
  
    
      
    
  


  
    


    


    Savage Tales


    By Robert Crayola


    


    Copyright 2013 Robert Crayola


    

  


  
    

    BY ROBERT CRAYOLA


    


    Novels


    Dr. Jew (2010)


    Ueda Sensei Solves Crimes of Depravity and Perversity (2011)


    Ueda Sensei Vomits on the Garbage of Humanity (2012)


    


    Short Fiction


    Savage Tales (2013)


    


    Drama


    18 Plays For Untalented Actors (2012)


    


    Nonfiction


    Cheat Codes For Life: How to Achieve ANYTHING With the Technologies of Success (2010)


    William Blake's Songs of Innocence and Experience: Illustrated by Robert Crayola (2011)


    


    Short Texts


    Prayer Magic: Conversations With Reality (2008)


    Vipassana Meditation: My Experiences at a 10-Day Retreat (2012)


    


    Albums


    Alpha Cat (2011)


    

  


  
    

    


    TABLE OF CONTENTS


    


    THE BOMB INSIDE


    THE TIME BEING


    CAPTAIN ASTEROID


    ENTERING THE BODY


    BREAKFAST IN THE AFTERNOON


    VAPID LAIR


    LET'S STAY TOGETHER


    DARKNESS


    THE FABULOUS SKIN TRAP


    STARS


    HOME REMEDY


    BELIEVERS


    WINNEBAGO AND I


    CLOYING


    BRAINWASTER


    OTHELLO IN AMERIKA


    FIFTEEN SECONDS OF FAME


    FIELDS OF STAR CORN


    BLACK SUN


    INVERSE


    THE PERFUMIST


    CHEMICAL COUSINS


    CAT, DOG, MAN


    WITH CHRISTIAN


    FORGOTTEN CORNERS


    THE EMPEROR AND THE FISHERMAN


    SEE HOW NORMAL I LOOK


    ORGASMBREATH


    SAND DRIFT


    YOU BET YOUR LIFE


    DIMENSIONAL ANTHEM


    ANATOMY OF A JOKE


    WHO'S WHO IN SPACE


    LANDMINES


    NEW YEAR


    MARK'S NIGHTMARE


    TV


    THE MAGICIAN


    WHAT WERE YOU SAYING


    THE BLISTERING CALL OF DYING MOZART


    AUTUMN PLACES


    EMILY


    ROADWAYS


    I WONDER WHERE MY BODY IS TONIGHT


    GOONS


    OLD FACE, NEW STARS


    LIGHTER TIME-MEDIUM


    SECOND CHANCE


    SOFT TACOS


    POETRY


    

  


  
    

    


    THE BOMB INSIDE


    


    Someone came in through the store's front door. I tapped my fingers on the top of the cash register. I was casual, cool, professional. The man came to me.


    "Who are you?" he said.


    "Jeremy," I said. "What's it to you?"


    "Not very polite, are you? I come in here looking for a book and find you. What happened to George?"


    "He got called over to the war."


    "That so? Doing his duty. Aye, a good man. And now you come to fill in."


    "I'm his brother."


    "As if that's some kind of explanation."


    "I'm just like George. I can do this as well as anyone."


    "I'm looking for a book."


    "There's a paper shortage, you know. Perhaps you should go watch a movie instead."


    "Are you trying to destroy your brother's business while he's away? Are you some kind of saboteur working for the Japs?"


    "No."


    "The Germans then."


    "No. I can run a business as fine as my brother. It's in my blood."


    "What's that sound?"


    "That's my voice. When I talk, there's sound."


    "Not that. That other sound. Behind you."


    "Some gas. It'll pass."


    "Not that, Jeremy."


    "Thank you for remembering my name. It seemed like so long ago."


    "That crying sound. Like crying. It comes from in there."


    He pointed to the room behind me.


    "That's just my wi – that's just a pillow."


    "Wait. You were going to say that was your wife."


    "I have no wife. I would never say that."


    "Perhaps you killed your wife and stuffed her remains into your office."


    "No. It's a large office. There'd be no need for stuffing."


    "I'd like to have a look."


    "That's your right. Wait, no. That's not your right. This is my bookstore. I'll throw you out like a cur."


    "I thought this was your brother's bookstore."


    "Perhaps you're getting too inquisitive for your own good."


    "I want to look in that room, and you're not going to stop me!" he screamed.


    He tried to push his way past me. I grabbed the bottle of Coke next to the register and smashed it against his forehead. It burst and covered his face with syrupy goodness.


    "Ow!" he said. "Why'd you do that? It really hurt."


    "I had to stop you," I said.


    "You won't."


    He took another step toward the room. Fortunately I had another Coke bottle under the counter. I smashed it into the back of his skull and there was a crunch like aluminum foil. He dropped to the ground like a sack of old potatoes. I got down on my knees and licked the Coke off his head, then dragged him into the back office, resting his corpse on the pillow. He looked serene, and might have been, if he wasn't dead.


