguous whether he knows he has it at that point so the morality of his actions is arguable –"


    "Oh yeah," said Philip. "Were you still gonna show a bar graph or something behind him kind of misty –"


    "Jim's got it. He didn't show you the cut? Jesus, what's wrong with that man? Yeah, they did some kind of graphic. Looks good, and covering the right genitalia when necessary – Jim thinks we'll still be PG. And I thought the math shit would be horrible but they've got this cute little diseased pig climbing like a firecracker as the incidents of Swine-AIDS climb on the chart."


    "That's… that's great."


    "Philip, you sound deflated. You look tired. Have you been sleeping?"


    "Sleep? Yes, yes, I think so."


    "Hm. Say, did you see that doctor Johnny referred you to – what's wrong? Why that look?"


    "That – that doctor…"


    "You haven't seen him?"


    "No, I saw him."


    "Well?" said Sergio.


    "Well, there's something else. Something I didn't tell you. My regular doctor told me a few months back. It's gone from HIV-positive to full blown AIDS. My doctor changed my medication."


    "Oh Jesus, Philip. I wish you'd told me. That's horrible. I'm sorry. What can I say? I'm sorry."


    "It's okay. Really. I'm okay with it. But the new medication – the side effects were driving me crazy. I stopped taking them."


    "You… you what? Are you fucking nuts?"


    "It was horrible. I was getting sick every morning and my skin was on fire. I'd rather die than go back to that. Or try anything else."


    "So that's why you went to this other guy? You got to get back on your meds, man."


    "I should."


    "What did this new guy tell you?"


    "He gave me a formula to take. Every day."


    "Do you notice any changes?"


    "I haven't taken it. I wasn't going to. The guy creeped me out, honestly. But he is a doctor, right? He seemed more interested in talking to you and showing me his poetry than in helping me."


    "God, sounds like a fucknut. Keep him away from me."


    "You don't want his new screenplay, then?"


    "I hope you're kidding."


    "I'll take that as a no."


    "Thank you."


    "I may as well give his medicine a try."


    "Know what it is?"


    "No."


    "I wash my hands of the matter."


    "Okay. I'm going home. I'll get to work on the dolphin scene. No loops this time."


    "You should really take a break, Philip. We can finish this."


    "No, no, I don't collaborate. Really, Sergio – I work best when I'm dying."


    

  


  
    

    XXVII.


    


    "This is where your real education begins," said Dave.


    "Okay," said Swan.


    "Okay, he says," said Vinny. "Listen to this guy. I could crap my pants and I been doing this for years, but you, Swan, are a piece of work."


    "Shut up," said Dave. "I haven't told him."


    "Told me what?" said Swan.


    "You haven't – well, that seems like one hell of a calculated risk," said Vinny.


    "He'll learn soon enough. Just you do what you do, I'll do what I do, and Swan, you do as I tell you and we'll all be doing dee-light-fully."


    "On my first run with you, Dave," said Vinny, "and you bring this rookie along. If Larry Fisher didn't trust you –"


    "You can leave if you want," said Dave.


    Dave stopped the car. Vinny stayed in his seat and looked straight ahead.


    "That's what I thought," said Dave. "You got a big mouth for such a little body and mainly it likes to whine like a sheep."


    "Sheep don't whine," said Swan.


    "Shut up, Swan" said Dave.


    "Yeah, shut up," said Vinny.


    Dave looked at Vinny, then slapped him, and said, "You don't talk to him like that."


    "Jesus! Where do you get off – where did that come from?"


    Swan was frightened by the violence.


    "You don't talk to him or me or any of my family like that," said Dave. "You can get out of my car right now and we'll be okay. You just get out right now."


    "What? What the hell? We're good and then I tell the kid to shut up and you explode!"


    "And I'll do it again anytime I hear words like that coming this way."


    "Jesus, alright, alright. Look, I'm real sorry. I am."


    "Say it to the kid."


    "Alright." Vinny turned around. "Look, Swan, I'm sorry I told you to shut up. I'm sorry. Okay? We're good?"


    "Sure, Vinny," said Swan. "I know you don't mean nothing."


    "That's right. See? The kid and I are square as pie."


    "Whatever the hell that's supposed to mean," said Dave. "Anyway, as long as he's happy, I'm happy."


    Dave's hideous grin and laugh… Vinny wondered if he should have left the car after all.


    "Let's get down to business, boys!" said Dave.


    

  


  
    

    XXVIII.


    


    Jimmy, the thin man with shark teeth, was on his own minding the apartment. The other two men who used the apartment in the day had gone to lunch and promised to call him when they saw the menu of wherever they ate and phone him with his options. He waited, as he often did, by doing the puzzle section in the newspaper. Sometimes he tried the crossword but usually found it too difficult, and sometimes he tried the cryptogram or the sudoku, but found them too time-consuming. The only one he did consistently was the "Omelet": scrambled words. They often looked deceptively easy and sometimes were. He would look at the scrambled words and a place in his mind spat the answers almost immediately. Only sometimes it failed to spit. Today's words were easy (YIHFS, DROAH, and MOCHER became FISHY, HOARD, and CHROME), but TUSACC had him stumped. He stared into the word and found himself trying to unscramble it and when he had to try he knew he was done for.


    "Damn it," he said.


    A knock on the front door pulled him away from the Omelet. He walked with lingering distraction as his brain continued restructuring the letters (SCATUC) and had a constipated quality, a sexual eagerness that would remain till his mind saw through the word. It wasn't coming.


    He looked through the peephole. A middle-aged Southerner, that Dave prick whose voice he could never stomach, and more often than not came out ahead in his winnings. Both he and his associates disliked the man, but he had been working bets for so long that it was impossible to cut the man off or keep him away. He was an addict, the worst kind: a gambler who could keep up with his habit and not let it suck him under. Dave never hit the jackpot, but he came close enough a few times to make them recalculate the odds based on his bets and relocate funds sufficiently. Clients like Dave – by their very aroma – made Jimmy want to get out of this business and into something more respectable (UTCCSA), rejuvenating.


    "Yes?" said Jimmy, still watching Dave through the peephole.


    "Let me in," said Dave. "Got a bet for you."


    "Since when you come around to place bets? You can call 'em in. You're good with us."


    "Wanted to do this one in person. Special bet."


    Special bet. What did that mean? (SATCUC) And why did Dave always have to come when the other guys were out?


    "Come back in an hour," said Jimmy.


    "Can't. Let me in. Just gotta drop a bet."


    "Just call Lacie, she can handle –"


    "Open the damned door," said Dave.


    (CASTCU)


    "Just tell it to me –"


    "Open the door. It's too big a bet. I don't want you guys telling me later I didn't stake it 'cause I only made a call. Open the door."


    "How much?"


    "Big."


    (SCUCTA) Big. What did that mean? Dave had once staked a $20,000 bet on the third game in the World Series and been good to cover it when he lost. But he covered most of it with what they owed him on another game. God, crap like this made him – (AUCSTC), faaak – want to get out of this game.


    Fuck it. Take Dave's money and get him out of here.


    Jimmy unbolted the door and opened it. Dave stood there and gave him an indignant look.


    "What kind of business you running here?" said Dave. "You don't want my money?"


    "Shut the door, damn it, you think I need it broadcast to the neighbors?"


    Dave left the door open and Jimmy reached to slam it (ACTSCU). Dave reached in his jacket and revealed a pistol that he pointed at the man's head.


    "Get 'em up," said Dave.


    "You're out of your fucking mind," said Jimmy.


    "Put 'em up or I spill your brains. Up!"


    The man showed his palms and kept them up near his face.


    "Alright, boys, get in here."


    Swan and Vinny came in from the hall and Vinny shut the door.


    Jimmy sneered at them. "You bring that ape and some midget –"


    Dave hit Jimmy in the mouth and blood showed on his lip.


    "Talk when I talk to you," said Dave.


    "You'll be dead in an hour," said Jimmy. "All three of you."


    "Why not kill him now?" said Vinny. "You got a silencer on that."


    "You think I don't know that? Here, hold this. You and Swan keep an eye on him while I look around. And you pull that trigger anything less than something real stupid on his part and you'll be next."


    Dave went to the kitchen and looked through the cabinets, drawers. "Where the fuck is it?"


    "You talking to me?" said Jimmy.


    "You think you're some kind of comedian?" said Vinny.


    "A midget with a gun," said Jimmy. He laughed perversely.


    "This midget with a gun's gonna be the last thing you ever see," said Vinny.


    Dave returned. "Well? Where is it?"


    "What could you be talking about?" said Jimmy.


    "You know what I'm after. The stash."


    "We don't keep more than $20 in the cash register, boss. You get out of here now I might give you a few days to clear. But you keep this up and your life's gonna be a world of shit."


    "Give me that," said Dave, taking the gun from Vinny. "Last time. Where is it?"


    Jimmy frowned like sniffing a brutal fart.


    Dave gave the gun to Swan and said, "Boy, kill him."


    Vinny sniggered.


    "Kill him?" said Swan.


    "Do it, Swan," said Dave.


    "But… why, Uncle Dave?"


    "He's getting rude. I can't stand bad manners."


    Swan stood motionless with the gun limp in his hand, the other men and their glances penetrating him with the light bulbs to see where his next breath would take him. Vinny's face was a curious and sickly grin of amusement. Dave was stern. Jimmy and his shark teeth… a stranger to Swan except for a glass of pink lemonade… Jimmy was wet with perspiration, strong like a stupid dog, but he also knew this boy might kill him at any moment. Jimmy's skin was wrapped tight around his skull and his mouth was dry. Swan didn't hate him.


    "I can't kill him, Uncle Dave. It's not right."


    "Thanks, kid," said Jimmy.


    "That's not enough to save you," said Dave to Jimmy. Dave took the gun from Swan's drowsy grip, aimed, and the gun went off. A bullet thwirped and broke the skin on Jimmy's forehead and went through the skull and into Jimmy's brain carving a blistered path of blood and paste until it found the other side of the skull and the brief freedom of the air. Jimmy fell and hit the ground like soggy garbage (CASTUC).


    Swan could not keep his eyes open. He squeezed them as hard as he could and the air ran in and out of his lungs so fast, so fast. His voice came out with vibratory music, a battered radiator. People were acting as they shouldn't. They confused. They frightened him. A living man was before him one moment and exploded and slung into non-being the next. Air had taken the man's place.


    "Hey, you."


    A voice from anywhere, nowhere. He could see the sound as it shattered the red through his closed lids.


    "Swan. Swan!"


    Swan opened his eyes to see Dave and feel his hand on his arm, shaking him. "Swan! Swan! Snap out of it."


    "Nhhhhuhuh."


    "He got epilepsy maybe," said Vinny.


    "Shut up, Vinny. Swan! Come on! It's okay."


    "We can't stick around," said Vinny. "Silencer or no silencer someone's gonna show soon."


    "I said shut up. You stay here and keep an eye on the kid while I search the place."


    "You're still gonna… Jesus, don't you get it? We leave now and we stay out of prison. No cash, yeah, but no iron bars. We stick here two more minutes and the rest of this racket's gonna turn up. If not them, the cops. Let's get out of here."


    "You seem to be confused who's in charge here," said Dave. "Here, take this. Anyone walks through that door, kill 'em."


    Vinny took the gun and Dave went to the living room and started searching closets, under tables, anywhere. He was gone nearly a minute.


    "Nothing?" said Vinny.


    "I don't get it," said Dave. "They always have it in the kitchen. I looked everywhere."


    Swan regained his composure and said, "Did you look in the fridge?"


    "Why in hell would they keep money –"


    "You should check," said Vinny. "You didn't, did you?"


    Dave returned to the kitchen and opened the fridge. The shelves had only drinks, a salad and Styrofoam box of leftovers (Dave opened it to make sure), some guacamole dip. He slid the vegetable drawers open. Nothing.


    "Just food," he said.


    "Try the freezer," said Vinny.


    In the freezer he found two bags of ice. He pulled them onto the floor. All that remained beneath was a metal box with $185,000.


    Dave returned to Vinny and Swan. "Jackpot," he said. "Give me the bag, Swan."


    Swan was shaking, still in shock. He took a garbage bag out of his pants pocket, uncrumpled it, and gave it to Dave, who put the metal box inside it.


    "C'mon, c'mon," said Vinny.


    "Give me the gun," said Dave.


    "Sure – although it'd probably be better for me to carry it if you're gonna carry the money. Isn't this why you wanted me along?"


    "Yes. But I don't trust you. Give it to me."


    Vinny snorted an invisible laugh and handed the pistol to Dave. "Which begs the question why we're working together."


    "You're right," said Dave. "And perhaps you'd like what our friend Jimmy got so we won't have to trouble each other any further."


    "What are you –"


    "Ah, shut it. Let's go. Come on, Swan."


    The three men left. The hallway was poorly lit and empty, silent. In the hall they passed an old man and tried to keep their faces averted. Dave had the gun in his pocket but the old man either noticed them or didn't. They walked on steadily and tried to appear unrushed. Within seconds they were in Dave's car, heading to the Richmond district.


    "You can breathe easy now, boys," said Dave. "The show is over for today."


    His words were met by a silence that saturated the car like a rising tide. Swan was still living a horror. Vinny was deep in thought.


    

  


  
    

    XXIX.


    


    Philip's a good composer and I knew he was getting worse, if not through the dark circles around his eyes then by the shoddy quality of his music on this film (yes, I allow my self to call it music in my head, not atmospherics – ghastly term). Of course I want him well. Of course. But I never expected –


    "You have to hear this! You'll love it, Sergio."


    "I… will?"


    And he put the headphones on and I heard in that strain the milky shadows of undiluted emotion that I first knew when he played his music for me in college, as a teenager. It was like seeing an old friend for the first time in years.


    "Phil, this is good. This is beyond good."


    "I know. I can hear it. I've had my ears reborn."


    "What happened? You look great."


    "I look like the second guy in a before/after advertisement. I don't recognize the man in the mirror. It's that stuff Dr. Jew gave me. Has to be. I went back to ask him what it was but he only wanted to talk about movies and music."


    "Dr. Jew?" I said. "Where have I heard that name?"


    "That quack Johnny referred me to, remember? Gave me some stuff. Amazing. Yeah, he said he sent you a script at one point."


    Oh yes. That script. The one we passed around and laughed over for its melodramatic posturing and tacky dialogue. I knew I'd heard that name before. Dr. Jew.


    So it was with some trepidation that I found myself knocking and waiting at a door in the Richmond district. It slid open instantly and behind that ancient desk sat that man, that Dr. Jew, a creature whose filthy nature seemed anathema to everything medical. His nervous, gleeful energy sucked me toward him. I could feel his happiness on seeing me. I could see his feeble attempt to conceal his joy from me.


    "Well, look what the cat dragged in! Mreeeeow! If it isn't Sergio Simpatico! My, my, my, my. I do declare. To what do I owe this honor? Imagine my joy as my heart goes aflutter, meeting the great director at last. You are certainly the last person I ever expected to find at my doorstep. How… eh… how goes your cinematographic endeavor? Coming along, I hope…?"


    "Oh yes, it's doing nicely. Should have it wrapped any day now."


    "You Hollywood types!Wrapped! Ha ha ha. Yes, well, I hope to be first in line when it's released. That is – unless I was invited to an advance screening, wink wink nudge nudge, eh?"


    "I'll look into that. After all, your help may prove invaluable. And Philip has already told me what you did for him."


    "Glassdick? Posh, 'twas nothing! I am but a humble servant. By the by, did you get the script I sent your office some time ago?"


    "Uh… yes. Yes, we did. Unfortunately we had already greenlighted my script and it was… too late to go back."


    "I see."


    "But, Dr. Jew, I'm here for your skill as a doctor. Not for me. For my wife."


    "Oh? Female troubles? Glad to take a look in the old girl. Send her round, I'll see what's up, Serge. It's okay to call you Serge, Serge?"


    "That fine. I'm afraid I won't be sending Lise here, however. You see, she's quarantined in Mexico. She has Swine-AIDS."


    "Ah, is that a fact? That old number. How super-hyper ironic since you are filming a film on the aforementioned beastie, yes? I've a bit of fascination for Swine-AIDS, so it's appropriate to find you on my doorstep with this dilemma. Wrote a little pamphlet on the disease, matter of fact. Let me get you a copy."


    "That's not necessary. I've read up on Swine-AIDS for Lise and for the film –"


    "But this pamphlet elucidates –"


    "– can just tell me what I need to know –"


    "– so much you need to know –"


    "Just tell me!" I said.


    I don't know what made me burst out at him, but it was immediately awkward and quiet.


    Dr. Jew sniffed. "Okay… Serge… you don't need to read my… little pamphlet."


    Inwardly, and only inwardly, I sighed. Then I puffed myself up and did some acting.


    "Hey, why don't you give me a copy of your Swine-AIDS pamphlet and I can read it at home?" I said.


    "Don't toy with me, man."


    "Actually, can I get a few copies? I'll have the production staff look it over too. A doctor with your expertise might know something that we missed."


    "Really? Well, if you insist. I have them in bundles of 500. I'll give you two bundles to do with as you see fit."


    "Great," I said.


    "You're not just humoring me?"


    "Nooooo," I said. I could always use toilet paper in the guest bathroom.


    "Thanks, Serge."


    "And about my wife –"


    "Yes, yes, yes. In Mexico, a shame… I can send her a Swine-AIDS pamphlet too, some comfort, I suppose… they have a mail system down there?"


    "Uh, yes. Of course. But I was hoping for something a little more personal than a pamphlet. An exception. This is my wife, after all. I'll do anything to help her." I almost bit my tongue as the words slipped out. Dr. Jew's eyebrows crawled up his forehead.


    "Anything?" he said. "You'll do… anything?"


    "Well. A figure of speech really. When I say anything –"


    "You mean anything. Hm. Have to think about that."


    "Anything in reason. Anything within reason, Dr. Jew. Not anything. Let's not take things too literally. Heheh."


    "But this is his wife so I think he meant it."


    "What?" I said. "What?"


    "Hm? Oh, my lips moving? Forgive my habits. Yes, I believe I might be able to help your wife, Serge."


    "You can?"


    "I make no promises, naturally. If I had a cure for Swine-AIDS… I would… of course make it commercially available. Of course. In my research though… I have come across some unique tracks and paths I daresay neglected by the Swine-AIDS community. I have as a generalist my mind and hooks ensconced in many avenues and sub-arenas, areas I have neither time nor inclination to explore, and I keep notebooks of these scribblings that amount to miles of paper, aye, and like I say, if there were ten of me I would scatter my efforts like shredded wheat before an electric fan and spray the world with my wisdom. However, man must eat and live and have his daily bread sufficient for his cup to runneth over into her mouth and so my hands are tied, my hands are tied. And yet my ears did perk when I heard such a generous offer from my new friend Sergio Simpatico, the pinnacle of motion picture goodliness and directorial majesty of this epoch or any other. I say this not as flattery but as something more than an amateur and less than a professional, with my own private collection of videorecorded adventures in which I starred, wrote, directed, produced, and watched, alone and with the occasional friend, amounting to no small sum."


    "You think you can help Lise, Dr. Jew? That's all I want to know. I've seen what you've done for Philip –"


    "Philip? Ah, Glassdick. Yes, well the difference betwixt AIDS and Swine-AIDS… apples and oranges really. Apples and oranges. Or maybe even apples and hyenas to grant a more honest rendition of the scenario which confronts us. But yes, with the proper stimulation my ignition may be sparked and I could have a trial concoction for your wife. Lise, is it?"


    "Yes. Lise."


    "Is she attractive?"


    I didn't see what he was getting at. "Why do you ask?"


    "I merely mean to ask, to know, ah… to ascertain whether… well, can you provide a photo? If I am to go to Mexico – no, I have not signed on yet, merely poking the situation out – if I go to Mexico I'll need to have a way of identifying her. After all, I can't simply start asking every female with armpit warts if her name is… what is it again?"


    "Lise. Doctor, if you go to Mexico I'll give you directions to her resort. I'll handle those details. You need only concern yourself with a cure."


    "But first, my dear Serge, we must discuss the matter of payment. Making house calls to a foreign country falls well outside of any insurance plan I'm privy to. And besides, the real cost here is my attention span and genius to be thrust upon this little project, and the risk to my person in going to Swine-AIDS-saturated Mexico, which is also a sheltering ground I'm told for nearly one billion criminals or potential criminals – I'm basing this on a recent survey or magazine article that I seem to have misplaced al momento – that's Mexico-an for right now."


    "Okay," I said. "How much are you asking? I will of course cover all your travel expenses in addition to your pay."


    "Of course. But I think you misunderstand, my dear Serge. The case fascinates me not for the presence of Swine-AIDS or your money, but rather for the presence of Sergio Simpatico who I find strangely enough sitting before me now listening to these very words. What a strange thing to have a Sergio Simpatico at one's beck and call."


    "I don't follow you."


    "I mean to say, that I am not looking for dollars. I am not as ludicrously rich as you, but I am comfortable. No, what I am after is… collaboration."


    Oh no.


    "We've already collaborated, Dr. Jew. Your script gave me many valuable ideas for the movie. Your medical insight –"


    "Bah!" he said. "Serge, I've seen enough trailers and sample footage of your film to know it is far and away from the script I sent you so many cold Septembers ago. I am no fool, Serge. No, I accept that you let your werewolf masters rip my script from your hands. I accept that. I accept it! You no doubt plead with them to let you film my script. They probably said something like, Dr. Jew? Posh, never heard of him! Thinks he can work in Hollywoodland just because he's a Jew, bwahahahaha. No, we'll get the ghost of William Goldman to write it before we let some outsider to the glitter machine get his filthy medical hands on our billion dollar enterprise! Or better yet, write it yourself, Sergio! Throw in Anne Frank and add another notch in that old horse – make it zombie porn and try something new, but for God's sake don't let your doctor chum try his hand at film writing! And I'm sure, Serge, you tried to tell them what a great script mine is and tried to have them read it. All to no avail, aye. Such is the entrenched inertia of the system we find ourselves within and unable to do without. Such it is! I accept that my role in your Swine-AIDS film is a lost cause. That film is behind us. Let's move on! So when I speak of collaboration it will be in the true sense of the word on your next picture, wherever we choose to cast our energy. Did Philip give you my script? The new one."


    "Oh, I guess he forgot," I said. "Script?"


    "Aye. Well, no matter. We live not in some Star Wars universe where copies of Death Star plans cannot be made. I'll add a copy with your Swine-AIDS FAQ bundles. Look it over. If it works for you, do tell, and I suppose I can save your wife's life. No, we need not sign a contract and I won't even ask for credit on my new script, take the byline yourself for all I care, but keep the title and give me half of your cut and we'll call it a day. Oh, and this."


    And then he took a knife from his desk and cut a large gash across his palm.


    "Let me see yours," he said.


    "See my…?"


    "Give me your hand, man! For God's sake, before I bloody my floor again. Do you want your spouse saved or not? By the way, you don't have any diseases yourself?"


    I gave him my hand and turned away. I didn't so much feel the cut. The cut was quick. But the pain was open and in the world.


    "Aaaaaahh!" I said.


    "There, there," he said. "I'll put some gunk on it in a minute. Now, let's shake on it."


    It was a dark nonsensical dream and I went along with it. Our hands united in a bloody grip that oozed between our fingers the tighter he gripped. I ended the shake as soon as I could.


    "There. Now we are blood brothers and a deal is a deal. Uncork the champagne."


    "I don't drink," I said. Not true, but getting drunk with this man was the last thing I wanted. "And could you take care of my hand… our hands?"