    He began to babble. He wasn't dead after all. I took a rusty box cutter and sliced his throat. The carpet was irredeemable with blood when it was over. But it was all over. It was all –


    I thought I heard crying from the pillow – he had called it my wife. Or I had. I couldn't remember.


    A bell tinkled from the front of the store, which meant a customer had entered. I put on my game face and went to see what was up.


    "Hey, mac," the man said. He wore a police uniform and looked serious. "What's with all the blood?"


    "What blood?" I said, looking at my hands. They were covered in blood. "Oh, never mind."


    "Well?"


    "Are you looking for a book?"


    "No. The only book I read is the book of the law. And I read it every day. I don't have time for other books."


    "Commendable. Well, you've come to the wrong place. This is a bookstore, and we do sell books. But if you already have the book of the law, then I don't think I can interest you in anything else. I'm not a very good salesman."


    "Maybe if you washed your hands," the cop said.


    "Excuse me," I said.


    I went to the restroom and washed my hands. When I went back to the cop, he was perusing a copy of Forever Amber.


    "Put that down, you look ridiculous," I said.


    "You might have sold me that. It's thick."


    "I told you, I'm not a salesman."


    "What are you, a murderer?"


    "You caught me red-handed once. The chance shall not come again."


    He snapped his fingers. "Gosh darn it. I want a look around this place. Something's screwy."


    "I wouldn't do that. There's a bomb in here. Planted by an anarchist. A Nazi Japanese."


    "Why didn't you say so?"


    "I didn't want to hurt your feelings."


    "So all that talk about poor salesmanship?"


    "Rubbish," I said. "I could sell you a pound of dust."


    I thought he might cry so I pushed him out the door and he went on, letting me handle the bomb. I thought I heard crying from inside my office. I went in, pushed the body away and picked up the pillow. I hugged it and we talked.


    I heard that bell tinkle again. Another intruder.


    "Damn," I mumbled.


    Instead of going out to face them, I shut off all the lights and started singing in an eerie way. It would have scared anyone off. Sure enough, the bell tinkled again, departure, silence.


    All this time a growing sense of familiarity had been gnawing into me, and when I heard the door shut I knew what it was: I had been reading a short story earlier in the day, and everything had happened in a manner just like this. There was an overlap far beyond coincidence. There was a matched scent far beyond a lazy nose.


    I squeezed the pillow into my face, trying to remember if I'd brought it with me into this new lifestyle or if my brother had bequeathed it to me on his departure. I tried to remember where he had gone to fight, and why he had chosen that life over this bookstore.


    

  


  
    

    


    THE TIME BEING


    


    A knock on the door.


    "Mom, I'm busy!"


    "Are you masturbating, Gerrold?"


    "Yes, now go away!"


    Silence.


    "Jesus Christ, A.G.," said Gerrold. "That mom of mine is such a pain."


    "Vrrrrrt, gleeek!" bleeped A.G. "That is for shizzle."


    "And to be bugging her pork face in my business right as I approach the hour of my final climax."


    "Vrrrt, no pun in-in-intended!"


    Gerrold Spleen, boy genius, mixed the final nano-slushy. It was delicate work.


    "There!" said Gerrold. "This bitch is in the can!"


    "And – vrrrrt! – remind again me what is the purpose of this concoction, young sir?"


    "Dammit, A.G., I told you, it's a time machine!"


    "Yes, but for the pur-pur-purpose of – vrrrt! – exposition please explanate again. It looks nothing like a time machine. Not the H.G. Wells variety or the DeLorean variety. How so, vrrrrt?"


    "A.G., I didn't make you smart enough. I swear you just don't get it."


    "I'm sorry."


    "It's all right. But rather than explain it again, I'll just show you."


    "With the cat again? What ever became of it?"


    "No, not the cat. Not this time. We don't know what happened to it, because we don't know what it was thinking. This stuff will take you wherever you want to go. Mr. Friskers probably went to some cat food factory or something."


    "So you must - vrrrrt! – test it on yourself?"


    "Yes."


    "Would it not be wiser to test it on one such as me? I am – vrrrrt! – expendable."


    "I thought of that, but no. It needs organic matter. It fuses with DMT and will bind to my nervous system."


    "Oh, darn. Well, I – vrrrrt! – tried."


    "Yes, yes, now shut up. This is a delicate moment."


    Silence as Gerrold poured a blue liquid into a yellow liquid. Instead of turning green it fizzled metallic silver and came up to the tip of the rim.


    "Okay, we're good," said Gerrold.


    "Gr-reat!"


    "Isn't it though?"


    Gerrold took off his glasses and dumped the liquid down his throat in a straight shot.


    "G'damn," said Gerrold.


    "You are – blip – okay?"


    "I… guess. Feel a little wobbly."


    "Where is your – vrrrt! – first destination?"


    "The future!" said Gerrold. "The far, far future!"


    "Is that – vrrrt! – safe?"


    


    Whether it was safe or not, A.G. was gone. His bedroom was gone. But here he was. Where was here? He had forgotten to put his glasses back on. Everything was blurry. But he saw figures approaching.