    "Oh yes, silly me. And here I thought we were real he-men! Ahahaha!"


    "Dr. Jew, please. The blood."


    He poured rubbing alcohol on cotton and dabbed it on my cut. I screamed.


    "What?" he said. "Ah yes, pain. Makes us what we are."


    He licked his own cut as he held the cotton tight on my palm and then wrapped it in gauze that had small pictures of William Shakespeare printed on it. He saw I was looking at the pictures.


    "For my child patients," he said. "Personally not my style, but such are the fruits of our misdoings." He lightly punched my shoulder. "Right, Serge?"


    I had no idea what he was talking about so I nodded, lightheaded.


    "Well, I guess I'd better be going," I said. "I'll have my secretary call you and work out the details for your Mexico trip. When do you think you'll have the medicine ready?"


    "Oh, I daresay a couple of days and I'll have something to toss at the old girl."


    Didn't particularly like the sound of that. "Right. Well. I'll be off then."


    "Don't forget your bundles!"


    He handed me two large boxes, a thick envelope, and a business card with a USB attached.


    "Right," I said.


    "Ciao, Serge babe! Let's do lunch! Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!"


    

  


  
    

    XXX.


    


    When Sergio had gone I sat alone a few hours staring at my outstretched palm as it transformed from bloody pus into chalky scab and slowly lost its shine. There is something miraculous in this body of ours that does the work of the gods whether we notice it or not, whether we wish it to or not. Something mathematical and obligatory that goes back to the sun that continues to breathe life into an otherwise lusterless rock. Grass will rise, hands shall heal, the heart underlying space goes on and snakes through time, the water ripples out to the edge of the pond.


    I am only a product of this at a higher level. I know I have sinned – not against any natural law – against my own being and identity. I tried to heal my self-image that I might look into the mirror once more as when I had been a boy. But I was attempting to see a person I was not drawn to be, and so it was that my vision stayed cloudy. I will never be good, pure. I am an admixture and I accept that asymmetry. The shadow will not go and the sooner I embrace it, the better we will all be. There will be no new leaf. There will be no redemption. No fresh start. I may shine under better circumstances and warp to malevolence when the world twists me so… but I am mostly a creature of good. Is it not so? Let it be so. Let me find these moments that let my light shine. Let me heal and hurt less. This is my chance. Keep me on this path, you sweet and wicked angels looking down on me. Thank you for this chance. Ho! Once more unto the breach.


    At times like this, I wonder how my Adam and Eve fare in this barbaric world.


    

  


  
    

    XXXI.


    


    We stopped and ate hamburgers on the way back to the house and Vinny got food poisoning so we brought him back to our house and let him lie down on the couch till he felt better. He barely moved all day and when he started feeling good again it was late and he said he didn't want to leave until we divided up the loot and Uncle Dave said he was too tired and we'd do it in the morning. For now the money would stay in the safe. Vinny watched Uncle Dave put it in the office next to my bed and then I said good night and Uncle Dave seemed happy and Vinny seemed happy so I was happy and tried to sleep.


    I kept seeing that thin man Jimmy with those shark teeth and his head go PLAT. It just went PLAT. I didn't see why Uncle Dave had to go and do that. It didn't make sense. It made it so hard to go to sleep. And why had Uncle Dave wanted me to make the man's head go PLAT? I missed ma and wanted to go home more than any other time and I thought of getting up in the dark of the night and going quiet down the stairs past Vinny on the couch sleeping and opening the door and never looking back, just getting on a bus back to the farm whatever the cost, and if I didn't have the money it wouldn't matter. I'd hold on and sit down and not budge and they'd have to move the bus eventually because they got schedules to keep, I know how they work. But then I thought it's a long way from San Francisco to Mississippi, at least a couple hours, and some point I'd need to get off and use the boys room and what if that bus left without me? And I know what I'd do. I'd just ask the gas station or whoever else I could find the direction to Mississippi and start walking till I got there. And if it took more than a day I would lie down and sleep and eat leaves and such when I got hungry and drink rain and whatever else it is alleycats drink, and I'd get to Mississippi and the farm before long and everything'd be well again and no more PLAT exploding people with guns that makes it hard to get some sleep because a boy should be home with his ma not off in this place having strange adventures.


    But I got to thinking how it wasn't all bad and such and I got to see Uncle Dave and Aunt Anne and meet Ueda Sensei and Vinny and Adam and Eve (why did I always think I heard their names somewhere before?) and see all kinds of things and that woman Uncle Dave introduced me to in Chinatown that showed me all her private stuff and I never even could tell ma about that in my letters, and the pink lemonade and learning to fight with jiu-jitsu and all the food Aunt Anne makes with special sugar and stuff. I guess there would be things I would miss in San Francisco too. It seems the more I thought about it the more I was reconsidering until I remembered the letters Uncle Dave showed me and the smile I could see on ma's face when I arrived by bus or by foot (it didn't matter as long as I got there) would crack and vanish and be replaced by a sad or angry face saying, Why are you here? Didn't I tell you to stay in San Francisco with your uncle? Get back on that bus or on foot whichever way you came here and take yourself back to San Francisco and this time do as I tell you. And I would have wasted a few hours or days each way and back again and plus she'd be mad at me and everyone in San Francisco'd be mad or sad at me 'cause of leaving. So the more I thought about it in the dark alone and quiet and warm and sleep starting to sound more and more better and walking in the street sounding more and more tiresome and cold out there and meddlesome so that the man going PLAT his head was already starting to go away a little so that I figured I'd stay at least one more day till we divided up the money so at least I could buy a bus ticket and say goodbye to folks and have a good night's sleep, which ma always says makes just about everything a little better by morning.


    

  


  
    

    XXXII.


    


    When it came (morning) the sun was up and Swan felt good, rested. He stumbled downstairs and saw the couch was empty.


    "Vinny?" said Swan.


    From the kitchen the sizzling of egg sound and Swan's nose followed the crackling greasefat of bacon too, the salty thick richness that he'd known ubiquitously since a boy and that always made him think of Mississippi and the farm, however far away it might be. It reminded him of what he'd resolved the night before. But now in the clear light of day and spitting fried eggs he knew what had to be done, regardless of the wishes of others, whatever the expense. He had to hear the words from his mother. The writing in a letter was not how he pictured his mother. It was a strange way of speaking he had never heard her use before he left the farm, and it almost felt like a different mother. He was beginning to forget the sound of her voice. He never wanted that to happen.


    He would tell them all at breakfast.


    He went to the kitchen and saw his aunt at the stove. Vinny was eating eggs and bacon at the table and sheepishly grinned when he saw Swan. "Hi, kid."


    "Hello, Vinny. Hello, Aunt Anne. Where's Uncle Dave?"


    "He's still sleeping I guess," said Anne.


    "I could go check," said Vinny.


    "No, I'll do it," said Anne.


    "Okay," said Vinny. "Eat your breakfast, kid."


    Swan did. All his fears and concerns of the night before, even his decision to tell them about his plans to return to the South, evaporated in the face of thick yellow eggs, bacon with craters of lard and crackle attached, the perfectly toasted wheat bread with a bed of butter between its soggy pillow, and a jar of raspberry jam waiting to layer its way onto the toast.


    "Mmmsgood," said Swan.


    "I'm glad you like it," said Vinny. "Fill 'er up."


    It didn't last. It never did.


    The door from the living room whipped open. His Aunt Anne had her hand over her mouth and in her eyes: terror.


    "What?" said Vinny. "What is it?"


    But she only shook her head and kept her hand cupped tightly over her mouth.


    "Upstairs?" said Vinny. "Stay here, Swan."


    Vinny ran out. Swan's peaceful breakfast had been stolen from him and he couldn't understand why. The food was in his mouth but he couldn't chew – not with his aunt starting to cry, her face going red.


    "Aunt Anne?"


    She couldn't ignore her nephew like she could the midget and said, "It's okay, Swan. It's okay."


    The little man returned. "Was he like that when you got out of bed?" said Vinny.


    "I don't know," said Anne. "I just went in and –"


    "I know," said Vinny.


    "Should we call the police?" said Anne.


    "Are you crazy? Dave killed a man yesterday. It may not be right but we got to get out of here."


    "What's going on?" said Swan.


    Vinny remembered Swan. "Look, Swan. I have some news. Bad news. Your uncle… he's no longer with us. He's passed away."


    "Where did he go?" said Swan.


    "He's dead, kid."


    "Dead?"


    "Yes," said his aunt. "It was probably his heart. The doctor –"


    "Forget that. We got to figure out what we're gonna do. Alright, we got the cash from yesterday. It's in the safe though. You can open it, right, Anne?"


    "I think so," said Anne, wiping her tears away.


    "Then do it. And grab anything else you have, jewelry, whatever."


    "Al-alright."


    She was gone and Swan was alone with Vinny. The midget came to the giant and put a hand on his shoulder.


    "Look, Swan, I'm real sorry. But now ain't the time to cry."


    "Uncle Dave is dead? I don't believe it."


    "Hey, go upstairs and take a look. Why would I lie?"


    "I don't know. I just don't want to believe it. We saw him yesterday."


    "Life is fast, kid. Get used to it. Right now we gotta get out of here. I need you to get your things –"


    "Vinny, are you the big boss now?"


    "Am I the…? Yeah. Yeah, I guess I am."


    "But, Vinny! You're so small."


    Vinny smiled and punched Swan's shoulder. "Alright, enough out of you. Get your things, whatever you can put in a bag. We're leaving."


    Swan took one more bite of toast the oil so rich and went upstairs. His aunt was in the office where Swan slept, getting money from the safe.


    "Oh – Swan," said Anne.


    "Yes," he said. Because there was nothing else to say. Swan took his duffel bag down the hall with his aunt. When they came to the bedroom and its closed door, Anne stopped him.


    "Would you like to say goodbye?" she said.


    "To Uncle Dave?"


    She nodded and pushed the door in and Swan saw his uncle as he had never seen him before, in repose with his eyes closed and a serene look that relaxed the wrinkles on his forehead and cheeks and gave him the face of a younger man. It was so alien the creature that… no, no –


    "No!" said Swan. "It's not him. Look, it's not him!"


    For the cruelty and sharpness of David Parker was gone and would never show itself again and all that remained of the uncle was a cold corpse, the footprint of where a man had walked that bore little resemblance to the man itself and would gradually fade away with time and the mutability of weather, decay.


    His aunt held him and he could feel his head cracking with the love he felt for his uncle, and his aunt was crying too when she saw the genuine father that had been taken from the boy's life.


    "I'm so, so sorry, Swan."


    He squeezed and held her as he would his mother and it let him forget the perpetual loss of parents and uncles and remember simpler, steadier ways of living that would gradually erode day after day until his last day and breath. It allowed his aunt to forget also the man she had known so many years who had stolen the man she married. All of David Parker, the many David Parkers, a different one for every person encountered – all of them were dead now and this thing that barely resembled him was all that remained to put a last snapshot in their memory. But Dave Parker, if given the option, would not have left them a memory. He would have left them nothing.


    "Come on already!" – the midget's voice intruded as it always did. Through Anne the voice cast a vision of her future life chained to the midget, who had in his eyes a cruelty that surpassed even David. They would stay together, moving from town to town and barely keep the law at arm's length until the money trickled away and the midget sucked her life off her, beating and whoring her to the streets as she grew obese, plagued, malnourished by fast food breakfasts and lack of light as the curtains stayed closed and she succumbed, succumbed.


    "No!" she said.


    "Aunt Anne?" said Swan.


    They took one last look at the husband and uncle on the bed and closed the door on all that. The steps to the living room were a descent into an unknown realm where everything would be redefined from that day forward. Each stair would never press against their feet again. It always framed itself as a frightening thing.


    "You got the money?" said Vinny.


    "Let's go," said Anne.


    "Did you get –"


    "Let's go!" said Anne. "Yes, let's go."


    Vinny gave her a look that said so much more. Words would take place later.


    "Alright, Anne. You drive, I'll direct you to my place."


    Twenty minutes later they had crossed the park to Vinny's apartment in the Sunset district near the beach.


    When they arrived, Vinny distracted Swan by letting him play Snuff Assassin 3, the popular pornographic video game of assassination and corporate malfeasance. Swan didn't really get the game. There were two ways to win: Either take the side of the "Good" and become a hitman, training in Pencak Silat in Indonesia, Muay Thai kickboxing in Thailand, and firearms and explosives in Nicaragua, and then return to California to exterminate everyone in the professional porn industry so that only amateur "splinter cell" porn production units remained (to be combated in Snuff Assassin 4: Big Brother); or, you could choose to align yourself with the "Bad" and start as an amateur in the industry, working your way up to corporate wonk status, trying to stay alive and avoid AIDS and drug overdoses, lobbying Congress and battling soccer moms and the religious right. To "win" this path in the game meant to completely own a political figure at the governor level or higher, to legalize prostitution in a major metropolitan area, or to gross over $100 million for a wide release of a theatrical porn film.


    The two game paths were both challenging and offered many droll adventures. To climb the ladder in the porn industry was more of an RPG experience, while training as an assassin was more of a hands-on shoot 'em up sort of thing. Swan chose to take the assassin route because it was easier to understand (it was the recommended path for younger players) and because he naturally sided with the "Good."


    He had completed his training – it seemed more like a formality to familiarize novice players with the play control in the game – and had returned to California to find an employer to fund his adventures. His options were several, and he finally chose to go with the Catholic Church because of the money, but he also recognized that the formal aspects of religion confused him, and the few times he had been to church with his mother as a child he wasn't sure which type of church it was.


    His first target was a smalltime actress – very low on the totem pole, more of a sport kill to get the blood going and the trigger finger wet. Such minor figures would be taken out later in the game en masse when the player had enough money to buy serious explosives. When Swan kicked in the door of the woman's apartment and choked her to save bullets and not alert her neighbors, he remembered Jimmy, the thin man with shark teeth, and his quick death the day before. He paused the game. What was happening?


    Across Vinny's apartment came the hushed voices that could not stay hushed of his aunt and Vinny. It sounded like some kind of argument.


    "– do the thinking from now on –"


    "You're driving me crazy. You're not human. You're not even –"


    "– just stressed. You'll be fine once you get over this."


    "I'm not going to get over this. You don't –"


    It sounded like fighting to Swan. Why was his aunt fighting with Vinny? He couldn't even remember his aunt talking with Vinny before today, beyond cursory greetings and ordinary friendliness.


    "– fucking midget –"


    Swan heard her voice and he'd never heard her use profanity like that. Once, when he had referred to Vinny as a midget, Ueda had told Swan the word wasn't nice so Swan stopped using it. Maybe his aunt didn't know it was a mean word.


    He heard Vinny's voice but it had a frothy texture like foam rising from a soapy plate and became too fast and words ran together as a blur behind the door but the quality was rising shaking rattling like machine parts grinding together when each should have had its proper place and instead of industrial harmony it produced a geyser of incomprehensibility that would have been as nilpotent if the listener's ear had been immediately adjacent the low mouth that spouted the superfluid nonsense and limned a lifetime of underdog plotting and dingy realities. It made Vinny more unpleasant and burdened the video game soundtrack with its fog of arrogance and bitterness.


    The little man snapped the door, a gasp as air rushed the room, a dark within, the aunt invisible there and the air breathed and waited and the room wondered if it would release air as a laugh, cry, or sigh. The short man emerged and his teeth visible with opened lips like not a mouth but like a cut on an otherwise unblemished slab of stone like spaghetti skin olive smooth completing the comparison to puppeteered dummy acting out its role with almost too much gusto and emphasis on theatricality, a sign and byword among the physically dwarfed ones.


    "Swan," – the word from his mouth emerged and like a breath it simply came without thought unconsciously but capable of being made conscious and more honest because of it. The small man shortly came to the couch and with so much energy and nowhere to drive it was how he came and landed on the couch next to the large man-boy and they were there unflinching many seconds completing a kind of symmetry that led nowhere, as symmetry often does through no intention of its own but on the false assumption that by making itself a kind of perfect it would ensure the capability and momentum to carry through, when nothing could be further from the truth.


    With nothing else to occupy it, Swan put his mind back on the game. And with nowhere else to place his energy Vinny's fingers moved back and forth and his lips twitched with no one there to listen, no one who would listen, he was not so better off than the moments before when he and Anne had yelled in their first quarrel, whereas before the death of David they'd spoken only in whispers with fantasy in their voices of how things would and could be if only they dared initiate one small process. The process completed and the man no more, they still lived with a world that was otherwise unchanged except by its own coincident processes but mapping out as a similar set of circumstances as the day before and containing no new variables that could be anticipated from the day before that could be visible to the likes of Vinny and Swan, their brains needing larger blocks of recorded time to identify the changes that had indeed taken place.


    And after exterminating an adult video store owner within the environs of Snuff Assassin 3 when Swan took his attention briefly away from the game and to the present moment and Vinny LeGrand's living room, he could see that Vinny had left the couch as quickly as he had come. From the porch a coughing came and Swan deduced with Sherlockian accuracy (though not skill) that Vinny had removed himself to that place where the air cooled and flowed more freely being unconstrained by walls and thermal maladaptions felt on the interior in order that he (Vinny) might smoke a cigarette, which affected his smaller body almost as if it (the cigarette) had been absorbed and abused by a child of similar build, the nicotine, smoke, tar, lift, having the opposite of its intended release and reinvigoration, and turning instead into a grossly rude mockery of that frail being that aside from sharp words and angular pluck seemed as though he might be abducted or blown over at any given moment.


    And with him (Vinny) far enough away to act as a gap between her and him that passed for comfortable the aunt came into the light of the video game living room and unknowingly sat in the spot on the couch where Vinny had sat only minutes if not seconds before and also looked on with feigned interest on Swan's progress in the video game that looked almost real. Then her boredom and distraction took over and she went to pick a scab on the front porch, as women do.


    Swan tried to focus on his gameplay but the sounds of whispered yelling dragged him away and out of mind when all he wanted to do was purify the internet for innocent young people the world over. Where were the young film director and his crew hiding in the headquarters of –


    "Get back in the house. We'll talk later."


    "You're just like –"


    "Later!"


    – Asian Anal Enterprises? Hunting the crew reminded him of an arcade game he once played called Jewhunter that was released around the time of the first of Simpatico's Nice Nazi films. Swan hadn't seen Simpatico's movies, but he loved Jewhunter. In the game – it was in a 7-Eleven in town back in Mississippi many years ago – Swan got to play a Nazi sifting through houses looking for Jews and takin' 'em down if they made a run for it (or if you just felt like it). Jewhunter was unaffiliated with the Simpatico films but the Nice Nazis had spawned countless imitations, a subgenre unto itself, and Jewhunter was successful enough to warrant a sequel, Jewhunter 2: World War Mutant, that introduced mutant Jews, robot Jews, alien Jews, and time-traveling Jews. When Swan saw this new console in the 7-Eleven right where the first Jewhunter had enthralled him, he popped his coins in and played. Despite its sophisticated armada of new adversaries, a virtual tapestry of Jew threats from past, present, and future, the game was too complicated, convoluted, and offered little to entice fans of the original, following the tendency of most sequels (such as World War II itself) to be worse than the first one.


    Swan's aunt returned to the couch and he saw that she was crying. He paused the game right before he kicked in a door marked "secret annex" at Asian Anal Enterprises.


    "What's wrong, Aunt Anne?"


    She laughed a nervous, light laugh. "Nothing, Swan. Or everything. I don't know."


    "I'm sorry."


    "There's nothing for you to be sorry about, honey. You're the one good person here. We're the ones who're messed up."


    "Don't say that. You guys have been great to me. You and Uncle Dave. And now Vinny since he's let us in his home to stay until things are good again."


    "Good… again?" She laughed. "When was it good? It's been so long since I remember it being good."


    "That's not true! Just a few days ago. Before Vinny and Uncle Dave and me did those bad things at that place. When Uncle Dave was still alive."


    "I guess it looked okay from the outside."


    "What do you mean?"


    She hesitated and looked to the front door then back at Swan. "I think you should know this. Vinny might not – okay, Vinny definitely doesn't want you to know it, but I think it's important for you to know."


    "What?"


    "Your uncle…"


    "Uncle Dave."


    "Yes. He… he may have seemed like a nice man to you. I'm sure he seemed that way."


    "Of course he was."


    "And I know how a person can seem one way. But you should understand – your uncle was not a nice man."


    "What?" said Swan. "Sure he was! What are you talking about? Don't say that. He just died and you're trying to tell me he was bad? Why would you say that about him? Is this why you and Vinny were fighting? Vinny knows Uncle Dave was a great guy too and I bet Vinny defended Uncle Dave and probably got mad. I can see why he would get mad if you said that."


    "It – it's not, Swan."


    "I'm sorry, Aunt Anne," said Swan, seeing she was still upset. "I'm trying not to get mad because you guys have been so great to me. But I don't know why you said that. If Uncle Dave always seemed nice to me then why would you tell me he wasn't a nice guy?"


    "I'm telling you, Swan, because people aren't always what they seem. So you'll understand why Vinny did what he did."


    "Vinny? What did he do?"


    "Swan, your uncle was the cruelest man I ever met. Maybe you would have seen it if he'd been allowed to live. But I didn't want to let that happen. Not to you, and not to me either, though I put up with it for years. We did what we did because we had to."


    Swan's face was crumpled with thought, confusion, thought, confusion, alternating, as though a new piece of a puzzle had landed in his lap and it made him go back and see the picture on the table in a whole new light.


    "Aunt Anne," he said, slowly, quietly, looking to the front door, feeling Vinny still out on the porch smoking. "What did you do? What did he do?" And by he it was well understood that the midget was being referred to.


    "We did what we had to do," she said.


    "What did you do?" Swan's tone was one he never would have used toward his aunt just minutes before, but the horror of the situation changed everything. "What did you do to Uncle Dave?"


    "We had to do it, Swan. Vinny had to do it."


    "What did you do? Vinny. What did he do?"


    "It wasn't murder. Not. Not murder. Not murder."


    "Oh… oh no. No, please no."


    "You were bound to find out. Better now so you don't have to go on living with it."


    "Have you been drinking, Aunt Anne?"


    "I don't know. What if I have?"


    "Are you just saying this… I don't know why. But you didn't kill Uncle Dave. You couldn't have. I know you couldn't have."


    "You're probably right. That's why Vinny –"


    The front door opened and Swan and Anne eyeballed Vinny with a nightmare glare that almost entered the physical realm. The air congealed around him.


    "What's going on?" said Vinny.


    "There's the man of the hour," said Anne.


    "Enough out of you," said Vinny.


    "Vinny!" yelled Swan.


    "What the hell? Swan, what –"


    "Is it true? Did you do it to Uncle Dave?"


    "Did I…?" Vinny looked at Anne. "You goddamned fucking whore. What have you been telling him?"


    "All of it true, Swan," said Anne. "The little man killed – murdered – violently in his sleep, killed the big man. Killed him dead. Dead and no more. What about that then?"


    Swan was shaking hard, his skin so red, his face twisted so that he was unrecognizable as Swan. He wasn't a person at all anymore, but an unstoppable force aimed at destroying forever the midget. It was within his power to remove Vinny from this Earth.


    "Swan, don't listen to her. She's crazy. Crazy, Swan. Listen, I'm telling you. Your mom and your uncle… I had nothing to do with any of it. Don't believe her, Swan."


    "My… mom?" said Swan. "What about my mom?"


    Vinny looked at Anne, unsure what to say. "Nothing. Your mom's fine."


    "Your mom's dead, Swan," said Anne.


    The words were bullets, needles and knives carving his skull.


    Like a mad dog the giant lunged across the room and grabbed Vinny by the collar. He held him in the air and slammed him against the wall. "Why, Vinny? How could you?"


    "Listen, Swan, you gotta –"


    Swan didn't want to listen. "You, my friend, Vinny. I thought you were my friend. My best friend. I thought."


    "I am!" said Vinny.


    Swan's eyes were red and tears came forth. Swan pressed Vinny to the ground, looked him in the eyes and couldn't believe how every surface was evaporating to reveal a different texture underneath.


    "Swan, stop –"


    Swan punched Vinny. It was a casual punch, one that Ueda would have been ashamed to see from one of his students.


    "Swan, stop it –"


    Swan punched the midget's face again, harder. Vinny was dazed now, and Swan added a third punch, then another, and another, and blood was coming from Vinny's nose, then his mouth. The midget squealed. Swan's expression was initially detached and callous and it quickly transformed into a hateful, venomous mask. He punched harder, letting go with full abandon, punching through Vinny's hands that tried to block and then the hands went down, limp, and Swan pounded the face harder and harder and with every punch the tears came more and more, pouring down Swan's face.


    Vinny's head was a pulpy mash under Swan's jackhammering fists, his skull caved in like an abandoned castle, his breath expired forever. Swan was mute but his fists battered into the remains of Vinny like an out-of-control sewing machine, up and down, pierced and repierced, failing to see that the clothes were ruined, dissociated. His arms slowed and no longer pounded but flowed down through inertia onto the midget's head, bicycle coming to a stop.


    A hand on his shoulder. His head agasp, aflame, inferno. A hand on his shoulder. Coming through. Coming through.


    "Swan."


    A hand agasp, his shoulder, clasped. His –


    "Swan. He's – he's gone – stop."


    Aunt Anne. He remembered her. Knew her once. But she had changed. His –


    "Stop it, Swan. He's dead. Vinny's dead."


    Vinny. Who was Vinny. Who was he. That sounded so. Who was Vinny.


    "Swan."


    And Swan. Gone. All gone. Where had they gone and left him with this cold hand on his shoulder, all gone. Why had they come only to go. All. All gone now. And ma. Mama. I can go back now. I'll go back now. I can leave. Nothing here.


    He rolled off the midget and lay on the ground his eyes upon the ceiling his face a wet snotty pond. His hands which he didn't see caked red all over, his knees bent and determined by a former state of choice and brief activity. The shivering cold of his bones. The day just went on and on, and if he couldn't sleep it meant it would go on longer. Now was a time to forget, and there would be a lifetime to remember.


    "Swan."


    To remember what he had done and what he had become. To remember Swan.


    

  


  
    

    XXXIII.


    


    HEY POTENTIAL CHAMPION, welcome to the next episode in the fun-filled adventures of Dr. Jew, pseudoscientific neurotheologian and beleaguered battler of the malarial league! Sit back, grab your favorite beverage and let's get to it!


    "You can have everything, but you can't have anything."


    Those were the words as I found them in the mucoused 14-karat dribble halls of my august brain, those were the words as I spat them on the diseased carcass of the woman, the wife.


    Whose wife? That is the question and here is your hint: I was in Mexico, existing on heat like a newborn spider. It thickened the blood to the consistency of jam. I was in Mexico, yes, like some petty 19th century coolie making house calls. The local swineherd had met me at the airport and said he had trouble finding me with the mask over my breathing apparati and I asked if he'd prefer a dead man which is what I might be if allowed to breathe the unfiltered soup passing as air among the brown ones where the Swine-AIDS cases numbered 5 or 6 per 100,000, more than enough to titillate my doctoral testicles in the interest of science blah blah blah and yet shrivel those same man-glands with terror when the prospect of being swabbed by the tentacles of nausea and delirium comes my way.


    I never want to eat that silica gel till I see "DO NOT EAT" and then it becomes a challenge.


    Skirted, cajoled, curdled along, with my luggage carted behind and filled with all that may be wafted through the smarmy gates of TSA. Even I did not foresee the lanky curvilinear course events would take and however much I may moan at the time, I would have it no other way. Hunger for certainty and safety is the modern world's Kryptonite.


    And so I set up my hotel room as a makeshift office and a pale substitute indeed to the quarters I'd haunted for so many years plying my trade and halting all manner of cytopathogenic rampage in its tracks. Things were disarrayed and lacking, and the morphogenetic field I'd created through decades of academic investigations into orifices was millions if not hundreds of miles away in America, L'America.


    Ah Monsignor Mexicano let us dump the contents of the mini-bar onto the floor for the señoritas thy chiquititas to have them clean and have the cost charged to my benefactor's credito cardo as the RFID pasted to each goes beyond the fridgely reach that I might chill my instruments as need be and have a spot ready should I needs remove a spleen, heart, or whatnot and keep it on the cool.


    I'd like to say I was comfortable in my temporary abode and the work shall always be of the finest ilk when Dr. Jew is at the wheel, but speaking frankly as I must since we are here among friends (by this I indicate YOU, gentle reader) I tell you I was not at the top of my game. Scratch one to the unseen enemy and knock a few hit points off me gunny.


    I did though and shall always do (yea) my best. Even in that hot groggy (my skin so dry and sinuses from flying) Mexico. Once our enemy and now our friend that had me in her floody mcbowels. As I said, I did my best and struggled with the beast. All the time in the world could have transpired, but I was as ready as I'd ever be. The swineherd came again through the human button and I told him I was ready.


    "Send in the Simpatico woman," I said.


    The fellow vanished.


    "Hello, my dear," I said to myself, practicing the intonation. The acoustics of the place were all wrong. No matter how you label something luxury or try to get it special, the fact remains that other people's things will never have the tight warm fit of your own things, your own way, like the vagina that fit just so.


    She came.


    Even with the ravages of Swine-AIDS upon her – the swollen jaw, glassy hair, and armpit warts – I could see that she was a beauty, would always be beautiful as the disease continued to fell her like a lumberjack working a mighty oak. Yes, I wanted to perforate that asshole. I never conceal about these things. But the light, the temperature, the feng shui of the place and its tacky tropicalia motif, all these conspired to lend me a boyish instability that I hadn't felt in many, many years.


    "Hello, my –"


    I couldn't remember how it went, how it ended, what I was saying.


    "Hello," she said.


    "Ah, you speak English," I said. Not one of my best aphorisms.


    "Of course. And you are the Jew doctor?"


    I chuckled for her swinish stupidity. "No, Mrs. Simpatico. Methinks you have seen too many of your husband's movies. My name is Dr. Jew. Have no fear."


    "I am not afraid, Dr. Jew. I know I will be dead soon."


    "Tut tut, no! That is what I'm here to manhandle most greedily, the ugly monster Swine-AIDS what sickens you. Point where it hurts and I shall heal."


    "What?" said Lise.


    "Are you familiar with the facts of –"


    "Listen, Doctor. I've had Swine-AIDS long enough to do my research. I know all the symptoms of the terminal stages and that is where I'm at."


    "Of course, of course. Yet your husband has asked me – me, among all the medico-professionals in the known galaxy and within his reach – to do my best and procure a cure for your molassesed trunk. Why do you think that is?"


    "I don't know what he's thinking. If there's a cure, we'd know about it."


    "If there's a cure, madam, you may be the first. Among my circle I'm known for my slightly deviant machinations in realms scientific. Sometimes I misfire in my procedures and it goes sour for the occasional lab rat. C'est la vie. But when I traipse into strange new territory and the lights click together, the beauty that manifests is something to marvel at and etch onto the golden plates of time immemorial and Wikipedia."


    "So you have a plan?"


    "A plan? A plan? Ma'am, plans are a dime a dozen and if I didn't have one I'd cobble one together from the dust of my genius."


    "I'm asking whether you have medicine. If you've –"


    "Enough. Yes. Yes, I have a technology that I'm prepared to work with. The question is, are you ready to be reborn?"


    I could see from how she looked at me that she wanted nothing to do with me – she, aye, she with her leprous flesh. Who was she to turn a blind eye to my adorable person? I decided that my participation in the oily machinery of Hollywood via Sergio Simpatico was not reward enough to work with this haughty marmaduke. She probably knew not of the specific agreement with her husband anyhow. It was time to up the ante.


    "I can fix you," I said. "If it's worth it to you."


    "Of course it's worth it. What are you talking about? Do you think I want to die?"


    "Yes, yes, of course, of course you wish to see your husband and children again outside of a computer screen. Of course. Can you imagine those children growing up without a mother? Brings a tear to my eye, it does. Or worse yet – can you imagine Sergio - your pal and mine – remarrying some whore and passing her off as a new mother to your little ones, like she blew in off a musty cloud of smog?"


    "Obviously I don't want that, Doctor. I don't see why you have to remind me of what I'll leave behind."


    "I merely wish to show that you have the power to dodge this dread scenario, to resuscitate your tawdry mask and cleanse away that underarm plague – if you are prepared to submit to the treatment."


    "I am. I have to."


    "Good. And are you also prepared to pay the requisite purchase price for this newfound lease on life I can assign you?"


    I can recognize the reciprocal quality in healing and how it would help also me, the healer, to steer my identity away from Vader and back toward old Ben Kenobi. But everything has a price. To be overly charitable would set off red flags within me and I would know it was all an act with no lasting value. My deeds would have to be within the scope of my being to call the slight perturbation toward Dr. Jekyll a natural and proper development, and not cause a backlash from Mr. Hyde.


    She said, "I was under the impression my husband had taken care of payment."


    "Were you? Well, yes and no. He has proffered his dividend in our little arrangement, monetary and otherwise, but you have your own price to pay."


    She waited, clearly not comprehending. Oh, the innocence of words.


    I said, "Can we have sex now?"


    Now I had given her enough to catch the flavor.


    "What?" she said. "No. Absolutely not. No. Is that what – no. God no."


    She was playing hard to get. I would have to get psychological.


    "Mrs. Simpatico, I was under the impression that you were under the impression that I was cool."


    "My husband couldn't have possibly agreed to this. You're just a sick, perverted, sick, sick man."


    "Oh, tosh. You have me confused with someone who's not me."


    "I am not going to have sex with you. Let me make that clear."


    "Fine. No problem. I didn't really want to go inside your scabby soft parts anyway. I'll just hop on the next plane home – yes, I'm allowed to return to America unlike you, horrid creature – and call it a day. Try the treatment on a more appreciative carrier, I will, and let you crumble while your children watch through a webcam screaming, 'Mommy! Mommy!'"


    "You're a horrible man."


    "To some. To some I am a great man. Aren't we all?"


    "And if I do this thing –"


    "Yes?"


    "You will cure the Swine-AIDS?"


    "Absolutely."


    Maybe.


    "I suppose it would be a small price to pay to save the afflicted of this horrible disease."


    "How do you mean?"


    "Well, if it works on me I'll have paid for it to help all humanity."


    "Well, not exactly. I am giving you the cure, but I'll retain the formula for now."


    "You'll – but – but why? If it works… all those people."


    "Will have to pay for their own share."


    "That's horrible."


    "You've already used that word to describe me. Please think of another."


    "You may as well be butchering them yourself."


    "That's one perspective. You're welcome to it."


    "I can't believe my husband ever had anything to do with you."


    "Salvation comes from the strangest places, and when it does show, who can look away? I say, are we done with all this dialogue? My little man says he's ready to get started."


    "Your – oh God."


    "Is that a yes?"


    "Listen. Dr. Jew. If I do this –"


    "You will."


    "I want it understood that no one is to ever know about this."


    "You need not have spoken. You have my word, which is good as gold. The video will be solely for my solitary viewing pleasure in my future hours of loneliness and desolation."


    I began to set up the camcorder.


    "Wait, what?" she said. "No. This is where I put my foot down. If that video fell into the wrong hands, the publicity –"


    "Haven't you heard of doctor/patient confidentiality? No, no, no, it shall follow me to the grave and only be viewed by our ancestors when my grave is opened in 400 years. But among those living today, only your humble Dr. Jew shall gain delight from this footage. I totally promise. Totally."


    "I don't care about your promises. I just – no, I won't. I don't like cameras."


    "Come, you expect me to believe that your husband, the great film director Sergio Simpatico, doesn't have a cache of similar films lining his cupboards at home? One more for his dear friend couldn't possibly hurt. It's not like I'll use it in my email newsletter – and if I did I would certainly pixelate your features."


    "It would hurt my family if they ever found out."


    "They won't."


    "Still – no."


    "Mrs. Simpatico! It is my condition. Take it or rot! Go hard or go home! The film is rolling. There is the door. Leave if you wish. But once you begin, don't hold back."


    Now is when she made a predictable show of inner conflict that I greedily ignored to check the camera's angle on the bed and the lighting. All was well.


    "Do I – do I need to sign an agreement?"


    I laughed. "Foolish woman. Words on paper and the law. Do you think any of that belongs in the world you've entered? Cease your babbling and undress. Oh, and since the transmission mechanism of Swine-AIDS is not fully understood, I will be using a doubly thick condom. This may delay my climax."


    "Oh God," she said.


    She mewled some more, but despite her protestations she did as she was told. I have several hours of film to prove it.


    

  


  
    

    XXXIV.


    


    Dr. Jew was in Mexico with Lise. That was some relief. She was getting worse and something had to end it, and I had confidence in that man, despite his peculiarities. Who doesn't have peculiarities? Every man has some collection or fetish or odd custom or ritual or way of passing time, and who am I to be critical of such a man when he gets results? Just look at Philip: He was more chipper than I'd ever seen him and churning out some great material. My confidence about this film ebbed and flowed with each day, but when I heard Philip's music for these new scenes I knew it wouldn't matter if the film was good. Swayed by the moaning tree bark decay samples (or whatever Philip used), the audience would think the film was good. And that's what mattered. And many days even that didn't matter. Finishing this goddamned monstrosity to put it behind me and start being with my family was what mattered now.


    I'd just spoken with Dr. Jew and Lise and he said they would begin the treatment tomorrow morning after Lise had a good night's sleep and a chance to "refresh herself" (his words). Fine, fine, I said. She did look a little weary and quiet. I ended the call and was about to have Victor get dinner, when he told me that a man and woman were bothering the guards at the front gate and refused to leave.


    "Then give them one more warning and call the cops if they stick around. Why tell me about it?"


    "Well, sir, I wouldn't have… it's only they keep mentioning that doctor friend of yours –"


    "Dr. Jew?"


    "Yes, they seem to know him. Or claim to. They say they must speak with you. Shall I phone the police? I thought it best to check with you."


    Very few people knew of my contact with Dr. Jew – Philip, my family, and a few of my staff – but I was sure the public didn't know. Didn't want Lise's problem getting undue scrutiny in the tabloids. Embarrassing. It might be wise to see what these people knew.


    "Alright," I said. "Have them patted down and bring them in with the guards."


    "Yes, sir."


    Ten minutes passed, then Mario and Damian escorted a young couple in. They wore matching blue sweat pants and sweatshirts.


    "They're clean, sir," said Mario.


    "Are you Sergio Simpatico?" said the young man. How peculiar a stalker this would be. To not even know when he rubbed shoulders with the object of his stalking.


    "Of course," I said. "And you…?"


    "I'm Adam. This is my wife Eve."


    "Well," I said. "I suppose that is possible. What do you want?"


    "We need to reach Dr. –"


    "Before you go on," I said. "I would like some privacy. Mario and Damian, you may go."


    "That might not be a good idea, sir," said Mario. "He don't have any weapons but that don't mean he's not dangerous."


    "I think we'll be fine. Won't we, Adam and Eve?"


    "We just want your help," said Adam.


    "Wait in the hall and I'll scream if they get vicious."


    "Yes, sir."


    "Victor, you may remain. But first alert the cook I'm getting hungry."


    I looked my two guests over. They looked healthy. A little pale.


    "Now," I said. "Why don't you explain how you know about my connection with… oh… who was it again?"


    "Dr. Jew!" they said together.


    "Yes. Dr. Jew."


    "We heard you there once. At the lab. And the doctor always talked about you."


    "Heard me? You mean you were at his office?"


    "In the lab down the hall," said Adam. "We were part of his experiments, although he never really did anything with us. Just kept us for… what, a few years? A long time. Not sure how long."


    "What do you mean – he 'kept you'?" I said. "As prisoners?"


    "Yes," said Eve.


    My God. What kind of Hannibal Lecter-esque man was this Dr. Jew?


    "And how is it that you're here now?" I said.


    "We escaped," said Adam.


    "I see. And what do you want me to do? I may know the man –"


    Then I remembered: Lise. With that… man.


    "If…" – distracted thoughts – "If what you say is true, go to the police."


    "But we don't know where he lives," said Eve. "We left at night and barely know the city. We've led a sheltered life."


    "Well, I'm not prepared to believe you at this point. You may know the doctor and you may know that I know him, but I don't know you from Adam… oh, never mind."


    "You won't give us his address?"


    "No. Not yet. Not until I have proof of what you say. You could be slandering an innocent man."


    "What kind of proof?" said Adam. "How are we supposed to get proof?"


    "I'll look into it myself. Leave your info and I'll be in touch."


    "Say," said Eve, "Are you blowing us off?"


    "My dear, I have as large a stake in this as you do. My wife is with Dr. Jew in Mexico as we speak, undergoing a delicate treatment."


    "For Swine-AIDS, right?" said Adam.


    My spine ignited. "Why do you ask?" I said.


    "It is, isn't it? We heard you discussing it with him. Hate to break it to you, but Dr. Jew is a bit of a quack with Swine-AIDS. Obsessed about it. But he has no cure."


    "He told me –"


    "And you believed him?" said Eve.


    "Maybe he really does have a cure," I said.


    "Fat chance."


    "But… Lise."


    "Look," said Adam, "are you gonna help us or not? If we get in his place while he's gone we'll get the dirt on him and put him away for good. If he gets back he'll have time to cover his tracks. We've got to get in there! Don't you care about justice?"


    "I can't be involved, I'm sorry. I have a deal with him. He may yet save my wife and I can't be involved with criminal activities. You understand? I'll – I'll draw you a map. But otherwise you're on your own."


    "That's fine," he said. "That's all we need. Thank you, Mr. Simpatico."


    They left with Dr. Jew's address. Victor said that dinner would be ready in five minutes. My appetite had gone.


    I tried calling Lise in Mexico for the next few hours before the phone was finally answered. It was that man.


    "Yes?" he said.


    "Dr. Jew."


    "Yes. I assume by your English that this is Sergio."


    "Yes. Is she –"


    "Serge, babe! The treatment is complete, heheheh. Thank you for calling."


    "Wait, Doctor! Can you turn on the webcam so I can see Lise? Can I talk with her?"


    "Ridiculously out of the question. I'm sorry, Serge, but the patient is recovering. But all… all is… well. Well."


    "Just let me see her. Please, Doctor."


    "I'm most sorry, Serge. Must consider the old girl's feelings. Wouldn't want me pointing a slimy camera her way when she's so partially hydrogenated. Still pumping monkey juice in and have her on the couch. Taking a powder, as they say."


    "When can I see her? I just want to know she's okay."


    "She's okay," said Dr. Jew.


    "Please have her call me. When she's awake."


    "Yes, yes. Got to go now. Patients first!"


    The line went dead.


    Did I trust him? I had no other choice. I didn't dare consider the alternative. Imprisoning that young couple. God, no. They had to be deluded, confused. And I gave them his address. They'd discovered my connection to Dr. Jew and were abusing and lying to me because I'm famous. Everyone does it. Sure they looked normal, rational. But they probably fed razor blades to endangered species in their spare time. How gullible was I? Plus Dr. Jew wanted to work with me on some abominable future collaboration. Of course he'd save her. He had a vested interest.


    


    The next morning we were back on the grind at the Simpaticofilm offices. Call it two or three more days of editing, cleaning it up. In my head that's how it looked which usually means twice that long. So: a week. And then a vacation till the premiere. Get out of the country with Lise, as far from Mexico as we can get. Maybe Alaska. Cruise could be nice. God, it'll be good to see her.


    When I got to my office, Angelo said someone wanted to see me.


    "Let 'em wait till afternoon," I said. "We're busy putting this bitch under the table. Tell Jim and Sam I'll be down in ten –"


    "I think you might want to see them now. It's the police."


    "The –?" First thought: Dr. Jew. Associating with him, that criminal mind. Oh God. "Alright. Send 'em in."


    I checked the mirror and cleaned my teeth as though any of that mattered. Nervous twits, quirks. I hadn't done anything wrong, had I? Well, bite the bullet.


    They came in casually and I tried to look authoritarian behind my desk, while feeling volcano and cowardly. Two male cops in uniform, one a black guy and the other white (why that common combination with cop duos?) and they looked like they loved the Nice Nazis – I could see it in their eyes. That made me less nervous. I spent a decade of my life making an anti-authoritarian existential series, and its biggest fans are cops and Christians. Damned if I understand it. I just work here.


    "Hello, gentlemen."


    The white one spoke. "Mr. Simpatico, can we just say that we've seen all your movies –"


    "You and every obese teenager on the internet. What can I do for you?"


    "We have some news. Some bad news."


    No. Lise. No.


    "An acquaintance of yours… well, they've passed on."


    "No!" I said. "No. Where is she? Let me see her!"


    Even as I felt the grief I was reminded of Hamlet jumping into the grave to hold Ophelia one last time, and even as I recalled the scene I remarked my ability to distance myself from my emotions and the immediate situation by pulling up a distant reference and launching into the inevitable fantasy.


    "She? I think you misunderstand, Mr. Simpatico. It's Glassdick. Philip K. Glassdick. He's dead."


    "Philip? Not –"


    I composed myself and cursed my weakness, stupidity.


    "Philip is dead? I… see. What happened?"


    The cop scratched his crotch and said, "His daughter found him last night at home. He was working on music or something and they think it was his condition."


    "Oh, the AIDS," I said.


    "They're doing an autopsy and will have a report this afternoon."


    "I see. Well, this certainly is a shock. Working up to the last. Good man. It was a pleasure to know him. I'll send flowers to the family. Thank you, gentleman, for breaking the news so gently. Was there any reason you had to tell me this in person?"


    "Oh, we just wanted to see you up close. It's been a pleasure. Say, you wouldn't mind autographing –"


    Pricks. Yes, I signed a photo for each of them.


    The cops left. I made Rooibos tea. Only when they were gone and I needn't hide my emotions did it come across: Philip was dead. He'd been recovering, doing some of his best music in years, and had looked better than ever. And now he was gone. Dr. Jew had –


    Dr. Jew. That man. Dr. Jew. He'd insinuated himself into another moment of my life. His medicine for Philip… I didn't believe for an instant that Philip's AIDS had progressed so rapidly. That foul little man was involved.


    That thousand miles that kept me from Lise… I would crawl it if I could get her away from Dr. Jew in time.


    But whatever had happened, had happened. It lived in the past. When I would hear the circumstances they would take place in the present for me. I was insanely curious, yet also feared to walk through the moments she and Dr. Jew had already lived.


    

  


  
    

    XXXV.


    


    Adam, Eve, Ueda, and Swan were having dinner at Ueda's apartment. Swan's head was lowered, almost buried in his food.


    "What's the matter with him?" said Adam.


    "He hasn't spoken in days," said Ueda. "And he won't go home. I tried calling his uncle. I tried Vinny. No one answers. Very strange."


    "That's weird," said Adam. "We once saw a TV show where a kid wouldn't talk to his parents for four months because a wild man had sawed his tongue off and the kid didn't want anyone to find out about it because he was embarrassed and he thought they would laugh at him. His grandmother finally learned his secret when she looked in his mouth while he was sleeping."