    "Hello," said a form.


    "Hi," said Gerrold. "Say – what is the date?"


    "August fifth."


    "Riiiight." He wanted to ask the year like they did in sci-fi movies but decided to wait until he could find a newspaper or the modern equivalent. He had certainly traveled at least a few months into the future. It had been March just a few minutes ago.


    "Say," said Gerrold. "I'm wondering if you can help me. I lost my glasses and can't see without them."


    "What do you mean?" said the future man. "Why would you need glasses to see? Are you thirsty?"


    Damn, thought Gerrold, I’m already exposing myself as an antiquated sham.


    "Listen," said Gerrold. "I have to tell you something. And I don't want you to laugh. It's the truth. You see, I'm a time traveler."


    "So?" said the blurry man.


    "So?"


    "Yes, so what? We're all time travelers."


    "Oh! How foolish of me! Of course people are time travelers in the future."


    "Say, you aren't Gerrold Kerblonoski, are you? You look like the photos I've seen of him, only younger and you don't have those things on your face."


    "Things? Oh, you mean my glasses."


    "Yes, that's it. So you're him?"


    "Yes."


    "Great, come along with me and we'll fix your eyes."


    They got into a car and took off. It was very smooth.


    "What year is it?" said Gerrold.


    "50,006 by your calendar."


    "Incredible. And what is this future world like?"


    "It's perfect, just perfect," said the man.


    "Great," said Gerrold.


    They got to a building and went inside. Gerrold heard babies screaming.


    "Hey, what is this place?" he said.


    "It's a birthing unit for population replenishment."


    "Why are we here?"


    "This is where we do the injections. Everyone gets them when they're born. You're just the exception to the rule."


    "Oh, okay."


    They found a nurse and the blurry man explained the situation to her. The nurse humored them and got a needle. She shoved it into Gerrold.


    "Ow," he said.


    "You're welcome," said the nurse, who left.


    "So what was that for? And where can I get glasses?" said Gerrold.


    "You'll see."


    Gerrold didn't see. But then he did. His vision corrected and everything went clear. It was amazing. It was even better than the vision he had with his glasses.


    "Jesus Christ!" said Gerrold. "I feel… great!"


    "Yes, that's normal. You'll never feel bad again."


    "Awesome," said Gerrold.


    "Let's go flying," said the man. "It should be an interesting experience for a 15th century person like you."


    Gerrold didn't correct him.


    "Say, shouldn't there be news crews and stuff reporting all this? I'm a special man from the past and stuff."


    "It's already been broadcast and will continue to stream as long as you live. That's part of the injection too."


    "Oh."


    Gerrold followed the man to an elevator and they went to the roof. A sparkling city with skyscrapers made of plants surrounded them.


    "Fantastic," said Gerrold.


    "Yes. Come over here."


    Gerrold came to the edge of the building. The man grabbed his wrist and leaped.


    "What are you doing?!" said Gerrold. "I don't want to die!"


    "Fly!"


    And it was just that easy. Like Superman, like Peter Pan, like an angel, they flew.


    "Fantastic," said Gerrold.


    After they had flown a few hours and seen much of this brave new world, they returned to the ground and found a Mexican restaurant. They ordered enchiladas.


    "This tastes so good," said Gerrold.


    "Yes," said the man. "Everything will taste good to you from now on."


    "Gosh, I can't wait to get back home and tell everyone about this. I'm just so happy. I could fly around and eat forever."


    "You want to go back to the past?" said the man.


    "Well, yeah, my family's expecting me for dinner."


    "Then go."


    


    And the man and the future world was gone, and Gerrold was once more in his bedroom. And A.G. was there.


    "Vrrrrt! Sir! You are back. I thought you had departed forever."


    "No, no, I'm back. And I've tasted the future. And it's amazing. Everything's… amazing."


    "I'm glad to hear the human race has not annihilated itself or been enslaved by robots, vrrrrt, ha ha ha!"


    Gerrold went down to dinner and it still tasted wonderful. He had been afraid the effect might not work here in the past.


    But the real test came after dinner. He climbed up on his bed.


    "Sir, are you – vrrrrt! – monkeying around?"


    "No, shut up, A.G. I want to see if I can still fly."


    "I say."


    Gerrold jumped off the bed and thought FLY! FLY! FLY!


    And he did.


    He careened across the room and bumped A.G. in the head.


    "Awesome, it works!"


    "You can fly? Vrrrrt! Amazing."


    Gerrold opened his bedroom window and flew into the night sky.


    "Be – vrrrrt! – well."


    


    The next morning the police knocked on the front door of the Kerblonoski residence.


    "Yes?" said Gerrold's mom.


    A police officer held up a photograph of a splattered body. "Good morning, ma'am. Is this your son?"


    She fainted.


    "I'll take that as a yes."


    When A.G. heard the news he felt as bad as a robot could. He tried to cry but didn't have tear ducts.