    "Fascinating," said Ueda.


    "Swan, what is it?" said Eve. "What's the matter?"


    Swan looked at Eve. His lips moved. No sound came. His forked fingers combed Ueda's famous mashed potatoes. Rain broke from clouds to hit city roofs.


    "What is it, Swan?" said Eve. "You can tell me."


    Swan hunched down and Ueda hoped he'd made the potatoes firm enough to act as a cushion. Swan ceased his forehead dive and the vegetables were not tested.


    "Swan?" said Eve.


    "I want…" he finally said. "I want to go home."


    "Oh, Swan." Eve put her arms around Swan and hugged him, held him, as he started to cry.


    "Why does he cry?" said Ueda.


    "Shh, shh," said Eve. "That doesn't matter. Everything will be alright. Won't it? Of course it will."


    "Sure," said Adam. "Everything will be better soon."


    "I do not understand him. I am only his teacher."


    "You've helped him enormously," said Adam. "He's told us so."


    "But something has happened which I did not prepare him for. I feel responsible."


    "You can't always be there for him," said Adam. "He has to learn. Just like us, out here in the world."


    "You said you have some information on Dr. Jew?" said Ueda.


    "Yeah. Sergio Simpatico told us where to find him."


    "You made it into Simpatico's house then? Amazing! I've tried so many times. What's he like?"


    "He told us that Dr. Jew is in Mexico. If we go to the doctor's home now we can get evidence from his lab and take it to a lawyer, sue him for holding us, send him to prison for all his crimes. His evilness."


    "That is a fantastic plan," said Ueda.


    "Then you'll come with us?"


    "Pfeh!" Ueda coughed on his food. "Me?"


    "Sure. In case there's trouble. Bring Swan too. It'll be good for him. Get him out of the house."


    "It would be breaking the law, Adam," said Ueda.


    "To do what is right. To restore justice."


    "That is rhetoric. It is still breaking the law."


    "You know," said Adam, "the Nazis weren't breaking the law. Not in Germany. And they sure didn't do the right thing. So you won't help us?"


    Eve still held Swan, who finally looked up at Adam and Ueda. Ueda frowned and said, "I may live to regret it. Yes, I will help you. Swan too if he so wishes. He is a man now and can make his own decisions."


    Adam looked at Swan. "Well? You coming, Swan?"


    "I'll help you, Adam. You guys are the only friends I have left. But… but I won't kill anyone."


    "Kill?" said Adam. "Of course not. Who said we'd kill anyone? No way. We're not killers."


    Swan nodded.


    Adam said, "So how about an hour? Let the food digest. Bring the gloves, camera."


    "You want to go tonight?" said Ueda.


    "We don't know when Dr. Jew will be back. This could be our only chance."


    "Okay," said Ueda. "I will bring my ninja gear."


    


    An hour later they were at Dr. Jew's building, which didn't look nearly as intimidating from the outside.


    "What a dump," said Eve.


    "Maybe it's bigger on the inside," said Adam. "That's how I remember it."


    Ueda said something but it was garbled because he wore a full ninja costume and the mask covered his mouth.


    "What?" said Adam.


    They went inside the building and found a door in the hall marked DR. JEW.


    "Yeah, this is it," said Eve.


    Swan slowly read the words, "Dr… Jew," like fiberglass underlining his life, always around him and never seen. What did it mean, Dr. Jew? So alien and unlike Mississippi. The name glowed in his mind, gave off warm breath, radioactivity.


    "Do you know him, Swan?" said Eve. "What is it?"


    "No," he said. "I don't know him."


    "How do we open the door?" said Adam. "There's no keyhole."


    Ueda took out a sword and aimed at the door. Before he could swing, Eve reached for the handle and turned. The door opened.


    "Unlocked," she said.


    Ueda mumbled something.


    "Let's go!" said Adam.


    Inside, the office was dark.


    "Eve, you take his bedroom and this office. Anything incriminating! Photograph it or bring it with us. And keep an eye out for anyone."


    Swan watched Adam and Ueda disappear down the hall. He watched Eve. She was very pretty, he decided. Yes, like his mother. She began to look through desk drawers and filing cabinets. He knew she couldn't read well, like him, and he saw her lips move as she went over the words. She was looking at some files now. She said aloud, "Adam and… Eve?"


    "Is that file about you?" said Swan.


    "I don't know." She took it out and spread the file's contents on the desk. Swan could see pages of typed notes, but also blueprints and drawings of bodies, male and female. They weren't right, Swan thought. They looked like plans for a car or an airplane. Too mechanical and lacking the fluidity of the human body. Skin on the outside but inside like a windup clock. But they looked like the Adam and Eve he knew.


    "What are they?" said Swan.


    "They –" her voice left her. What they were – she could see: plans. What they meant, she didn't want to say. She took a step back. She would have screamed if she could pass it through understanding and accept it. She could not.


    Down the hall, Adam and Ueda entered Dr. Jew's lab. They saw Arnie, repeatedly bumping into the wall. But what engulfed their senses was much worse than the robot.


    "That smell!" said Adam. "Are all of the animals –"


    He and Ueda looked in the cages. Each creature was dead from thirst and inattention.


    "They have special diets," said Adam. "Arnie must be acting up. This is horrible. These poor animals."


    Arnie the robot continued to roll into the wall like a woodpecker.


    "Adam!"


    It was Eve's voice from down the hall.


    "Come on, Ueda!" said Adam.


    They ran to Eve and Swan.


    "Is it him?" said Adam.


    "No," she said. "No one's here. It's not that. It's what I found. Look."


    Adam looked at the plans and studied them.


    "Are they you and Eve?" said Ueda. "They look like you. But what is all this? It looks like some kind of operation. What does he want to do to you? Does he want to put this machinery inside you?"


    "Adam, look at the dates on these," said Eve. "2008. We weren't even here then, were we?"


    "I don't know. I – no. But I think I see what this means."


    "What?" said Swan.


    "So many things. Things Eve and I wondered about so many times till we stopped asking so we didn't go crazy looking for an answer. Like why we can go without food and why we only remember a few years back."


    "Why?" said Swan.


    "This is us," said Adam. "Right now. Inside us. This is us. He made us. Dr. Jew built us. Like Arnie and his other robots."


    "What are we, Adam?" said Eve. "What are we?"


    "It doesn't change anything," said Adam.


    She felt so real inside her and her hands rubbing the wrinkles on her knuckles, so authentic this experience, but now she was being told that it all came through parts and craft from that doctor whom she never wished to see again but here they were seeing things she didn't want to see and hearing things that hurt her ears. It didn't have to be true. It shouldn't… and even these thoughts? Somehow planted and placed or at least sown and fertilized by that man, their father now, in some sense of the word.


    She moaned in situation, situation, her situation that leaned into her and wrapped around her, filled her lungs with air and became her. Situation. She and it were inseparable, defining and demanding the other, matching the contours of the other's cavities. There was no escape from situation.


    She fell to the floor.


    "Eve!" said Adam.


    Ueda steadied her but she shook violently.


    "Eve, stop!" said Adam. "It will be okay."


    He had never seen her so hysterical, shaking like a mad dog. Her voice sounded older and not the Eve he knew at all. "It is us, Adam. Don't you see? It is us. We can't go back."


    "What do you want to do?" said Ueda.


    "Let's get out of here," said Adam. "This file's making me sick. And those dead animals… there's nothing we can do for them. I'm trying to wrap my head around it and hold it together, Ueda, but only because one of us has to. If it were just me I would've cracked by now. Let's get out of here."


    "Alright," said Ueda.


    "Do you want this file?" said Swan, pointing to the blueprints on the desk.


    "For God's sake, no," said Adam. "We've seen enough. Let's go."


    Swan didn't know why the file upset Eve. He was happy to leave the vile thing.


    They left as they had come, the lockless door latched, the files lingering, the animals rotting in their cages forever without answer. Situation, with its many forked tails, was playing with them like a cat with a toy. It looked like an ugly moment, this. The bottle knocked from the shelf, falling, and they could nearly hear its crash, its coming crash when it would shatter into shards and spread its contents on the floor.


    

  


  
    

    XXXVI.


    


    The bus rolled on through the miles. Dry desert night and the passage of time. The phone Sergio had given him rang nearly every hour. He ignored it, and thought, and planned, and rethought, and planned again.


    Tricky, this. Tricky.


    

  


  
    

    XXXVII.


    


    She had been in the bathroom half an hour, and each time Adam knocked he heard her breathing but she said nothing. Crying, no doubt. His best guess. He never cried and understood it as a woman thing. On TV men only cried if they were going to be beaten up later in the show or if they were homosexuals.


    The things they'd seen at Dr. Jew's that night had affected Adam, but not as it had Eve. He didn't feel any different. It was just an idea, or a philosophy, being human. A cat could think it was human, so why not him and Eve? They looked human, smelled human, and could relate to human beings. If Dr. Jew had designed them that way, was it really so different from being born that way or learning it from other humans? Surprising? Yes. End of the world? Nah. Not for him anyway.


    "Eve?" he said again. "Everything cool in there?"


    He heard a gasp and a whine, and there at his feet the thick red gel of blood coming toward his toes. Again it felt like he was watching it on TV and there was no need to worry. But in that bathroom was his Eve.


    He tried the handle, locked, and said, "Unlock the door, Eve! Let me in!"


    He felt some relief when he heard the doorknob rattle and when he tried it again it opened. Eve inside sat on the toilet lid naked. In her right hand was a steak knife, but there was no steak. The wrist of her left hand was a ragged canyon of blood and torn skin, like a rabid beaver had been chewing its way inside her. Her face was flushed red and her eyes were red and she looked worse than he had ever seen her. He went to her. She shook.


    "Look," she said. "Look at it. Look inside my arm. It's all true."


    She lifted the skin back with the knife and she burrowed in until a CLINK sound was heard and she raised it with the knife, and Adam saw instead of tendons or bone – stainless steel and plastic wiring. Covered with blood or something like it, the workings of factory and lab, manufactured with a coat of warm skin to present something like a woman to the world.


    "It's all true," she said.


    

  


  
    

    XXXVIII.


    


    When Dr. Jew's bus arrived the next night he ordered two of the Mexicans to carry the long box upstairs into his office. He led them and when he turned the handle and saw the scattered files on his desk, a chill ran up his spine. He put on his poker face for the men carrying the box. He would suppress his reactions until time was more leisurely. As important as this invasion was, he had far more urgent business to attend to. Things were unraveling all around him and sending him down unexpected paths, formerly invisible.


    "One moment," he told the men carrying the box.


    Quickly but not so as to reveal his inner alarm, he piqued his senses and yawned his nostrils to detect the smallest wound or aberration in his holy environs. The answer came back. These were no ordinary thieves.


    He went down the hall and hit the light in the lab. His heart sank. He gasped for air and grasped the wall. His legs wanted to fall away beneath him. The smell that met him was a nightmare scent of cannibalized animals and rot. Death everywhere. Undeniably dead.


    "No! No!" said Dr. Jew. "Not my children! Not mine!"


    In the center of the floor sat Arnie, which Dr. Jew had repaired after Adam and Eve's escape. The robot appeared to be on.


    "Hello, Doctor," said Arnie.


    "I'll deal with you later," said Dr. Jew.


    Dr. Jew sighed (a rare thing for him to do) and returned to the men in his office. "Just leave the box here."


    He tipped them slightly and they departed. He looked at the wooden box and held his forehead in his hand, then began to massage his temples. "When troubles come…"


    Arnie rolled in.


    "You," said Dr. Jew.


    "Welcome back!" said Arnie. "A good trip had by all, I hope?"


    "You," said Dr. Jew. "How could you let this happen to my pets, my little ones? What was the problem, Arnie?"


    "Problem? No problem here, sir!"


    Infernal machine. My machine. My error. Once again comes back to hit me. Did I really do my best? I don't know.


    Dr. Jew lifted the small robot onto his desk and switched the power off. He opened Arnie's rear casing and was beginning to tinker, and then stopped. He pushed the robot away from him, went to the wooden box and lay on it, holding back the wave of grief that promised to overwhelm him if he didn't steer it well.


    Breathing. Focus on the breath. Deeper, slower. The breath is life. The breath.


    The phone hummed. His foray into calm was taken aback. Let it ring said his mind, and he might have done so if he didn't hope that someone on the other side of the phone might break him out of his funk, if only a little.


    "Hello?" he said.


    "Dr. Jew? You're back?"


    "Yes, this is Dr. Jew. Who's calling, please?"


    "Jew, don't play stupid. It doesn't fit you. Where's Lise?"


    "Lise?"


    "My wife."


    Dr. Jew cleared his throat, wiped palm sweat on the phone, stroked the box he sat upon.


    "She followed me. May have been on a different flight. Yes, I think so. Perhaps a layover. Can't recall exactly where."


    "Is she well?"


    "Well? Well. Well well. Well well well. Yes, well, I'll let you be the judge of that."


    "When can –"


    "What?" said Dr. Jew. "What, Serge? You're breaking up." Dr. Jew made a KERRRRR sound to simulate some form of breakage or debilitating sadness on the part of the phone. "Can't – make – out –"


    "Is she there?" said Sergio. "Tell me where she is!"


    Dr. Jew hung up the phone. It immediately began to ring again. This time… he left it. He pushed Arnie off the desk and across the room and it sputtered against the wall and gave a last sparked message of incompetence.


    So tired, tired, tired. Doctor, you need a pick-me-up. Do you suffer from insomnia, narcolepsy, irritable bowels, eczema, Lou Gehrig's disease, chicken pox or –


    Opened a pill bottle, swallowed a pill. Whatever it would do, he hoped it did it with zest.


    So tired. If only this would bring him up, he could investigate Arnie, properly dispose of his pets, and so on. It sounded like a plan if he could get it down his throat. No, correct that, it's already in. When you are tired you lag. But consider the alternative.


    The corner of his eye returned with him to his desk where it found the file, the Adam and Eve file. Opened and obviously read. Them perhaps? Or someone else doing their filthy work? Well, all would be known later when he checked the films. And from there he would take it. For now, this drowsiness pulled him, slapped him, and told him to heed it lest he pull more boners at the expense of lives. More lives. Why was it so hard to be a doctor? All he wanted to do was bring light to the world.


    Ah, that warmth in his tummy. This one's quick. So often the problem is in the system, not the person. A pill for now and the greater labor partaken tomorrow and tomorrow.


    No. This would not wait. Before the drowsiness took over and he drank from the river Lethe, he would pay his last respect and put it on ice till morning, when the real work would begin. Until then he would press a switch on his desk and do something he had not done in years: lock his door. For his home was always open to the tired, the poor, the ill, for he was the world's doctor, and a locked door meant a moment's delay in excising a tumor or formulating a concoction for an exotic flare-up. That kind of delay was unthinkable.


    Tonight, however, his door was barred.


    

  


  
    

    XXXIX.


    


    From the depths came softness and nectar-lined halls where mead and mutton were poured directly into the mind and joy was had by all, by all.


    "Another round," someone said, perhaps him, perhaps the clouds, perhaps not at all, perhaps. And it came and it came, anyway and without. A wall of 50,000 breasts yonder and the mere thought took him to it and he squeezed all 50,000 at once with 50,000 hands generated just for the task and each one felt special and uniquely squeezable and with its own personality.


    "BZZZZZZ."


    From the depths this sound – here? – this sound that did not belong and served to bring emotions he'd rather not acknowledge and the 50,000 breasts disappeared as easily as they came and he was left with 50,000 hands holding 50,000 nothings.


    "BZZZZZZ."


    Again. Really? And with it came a return to linear thought processes and words with boring meanings that held nothing and wore no masks. Thoughts no longer as waves of personality but as wretched tools that did their work and went home.


    "BZZZZZZ."


    All that he saw went away and he was left in the dark feeling too tired to be awake – so why…? Who was he this time… ah yes, the doctor. And who had found the means to disturb his slumber when he was here, here, in his home a'nesting. He was in his home, wasn't he? Not some tourist-fattened Mexico or other mired bog. Yes in home, in home.


    "BZZZZZZ."


    So why this sound from outside. The door, the door. So why had Arnie failed to turn off the doorbell when the doctor went to sleep? Was there something – ah, memory brought it back. There was something. Something wrong. With Arnie, with his house, his world. A crack had snuck in and it promised to tear him from his even slumber and force open his eyes to the work that remained.


    Up and into the darkness he rose and knuckles cracked and bones uncurled, heart rate rose, thickening with beats the pools of his body. His throat dusty cracked, he searched for his mug of water, failed to find it, hit the light switch, flinched his eyes into creakly sphincters to keep the light away, and put on his robe.


    "BZZZZZZ."


    This persistent person, so consistent. Who could it be? Simpatico. Yes, let me see my wife etc. What have you done with her? Did you fix her? Ad nauseam ad astra. I will beat you to a pulp, you scientific swine.


    How old was Simpatico anyway? Somewhere in his forties, but in good shape. Best get a weapon. The revolver, aye.


    In the kitchen he found his glass and sipped. Amazing how water could make you feel good. Then from a cabinet he took the small gun and placed it in the pocket of his robe, keeping his hand on it. He looked in a mirror to see how ordinary that looked – to keep his hand casually in his robe pocket. Keeps that hand warm he would say when questioned by the normal police. Or Simpatico, his only audience. But it would pass, or Simpatico would be belligerent and the game would be up and that would be that. And kill a man? A great director, at that. In cold blood? Yes, just as Truman Capote had slaughtered Harper Lee. To kill a mockingbird. Us and them. Down to the wire. Just do it, Hollywood-style. Move on. But then… his film autobiopic would never be made…


    Yes, he could be content with posthumous fame. But fame in this life sounded sweeter. The fame of NOW was the only fame you could feel, really wrap your nuts around. He had to do it though. If Simpatico provoked. Pushed him. He was no natural born killer and detested the animal instincts to maim, kill, and infiltrate the pornological substrata of the human infrastructure, his fellow beings. Yet you push his back against the wall and he's a cat. Not Dr. Jew, Dr. Cat!


    "BZZZZZZ."


    Jesus F. Christ it's like three in the morning. Pressed his eyeball against the door from his office and saw not a man and not Simpatico through the glass eyehole. But this one looked as irritable in the bowels as the other. Admit? Admit. Can't have blubbering in the hall and waking neighbors, following him when he went to the pet food store (scratch that – no longer the need). And keep your robed Sherlockian hand on the gun, lest wild craziness ensue. A thought: The silencer? Can't recall and too late to check if it's on. Dive forth.


    He went to his desk and pressed the switch mechanism that ungrinded the door lock. Slow and creaking he made eye contact with his creation, one of them.


    "Good morning," he said. "I hope I didn't keep you waiting."


    She came in and closed the door.


    "Are you wearing sweat pants under that coat?" he said. "My how you're getting along fashionably."


    "We know," she said. "We know we're not human."


    "I had gathered as much. A little night crawling in my domicile, methinks. While the cat's away, eh? But what's done is done, spilt milk. Do you come to vent your spleen at me?"


    "I want to know why you didn't tell us. Why you led us to believe otherwise."


    "Did I? I don't recall suggesting you were human."


    "But you didn't tell us what we were!"


    "Perhaps I didn't know myself. I made you look human, and what was the point of going to that trouble if I were to throw it away with a few words?"


    "Will we age like regular people? Will we die?"


    "I dare say I called you and Adam experiments for a reason. Everything about you is based on my previous robotics work, but I added a cellular regeneration structure to you two that's entirely experimental. Your skin may or may not mutate or age with time. As the tiger said to the sloth: We shall see."


    "You… brought us here. You are our father then."


    "Godfather, perhaps. My work is built on the crumbly backs of my forebears. You are their children as much as my own."


    "Yet you gave us life. Why did you do it?"


    "Why? Why does anyone bring life into this world? To make it a better place and pass a piece of me on, hopefully. The better parts, not the bitter parts."


    "I don't want it. I want out."


    "You and Adam are free. Do as you will."


    "I mean I don't want to live like this. I don't want to be a monster, a freak."


    "My dear, we are all monsters here. Some hide it better, that's all."


    "I want you to turn me off. Permanently."


    This was an unexpected turn of events from a creature I never thought I'd see again. My mind got to work on the possibilities. Yes, it might work… but first give her some token resistance.


    "What about Adam? Surely –"


    "Adam has no part in this. This is my decision. Any love we shared was coincidental. You forced us together and I thought it was love. I was wrong. He will not be involved. Tell him what occurred once I am gone. Or don't. I don't care."


    I remembered that despite her appearance, this was a little girl. Her cognitive capacity was miles beyond any human girl, but a girl nonetheless. Not yet four years old. My four-year-old girl. She and Adam had grown so willful in such a short time. How did that happen? And as easy as it'd be to grant her wish and end it softly, I was a parent. I had a job to perform, as important as my medical role. I didn't always do my best, I know. But when an opportunity arises it is like a lighthouse pointing the way, and I cannot ignore it. I could not let her die.


    "You're sure then?" I said.


    "Yes. Let's do it. Now."


    "And when you are… shut down, what would you like me to do with your remains?"


    "I don't care. Just so long as I don't come back."


    "I see, I see. Well, Eve, I dare say you've thought this over and there's nothing I can do to dissuade you."


    "Right."


    "Right," I said. "All right then."


    

  


  
    

    XL.


    


    The next morning a slight repeat of the night before with Dr. Jew being awakened with the infernal BZZZZZZ and his lamentation and the re-remembering that Arnie was not what he had once been and perhaps it was because his maker was not what he had once been and the mask of depravity was tarnished, perhaps slowly morphing into the mask of ineptitude, the systems delicately in place to protect the doctor had toppled like dominos, wearily and with a feigned vigor he managed the damage as best he could and tried to make do with sequences noticeably lacking the former precision of his salad days and glory that seemed to float on forever but in truth had to crumble as each and every, carrying with them the unique stamp of their decay, while all about the players and the games sent him their shouts and heralds of demand, demand, and he had the willingness and skill under the proper circumstances which these decidedly were not, yes, the situation was curious.


    And the door rang again and all these thoughts were brushed away with the common feeling of the responder. He opened and there finally but this time unexpectedly stood Sergio Simpatico, filmatorian and client, looking impatient and unpleasant.


    "Take me to her," were the words he said.


    "Who?" said Dr. Jew.


    Sergio pushed Dr. Jew aside and began looking through the rooms. He made his way down the hall to the lab and he could be heard saying, "Good God, the smell! These animals – Lise!"


    And it was better Dr. Jew was not near because he couldn't keep that clean poker face needed to play these games and he didn't want the skill because he didn't want the habit. And it was better for lovers to meet alone, even with the rot of animal decay round about in cages that time had not afforded him the luxury of cleaning and giving proper burials in an obscure corner of the park. For sheep had to be answered too and time was tight.


    "Dr. Jew – is she…?"


    The doctor made haste lab-ward and found Sergio leaning over his wife in the hospital bed, and she was draped with blankets, a robe, medical equipment, and was otherwise looking tired, but well.


    "She's fine," said Dr. Jew.


    "The Swine-AIDS?"


    "She's fine now. Just needs a day or so of rest. You can take her home tonight if you so desire. She's under sedation now."


    Sergio rose and went to Dr. Jew. The director wrapped his arms around the doctor and squeezed.


    "Thank you," said Sergio. "Thank you, Dr. Jew."


    Unused to such affection and not feeling entirely worthy, Dr. Jew extricated himself from the embrace and said, "Yes, yes. Nothing really."


    "Really, Doctor. You are too humble. I – I admit that I had suspicions, doubts. All groundless, I now see. Whatever happened to Philip couldn't have been your fault."


    "Philip? Has something happened to our dear Glassdick?"


    "He's dead. It must have been the AIDS, although the autopsy left some doubt. It suggested some kind of heart failure. I foolishly assumed you were involved. That medicine you gave him – "


    Dr. Jew coughed a hairball of phlegm noisily and slowly into a glass beaker apparently waiting for this task to take place.


    "That's horrible," said Dr. Jew. "Tragic. Our finest musician. Gone in a flash. I don't blame you for fingering me. I would want to lash out too. Poor, poor Mr. Glassdick."


    "Fortunately he left enough music to finish the film with the new scenes I've added."


    "Still not done, eh? Well, life goes on, and you'll have to finish one of these days. And when you do, I'll be waiting. I've so many ideas for our film."


    Simpatico's joy at his wife's recovery subsided. "Ah, yes. Our… movie."


    "Our movie," said Dr. Jew.


    "Our… movie." Simpatico glazed.


    "Well!" said Dr. Jew. "Don't think too hard on it now. It's still in the embryo stage. And when you're ready to stick yourself in and get rolling, my baby will be waiting. Our baby."


    There was the window. What floor was it? Third? Fourth? A quick exit and no more talk of collaboration.


    No, no. Some other way out, but not that. A deal was a deal but nothing had been put to paper. Just a handshake.


    "You know," said Dr. Jew, "every few days I play back our conversation in which our agreement was forged, to meld our minds creatively, symbiotically, synergistically, and I know that history's watchmen will gape in awe when they witness that first blade of grass lopped away, that first step in a 10,000 mile journey, the Velcro adjunct of science-poet pornologist – me – and semi-Hispanic master of the talkies – by this I mean you. Yes, it shall be a DVD bonus feature – released on the deluxe edition four weeks after the barebones version – that I and billions of others shall thrill to again and again."


    Would that hold up in court? Sergio might be able to eel out of it since no one could force him to squeeze his creative udders, or he could simply churn out a half-assed abomination. That reeked though, sounded wrong, and would be a diarrhea stain on his reputation. That just didn't sound right. No, all or nothing. Pay a fat settlement and forget about it or throw his back into it and make the best damned Dr. Jew biopic he could muster.


    "I'm feeling a bit queasy," said Sergio. "I think I'd better go home. I'll come get Lise tonight around eight."


    "Fine, fine. Can I give you something for what ails you? I am a doctor, you know."


    "No, no, just need some fresh air. Thank you, Dr. Jew."


    "The pleasure is all mine, Sergio. All mine."


    

  


  
    

    XLI.


    


    FAREWELL TO AN OLD FRIEND:


    When the Music's Over:


    The Last Interview of Philip K. Glassdick


    by Alger Obert


    


    The tragic death of Philip K. Glassdick has left a gaping hole in the musical landscape of Hollywood, as well as the world of popular music. More than being the greatest musical light of our times, Glassdick was also a close friend of mine. I was fortunate enough to speak with him in San Francisco just days before his death, where we discussed Swine Trek, the forthcoming Swine-AIDS epic of director Sergio Simpatico. Had I known it was our last talk together, I would have said so much more. So much. Goodbye, old chum.


    Alger Obert: Philip, you old dog, you look great!


    Philip K. Glassdick: [laughter] Thanks, Rog. You're looking interesting yourself.


    Obert: [laughter] How so?


    Glassdick: Hey, are we here to talk about me, or you?


    Obert: [laughter] Alright, good point. Yes. So tell me about this film.


    Glassdick: I mean, yeah. It's another Simpatico –


    Obert: Nice Nazis?


    Glassdick: What? N… no. At least, as far as I know, it's not connected to those films.


    Obert: But it is about Swine-AIDS? That wouldn't be hard to link to Anne Frank and the Nazis.


    Glassdick: I think they're all dead. They died before Swine-AIDS even surfaced.


    Obert: As far as we know. But if there's a will there's a way. Just look at me. If Sergio wants to connect this new film to the franchise –


    Glassdick: He doesn't.


    Obert: Doesn't he care about his fans?


    Glassdick: Now you're just poking me.


    Obert: [laughter] Alright, alright. Tell you what, I'll cut this out of the interview. Let's start again.


    Glassdick: Thanks.


    [I only include the above for historical purposes. – A.O.]


    Obert: Okay, so tell me… how's life, Philip?


    Philip: [laughter] That's how you start our interview?


    Obert: You can't laugh right away or it'll be obvious we've been talking a while and people will email asking why I didn't include that in the interview.


    Glassdick: Alright. Let's start again.


    Obert: Alright. So Philip, what's life like these days?


    Glassdick: Life is awesome, Alger.


    Obert: [laughter]


    Glassdick: [laughter]


    Obert: [laughter]


    Glassdick: [laughter]


    Obert: People are going to think we did this interview high.


    Glassdick: That's cool. You smoke?


    Obert: In my former life. My breathing device can't really handle smoke.


    Glassdick: Brownie?


    Obert: I've never been one to refuse food.


    Glassdick: Good man.


    [Glassdick asked his girlfriend to get a brownie and she returned and set it before me. He waited while I chewed it and sent it down the tube to my digestive unit. – A.O.]


    Obert: That was fucking delicious.


    Glassdick: Just wait a while and your next one'll be even better.


    Obert: Alright, let's get started.


    Glassdick: We haven't started? Man, this is like real work.


    Obert: [laughter] What can you tell us about Swine Trek? Is it similar in tone to the Nice Nazi films?


    Glassdick: I don't even know how to answer that since I essentially set the tone for those films. And I set it for this film. It's all me. It's all the same tone. Every piece of music I've ever made. Every note struck.


    Obert: Okay. Does that mean you think you have more control of the final product and perception of the film than Sergio [Simpatico]?


    Glassdick: Look, I'm not saying Sergio's unimportant. Of course he is. People wouldn't drop a load in his bank account every time he crapped out a Nazi film if he wasn't important. I'm just saying I can put music on any piece of film and make you feel a certain way.


    Obert: You believe that? Really?


    Glassdick: Hell yeah. Look, the movie may be right in your face and force its way into you. The music – the music – you just have to let it in, right?


    Obert: I doubt I understand. But you're happy with the film and how it turned out?


    Glassdick: Happy? What is that, man? Happiness. I mean – I don't even know what that means anymore. I build skyscrapers in the Arizona desert for total strangers to mutilate… what would I know about happiness? By the way, you ever visit those buildings?


    Obert: Your Arizona experiments? No.


    Glassdick: Yeah, me neither. [laughter]


    Obert: Right, okay. By the way, I'm starting to get a buzz.


    Glassdick: Damn, that thing works faster than a stomach, I'll give it that. So are you happy right now?


    Obert: I'm glad to be alive. I think that's important.


    Glassdick: Sure, I guess. I mean, sure. That's what my music and art's all about. We're here, let's wake up, you know?


    Obert: Getting back to your music – what will you be up to when you finish Swine Trek?


    Glassdick: My plans? There's always something going around in my head and… well, I mean, sometimes I find a vehicle for it and sometimes it lingers for years. I've got stuff ready. Probably not a movie soundtrack. After this I think I'll take a break on those.


    Obert: Nothing personal? Against Simpatico?


    Glassdick: Naw, man. Why you fanning the flames?


    Obert: It's just that he's who I think of when I think of you doing soundtracks. Another Nice Nazis soundtrack! [laughter]


    Glassdick: Man, if I never hear Anne Frank's name again I'll die happy. The only way I'd do a soundtrack for another one of those would be if they went back and made Anne Frank and her family into a porn film or something.


    Obert: Okay.


    Glassdick: And obviously they'd get an over-18 to play Anne. We don't need any more pedophilia issues around that series. And you say an 18-year-old Anne Frank wouldn't be believable and I say – what, you're expecting realism from these crappy movies? And porn isn't notorious for realism either, right?


    Obert: I don't watch porn.


    Glassdick: Riiiight. The film critic who's seen every piece of crap movie under the sun doesn't watch porn. Right, Alg. We'll put that on your tombstone – no, not the pizza, you slob, your real tombstone… the epitaph will say: 'Didn't watch porn.' And you can die happy and quiet.


    Obert: It's just that I don't feel much down there anymore. Gears and levers.


    Glassdick: Oh. Oh shit, I'm sorry, Alger.


    Obert: It's not something I miss if I don't think about it.


    Glassdick: That's a relief.


    Obert: But right now I find myself thinking about it.


    Glassdick: It's probably the pot.


    Obert: It feels good though, like…


    Glassdick: Yeeeeahhhhhh. Right there, yeah.


    Obert: What's your girlfriend's name?


    Glassdick: Quit probing. Don't you have a list of questions when your mind starts wandering like this?


    Obert: No, it's all internal. It's all so… amazing.


    Glassdick: Think I gave you too much. Why don't you lie down and I'll put on 2001.


    Obert: Never heard of it.


    [At this point I stopped the interview, hoping to resume it later, only to discover that too much time had elapsed. When I awoke, Glassdick had gone back to work and asked not to be disturbed, and I saw I had to leave for another appointment as well. I never saw Philip again – unless you count the scattering of his ashes a few weeks later, and they looked nothing like him.


    Our next opportunity to "meet" with Philip K. Glassdick will be the world premiere of Swine Trek on Christmas Day. We have great expectations. The man has departed his mortal shell, but the music shall remain, eternally looping.


    Oh, and please do not send me letters or emails berating me for never seeing 2001. Of course I've seen it, numerous times. It merely slipped my mind at the time of this interview.]


    

  


  
    

    XLII.


    


    A week after Lise Simpatico had been returned to her husband in San Francisco, completely cured of Swine-AIDS (as far as Dr. Jew was concerned), the doctor received a short handwritten letter.


    Dr. Jew.


    I don't know what you've done to her or who this woman is. I will withhold my accusations for now. I'm too busy with my film's release. But as soon as I am able, I will be at your door. Prepare yourself.


    S.S.


    And unlike others, Dr. Jew operated under no illusion that S.S. might be Steven Spielberg, as interesting as that encounter might be. And as much as he might normally enjoy the company of his dear friend Sergio – and be completely copacetic with aiding him with any disturbances, bodily or otherwise – he deemed it wise to withdraw a bit and not be immediately available when his dear amigo Serge did finally roll around. Putting on his psychologist hat (an actual hat that said "PSYCHOLOGIST" in big pink letters) he could tell that Simpatico was merely agitated by the "biz," the "industry," that's show business, babe, etc, and that he (Dr. Jew) would be best served to not be in firing range when Sergio finally splattered his stress upon the world.


    

  


  
    

    XLIII.


    


    It opened on Christmas Day, 2012 (a few days earlier, the Mayan calendar reset on the winter solstice proved generally uneventful), to largely negative reviews. On Rotten Tomatoes it had a solid Rotten rating. Metacritic pinned it at 13%.


    Arturo Lombardo of the LA Times described the film as "an orgy of stupidity that tries to meld science porn with childhood themes of nostalgia and decay."


    Gwen Sypho of the Miami Herald called it "the most abysmal piece of cinematic feces since Bio-Dome."


    The Rolling Stone review implored readers not to waste money on "the drivel that is Swine Trek," offering free tickets to the animated feature film of Fanny Hill if readers pledged not to see Swine Trek.


    Fenelope O'Grea wrote an eight-page piece for the Cleveland Hex, and when her editor refused to run it in its entirety she took out the additional space herself as advertising. She found the film "disgusting, boring, misrepresentative of the facts around Swine-AIDS, unfunny, patronizing, repetitive, disorganized, confused and confusing, too long, melodramatic, and signaled the fall of a once-great talent to intellectual masturbation of the most narcissistic nature. The only positive is that Simpatico can only go uphill from here. Or maybe it's just time for him to retire and quit making films with hints of pedophilia."


    Many critics had been unable to include Swine Trek in their Top Ten lists for 2012 due to its late December release. A few had included it anyway before they even saw the film, banking on Simpatico's reputation alone. These critics generally lost their jobs, or resigned in shame.


    Perhaps the most positive review came from Alger Obert. While a far cry from a thumb up, he did say that the film had redemptive value: "Look, I'm the first to admit that this is no Nice Nazis movie. Apparently we'll never see another one of those. But there are a few frames in this film that will no doubt reward the DVD viewer when paused and used as a desktop background. Gottfried's performance is shamelessly bad, taking his obnoxiousness to new heights, but you have to admit that his hair looks good. Many of you will say I'm biased toward the film since I was a close friend of Philip K. Glassdick, the film's credited composer, and yet I found myself perplexed when I heard the faint strains that make up Swine Trek's soundtrack. This is not the Philip K. Glassdick I knew, not the Glassdick of Music for Headaches or Soundtrack for Dying, and not even the Glassdick of He's the DJ, I'm the Rapist. When the autopsy revealed traces of opioids in Glassdick's blood, I didn't want to believe it, but after hearing this atrocious noise, it becomes obvious that something was wrong with the man. Considering the poor showing of his collaborator Simpatico, we have to wonder if the director's been facing similar tribulations (as the tabloids report but which we were formerly disinclined to believe). I am not here to judge men – only movies! – and God knows I barely qualify as human anymore – but it may indeed be time for Sergio Simpatico to throw in the towel. We can only hope his career ends gracefully like Grace Kelly, and not disastrously like poor Philip K. Glassdick."


    Obert's review prompted more email than at any other time in his career. Most of it was hate mail from people who went to see Swine Trek to see if Gilbert Gottfried's hair did indeed look good (it did), but felt cheated that they had to sit through four and a half hours of rape, violence, zombies, and bad dialogue just to see Gottfried's hair.


    A number of the emails to Obert demanded his resignation. These people also wrote directly to the Chicago Moon-Times, Obert's employer, asking that he be removed in the name of decency. The editor of course ignored these crank messages, but also had doubts about Obert's efficiency, wondering what in fact went on beneath those burlap pants in the large man's metal frame.


    For a few months after he wrote the Swine Trek review, Alger Obert outsourced his email to a man in India whom he (Obert) had never met. The man sifted through the emails and took out anything that might disturb a delicate constitution such as Alger had. When the emails returned to a relative normal, Obert dismissed the outsourcing man ("Raj") and took on the duties himself once more, changing his email password, of course.
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    Rolling through miles of cornfields. Two men in a rental car. The older behind the wheel. The younger navigating and looking into the past. His giant frame barely contained by the tight squeeze of the compact vehicle seatbelt, cheapest car in the rental lot. A road atlas open but unnecessary, for even though the young man couldn't say exactly the highway's name or where the county line was crossed and signaled a new wave of cornfields and ossified men in overalls, he recognized it all. He had gone on these roads a million repetitions through days on school buses and night trips to town and on the weekend with his parents to see a movie every few months, where the sights in the theater were so different from anything on the farm and they might have driven another boy away from the farm and small town thinking, might have magnetized him to the big city like a 1930s B-movie character, but for this boy the city had seemed overcomplicated to his unsophisticated brain, all the cogs and itches of social mechanism and noise and lack of land that sent men miles into the sky in buildings that went up, always up, like a supernova. He could have stayed here forever with his parents and the clean air and corn stalks rising and shedding again and cycled again, again, and time holding still or frozen like a beautiful Neapolitan pattern of sugar, the taste stretching out like a musical note with no end in sight. A nice thought and never to be. His heart and the heart of the next man, the eternal suffering heart of the universe, rolled on however slowly, unconsciously, and as long as it did, it called time into being and shed off bodies as easily as a body sheds off cells.


    He looked at the letter again that had arrived at Ueda's a few days earlier. The letter that confirmed.


    Yes, boy-


    I get your letter say you wondring what happen yor ma. And I think it od that you only ask it now. She die to month back and you just go away wit no word til now and you call us famly. When we ant never seen you in so long but now when you wants cuestuns. Well she is dead and next to your father. Go see it yorself.


    Marilou


    The rental car that made a mysterious rattling noise from the back seat whenever the car surpassed 40 miles per hour was functional enough to get the job done and bring them from Memphis to here, their destination and final destination (following death) to a host and horde as easily counted despite invisibility as the miniature stone skyscrapers clogging the grass and covered with words that tried and failed to encapsulate a lifetime, just as a wooden box failed to contain the physical presence of a body to a son, and as a physical body failed to contain the person labeled as being, as being within and passing through or rising from or rolling over and never to be seen again when over.


    They parked in an empty parking lot with but a golf cart for an absent groundskeeper or dedicated golfer who tried to sink unusual bounty into these man-sized holes. Most likely the former but we have it that despite the sadness upon him, the younger man saw the golf cart and immediately thought of actual golf as we just did and the soggy humid ground almost allowed him to smile or inwardly laugh at the notion, here, them, to play the absurd game when all else was over. Pushing these thoughts aside he spoke, which usually put a pause on such perpendicular musings.


    "It's over here in the back," he said.


    "How do you know?" asked the older man.


    "I've been here before. My father. When he died."


    "I see."


    They milled through rows of verdigris-encrusted slabs and chipped angel wings, gaudy monuments, families resting together as the world turned round, brief lives and lengthy strands, arranged under the grass without thought to alphabetization or other formal system, containing only a vague chronological scent that a casual student might fail to observe.


    Passing the forgotten, forgiven, and forsaken, they came to the newer stretch of monuments and the names were read until the name of Jack Belsun was found. It was a name he'd not heard spoken in nearly ten years, and he held it in his eyes only long enough for confirmation. He then moved on to the nearby grave to the right. Over the plot the grass still showed a faint scar where it had failed to mesh and hide the digging and undigging. Its vertical tablet was simple and unadorned of ostentatious ornamentation or baroque flourishes occasionally noted on other tombstones. This is what she would have chosen, the young man decided. The stone read only:


    MAY BELSUN


    WIFE AND MOTHER


    1968 – 2012


    TIME IS SHORT.


    "What does it mean?" the young man said.


    "Short for all of us."


    "But I feel more confused all the time. I thought I was supposed to be learning."


    "I am your teacher, but one day you will see that I can teach you nothing. Most people never see that. I am as much a child as you. I hide it better."


    "I don't think I really knew Uncle Dave. To keep this from me."


    "He was a child too. An answer will not come."


    "I miss her. I really do. But… not like I did when I thought she was alive. Now it's like I've been hungry and can't eat. I don't even have a mouth. What am I saying?"


    "I don't know."


    "Am I supposed to cry? I think I cried all I could in San Francisco. Am I bad if I don't cry now?"


    "You don't need to cry. Whatever you feel is okay."


    It was cold. Mississippi winter had begun.


    They had spent Christmas in an airplane, stayed a night in a Memphis hotel – taking a break to see Sergio Simaptico's Swine Trek – "A delightful film, perhaps his best," said Ueda – and then found the rental car to get them to Swan's mother.


    A light breeze blew, stroking flowers that rotted on a nearby grave.


    "I forgot flowers," said Swan.


    "The dead don't care about flowers."


    "I haven't done this a lot. Just him." Swan indicated his father's grave. "And not much."


    "There's no right or wrong from their side. It's only us who put this formality and etiquette on death."


    They tasted silence a while and Swan was surprised he wasn't bowled over and didn't feel the overwhelming sadness he had expected. Things rarely happened how he expected. No pain now. Maybe tomorrow, a week, or a year. Or maybe never. Maybe the pain would be in a faraway city again and come when he least expected it, winding in through a rarified corner of presumed goodness that would leech into him and distort into something horrible. That kind of transformation… Vinny… Uncle Dave… he never wanted to know again. At least with his mother she had been constant, permanent and rugged until she was taken away. Young, yes, but only early. His father's departure had taught him it could happen any time and though he had rarely turned his mind that way, Swan knew a day would come (always far in the future) when she would vanish and he would remain.


    "Let's go, Ueda Sensei."


    "Where?"


    "Home. San Francisco."


    "San Francisco?"


    "It's all I have now. You and Adam. Eve, once we find her. The only family I have left."


    "What about your aunt?"


    "She's not my family. You guys are my family."


    "Alright. That makes sense."


    "It does, doesn't it?"


    "You are not worried about the police? Your uncle and Vinny and the robbery you –"


    "Please, let's not talk about that," said Swan.


    "Alright," said Ueda.
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    I had to get out. I hadn't even gone to see Swine Trek. But I had to get out. My life is not dictated by fear. I'd been inside a week rereading my Winnie the Pooh volumes and trying to forget the hostility bled out of the world eternal that oft times found its way to my doorstep, and God only knows why, certainly not this one.


    I'd found an obscure loaf of bread in a crevasse of the kitchen pantry and seizing the silence of New Year's morning I stalked the streets toward Golden Gate Park to con the ducks, geese, and other beggars into believing the stuff edible, oh it was rich, abstract, how ducks drew me away from my worries. I liked to fantasize the birds' problems, challenges, moral discrepancies were somehow inferior to my own, but the situation was more likely the opposite, with every bullying mallard or hyperactive human infant posing more danger to a duck than the most wretched attorney or peddler come to scratch on my doorknob once again.


    I broke off the bread's crust first to see if its rugged structure would turn them away and leave them conflicted when I finally got to the (relatively) soft starchy innards and only the persistent and faithful would remain. The experiment was interrupted when, as I sat serenely on a forest green flecked bench, a man sat next to me and I did not immediately grant him my attention so engrossed in my duckly experiment was I. His voice is what halted me.


    "Hello, Doctor."


    I said man but that was not wholly the case.


    "Oh."


    "You're a hard man to find."


    "I've been busy, Adam."


    "It's okay. I'm patient. I knocked, and when no answer came I waited and watched. It's been a while and I'm glad you finally came out."


    "Yes. A man needs air. So you want something?"


    "I do. But before we go on, I think it best to bring in another interested party."


    I always hated parties. He had a cell phone – couldn't imagine where he got that until the "interested" accomplice arrived, brought on by a call and some hand waving on Adam's part.


    "Ah, hello, Sergio," I said. "Now aren't we a merry three musketeers? Happy 2013."


    "Dr. Jew, I'm very good at masking my anger. But you need to start talking. Both Adam and I have grievances against you."


    "Can't imagine what," I said. "Do enlighten."


    "Like for instance what you did to my wife," said Sergio.


    "I thought that obvious. I saved her."


    "You led me to believe so. You delivered someone to me who resembles her. Superficially. But there are too many differences. Little changes. You did something. Her body is… different."


    "Well, naturally some changes occurred. The Swine-AIDS just ravishes its way through a person, no accounting for taste and being the first survivor of that monster it's only natural she changed somewhat in ways we'll only begin to catalog as the roster of those who persevere rises and statistical artifacts emerge and patterns can be scoured. Et cetera."


    "That woman is not my wife. She knows things only my wife would know, yet she behaves… differently. What exactly did you do?"


    I ignored his question and turned to the other. "And you, Adam? What is your complaint?"


    "Eve."


    "Ah, Eve. What about her?"


    "We learned what we are. That you made us."


    "That unauthorized break-in, yes? So you learned. What of it?"


    "It disturbed her badly. I think she went to you."


    "That's what you think, eh? And why would she come to me?"


    "I'm not interested in why!" said Adam. "Stop toying with us and tell us what you know."


    "Even though you won't like what you hear?"


    "If it's the truth, tell us," said Sergio.


    "Alright, gentlemen. Be assured that neither of you will be satisfied. I suppose I do owe you some satisfaction though. Will you retire with me to my quarters?"


    I rose, threw the remaining loaf at a duck and bricked it with a squawk before the bread came to water and floated a moment, and then began its slow Titanic into muddy depths.


    I walked home and didn't look to see if they followed.


    


    We were in my office. I offered them coffee, tea, absinthe, vermouth, and drinking water. All were rudely refused.