    


    In the future, the man who had escorted Gerrold was speaking with his superior.


    "Excellent work."


    "Yes, they always trust you, these foreigners from the past. Think that the future is all flowery and nice. And it is. But we want to keep it that way. I'd do anything to protect myself and my loved ones."


    "Of course. One small death for the sake of the many."


    "Although I do feel a minor pang knowing it was a boy."


    "Don't let that interfere. He had no suspicions?"


    "I doubt it. He trusted me. He…"


    "Cease this emotion. You did the right thing. You and the nurse will be rewarded. Know that the boy experienced a few hours of bliss before it wore off."


    "Yes, that's some consolation."


    Outside the forest city purred away under his feet, and although he felt physically copacetic, his mental processes still troubled him.


    When he got home his wife and larvae were engaged with an episode and dancing with the wall. He laughed at their arrogant dance maneuvers and began to join in, fondling the little ones and nesting with his mate.


    That night, men in dark suits and visors over their faces came into his pod and destroyed all. They burned his personal artifacts, and slaughtered the young and old.


    A cleanup crew came in the morning. For preservation of Empire, all traces of interference must be removed.


    

  


  
    

    


    CAPTAIN ASTEROID


    


    Dear Planeteers,


    I've been reading Captain Asteroid since issue 13 and have read every issue at least three times (except for issue 5, which I would be glad if you sent me a copy of). My dream is to one day grow up and draw Captain Asteroid's adventures. I look forward to every month and can only while away the time between issues with reading the ones I already have and sometimes reading other comics that aren't as good and just seem like imitations of Captain Asteroid. I have an idea. Why not take Captain Asteroid out of space just for one issue and let him roam around the center of the Earth having adventures? That would be completely different from space and I think kids like me will enjoy it. You don't need to credit me if you use my idea but maybe you could send me issue 5. Asteroids Away!


    Your number one fan,


    Timmy Eldrike


    Boston, MA


    


    Dear Timmy,


    Thank you for your letter. We receive many letters every month but yours stood out for its original concepts. We had never conceived of sending Captain Asteroid into the center of the Earth. We will try to work that into a future storyline. Keep reading and tell all your friends about Captain Asteroid. Asteroids Away!


    Sincerely,


    Don Space


    Editor


    


    Dear Planeteers,


    Thank you for your letter in reply to my letter in reply to your comic Captain Asteroid. I never expected an original hand typed letter from Editor Don Space himself! Gosh, I will keep it framed on my wall until I am an old man. I was going to show my friends but they don’t know I read Captain Asteroid because I don't tell them because I'm the only guy at my college I think who reads comics. I look forward to Captain Asteroid's adventures in the subterranean realm. Asteroids Away! (Still awaiting issue 5, fingers crossed!)


    Your number one fan,


    Timmy Eldrike


    Boston, MA


    


    Dear Timmy,


    What's that? Ashamed of reading the greatest comic book in the known galaxy! Ridiculous! Why not give all your friends and peers sample issues of Captain Asteroid? Why not give them the cosmic joy of reading each month the fantabulous and startling adventures of that cosmic citizen and the planeteers? And if you don't have friends, JUST IMAGINE how many you will soon have when you begin dispensing issues at ice cream socials and other campus events. You will become the toast of your class and have all the admiration one man may suffer. Please keep us informed of your efforts because Captain Asteroid can use every reader it can find! Asteroids Away!


    Sincerely,


    Don Space


    Editor


    


    Dear Don (pardon my informality but I think that now that we've begun a correspondence I can use your first name especially since you have used mine since your first letter but if you'd rather I called you Mr. Space or simply "Planeteers" as the letter column indicates just let me know and I'll not call you Don anymore to your face),


    I received your letter recently (without issue 5, hint hint) and took its message to heart. Never let it be said that I am not a trusty Planeteer willing to do my part to aid Captain Asteroid! I went to my nearest liquor store as soon as I read your instructions and purchased forty-six copies of the latest issue of Captain Asteroid. Not only did the clerk look at me funny but I gave him a copy back to read himself and he said okay. I took the remaining forty-five to my campus lunch counter – the most "social" place I could remember – and began to give them away as the students chose a lunch from an assortment of savory and semi-savory meals. No sooner had I given away five copies to various students and found looks of amazement and astonishment, than a large man who looked like a football player had selected a meatball and noodle affair on the table and was going to take it to eat when I interceded between him and his seat (remembering Captain Asteroid's edict that our greatest foes may become our greatest friends, like what if Hitler had lived and become a good guy?) and pushed a copy of Captain Asteroid onto his tray and accidentally into his soup. He didn't even bother to speak and explain himself or give me a chance to explain myself and before I knew it all my remaining copies of Captain Asteroid were spread across the floor and my nose was broken.


    I went to the campus nurse who examined my nose and asked me all kinds of questions about whether I'd been drinking and what had happened and why couldn't boys settle things without violence and I told her that sometimes violence comes to you and sometimes you come to violence and this time violence had come to me. I told her what happened and how Captain Asteroid would have zapped the megalomaniacal bully and she just looked at me all weird. I asked if she would have dinner with me and she said no.