    "The answer, if you wish to call the asymmetrical accounting of the way things land an answer – and really that is a man-made frame that does not interest the universe one iota – the answer to each of your puzzles is firmly interlocked with the other fellow's dilemma. For you both seek a woman. One has the woman he seeks immediately available to him, can hold her and see her face when he wakes in the morning. And yet he sighs and says something is awry. Were not her eyes a distinct brown color and not this green hue? And what has become of that birthmark that made a miniature India on her left leg? Surely the Swine-AIDS could not have taken this away as some kind of Old Testament tribute. And surely she has gained a kind of weight, shifting her from sporty thinness to a slightly sedentary but highly appealing pearishness that no doubt gives you, my dear Sergio, a sensation akin to sticking it inside a brand new factory-sealed woman altogether, fascinating and frightening, for if this is a new woman, what has happened to and where gone the woman you once knew and stroked for many a year? What a queer dilemma – to seek a woman you can see right before you. So you go inside her – figuratively – and probe her mind and try to find the woman you once had. Her memories ring true, and she knows the mannerisms and ways of being that made her the Lise you once knew… and yet her voice is a twang off-key from what it had once been and who can forget a voice? But this too can merely be the ravaged effects of minute-by-minute coughing contained and expired in the hoary Mexico suspiration, the mealy desert resort smog effervescence.


    "And what of those breasts plumed up and meloned out? Surely the swiny Swine-AIDS did not leave gifts in its wake… but such are the ways surely and such, did I not in fact read it here in a devilishly clever propaganda pamphletto by one Dr. Jew, M.D., urban shaman and to Shakespeare what Shakespeare was to the feces-smeared walls of some far off French countryside veneered attempt at buffalo-slaughtering narrative. One foot she had resting in the grave but here she is again! Should you not best count your blessings? Tempt not the gods on Olympus high with your bleating importunate questions, questions, why, why, why, me, me, me, ego, ego, ego. Fall into that trip and misery is your reward. But you go ahead with it and I shall judge thee not! Lest I be myself judged. Do I understand your complaint correctly? You wish to know why her ears are bigger and her toes smaller and why she herself questions none of it and when you try to bring it before her own attention, she, with keen and critically attuned brainage and critical faculty to rival the sharpest katana blade, she who no doubt once looked into the eyeball of one of her children and could spot a lie and discover where the girl had thieved off with a crumbly granola molasses cookie or morsel of cheesecake bladed nimbly between Black Beauty and Nancy Drew Vol. 84 on a Chinese bookshelf and call the child liar and bring it to tears while inwardly laughing – and perhaps I overestimate the lady's abilities since I myself only knew her for the briefest span and mayhap failed to suss out the full contours of her character. But nevertheless you have no doubt found in her a piece is missing, flawed, degenerated to nothing it once was and far beyond pointing and positing 'Swine-AIDS' this and that, these are changes you cannot account for. For we can anthropomorphize the disease's dimensions only so far and dare not suppose malignant intent from what is really a silent disease – all diseases silent, I suppose – when you told her your suspicions she feigned ignorance or shrugged it off or looked the other way and said, 'Now, now, see here, Sergio dear, you worry overmuch,' and she called that your answer and answer it was not, not to you, Sergio Simpatico, finest cinematic sculptor of this – or any – era and documenter of Anne Frank and her environs and playmates, that girl, aye, who would no doubt be utterly forgotten and history repeat itself with some unwholesome new blight to march us into internment camps and construct useless buttons in a kiln never meant for such a thing, only to later learn bwahaha they are not in fact plastic or metal or wooden buttons at all but in fact human belly buttons – and they have held their sweaters together for how many moons – and they will be next in the process of evaporation, disintegration, whatever science fictional process used to remove all of a person's person save for that compact omphalos and petrify it into a non-biodegradable spore to affix on jackets, mukluks and the like. Yes, all of this to transpire and The Diary of Anne Frank surely going out of print and forgotten, unsalable and harvesting dust on a library book sale rack of 'cheapies' sandwiched between a 1986 guide to the salamanders of New Mexico and a photojournal of young boys modeling the latest in sporting fashion. Do I hear a quarter for these drizzly wares, wot? And not a buyer slash reader in sight. Such would be the gloaming alternate plane we'd inhabit this very moment were it not for you, sir. So yes, I suppose an explanation is in order, O savior of these times."


    "Why won't you speak like normal people?" said Adam. "Talk like the people on TV. At least I can understand them."


    "Oh, you poor, poor child," I said. "Now listen. Perk up your ears and understand well and deep truly. When in swarthy Mexico your humble narrator did arrive fixed on his purpose and enflamed with desire to heal, and all the local inhabitants tried to ply me with ponchos and burrititos as souvenirs and I could only say no – Spanish for no – so enfocused was I on my mission that neither a shapely señorita or taco otherwise could steer me off my tracks and sap my full engagement in the task at hand. I shot like the Batmobile to my appointed task, scalpel in hand and carbonated mask limning my jawlines, the filtered arabesques of art postponed for the urgencies of utility, life! Aye!"


    "Get to the point, Doctor," said Sergio.


    "Nay, let them eat cake! All shall live but one! You see, my dear, dear Sergipatomo – nice, yes? Just thought of that one – the moment has ripened and what's done shall not be undone by you or me and however tragic or comic those events turn out to be is largely to be determined and found in the telling. You of all people should know that. The telling. So let me have my fill and do it right and fix it with a kind of justice. I forgive your intrusion into the narrative voice and let us carry on.


    "I arrived at that mongrel feeding ground for the white ones in the land of brown and after a drink or two I made my way to my hotel room and made my necessary readiments. A note or word was passed – my mind blurs details now to get to the salient features of the text – and she soon appeared at the appointed hour. She being the she that brought me to the southern country and of unto whom we are being discussing this very now. I shall not say Lise's name and instead give the flavor a suspenseful taint in this telling. She did arrive and my reputation preceded me, the awe and reverence with which she held my name itself. 'The Dr. Jew? I knew my esposo was a powerful player but I dared not think even he had the sway to pull the fabled Dr. Jew from the mired foggy crags of the City by the Bay to draw him down here to this salsa plane and hermetically capture the swine beast neurologically ravaging my cherub soul.'


    "'Yes,' with modesty said I. 'Dr. Jew I am called, known in some countries as a healer with Christ-like powers and wizardry, and yet in other climes known equally well for my bardic verse, striking visage, and Don Juan Casanova reputación. Yeah, woman, sometimes I work, sometimes I play. I'm a good man and I'm here to help. My only caution that I'll throw to the wind concerns my masculine odor that's creepin' in this spicy air and I can tell the stealthy pheromones are going yonder your way. But beware, female! You are married! Forget it not, for your husband is a friend in need, a friend indeed – of me. I would never abuse that trust. Turn your cat eyes and warty armpits away. I will not be seduced. I'm a professional. Let's get to it.'


    "Disappointment. Humility. Self-loathing. These and more I saw in her eyes. And I didn't care. If she lived to see you and her little 'uns again, I would be happy, my erotic inclinations counting for nought in the stead of pod harmony and traditional family values. I knocked her out to stop her mewling protestations and got to work with my assistant, Don or Jose or Juan… something like that."


    "Assistant?" said Sergio.


    "Assistant," I said. "For even a being of my prowess only has two hands. I don't think he had any medical experience, but the circumstances being what they were, I made do with who I had.


    "We set in. We chipped away. We manicured skin and spliced tissue. The hours collected like a harvest and I entered the flow state – kudos to Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi – and all bodily grossness for divvying out my bodily fluids, plasmas were put aside in the face of the great work. I'd love to discuss it with you someday, Serge, these plateaus of creativity – assuming we're still amigos when all's said and done – whether you have a similar experience when deeply engrossed in your equally valid profession – although you've never saved life, sacred life – whether you also move back a bit from out your skull until, as it were, you are looking down upon your own self and seeing it as through a CCTV camera and can neither affect nor alter what transpires, or more accurately as from outside the circles of time itself so that all that was or is or will be sits as a pure undifferentiated object there in the distance and we mortals are no longer a part of it yet somehow defined and manifested because of it."


    "What?" said Sergio.


    "We went on at this rate in this state for hours or days – who can say when these things go through us? – all I know is that shadows shifted, serum pumped to her through a needly tube, and she was drained through an equally plastic artery and pan and I subsisted on the chug-a-lug of vitamin-jammed tomato water and thrill of victory just beyond the horizon. All seemed well. All seemed good. The potion had taken. Her organs congealed pleasantly. The news would soon be blasted that Swine-AIDS that devious mauler would maul no more and I would go down in the anals of history as protector of unborn millions and perhaps more Jesus-esque than previously hinted or suspected, when in fact I swear all I really wanted was a warm cup of chai and a blazing hearth to abide by and spin some lines and tales, as I in fact put it so portentously in some lines I cast at the age of five – or was it four?


    Find for me some holy ground,


    And into a hole I'll go,


    There to be buried six feet down


    Under the dirt and snow;


    And there I'll lie upon my back


    All flat and horizon-wise,


    A fine young meal


    For fine young worms


    Until the day I rise.


    And perhaps it was in this glorified field of vision that I did lose sight. The dam's edifice showed its cracks. The strain too much. The hidden unwholesome reared its face and the cycle entered new light, a darker path but one called for by the holiness from which we emerge, and though we may resist, pull back, uncoil and wiggle madly, when the hour comes we may fight or submit. But what is called for comes. We shower it with what emotions we will. The universe does not care one whit. I instantly came back to myself, and knowing that this awareness was not what was needed at that time, I became doubly self-aware and the tragic momentum was upon me, upon her, infusing us and repelling her body from her soul."


    "What happened?" said Sergio.


    "I'm trying to tell you," I said. "But you and your kind want a cause. Hard science. Look at the measurements first, you say. Bah! Don't you see that it all comes from within. It all starts inside. The outside is mere reflection. I tell you that something slipped within. Inside me, inside her, inside all of us. Yes, I'll take full credit for this error, whatever it was.


    "Did I panic? I? A professional? No, I did not. Not outwardly, in any case. I know that to even consider the possibility of failure might engender a vision that I would become god of, a world brought into being that I wanted no part of. But medicine will have its way and the chemicals their sway, be ourselves how we will. I did not panic, as I have said, did not fluster like a green-in-the-pants amateur. I have been a doctor for many a decade and sport myself as well as any professional – better than most, I'm told – and I found myself in unknown territory where even the alien earth might reach up and pull me under and suffocate my lungs with red soil. I resisted! And not as a fool might, lashing back with a child's kick, but calculatingly with wit, diligence, a spark from the mind that transcended up to the physical plane and I hid it in my trench coat where neither my conscious mind nor my disposable Mexican assistant could view it. It would remain there till the appointed hour as a last resort, a final erective thrust to twist in the creature's gizzard, those loiny innards bifurcating madly, exponentially, hubristically.


    "She was opened, your wife, and organs were calcifying and still the golem ravished on. I could see the snakes crawling microscopically, swine-like within. They clutched her with tartar-like tenacity. Forgive my metaphors and mad adjectives but I try to paint a picture of what I was up against, the daunting task that I thought I had prepared for in every eventuality but now found myself crushed by, under the weight of a thousand tons of Swine-AIDS juice and how could I ever surface in time with patient intact without subjecting us both to the bends? It was now or never to call in my backup, to show the ace up my sleeve, to siphon out the last store of my deep reserves. The moment was dim and if there'd ever been a time to call for help it was then, to use that fell tool within my overcoat as described mysteriously and hinted at so recently. This weapon in my little private war was both unreal and real, as within so without, and it had taken a form I wished to employ. This I did at the eleventh hour, plunging and jacking it into her neural network – I shan't bog you with too many technical details et cetera et cetera – rather linking it to her soul or what she had and yes, things were afoot! Almost instantaneously a change could be seen, realized! My original formula had failed, alas, but with the aid of this new techne, your dear gal suddenly had a fighting chance. It looked iffy for a while there, the blue in her face, the soggy gills and putrid odor of dank, unwholesome bowels – forgive me these details, I'm a medical man and do not discriminate betwixt flowers and filth – yes, I had to sift through cells and skin compartments that looked to crumble like ruins, and keep upbeat all the while. This I did, for soon enough what I spied in my mind's eye did also begin to blossom in this material world. Beautiful? Yes. Wonderful? Of course. Surprising? Not at all. For if you think it so then mayhap you've forgotten that I, Dr. Jew, master of arts medicinal and uniter of coincidentia oppositorum, was on the job. We don't trifle."


    "No, no, no," said Sergio. "You can't just say that and expect us to go on. What happened to Lise and what did you do to fix her?"


    "You seem to think," I said, "that the medical world is like the movie world, that anything worth explaining can be understood by a four-year-old. Well, I beg to differ. In my territory things fall apart with one drop of sweat. Empires shrivel like gonads because of a drink of tea infused with walrus-tusk. A laser in the eye means death, or even blindness. So pardon me for using some metaphors when discussing Lise and her ailment. I meant to convey the circumstances in an epic Nice Nazis sort of way –"


    "I'm done with those films!" said Sergio. Very knee-jerk.


    "I'm sure you are," I said. "But their influence lingers. And to use a man's own language is the best way to reach him."


    "No, tell me exactly what you did," said Sergio.


    "No," I said, "lest we distort the narrative flow. Onward!"


    "Damn you," said Sergio.


    "The major hurdle had been leaped. All that remained was to stitch up the female's abdomen and let God on high do the rest. The body wants to heal."


    "Okay, some part of this isn't true," said Sergio. "You said you stitched her up. Lise doesn't have any scars on her chest or back, only on her wrist and face. How do you explain that?"


    "True, true. But I spoke no lie. Lie? Me? Simply: why? I have nothing to hide. No, Serge, your objection is overruled. Allow the tale to continue and reach fruition, and be not so quick to shoot it down. Patience, I have heard, is a virtue.


    "Now, where was I? Ah yes. She lay there, the major work accomplished. All that remained was the sewing up. I was ready to get to it, my energy and focus renewed, newfound enthusiasm coming from my success. The only impediment was a bodily request – from my body, not hers. We had been at it, this surgero-alchemical mandate, for so, so long, and though I had replenished myself with liquid serum in a can and sweated off the aftermath, I found I needed the other kind of relief, the backside as it were, and would have to create a pause in the action to defecate and lighten my tubes.


    "I informed my mute Mexican assistant – assigned by you or someone working under you, I might point out, Serge – I informed him of the situation and that I'd return from the toilet-eria within an hour, possibly halting for a margarita to sooth my splintered nerves and steady the stitching hand, and most likely getting the drink to go. I left this silent fellow with explicit instructions on what to do and when, how to act and respond, and precisely the needs needed by a woman needing a good sewing up from my bony, gentle hand. He moved his head in something like a nod and I only prayed that in Mexico a nod translated as it did in America. I cursed my humid bowels and the Mexican diet for parting me from the great work and postponing the inevitable smile on your dear female's face. I cursed the limits of my humanity, and so on. But what can you do, eh?


    "Outside on the street the sun made my vision smarmy. I found a beggar boy and gave him a Canadian nickel – that old joke – and asked for the nearest baño. He pointed back to my hotel, which I found ridiculous. Imagine! Plumbing in Mexico! Riiight. What kind of fool did he take me for? I pushed the lad aside in my desire to handle my urgency. I wandered a little, got lost, and finally found a ditch by the road where I did my frothy business. Relieved and light as a ballerina, I began to make my way back to the hotel. That drink? Bah! I was high on life! Who needed it?


    "I did, however, recall a travel article in Boy's Life I had read that recommended regular doses – very medical – of hard liquor when traveling in third world countries as a means of assassinating bacteria that might want to hive within you and make your festibrations anything less than perfect by repetitive and peevish trips to the little boy's room – or ditch by the side of the road, what you will, as Shakespeare so bluntly put it, obviously having this scenario in mind. I had never tried this 'alcohol therapy,' and what better time to test it, I reasoned, than that very day, that very hour, when I needed to be my sharpest, healthiest, best.


    "I sauntered down the avenue a ways and found a suitable looking establishment and sat down. A drink or ten, whatever I could squeeze into a friendly chunk of time. No more. The bartendista rolled over to my stool after a bit and inquired in that forked Romance tongue what my poison was – at least I assume that's what he said. I asked for gin and juice (in homage to Snoop Dogg, a popular children's rapper you probably haven't heard of) and he brought back after several minutes a fizzling toxic waste boat of liquid with fireworks and all. I thanked him and he left me to my liqui-meal. It was actually quite good once I turned down the flame, though certainly not the drink I had ordered. But I forgave my server as God might forgive the heathens – well, probably not, but I let it go and put it down to 'the travel experience.' It had its character that I never would have encountered deliberately, but randomly it had a warm enough texture in that sweaty bag of a country to warrant the encounter. How long to drink it down? I know not. Yet it was enough drink, I decided. My work was all I ever thought about on these microscopic vacations. To work then!


    "The elevator to my fifth floor room was crippled, which forced me up the stairs which took on – in my quaking delirium – the cadence of an infernal exercise machine, and I only persevered due to rugged constitution and construction of character and hazy memory calling through my fogged consciousness that a girl awaited my suturing hand and stairs bedamned she would be repaired and exported back to the U.S. of A. So it went that with my gasping and wheezing I fished from my pocket the key to that stall, my erstwhile home, and punctured the knob and turned the handle. And thus it was my nightmare began.


    "I nearly spilt my salt when I saw that vision on entry. I am as grateful as the obese maid who didn't have to vacuum up my vomit that I maintained my composure, for that equilibrium meant the difference between speedy action on my part and a villain's escape.


    "Yea, shield your ears my boy and man if for slightest second you dare not continue, and well you should heed my caution and not wardrobe with a phony manhood. I have earplugs and will not think the less of you, I swear, should you wish to censor and have me leap to the next scene altogether and abort this black section of the saga. Do you wish to go on?


    "Yes, go on, damn it," said Sergio.


    "Very well. And I assume you speak for sweet Adam as an adult who smuggles a four-year-old into an X-rated movie does so. Let the brunt of the forthcoming cataclysm I am to exposit fall on you, my dear Serge, and know that I sketch these haunting details in the air not by choice but by your demand to hear these horrors, and thus it is I go forward with you by my side. Woe, woe.


    "Understand: I was still cheery despite the debilitating climb and despite the languorous heat that crowded me on all sides and despite my many miles from home, for I had work to do and the ability to do it, and that is a wonderful thing.


    "All this changed, however, as the WD-40-deficient door creaked open and I saw… the horror… the horror…"


    "Oh for God's sake, get to the point!" said Sergio, foolish, foolish Sergio.


    "I do in kindness try to shield your senses from what I have to tell, mi amigo, but I see you will have none of it. So be it. Let's get to it.


    "There, where I had left her mere minutes or hours before, your wife, the electric Lise, still lay with abdomen ajar and the blank look of sedation on her semi-beautiful face. Her skin still had a rosy hue: excellent.


    "What was less than excellent was my Mexican assistant. No faithful Sancho Panza, he! No, he had taken on a malignant Pancho Villa cast instead in the lonely light of the place, abusing my trust and yours, obliterating all natural law set forth in every culture everywhere worth preserving. If he had medical ethics, he had set them aside. If he had religion, it is a vile spectacle unworthy of the name. If he had professionalism, then it only showed when the Man was around to look over his shoulder and smack him when he strayed out of line. This fellow was a dog, and did a dog's work before my eyes. His pants descended and his buttocks aimed at me, I at first did not want to believe what I saw – as though my eyes would pass on lies! To think that a man – no, I have called him a man again when he clearly was not – that a creature could take advantage of a sickly, anaesthetized, defrocked, and de-skinned woman… well, it hurts the mind it does, verily. He was inside her, atop her, hijacking her position for his own base desires and apparently even aroused by the vision of her gurgling organs before him.


    "As this warped savage unveiled himself to me in all his decadent glory, he must have heard my sounds behind him, for his head swiveled so and detected me, and I daresay he experienced fear. He knew what he'd done, had guessed my reaction, and inwardly screamed like a trapped animal.


    "Removing himself from Lise and pulling up his fibery trousers, he shot for the door to make his exit. But I was faster, Sergio, I was faster! I slammed the portal of his deliverance – not to be! – and put myself against it, and we each knew the score. I was a gentleman and he a villain. He had perpetrated, and I would avenge, inflict the final tally, unknown to him, but fully known to me.


    "I jumped and was upon him! He had the advantage of youth and being raised like a rat in a mad swamp. I had the advantage of experience and explicit understanding of the human body, its strengths and weaknesses, afforded me from my devotion to medicine. It came down to professional rogue versus professional medicine man. I must confess, however, that I also have a smattering of rogue in me – just enough to give me the veneer of suavity – for as we grappled and twisted, lunged and punched, each trying to render the other insensible, I was not above any maneuver that might ensure my victory. I had, when departing earlier to find a W.C. on the streets of Mexico, concealed a scalpel in my pocket on the lone chance I was assaulted or enticed into a dubious establishment or otherwise leeched upon in that malignant nest o' Spaniards. Like a boy scout – which I once was so many summers ago – I am always prepared.


    "With this utensil somehow removed in the scuffle and in my hand, I aimed, his heart being my mark, and my hand lunged at him, into him, cracking into skin and liberating blood to the surface. It all happened so quickly and would have appeared as a rift in the Earth's surface following the earthquake of our entanglement, so rabid and primal, so quickly halted. As the blade went in as far as I could immerse it and before that crimson tide so unleashed itself to ruin his otherwise fashionable wifebeater, he loosed a faint Mexican growl to indicate he had been pierced. Despite my loathing for this vermin, I must confess a kind of sorrow filled me when I heard his cry. It defied my surgeonic nature to cause pain when I cut, so normally intoxicated with bilious gases were my subjects, and it went against my doctoral presence to cause pain without the intention to heal. And furthermore it went against my nature as a human being, to take life from another, however damning his sins. Who was I to judge? No, not I, not I – leave him to heaven.


    "Yet it was not to be. Instinct had won out over decency and the higher moral ground, as it so often does. My aim had been true, and in the stroke of a second he knew that the game was up. He clutched at the knife enthroned in his chest, rubbed the red oil spill that would not be capped or caked with scab, no doubt attempted some dismal attempt at the laying on of hands, useless, and began to make his fall. I took a step back to witness a once-in-a-lifetime spectacle: the drunken post-coital tumbling of this inimical – yet oh so common – critter as he grasped and slipped upon those shrinking pieces of life remaining to him. His literal fall took place next, warping him around face down onto the floor. His collision simple. His outcome nearly complete. He grunted and shuddered for nearly five minutes. I did nothing as he writhed. I was in shock and held still by fascination with process. Did I feel remorse for what I'd done? This is a good question, and perhaps I might have given the man my sympathy had the case been more abstracted. But these were personal relations. My dear friend Sergio and his wife Lisa –"


    "Lise," said Sergio.


    "Yes, as you say. The happiness of my friends had been vampired away by the lame throes of desire. For your sake, Sergio, I felt no remorse. Put the abomination down. Kill monsters while small – he was somewhat short, now that I think about it.


    "When I had checked his pulse and was certain that life throbbed no longer, I turned to more pressing matters. Your wife still paralleled the floor with a gaping maw down her front. Sterilizing my claws, I set to work to meld her whole again as best I could without an assistant to support me. I pushed aside the business with the Mexican and found focus again in the warty skin of… Lise? I prayed no infection or other beany microbials had found their way inside her - and yet I also felt that germ 'theory' is overrated and hoped for the best. She was sealed within an hour's quarter. The deed was done. I had only to wait and see if I had done right. I made some adjustments to those machines upon which our lives depend in times like these, gave one last look at her meters and monitors which appeared to be in good condition, and slipped into my jammies for some much-needed rest. I took it not in the bedroom allotted me, but on the bed next to your dear wife, where I might have immediate contact should her status turn sour, and where I could also keep her warm with my body's glow. I know I've said that Mexico is a tropical place, but one can never be certain when the weather might change, and I wasn't in a chance-taking mood.