    Your number one fan,


    Timmy Eldrike


    Boston, MA


    


    Dear Timmy,


    So sorry to hear about your adventures but thanks for reading. I looked in the vault for an issue five but they're all gone. Will keep looking. Asteroids Away!


    Sincerely,


    Don Space


    


    Dear Don (I'm not clear if it's okay to call you Don, so I'll do so until you say Stop),


    I must confess that I was taken aback by the brevity of your previous letter so I will make mine similarly short to match your tone of detached noncaring. My bruises are pretty much healed now so maybe I will return to school and begin canvassing the campus with issues again. But more importantly: My mother will be traveling to New York ("The Big Apple") City in a fortnight (July 25) for her work and has asked me if I'd like to visit New York while she is busy with her employer. I said okay because it occurred to me that the offices of Captain Asteroid are also in New York ("The Big") City ("Apple") and that it might behoove me to stop bothering you about an issue of Captain Asteroid #5 that you may (probably) have in your vault but which you are too overwhelmed with the labor of crafting more Captain Asteroid adventures to go hunting down one measly issue for one young man in the Boston area.


    So I ask you if I might come in and search for it myself and find it and take it with me to have (or at the very least, to borrow). All you need do is admit me to this so-called "vault" and I will intrepidly explore its environs until I find the issue I NEED and not touch any other titles, I assure you.


    I will also bring in some story ideas and sketches for new characters (I have the entire subterranean race plotted out with maps and language systems) that you might enjoy having a look at to give the series a new shine. Just a thought. Anyhoo…


    Please let me know. I intrepidly await your reply. Asteroids Away!


    Your number one fan,


    Timmy Eldrike


    Boston, MA


    


    Dear Timmy,


    Due to the large number of requests we receive to have tours of the Asteroid offices and meet writer Joe Sharp and artist Steve Slick, we cannot accommodate requests for tours and the like. We regret to inform you of this and hope you'll continue to buy Captain Asteroid for you and all your friends! We need your support. Asteroids Away!


    Sincerely,


    Don Spice


    


    Dear Don (and I noticed you signed off with Don Spice so I'm wondering if you changed your name or are an imposter or alternate universe Don Space?),


    I understand but also that those who dare shall win (issue 47, remember?) so I have taken the liberty of planning my visit to your office on the 25th to visit and find issue 5. All this is unnecessary of course if you would simply supply me with issue 5 via postal mail, preferably a mint or near mint copy in a polypropylene or polyethylene bag and packed sturdily with back boards so that no crease or damage is sustained to the issue in question.


    Your #!!!!1!!!! FAN


    Timmy Eldrike


    


    Dear Timmy,


    I've enclosed a copy of issue 5. Don't come to our offices or we'll be forced to have you escorted away. My name was a typo. Keep buying Captain Asteroid. We need your support.


    Sincerely,


    Don Space


    


    Dear Donny (I like the colloquial and chummy sound of this and hope you do to),


    I have received your copy of issue 5 and although it is not mint (more of a Very Fine) I appreciate your search through the "Vault" and have already read issue five numerous times on its own and in the larger context of the entire series. It sheds enormous new light on Captain Asteroid's first wife and how he acquired Guazno, the Mexican Robot. I now have a complete run of Captain Asteroid to pass on to my children.


    I will not knock on the Asteroid offices, as you insist, but I shall walk by and look up with admiration at that lofty building when I visit New York (City) next week. Thanks again, Donny, you are ace. Asteroids Away!


    YOUR #11 FAN (Just kidding!! It's a typo like yours [I am actually number one]),


    Timmy Eldrike


    Boston, MA (and soon to be New York [City] for a day)


    

  


  
    

    


    ENTERING THE BODY


    


    "Jenny, I want you to understand that what you did today was wrong."


    "I know."


    "You say that, but it doesn't carry the full force of what I'm trying to get across."


    "I know."


    "When you do something like that you need to think of the consequences for everyone."


    "Yeah."


    "Because now we have to get your parents involved."


    "Do we have to?"


    "Do we have to? Of course we have to. You think you can touch another student like that and we just shuffle it under the rug? Is that what you think?"


    "I don't know."


    "Well I know. And that's why I'm deciding. How old are you, Jenny?"


    "Eleven."


    "Eleven years old and still doing things like that. My oh my."


    "I'm really sorry, Ms. Tannenbaum."


    "You should have been sorry before you did it and then maybe you wouldn't have done it."


    "How could I have been sorry before –"


    "Don't interrupt. But now that you've done it we'll just have to deal with the consequences."


    "I'll never do it again."


    "You say that now. But we'll just see. Now, tell me your phone number so I can call your parents."


    "Ah, please Ms. Tan –"


    "Are you refusing to cooperate? We have your phone number on record, I just assumed you would comply and save me further frustration."


    "But if my mom and dad find out they'll… I don't know what they'll do. But they'll be mad."


    "Mad? Or rather, disappointed that their daughter could do something like that. In the school bathroom of all places."


    "Where else could we –"


    "Are you defending yourself? Are you defending your actions?"


    "I don’t know."


    "You don't know. You don't know. I declare, what kind of children are we turning out these days. Disobedient. Hmm. Jenny, take off your dress."


    "Ma'am?"


    "I said to take off your dress. Or didn't you understand?"


    "But… why?"


    "Because I told you. Or would you rather I called your parents? The choice is yours."


    "Are you going to molest me?"


    "My, my, my, and where did a little girl like you learn a big word like that? No, I'm not going to molest you. I'm just going to examine you."


    "Okay. Because my sister was molested once –"


    "Yes, yes, save it for the shrink. Good, now take it off, yes, all the way over the head, and there we are. My, some nice little buds we have coming in here, yes?"


    "Please don't stare."


    "Oh, so I'm offending you. I’m bothering you. Doing this sort of thing in the bathroom with another girl – and who was that other girl by the way?"


    "I… couldn't say."


    "You couldn't say or you wouldn't say? Or is it that you've done this so many times in the past that the names and faces just blur together?"


    "No, ma'am, this was my first time. Cynthia just – ulp!"


    "Hm? Cynthia? Cynthia Rodriguez? I see. I'll have a word with her as well."


    "Oh please don't tell her that I told, ma'am. What – what are you doing?"


    "Just feeling around down here. Like a doctor. I'm not one, but sometimes I feel like one."


    "Ohhh, ma'am, please, don't."


    "Why? Doesn't it feel good?"


    "Yes. But you're my –"


    


    When Jenny got home that night she was very quiet. Her mother, father, and sister gathered at the dinner table for… dinner.


    "Well, children, how was your day?" said the father.


    "S'alright, Dad," said Margo, Jenny's older sister. Margo was eighteen and about to graduate high school. She was known as the town strumpet. "Same old shit."


    "Young lady, we do not use that kind of language at this table."


    "Then I guess I don't belong here! I hate you all!"


    Margo slammed her fork onto her plate and stormed into oblivion.


    "And you, Jenny," said Dad. "How was your day?"


    "Well, Dad (and Mom), I had an adventure in the girl's bathroom with Cynthia that I promised I wouldn't tell about, and for lunch they had blue pops again."


    "An adventure in the bathroom?" said Mom. "I don't think I've had one of those since the last time I ate an entire container of hummus!"


    Mom and Dad laughed heartily.


    


    That night in bed Jenny thought about the day's events and the changes she was going through.


    


    The next morning at school Cynthia came over to Jenny and punched her in the vagina.


    "Ow!" said Jenny.


    "And that's what you get, you little snitch!" said Cynthia.


    "I'm not little," said Jenny, combing her hair.


    


    That afternoon Cynthia and Jenny walked home together.


    "I'm so glad we're friends again," said Jenny.


    "Yeah. Being angry is no fun," said Cynthia.


    "So what did she do to you?" said Jenny.


    "Who? Ms. Tannenbaum? She made me take off my clothes and shoved a banana up my ass. I hate her."


    "Eww," said Jenny. "Yeah, me too."


    "You too as in you hate her, or you too as in she also shoved a banana up your ass?"


    "Both," said Jenny.


    "God, what a bore. She can't even come up with anything original. So how did it feel?"


    "The banana? Gross."


    "Yeah, me too."


    "Like… who wants a banana up their ass?"


    "Yeah, totally," said Cynthia.


    "It kind of hurt."


    "Yeah."


    "I never want that to happen again."


    "Well," said Cynthia, "I don't know if I'd go that far. I mean, if the opportunity presented itself with someone more likable than Ms. Tannenbaum and they had something a little smoother than a banana, I might be willing to try it again."


    "Eww," said Jenny. "Really?"


    "Sure. My mom's got a dildo."


    "A what?"


    "A dildo, stupid. It's for sticking inside you. Not your ass. Not really. But it works there too."


    "Why does your mom have that? I thought she was married to your dad."


    "Yeah, but he's a douchebag. You should come over sometime, I'll show it to you."


    "How'd you find out about it?"


    "Mom keeps it on a shelf in the medicine cabinet where anyone can find it. Even guests. I think it's a message that she's not getting her needs met via my father and that anyone who wants to intrude is welcome to do so."


    "Wow, I'm surprised your dad –"


    "I told you, he's a pussy. So you want to come over? We could make burritos."


    "Well, I don't know. I told my parents I'd go home and watch TV today."


    "You can do that some other time."


    "But I'll miss the episode of the TV show I was supposed to see and not be able to tell my parents what it was about."


    "That's what the TV Guide is for."


    "Oh yeah."


    


    At Cynthia's house no one was home. It was quiet.


    "Where's your brother?" said Jenny.


    "He's at football practice. No, wait, it's Thursday. He's at the chess club."


    "Wow, he's really multi-disciplined."


    "What does that mean? Are you in love with him? Do you want to bone him? Do you want to marry him?"