    "So there we did lie, your wife recovering from the surgery, your friend and doctor recovering from the stress of battle and lack of sleep, and the gaucho on the floor never to recover again. We three found a kind of peace in this mercurial world, surrendering to forces outside our power, those mighty emanations in the depths of consciousness that always seem to have our best interests in mind.


    "Seemed! Aye, there's the rub. However things might seem, they are rarely so. And this escapade was no exception to the rule.


    "I awoke – I know not when, but the sun had expired and night taken its place. I awoke not soothingly. No, horribly. A ringing in my ears accompanied the dull ache in my bones, the horrible twist in my stomach, and stabbing pain in my left temple. The ringing stabilized and found familiarity: my patient's monitors – one of them awry! I got to my feet, found a light and gave her the once over. The angry beeeeeeep was her pulse, perfect in electronic pitch that acted as representative. Why? No! How? Losing her? She? No, no, no. Not on my watch! Not when I'm captaineering this vessel. Not to be. Not so.


    "I'll again spare the jargon we medical men spit forth to impress Joe Q. Public in order to give it to you straight: she was dying. The globular formula that had initially seemed so appropriate a fit now jumped wildly out of control. Had it been the Mexican's doing with his orgiastic interference that sent her into shock? Or was this burden mine, the scientific failure of a formula still in beta testing? Probably the Mexican's fault. But that mattered not. She was my patient, my responsibility, and I must do all I could to preserve her. That I did.


    "Do you want to hear of my attempts? Do they interest you? Or would you rather I got to the tits of this sordid affair and unpack its full meat? I tell you that I tried. I tried with all my heart and brain, digging through my synapses for any sweet recipe that might revive her and take away that ashy cold marble texture in her skin. Oh God, I wanted it as much as you, Serge. Those once healthy lungs, with so many years still to clock – why would they not breathe? The riddle would have driven a lesser man insane. And who's to say that I was immune? I live on, but haunted.


    "Were I a corporation motivated solely by profit and inertia I would have let her slink away long before I did, packing her safely in the dirt to begin her decomposition. You guess rightly though in supposing I am not such a man as this, charting my own course as others shout Give up or It's Impossible and I smile with insanity, sure that victory lies just a little further over hill, over dale, thorough bush, thorough briar. Like those three hundred Spartans who would not take failure as an answer or Alan Shepard who ignored NASA when they said No, you shall not play golf on the moon and took his clubs and a caddy anyway – that was me, hovering over your Lise as her lease on life expirated, her smell grew more and more rancorous and deplorable, yet I went on, coddling her near, pumping air and nitrous oxide into any port of call, stacking her veins with needles and fluids to have her waken again like the Buddha, all golden-eyed and perky nippled. We went on and on, me and she, and I knew that either I would bring her back or else bring myself to the other side with her, so engrossed and enflamed with desire was I to create anew what I'd allowed to die.


    "Weariness engraved itself within me. I was a soggy sponge of perseverance and perspiration. The game was afoot no more. The hour was up. I knew. I knew. Bashing my head against the macadam hotel wall, my body and abilities were ready to give up – throw in the towel. But these were merely the tools of I, I, and this I would never surrender to the Adversary. Where there is Will, there is Way. Time is the only barrier, a padding between us and our desires. I had an idea, and for now it would have to wait. Yea, Lise would need to return with me to the U.S., but it might work… The quarantine on her was now removed with her… her changed condition… and the borders no more if she was officially – for petty officials, bah! – officially, ah, terminated. Yes, dead. I add the word to her description."


    "She died?" said Sergio. "What the –"


    "But be not scared, Sergio. The darkest chapter is behind us and I assure you a Hollywood ending. It shall come."


    "I fail to see how," he said.


    "The first and most immediate enterprise to handle – that first battle being lost to the grim robed man with the scythe – but not the war! – the first task was to be cool, to keep cool, and I mean for this to be understood both figuratively and literally. Her molten shell was in an unhealthy place, and it seemed momentarily implausible to save her. I would do the next best thing and bring things to a halt. Freezing. Like Walt Disney she would be put on ice and suspend her rotting nature that I might bring her back with soul intact and do my work where I have always done it best, which is to say here, now, in my laboratory of kinky delights.


    "I did this, securing an icy bier with the aid of the credit card you supplied me—"


    "So that's what that $35,000 charge –"


    "Silence, man, we talk of your wife's salvation! Yes, the matter was a bit pricey and I daresay worth it for what cost human life, what cost?"


    Yes, there was silence. How could a husband argue with that, when the tale still had its snowy flakes to settle in the glass orb?


    "Yes, I secured the matter, the delivery and labor. There would be no plane this time, but instead a touring bus with all the luxuries afforded to any rock and roll band – except a cadre of underage groupies that fondle and delight those mighty illusioneers of the era, ha ha ha!


    "I, of course, spent the many hours on that bus checking the temperature of your fair one and praying to heaven for safe passage and gleaming future, and also in researching on the wide world of web the ornery details I'd need to utilize in the process my mind was conjecturing and toying with, while all around me the road and desert rolled by. I noticed not my surroundings and cared even less. Did I eat or relieve myself on that trip? I know not. I suppose I must have, one of the manservants bringing me a carne asada burrito with a dab of guacamole and some horchata or sangria to give the ol' blood a sugar high. But as I said, I did not notice if that was the case. I simply found myself floating through another hallway of time so that when I found myself on the farther side I could not tell you what had transpired in the meantime.


    "The bus arrived at my domicile right here in the city, this very compartment, at a late hour in the evening. A few of the laboring men I'd secured for the duty carted your wife up those very stairs outside the door there. I admitted them. They deposited her box into my large walk-in freezer specifically crafted for such bodies, and departed back to their barbaric land, or more likely some 'under-the-table' job here in the red, white, and blue to ravage more of our women and become social parasites… but I digress, ha ha ha! Enough of them. They are departed and shall never return to this fable. And thus it was that we came back into our land, one less for her trip south, but returned nevertheless."


    There was silence for a few seconds. Then Sergio said, "And? You still haven't explained anything! I don't think I even believe what I have heard."


    "Don't… believe? As though I could lie about such matters."


    "Well?" said Sergio. "Go on. Finish your story."


    "I don't know if I can. I have been called a liar to my face, in my own home. If it's all fabrication then you can tell it yourself. Make a movie of it."


    "For Christ's sake, just tell it. You're not a liar. Go on. What happened to Lise?"


    "Apology accepted. However, to understand the nature of your Lise, we must follow a different thread, a different body, for a time."


    "What are you talking about?" said Sergio. "Whose body?"


    "Her body," I said, looking at Adam.


    "Eve?" said Adam.


    "Eve?" said Sergio.


    "Eve," said I.


    "What happened?" said Adam. "Where is she?"


    "Oh, my simple Adam. I would not expect you to put two and two together, although I suppose that our amigo Sergio here may be piecing it together with his cinematic mind. Yes, Sergio, but wait for it, wait for it."


    "Wait for what?" said Adam.


    "It," I said. "That ever-creeping pivot upon which every story rests like a Lazy Susan, and we swing about it and let it dictate our orbits without it ever showing itself. Until now."


    "I wish you'd talk so we could understand you," said Adam.


    "Oh, you will understand me," I said. "Of this I am certain. For the Fates so conspired to bring things together just so, that I could not have lined up the threads better if I had tried.


    "On the very night of my return from the dark continent –"


    "You seem to forget that I'm Mexican-American," said Sergio.


    "I remember," I said. "And I forgive you."


    "And Mexico is not a continent."


    "So now you are a geographer, jack of all trades. Well, call it what you will. I had returned from Mexico and found myself curled in my cocoon once again, the missus on ice, when at the oddest hour a twanging intrusion found its way to my ear. Normally such disturbances were handled by my robotic gentleman-in-waiting, but he had malfunctioned in my transmigratory absence abroad, leaving the nasty chore of guest admittance – or more likely, denial, at such a late hour – to my own groggy, enervated self. Looking through the 'peep' hole I expected to find, in all honesty, you, my dear Serge. Your impromptu and harassing phone calls whilst I was abroad led me to believe you were quite eccentrically obsessed with the results of my mystical working, so that when I saw it was not in fact you, I pondered at your actual love for Lucy."


    "Lise," said Sergio. "And I'm not even going to respond to that."


    "Wonderful. Then I shall go on. Yes, I looked through the glassy distortion at the person on the other side of the hole and who should be there, Mr. Adam, but your partner in crime, that primordial she, Ms. Eve."


    "I knew you were involved!" said Adam. "Where is she?"


    "Where? She is not here. Or perhaps she is, a little bit. A tiny inconsequential part."


    "What does that mean?" said Adam.


    "It means silence," I said. "It means that shutting your lips will bring you most quickly to your destination and that continuing to prattle and ask meaningless questions will divert us all from our true course.


    "Now, when I saw Eve at that midnight hour and that she was definitely not our Sergio here, I admitted the girl, my fatherly instinct not one to leave her out in the cold, however stealthy and aloha-free her departure with you had been, my boy. She had gone out mysteriously and returned mysteriously and who was I to question the world's intent in acting so. It is a magical thing, this life, and I do my best to treat it so.


    "She came in, scared and ashiver. She was shaken from the findings of your recent intrusion into my domicile, that file you left astray, the discovery of her nature, being non-human, and the life she felt that revelation had relegated her to."


    "Being what?" said Sergio.


    I looked at Adam. "He doesn't know?" I said.


    Adam shook his head. I chuckled and went on.


    "I tried my best to dismiss her beliefs and show that they lacked validity. I tried to show that life is still life, whatever its flavor, and that we should make the most of all we have been given, savoring every concrescence of experience we're allowed. I told her all this, showed her and detailed its truth through heartwarming stories and witty epigrams. I swear to you, Adam, that I tried my best. She would have none of it.


    "What she wanted, like so many deluded young people, was an end to her being. She wanted to die. She could not have the life as featured 24/7 on the television with its pervasive invasiveness. It was out of her reach, and she didn't want whatever leftovers life might hand her. She would not be convinced that leftovers in their soggy reheating via microwave radiation are often the most glorious era in the life of a meal. Bah, she seemed to spit on it all. She wanted family and glamour and a menstrual cycle and the shared experience possessed by any bag lady on the street, a childhood and story arc that went predictably from birth to death. Instead she had a memory awakened with electricity, her expiration date and future unknown, even to me.


    "Although I of course did not endorse her course of action, I applauded her verve in charting her destiny. So oft we chance from moment to moment, station to station, with no calculation, rhyme, or reason. She would not be so, striking forth into the bold unknown not randomly, but at the hour of her own choosing. Would I aid her in this endeavor? How could I not? Her mind was set on it. I could either help her or turn her away to the gruesome and sloppy handiwork of her own amateurship. It is hard to gain experience with suicide. Yes, I would help her. I would transition her to the beyond with all the grace of opium, with no scent of pain, and all the speed of a light switch.


    "Murderer!" said Adam. "How could you? You didn't even try to change her mind!"


    "Do not judge me. I sounded out her mind and knew that no words of mine could change it. She spoke of her continued love for you – and I knew that if love could not turn her away from the dark unfolding, nothing would. Yes, I imagine her last thoughts were upon you, so don't dare judge me for what I have done. I ended her, turned her off and wiped her clean. All memories and habits she had formed were gone in minutes. She was no more, and since I'd had the gall to draw her into being, I felt obliged to see her out when she wished it. Save your judgment for other days. For yourself perhaps."


    "Where is she?" said Adam. "I want to see her. I want to know that she's dead."


    "I imagine you do," I said. "I am prepared to show her to you. But a caution: You will not like what you see, and it will foreshadow an ending, of sorts."


    "Whatever," said Adam. "Just take me to her."


    "There is no need to get up," I said. "She has been with us all along."


    "What?" said Adam.


    I opened the drawer on my desk, looked down and saw her. I picked her up with my right hand and placed it on the desk before my two guests.


    "What is this?" said Adam. "What the hell?"


    Sergio looked uncomfortable too.


    "This is Eve," I said, touching the face, a mask of eyeless skin. "Her face has been removed from her body, which is… elsewhere. This face, the nominal identifier of a being's personhood, is the most prominent artifact of the woman we called Eve."


    "You cut her face off?" said Sergio. "That's… barbaric. Even if she did want to die."


    "Yes," said Adam, reaching out to the mask.


    "Having names prematurely hurled my way is nothing new. I had my reasons. As it is, be grateful for this final souvenir of that sweet girl."


    "She hated you," said Adam.


    "She was still my child," I said. "Adam, you may have her face if you wish. To remember her. It won't biodegrade. It's ecologically unfriendly."


    I could see the struggle in that innocent young face, the boy at the beginning of time, the face I had myself fashioned with such care and Geppetto-esque precision. He wanted to lash out, criticize, and maul me for whatever I had done to Eve. But her face was all he had to remember her, and it was superior to emptiness and the unknown. But he still hungered for closure, an answer. This eyeless face only accentuated the riddle. He picked it up and felt the mask of artificial skin, that face that would never shine again with emotion. The hollow sockets would never look back. The mouth would suck air no more.


    "You see, gentlemen, there are times in life when things come together through no effort at all on our parts. One woman had died in Mexico in the grip of bubonic tremors. I came back here with her corpse. Another female – Eve – had surrendered her life and body into my hands. It had a poetic quality. It pleaded for my skill. I had intended, Sergio, on bringing your wife back to my lab, to venture into bold new territory with her, a makeshift attempt at transmutation of mind, from gooey braincream biology to stable and sophisticated motherboard. Yes! Whatever lingered in that brain, I would suck it out and place it into something not unlike a robot, to live again and have a second chance at life. In my brief conversation before operation with Lise she had struck me as a robust, persistent girl, not to be swept under the rug so easily as some of the dying. She had tenacity and purpose, and why not direct that to a new, shiny, more receptive body?


    "I had no robot body ready when we arrived. I would keep Lise on ice until such a body could be made. And it was by the queerest of chances that a body presented itself, saving me the chore."


    "Are you saying –" said Adam.


    "If you have suspected, then it is probably true," I said. "Come, let us have a look."


    I walked down the hall and they followed, past the now-empty cages, disinfected and hollow, past the laboratory, and into the small area with the steel door. I unscrambled the feisty lock. It clicked and rolled. The door swung open. A cold blast of air greeted us.


    "Leave it open," I said. "We'll only be a minute."


    It's like they suspected a trick. From me, most professional of fellows. As though I might make a run for the door while they remained behind in a flabbergasted daze and I laughed ("bwahaha") and slammed them in for an icy eternity and dementia, until the silence came.


    That is what I saw in their eyes, so I made my movements slow and deliberate to assuage their fears and proceed to revelation. There was nothing up my sleeve that day. In the cold icy back of that small room I hobbled, and awaiting us was a covered slab with a bumpy body underneath. This is what they came to see. We were each frozen – appropriately – unwilling and unready to lift the veil, yes, I, even I, who had lowered it many days before.


    "We might still turn back," I said. "There is nothing here that might instead be viewed with words alone. Knowledge is power, but it can be painful."


    "There is too much," said Adam, "too much for words alone."


    "Okey dokey," I said.


    I gripped the sheet upon her and paused, as much for dramatic effect as to steel my nerves. It was ghastly. When I finally removed it, I gave my attention to the two men. I knew of the horrible contents under that sheet, the browned, bulging body without a face, and had no need to revisit my labor. Instead I studied them, and this is what I saw.


    Adam: not so much horror as confusion. He had expected to find the match to the face he'd left up on my desk, the iceberg below the surface of his fair Eve, she whom he had longed for all this time, she who was now piecemeal across a city. Whose body was this? It was not Eve's. It was not an answer. Not for him. The face on this body was also peeled away, skinned and gone. But whose body this? Whose body?


    Sergio: he looked closer. He saw. He knew. You do not forget a body that has birthed your children and been filled with love and semen again and again as years piled on. This body that he took for the first time when she was still his secretary and they met in secret to conceal from his then-wife Barbara, until the divorce was complete and secrecy was no longer relevant, and he had filled that delicious body so much. It was different, the warty refuse of Swine-AIDS, different, but never so different he would forget what it was, who it was. Lise. Here. Her identity – her face, stolen off her with a scalpel just as Eve's had departed, the muscle below the face, the eyes, remaining. Sergio looked at those eyes, what had been missing from his wife since I had returned her to him, the eyes he had looked into for so long, and which he thought he'd never see again. It was the eyes that had been wrong. I saw that.


    He was going to be sick.


    "Oh, Sergio, that old schtick? Yes, let it out. I'll let it freeze and spatula it away on the morrow."


    His puke flowed, and I saw that oatmeal with raisins was a favorite of his, but a bad way to start this day, aye.


    "Never you mind about the cleanup."


    He coughed and I lent him my arm to help him rise.


    "This is Lise," he finally said.


    "Of course," I said.


    "Then how is she… alive in my home?"


    "Why… haven't you been listening? Eve's body… Adam didn't tell you, but you must see how it is now. I certainly wouldn't know how to trade brains in human bodies. But copying Lise's brain to something else… apparently it worked."


    "Something else?" said Sergio. "You expect me to believe that Eve was a robot? I saw her. She was human."


    "Not just Eve," I said. "Adam too. And I believe android is the term. Oh, for God's sake, just show him, Adam." I reached across to Adam's arm and pressed the release on his elbow where his funny bone would be in a normal man. The skin on his underarm crawled away, revealing his circuitous innards.


    "Hey – what?" said Adam. "I didn't know that could happen."


    "Of course not," I said.


    "He's really not human," said Sergio. "A machine. Amazing."


    "I prefer to think of him as some kind of human, not quite machine. Both him and Eve. And now your wife."


    This made him silent, and it was good to finally have some silence.


    Adam spoke: "So if the face of Sergio's wife is on Eve's body, does that mean it's just Eve with a mask?"


    "No, Adam. Eve wanted oblivion and I gave it to her. Her memories and personality are overwritten. Eve is gone. Lise is inside her now. Sort of."


    "A robot with Lise's memories and Lise's face," said Sergio. "That's what you're telling me. You copied Lise's mind to a machine, made her a robot, and gave her back hoping I wouldn't notice her body was different, but even more than that, that she behaved differently."


    "I hoped nothing. I expected nothing."


    "That's not my wife," said Sergio. "You are the worst kind of man."


    "Sergio, I knew you wouldn't be fooled. There was no way around it. You may not believe me, but I really did my best to save your wife. I know I cannot convince you of that. In your eyes I am a failure, but I never had deception in mind. When I could not save Lise, I did the next best thing. She is not the Lise you knew, and will become less so with each passing year as she gains new experience, but she carries memories and I like to think she carries love that can be transmitted to you, her children, and all who knew her."


    "You've handed me a lie," said Sergio. "You should have let her die in peace. This twisted replica is a disgrace. May God damn you."


    He left, and Adam gave me a blank look. "Wait!" he said, and ran after Sergio like a lapdog.


    I gave Lise's body a last look and pulled the sheet over it.


    "I did my best," I whispered. "I really did."


    

  


  
    

    XLVI.


    


    It was dinnertime, and in spite of his wealth and fondness for the best, greatness, Sergio Simpatico preferred intimate meals with his family in the small dining room, reserving the large one with its Hearst-esque stretch of table for impressing guests from the film world. This is where he came to retreat from the world and be with those he loved most: his wife and two daughters.


    The meal was lasagna, a favorite of Sergio's, no doubt meant to lighten the mood of recent events and the pounding of his latest creation at the box office.


    "Dad," said Erin, "When can we see Swine Trek?"


    "I told you, sweety, it's a little too adult for you guys. You'll have to wait a few years this time."


    "Come on, Dad," said Gretel. "We already downloaded a shitty cam version – we just don't want to watch it at such poor quality."


    "I told you kids to stop downloading movies. That's like stealing from a store."


    The girls laughed. "Sure it is, Dad."


    Jesus wept. Sergio sighed.


    "It would make me look bad, girls, if people knew you downloaded movies illegally."


    "We don't even want to download it. Just take us to the theater so we can see it in IMAX."


    And perhaps he should. Four more tickets. The film could use all the help it could get.


    "What about you, Lise?" he said.


    "What about me?" said Lise.


    "Do you want to see the film?"


    They had been so busy since her return and he didn't want to be around the film or even think about it. Discussing it with her or subjecting her to it seemed like picking a scab – he supposed she was sick of the experience of Swine-AIDS. Let others see it.


    In the light of his newfound information from Dr. Jew, he suddenly didn't care about any of this.


    "Of course I want to see your film," said Lise. "We can go tomorrow if you'd like."


    "And it won't bother you?" he said. "Seeing all that stuff about Swine-AIDS?"


    "It's fine. A couple hours won't hurt, now that I'm over it."


    "Four and a half hours. But I find it strange that it won't disturb you. After all, the Swine-AIDS experience must have been horrible."


    "I suppose. It's over now."


    "You're not sure if it was horrible? How could you forget something like that?"


    "I'm trying to forget."


    "It sounds more like you don't even remember."


    "Dad, are you guys fighting?" said Gretel.


    "No, Pretzel," said Sergio. "Lise, what exactly do you recall about your treatment – about Dr. Jew?"


    Picking the scab. This robot was not his wife, could not feel pain in her robot body, only a clever simulation.


    "Dr.… Jew. I… don't remember much. I think I received treatment from so many doctors. I was sick. It was confusing."


    "No. Only one doctor. Dr. Jew."


    "Honey, why are you asking me this? Does it matter?"


    His Lise would care, inquire. But not this phony Lise.


    But in the intimate confines of that room with the untouched lasagna growing cold and Erin and Gretel looking on frightened with no experience of their parents talking this way to each other, Sergio felt twice removed from himself. Why not let it be? Don't make waves. It's all you have. Don't look back in anger. Move on. Grateful what you have. Count your chicks. Nail that sticks out is hammered. A fist in the hand is worth – wait.


    He stood.


    "I'm going for a walk," he said.


    "You're not going to eat?" said Lise. "Sergio, please."


    "I've got to. I'll be back."


    And why did he even have to say? Leave and return. Why would it be otherwise? Be back. I'll be back. Sometime. Be back.


    When he'd departed the children looked to their mother, the woman passing as her, for they too detected a difference. They weren't fools, only children, more psychic than adults and capable of feeling the world out. When they ran to her and squeezed they felt the new shape of her waist and buttocks. A difference and feeling. Something gone to never return but also something new there. They would adapt and accept, work with it. They were children.


    "What's wrong with Dad?" said Erin.


    "It's probably just the movie," said Lise. "It's not doing as well as we'd hoped."


    "My teacher said it was one of the worst films she's ever seen," said Gretel. "She asked us to tell our parents not to see it."


    "That's… nice," said Lise. Her mind or something like it was in the clouds whenever she thought of things that might disturb the harmony, like a pattern of her existence being detoured to less rocky roads and it was unnatural and she knew it, could feel the difference herself, but that its strength was so potent that there was no point resisting.


    Like when she read in the paper that Swine Trek was faring so poorly at the box office that the percentage of box office sales to be donated to charity in the battle against Swine-AIDS would only be about $400… well, she knew for an instant that she had some kind of thought or opinion on the matter, but it was as if the more she thought about unsettling things like that the less interest they possessed, until her mind tripped aside onto something else entirely and a wave of comfort not entirely dissimilar to orgasm was upon her and her thoughts flowed easily once again.