    "I've never even met him," said Jenny.


    "Oh yeah. Hey, it's burrito time!"


    "I love burrito time," said Jenny.


    They microwaved two burritos and ate them. They also drank lemonade and Cynthia put a couple of her dad's eyedrops into Jenny's lemonade.


    "I don't feel so good," said Jenny.


    "That's strange, I feel fine. And we ate the same thing. So it couldn't be food poisoning. Why don't you come lie down?"


    Cynthia led Jenny down the hall to her bedroom, and had Jenny lay on Cynthia's bed.


    "I like your sheets," said Jenny. "Dora the Explorer. Hey, pendejo, open up!"


    "What?" said Cynthia. "Is that Spanish? I don't speak Spanish. My mom bought these sheets."


    Cynthia started taking off Jenny's clothes.


    "What are you doing, Cynthia?"


    "You were sweating and I thought you might want some air. Hold on."


    Cynthia left and returned with her mother's dildo. Jenny was groggy and Cynthia removed the rest of her clothes. Then she started putting the dildo inside her friend.


    "Wha… what you… doing?"


    "I thought you wanted to see my mom's dildo?"


    "I… I… feel horrible. But go on."


    Cynthia began to lick Jenny's clitoris with her tongue as she continued to stimulate with the dildo.


    "Uhhhh," said Jenny.


    At the bedroom door a young man appeared.


    "Cynthia? What the hell's going on?"


    "Dave, what are you doing home? I thought you had chess practice."


    "We left early because our coach got chicken pox. What are you doing to that girl? Leave her alone!"


    Dave came at his sister and slapped her terrifically across the face, knocking her to the floor. Cynthia was unconscious.


    Dave looked at the strange, delirious girl lying on his sister's bed. Her eyes were open but she didn't seem to see. Her breath came out in soggy whispers.


    He removed the dildo from her vagina and unzipped his pants. He climbed on top of her and began the sex act.


    "My name is Dave," he said.


    

  


  
    

    


    BREAKFAST IN THE AFTERNOON


    


    My enemy has kept me in this cage for ever so long. He always leaves a fluorescent light on and it is worse than daylight or darkness because it robs the shadows of their right to be here. Instead there is perpetual void of fluorescence like nails scratching a blackboard ever so long. When I sleep it is so bright that I think the light cuts through my eyelids and they infuse their way into my dreams.


    My captor is like me. He looks exactly like me. Or so I tell myself. I have not seen my face in mirror or photograph or film in ever so long. So he starts to look like me, I imagine. Him and his dog are all I see. He hardly speaks but the dog looks at me and barks. Damn you, dog!


    When he goes away for days at a time he leaves me a large portion of food and parks the dog near me. As if I might do anything to escape. As if the dog would be the only thing stopping me. As if these bars weren't enough. I don't know where he goes. I've asked him but he just looks at me and laughs. I even asked him to take me with him once, in the back of his car or truck or whatever he has. To chain me up or take me in the cage and tranquilize me how he will to get me in that situation and position, but to get me out of here for a bit, for a change. To give me new substance to run through my mind. And if he won't let me go for a ride, then take me outside for some air, daylight. I think we are in the country. That is the last thing I remember when he got me.


    But my captor won't even give me any words to remember what words are like. So I just run my tired old words and images and the feelings that come with them through my mind and laugh an insane laugh that makes the dog bark at me ever so softly, piteously.


    I have seen the dog's food and it looks very much like my food.


    


    Today he has left, and by the amount of food he has left me and the dog (he has not told me anything, as usual) I deduce he shall be gone for one of his longest trips. Where does he go? To the city to resupply his mad schemes and this country warren? But what does he do there? Bah, what do I care. Probably a-whoring his energy away now that I am captured and no longer menace him. I am on the verge of madness and I wonder how he idles his time. Does it matter? No. It does not.


    Sometimes when he is here with the dog he shouts "Attack!" and points at my cage. When he does this, the dog lunges at my cage, however friendly the beast may have been before or seemed in that moment, and I have to retreat to the back of the cage to avoid those pinching razor teeth. The man has no reason to have the dog attack me. I am obviously no threat. Yet he does it. Out of boredom or malice or as a reminder of his power over me. And then he feeds the dog. The dog always expects the food afterward. I have noticed this. And once the dog has the food it is friendly again and will even come up to the cage and let me pet it. What a mad situation it is, but one which I might take advantage of.


    


    So he has left me for many days with the dog and the food. I keep my food in the cage away from the dog, who has plenty to itself. For I know the dog would take my food when I slept if it could. The dog always wants more. I have noticed this as well.


    So with the dog and I alone I make a test of it. I point down the hall and say to the dog in a voice as much like the man's as I can muster, "Attack!"


    The dog hesitates for only a second and then runs down the hall where I have pointed, barking at an invisible target. It maintains this berserker state for several seconds before calmly returning to me and standing before my cage. I scoop a little bit of food out of my container and place it before the dog, who laps it up greedily. I pet the dog's head as he does this.