    She might have found the entire phenomenon very strange except that its structure was one such phenomenon in itself, so that pondering its significance in a way that her husband (and even her children) could do was outside the realm of possibility for her. And so it was she took on a glib quality never before found in her character, and it had less to do with the limits of the new body she found herself in, and more to do with the programming laid down upon that body by a hand she could barely remember.


    

  


  
    

    XLVII.


    


    The next morning, the three men in Ueda's apartment slept late. The two on the couches arose after Ueda to the sound of chewing, the sensei masticating slowly a crunchy bowl of Purpura Flakes, a popular children's cereal. Ueda had filled his pantry to the limit with Purpura Flakes when they'd been deeply discounted following news reports that the cereal was linked to the onset of early menstrual cycles in girls as young as five, and that the LCD affixed to the back of the box and showing advertisements for other varieties of Purpura Flakes (Apple Cinnamon, Gummy, "Hot," and Corn Syrup) in fact gave off radiation linked to brain tumors in rats. A few boxes also had a Gilbert Gottfried toy randomly inserted, but most boxes only included a website link and password to a "secret area" on purpuraland.com that allowed children to see how Purpura Flakes made it to their bowls and bowels, beginning in a Chicago laboratory and transmitting the recipe via email to a production facility in China where the scrumdiddlyumptious edibles were chemically constructed and laced with corn syrup, tar, nicotine, and glycerin vibraphone, along with homeopathic doses of fruits and vegetables that allowed Moxy, the corporate lion that produced Purpura Flakes, to meet its marketing claims about including "amicable doses" of all the major food groups in a single bowl, and then packed into a mylar bag and boxed in that famous purple packaging ("Purpura is the p-p-p-purplest!"), before being carted onto a large, slow boat and sent to glamorous destinations around the orb like Bombay, Cairo, Brussels, and Omaha. Until finally a father or mother – usually a mother – subjected to a relentless pounding of million-dollar marketing campaigns and post-hypnotically triggered by a child's bleating from a shopping cart – was swept under, reached out to get the purple box off the store shelf, and the process was completed – yes, some boxes had a Gilbert Gottfried (in miniature) toy but most (99/100) merely had the website link. And collectors in anticipation of demand for such a toy and unaware how dismally the film would fare (banking on Simpatico's name alone and experience with the Nice Nazis and other Anne Frank collectibles) had haunted grocery store aisles for midnight unloadings and tried to guess which boxes contained a Gottfried action figure. Moxy and its Chinese factories anticipated this tactic and used a newly concocted lightweight resin to make the boxes indistinguishable in weight, forcing the speculators to buy (or open in store aisles) ninety-nine boxes of Purpura Flakes to locate one that contained the little version of Gilbert Gottfried.


    The joke was on everyone, however. In using a novel resin that was largely untested and in a rush to get them on the market, Moxy had failed to recognize a rash similar to poison oak triggered by the resin in a substantial portion of the population. A class-action lawsuit ensued and Moxy initiated a product recall, and it would have had a major debilitating effect on the corporate titan were the Gottfried toys not restricted to such a small number of boxes, limiting their liability.


    Collectors who obtained the action figure before the recall were in ecstasy. Now Gilbert would be doubly rare on the toy market and his asking price would skyrocket. So they reasoned. Yes, the toy gave many people an irritating rash – so what? Most people wouldn't take the toy from its plastic bag sheath and ravish its mint status anyway.


    Things did not pan out this way, however. The flaccid interest in Swine Trek carried over to the film's affiliated merchandise. However rare the toy may have been, it could be found easily and cheaply on eBay and elsewhere.


    The only toys that noticeably shot up in price were an ultra-rare breed of the doll with a peculiar glitch. Normally, the dolls could speak a series of pre-recorded catchphrases that Gottfried spoke in Swine Trek by pressing a button on the toy's rear, memorable lines like, "Not a pig!", "I ain't contagious!", and "Let's make love!" However, a few of the toys when pressed said not these adorable quotes but instead spoke with a distinctly un-Gottfried-esque voice and a Chinese accent and said anomalous things like: "America is big," "Let me show you my trophies," "The water is so wet today," and "Life is meaningless."


    These dolls (only three of which had been identified) were sought not by Gilbert Gottfried enthusiasts or Sergio Simpatico admirers, but by fans of the bizarre, the impossible fetishes of another dimension that had managed to drip through, and offered up rewards in the tens of thousands for just one of these rare items.


    And so it was under these conditions while wandering Mission Street one day that Ueda came across a palette of Purpura Flakes on the sidewalk in front of a discount store. The boxes were marked at a mere twenty-five cents for each mammoth 45 oz. unit, and Ueda immediately knew he'd found a bargain. He bought the entire palette load and came back with his van and stored them in his living room until he could appropriate more space in his pantry. For a time he had an interesting conversation piece with these boxes filling a lipid quadrant of his apartment. But finally they became invisible as Ueda shifted them and they became a staple in his diet.


    Both Swan and Adam had never tasted Purpura Flakes and were enticed by Ueda's steady chewing (on automatic, he didn't even realize he was eating and couldn't sense the flavor in his mouth, like air) and moreso by the purple packaging and LCD screen on the back of the box.


    "Don't stare at it," said Ueda. "I learned that lesson the hard way. Would you like some?"


    "Gosh, they look delicious," said Swan. "Look how that kid's smiling – ow, my eyes!"


    "I thought I told you not to stare," said Ueda. "Now keep your eyes closed and do as your sensei instructs next time. Your vision will return in a few hours probably."


    "Gosh, I just couldn't turn my eyes away from that kid looking so happy as he ate."


    "The illusion of appearances," said Ueda. "Why didn't you just look at me eating?"


    "That kid on the screen looked happier," said Swan.


    "Hmm," said Ueda. "True. I found his buoyant charm irresistible as well."


    "Hey, Swan," said Adam, "why don't I describe to you the boy's delight as he eats the Purpura Flakes?"


    "It doesn't hurt your eyes?" said Swan.


    "No. I think Dr. Jew gave me better eyes than humans."


    "So I guess it's not all bad," said Ueda. "You can watch advertisements that are simply unavailable to the rest of us."


    "Yeah," said Adam. "It's wonderful."


    "Wouldn't you rather eat the cereal yourself?" said Ueda.


    "Maybe in a while," said Swan. "For now I'd just like to hear how the advertisement turns out."


    "He wins," said Ueda. "Like all advertisements."


    "He's putting another spoonful in his mouth," said Adam. "It's like light is coming from his nostrils or from up in his brain."


    "That's so cool," said Swan. "Please go on."


    Adam furthered the description with mountains of unnecessary data that delighted Swan. Ueda turned his attention back to his newspaper. He had been reading about Proposition 86, that would give plants all the legal rights of individuals, when another article stole his attention. It was a small paragraph – a blurb nuzzled between a larger story and a Viagra ad, and he almost missed it.


    BUILDING BURNS IN RICHMOND


    A square of housing off Balboa Street in the Richmond District burned to the ground around 2 AM on Tuesday. Firefighters arrived promptly and made little headway against the blaze. "We believe this was arson," said Al Mosco, one of the firefighters on the scene. All tenants of the building have been accounted for, except for a "Jew doctor," as described by the building's owner, but whose name could not be confirmed.


    A Jew doctor. Possibly another, but more likely the incompetence of the newspapermen and other parties involved. And arson. There it was. Ueda looked at Adam, blithely delineating the Purpura Flakes commercial as it rumbled on. Did the "man" have it in him?


    Ueda placed the newspaper in front of Adam and the half-man stopped speaking. He looked the paper over. "This ad says Viagra is half-off," said Adam.


    "Not that," said Ueda. He pointed to the small article he had just read. Adam found it and his brow furrowed in concentration.


    "Jew doctor?" he finally said. "Do you think they mean Dr. Jew?"


    "Yes," said Ueda. "We can go to his building to see if it's the one that burned. Unless… you have something you wish to share with us, Adam?"


    "Share?" said Adam.


    "About this blaze," said Ueda.


    Adam looked suspiciously at Ueda. "I see. You think I did it."


    "I did not say that."


    "You didn't have to," said Adam.


    "Do you deny your involvement?"


    "Let's go take a look," said Adam.


    "At what?" said Swan, who was now ready for his ration of Purpura Flakes.


    


    They found a flush of rubble where Dr. Jew's apartment building had been. The ruins of the old building were cordoned by the yellow ribbon of police containment and its black capital letters.


    "I didn't do this, Ueda," said Adam. "I swear."


    "Okay."


    "You don't believe me?"


    "I don't believe anything. What I believe doesn't matter. If your conscience is clear, that is your business. But a man may be dead because of this fire, and living with that is not an easy thing. Whoever did this – and I think someone did, it doesn't feel like an accident – will have to live with it."


    "Maybe Simpatico?" said Adam.


    "Maybe anyone," said Ueda. "A man who could generate enemies so quickly in the short time I've known of him… I'm sure you weren't the only ones with a grudge."


    "But why now? I would suspect me of doing this too. Or Sergio Simpatico."


    "I don't think anyone could blame you, or Sergio. But still. A life."


    "I'm starting to see some light again," said Swan, bored with the rubble. "Also I'm hungry."


    "I have a lot of cereal," said Ueda.


    And when they got back to Ueda's they cracked open a new box of Purpura Flakes and Swan squealed with delight when he found a Gilbert Gottfried toy inside.


    "Awesome!" said Swan. "My vision's still blurry. Who is he?"


    "Don't open the plastic," said Ueda. "But let's see if he's a rare one."


    Through the plastic bag Ueda pressed the button on the back of Gottfried. The doll said, "Let's make love!"


    Ueda sighed. "Damn."


    

  


  
    

    XLVIII.


    


    In a city thousands of miles from San Francisco, in a mall that was inflated unreasonably like an American waistline, was a movie theater with eighteen screens. On one of these screens, and only for a few days more, the Swine Trek film held residence and was concluding its 1:00 PM showing. The audience was sparse, their mood unreadable, but a study of the faces would have led you to believe that a marathon was concluding, and whatever the film had lacked in quality was compensated by quantity, barrelfuls of images that ran together seamlessly with the perennial themes of sex, violence, and disease. A couple in the audience had abandoned the film after only fifteen minutes, not enough time to appreciate Philip K. Glassdick's opening loop (it really had to be absorbed for its full 45 minutes), and demanded a refund of the manager. The manager, using techniques he had learned at a community college NLP course, had been able to waylay the couple's anger by using phony empathy and a mirroring technique, avoiding an undesirable refund and steering them instead to another film about to begin. The film was An American Tail 8/The Land Before Time 23: Fivel Goes Mesozoic, which they would later describe to their adult friends as "charming" and "so accessible for a sequel."


    But back in the Swine Trek theater the credits began to roll. Most of the audience awoke and left, not caring to listen to Glassdick's "Coat Hanger Sonata No. 3." One person did remain however. Eyes glued to the screen as names migrated up through the black into infinity, ever so slowly to synchronize their conclusion with the end of Glassdick's 26-minute piece, it went on like an interminable disease, a vast list with legions of lackeys and sub-lackeys, sucking life from the behemoth that had financed the enterprise only to incorrectly gauge the public's ever-fickle mood. How could so many guess so poorly? The answer was one man, not many. Sergio Simpatico had breathed it life, and his sway could outcharm any criteria for taste. With a track record swung madly out of control, he had been granted god-like powers (in Hollywood) and used and abused them to his utmost. Engulfed by the moment and the creative process, the film had inverted itself into a chthonic mirror of the potential it might have had if handled assiduously and edited to half its length. All involved in its whirlpool had been hypnotized through overexposure, their minds turned to apple sauce, sheer gravy, the weight of its world infecting the theater. How many times had the editors, producers, and Sergio himself sat through those four and a half hours and its variations, countless permutations left on the (metaphorical) cutting room floor in the interests of unity, continuity? The battles fought between Simpatico and the studio were legendary months before the film's release. A David and Goliath clash with the role of the artist at stake… when would "The Man" release his steel grip on the artistic impulse and allow creative freedom to reign?


    In an interview in Playboy released a week before the film's debut, Sergio Simpatico announced the outcome:


    Simpatico: Yes, we won. They finally caved. We resisted like the Jews in the wilderness and eventually they came around.


    PB: Jews? Are there Jews in Swine Trek?


    Simpatico: What? No. Of course not. I'm just comparing –


    PB: For a second there I thought you had sneaked another Nice Nazis movie under our noses! [laughter]


    Simpatico: No, I'm done with those.


    PB: So there are absolutely no Jews in this film? You're sure of that?


    Simpatico: Absolutely. Not one damned Jew in this movie.


    This quote triggered a backlash in the Jewish community – a sizable chunk of his audience thanks to his other films – and he issued a formal apology just days before the film's release. And some Jews may have forgiven him, but the Jewish community at large chose to ignore his apology and staged an elaborate protest of Swine Trek. Film historians would blame this boycott for Swine Trek's weak box office performance – that and the fact that it was horrible.


    But on that day, in that theater, one amateur film buff stayed in his seat until the final copyright notice and MPAA threat had risen, scouring the names of those with tenuous involvement in the film, until that final grouping of people, places, companies, and organizations appeared under the generic heading SPECIAL THANKS TO:


    Dot dot dot. And all those entities crawled up the screen, several thousand in all. A troupe of randomness that included among others the janitorial crew at the Captain EO theater at a California amusement park, the dolphin Shimpa, and Gary Coleman, whose involvement was mysterious since he had expired a few years earlier.


    But it came, it did, or something like it. Among that uncategorized stew it came. Near the bottom of the bottommost it sat, inauspiciously, and made me cough up a popcorn seed when its masked intention penetrated my consciousness and understanding. For if all these people were a party traveling to all these places ("the town hall of Bakersfield, California," for instance) and they managed a wobbly seemingness of congruity and veiled their natural inclination to ignore one another, there would still be a nail that stuck out among the lot, an oddity who would be as much an alien as the odd name itself in that list of Hollywood outsiders. I saw it: Doctor Joo.


    Doctor… Joo?


    I laughed harder than I'd laughed in many years, and any theater employee or homeless person sleeping between seats in that cool, cool theater would have surely thought me a bit off the rafters on hearing my cackle when all that remained of the film were the credits.


    I finally came to my senses. The off-black color of the screen vanished. The theater lights came on. I considered theater hopping to An American Tail 8/The Land Before Time 23, but knew that would make me late for dinner with Alger, and resisted temptation in the name of manners.


    


    He looked the same as ever.


    "So you survived Swine Trek," he said.


    "I actually quite enjoyed it," I said. "Really. Gilbert was wonderful."


    "You are more generous than most, my friend. I doubt that even I will go near it again. But didn't you provide a minor consultation on it? Perhaps you're a bit biased, eh?"


    When he winked it was somewhat creepy.


    "Me?" I said. "Well, nothing really. Nothing major. Did I? Hmm, I'll have to check my diary for that."


    "Your modesty is despicable. But enough of that… film. Did you watch the inauguration?"


    "What inauguration?"


    "Uh, the presidential inauguration."


    "Was there an election?"


    "You don't get out much, do you, Doctor?" Alger sighed. "What brings you to Chicago? Surely Swine Trek hasn't been removed from all the San Francisco theaters?"


    "Actually it has," I said. "But no, that's not what brings me. You see, I'm doing a bit of wandering. Gave up my place in SF."


    "Really? You? I never thought you'd abandon it. You seemed so comfortable there. No?"


    "Perhaps I was too comfortable. How did Emerson put it? 'Every mind must make its choice between truth and repose.' Yes, a bit too comfortable and forgetful of life. Buried under my habits and position."


    "I don't think I've ever heard you talk this way," said Alger. "Something has clearly happened."


    "Sure, but it could have happened anytime. Anywhere. Because it happened within me. The world and its doings was but a backdrop."


    "Okay, Mr. Miyagi."


    "Thank you. An idol of mine."


    "Well, whatever caused this change – maybe I can get it out of Simpatico."


    I faltered for but a second. "Oh? You'll be seeing him soon?"


    "Yeah, I'm flying out for an interview."


    "About Swine Trek? I thought he'd already shot himself in the foot with that one. The Playboy interview."


    "No, not Swine Trek. You haven't heard, have you? Sergio signed a three-picture deal to make Nice Nazis prequels."


    "He… did?"


    "Yeah! Fans are willing to put Swine Trek behind us now that he's signed on. Even the Jewish community has formally forgiven Simpatico."


    "That's wonderful. Who'd have thought it? The Nice Nazis back on the big screen."


    "Actually, since they're prequels and still Nazis they're probably not that nice. I'm gonna ask Sergio about that. And what about Anne Frank before she was in the annex – before she was a spooky, cool zombie? Boring! But maybe Sergio can pull it off."


    "If anyone can, it's him. I wouldn't put it past him. He is a great director."


    "Well he ain't winning any Oscars this year!" Alger laughed. "I'll tell him you said hi when I see him."


    "Eh? No, Alger. Please. I'd rather you didn't."


    "Ah, the truth comes out. Bit of a tiff between you?"


    "Something like that. I think it best you not even pass my name through your ruby lips."


    "Sure, sure. If that's how you'd like it. Or as Westley says in The Princess Bride, 'As you wish.'"


    "Thank you, Alger."


    "Of course."


    


    Evening descended and in the postprandial gloom I walked through a Chicago park hoping for a mugger or rapist to enliven things, but there was nary a barking dog or wino and I strolled along till I found a bench and made my arrangement, comfortable, not particularly caring if I fell asleep there or made it back to my hotel. I was thinking about Alger and his mechanical life, coordinated around beauty and his deft aesthetic sense and the despicability of clichés, and you know what I realized? I couldn't remember if the man was married! I had known him for over eight years, from when we had done the Dog Away commercial. We had exploded dogs! That should bring people together – yet I couldn't recall if he was married. I'm sure I could find it all online, but why hadn't I bothered to look it up, or better yet, ask him? Was I so myopically entrenched in my concoctions and machinations that I couldn't look into a man's family life (excluding Sergio, and I only investigated his when my ulterior motives drew me to it) and make myself more commodable? Perhaps it was I, not Adam and Eve or Alger, who was inhuman. Not in a Blade Runner-esque is-he-or-isn't-he way, but so driven by obsessions and disciplines that I failed to furnish the true furniture of my sordid brain. My home in that faraway City by the Bay: gone. All that remained was a hobbled collection of videos in a multitude of formats (Super 8, Betamax, VHS, DVD, mini-DVD, USB, etc.) in a storage facility. And I would have outsourced a motley crew to adaptate them to one modern format long ago were it not for the dubious nature of the aforementioned collection, constituting a panoply of medical journeys and interventions that, if taken out of context by a voyeuristic outsider, could be perceived as criminal and bring unnecessary attention from sundry branches of law enforcement officials.


    So storage had been the simpler option, and they were the last clinging piece of my identity. And they remained so far away and out of touch that I was cut off, a different man, and it felt… good. Yes, good, to not be that man. For a time. His creeping shadow and deeds would not disappear easily. I petted my knee and could not forget. All my children, my creatures, dust, except Adam. And why should they go and die? They had many years to spare. And why so painfully in a foul, dehydrated, hungry state? Was I not their keeper? It was so tempting to point to Arnie as the agent of their undoing, but what was he but an extension of my arm? No. No blame outside of this one. I take it all. I too am not what I once was.


    "Hello."


    All cooling night wafted forth from the lake and petrified there on the bench in the park it took a second like Dog Away to domino its full force upon me the impact of that word and the voice it contained, or that contained it I couldn't didn't dare think it I grasped at it and looked around to find it but it was no mystery, there he was, after so many decades of absence, there he sat next to me so still and ageless as if a day hadn't passed. He was there and I dared not breathe or blink lest I trigger something that might sprite him away.


    "Hello," he said again.


    "Is it you?" I said. "Really you?"


    "It is, Jew boy."


    I felt tears in my eyes, so many impossible worlds did he emanate, so many unfoldments and eras, experiences both joyous and horrible, between me and him, and still he sat like a statue, still.


    "Where have you been all this time? So many years and times when I needed you. Where were you, Robot Raccoon?"


    His head rolled on its hinges and sparked occasionally as he spoke. "Always full of questions, you were. Always full and always empty. But I'm being very rude. They are good questions and our questions define us. You do, however, recall that it was you who left me?"


    Had I? My memories from so many decades ago were muddled. "Oh… yes, yes. But the things a boy will do. Who can explain them? You could have tried again. All this time and silence. Seven times seventy. Don't judge a book. Sometimes the engine doesn't know what it needs. Et cetera."


    "Silent, yes," he said, "but present. I have never left your side. And you have done okay without me."


    I scoffed at that. "Done okay? How? Yes, sometimes I think I've done okay, but then I look in a mirror and what do I see? A joke, a crackpot. Unable to connect to others. Only learning now what others are born knowing."


    "But you are learning. Change is inevitable."


    "And what brings you out of hiding after all this time? I don't even know how to talk to you anymore. You make me feel young and stupid again."


    "You don't have to worry about that. You can't go back. Not really. Why am I here? I'm not sure. I think you have a greater say in when we meet than I do."


    "What are you saying? That I somehow called you into being by process metaphysical to aid me like a guardian angel at this point in my being? Bah! Rubbish. I cast you off as a boy when your magical thinking served me not. I certainly don't need you now."


    "What do you need?"


    "You want to know? Really?"


    "I already know. I want you to realize that you do in fact know."


    "Of course I know. I want a family."


    "Yes. Good."


    "And do you know why?" I said. "Because I've gone all my life through the ratiocination process that let me think that I had to do something to get certain results. And that made me into something I can barely stand. I couldn't see that doing was less important than being. And I could be whatever I wanted to be as soon as I started being it and take off the appearances. It's been here inside me! All this time! Why was I so afraid to let it out? What kept me so hidden?"


    "Do you really need something to blame?"


    "No, no, you are right, Robot Raccoon. There I go again. Old habits, so hard to break."


    "I know."


    "So what do I do now? A simple question, rhetorical, yes, in my more sedately stuffed days. My gift for poesy has been spirited away… or put to rest. I slumber and sleepwalk, but I still want to awaken."


    "Though you still use words as a shield."


    I glared at him. I glared at the feelings he brought up inside me.


    "You begin to annoy me with your armchair mannerisms," I said.


    "At least that feeling is authentic."


    And I could see again that I was trapped in words that sidestepped the true purpose, the point. What is the point? What is man? In his alcoholic stumbling and postured avuncular farces and self-trickeries… what is man?


    "I think you can leave, Robot."


    "Good, good, keep it coming."


    To defend myself, to argue with him, was to buy into another reality that I found despicable, tasteless, aesthetically revolting. To even acknowledge it was to allow its bleedover through empathy, a projection from dimmer dimensions. Best to remove it from the environment entirely through another medium altogether.


    "I will say no more," I said to the air, lacking eye contact.


    In my trouser pocket I rummaged and found the little beastie I was after, smoothed from use and the shape of my thumb. Did I hesitate? I did not. And who is to say if it even worked?


    I pressed the button and the wind acknowledged it not. My aged ear acknowledged it not.


    I looked up and there was silence in my vision as well. Robot Raccoon was nowhere to be seen. I forced a light laugh on myself and blew my nose. It was growing chill.


    I rose and gathered my coat about me, the dark moonless sky leaving no shadows in its wake. I walked to my hotel, whistling "Good Morning Little Schoolgirl," and hoped to be a better father to this world.


    


    THE END
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