    The next day the man is still away and I make a test of it again. This time the dog barely hesitates and lunges down the hall madly, surely as aware as I am that there is no threat there. When he returns and awaits his reward for the performance, I do not disappoint him.


    We audition it once more the next day, and this time there is no hesitation from the dog. My command and the dog's rage down the hall are nearly simultaneous. It is a beautiful and horrible thing, this.


    


    Finally, as my food supply is dwindling (because I have been giving so much to the dog), the man finally arrives. I hear him in the other end of the building. He does not come in to say hello, or Honey, I'm home. No aloha.


    But a few hours later I hear his feet approaching from down the hall.


    This is the moment. My only chance. The only one.


    He and the dog enter and the man shoots a toxic grin at me. This is it.


    "Attack!" I yell, pointing at the man.


    The dog understands. It is not a loyal dog.


    The man has no time to understand. He cannot see how he has been tricked. There is no pause to contemplate the riddle and say ah-ha, here it is, this is what has become of that brilliant fellow being left alone with this little werewolf, mad thing from a zoo.


    The dog rips into the man and knocks him down but I say again and again, "Attack! Attack!" and each time when he would let up he continues the onslaught.


    Finally I can see that the man is no more and shall not rise again so I cease in my yells, the dog stops his biting, and comes to my cage for his reward. I give him the last of my food.


    


    That was three days ago, and I am in the cage still.


    Periodically the dog comes in to hover around the cage for a while, whimpering that it wants food.


    I deliriously mumble something at it and it leaves.


    After another day of fluorescent evaporation of my mind with dehydration and starvation, I think I see the dog chewing on his master. He is as hungry as I, and I don't blame the fellow.


    From the depths of something like sleep I hear a crash. It excites me and knocks me from a dream. But there is nothing else. Just a crash. When it fails to repeat, I fall into the fancy darkness of something in my mind once again.


    


    I awake to a word, a name, mine, or what I remember it to be.


    "Take it easy," say men in uniforms. They are opening my cage somehow. I am a frail skeleton. They pour some water down into me. I am so weak, and they have to carry me out.


    We emerge into daylight and it feels impossible. It is like descending over a waterfall and landing in a pool of poppies.


    I lapse again and it goes dark.


    


    I awake in a bed ever so comfortable. I did not think such comfort was possible. But here I am.


    A nurse comes in as I begin to stir and tells me some gobbledygook about lucky to be alive, horrible situation, such is war. Ad nauseam.


    So here I am enjoying my newfound life of freedom and comfort in the hospital bed when a uniform again comes in, a man, and he has a leash at the end of which is that dog.


    "I thought you might like to meet the fellow who saved your life," says the uniform.


    I look at the dog in disbelief. "Saved me… I thought he was dead. I thought we both were."


    "Naw, when he got hungry or thirsty enough he broke out right through one of those windows. A farmer down the road a ways recognized the dog and brought it back to the house. He knocked and saw that broken window and decided to call the police. And that's how come you're here."


    I barely understood in my lightheaded hospital-food daze. I smiled though.


    I looked down at the dog, my friend and savior by chance, and could barely muster friendship for a creature driven by its animal hunger, one that would turn on its master if the price was right.


    "Good dog," I said.


    

  


  
    

    


    VAPID LAIR


    


    "It will only be for a few months," said Dad.


    "Absolutely not," said Mom. "I will not have one of those things in my home."


    "They're quite civilized," said Dad. "I've worked with Basturion nearly eighteen years. He's like a human. Sort of."


    "You communicate with him by satellite," said Mom. "He's on the moon. You don't have to share the room with him."


    "No, you'll get used to him," said Dad. "Just think of it as your duty to humanity. This is a historic day. I guess the kid is like a prince where he's from."


    "Where's he from, Dad?" I said.


    "Europa," said Dad. "That's one of Jupiter's moons."


    "I know that," I said, but in truth I didn't. There are too many moons. I can't keep track of them all. "What's his name?"


    "It's hard to pronounce, so they shortened it to Skooter," said Dad. "I think I see – yes, there's the secretary's car now. Put on your best smiles, gang."


    The car pulled up and one of Dad's coworkers got out, went to the other side, and let the kid out. I say kid but Dad had told us Skooter was about 48. I guess this stuff is relative. Skooter got out of the car like he'd never been in one before. He looked up at the sky and slowly brought his gaze over to us.


    "Hi, Skooter," said Dad. "So good to meet you!"


    My dad's been a diplomat as long as I can remember, so I've heard him use all kinds of phony voices and seen some very insincere things, but I think the way he talked with Skooter may have taken the cake. But then Mom suddenly jumped in with the company line too, like she just forgot everything she'd been saying a minute before.


    "Come here, Skooter," said Mom. "We want to meet you."


    Reluctantly, and with the help of the UN secretary, Skooter made his way over to us.


    "Hello, humans," Skooter slowly spoke.


    "My, that's some fine English!" said Dad. He'd told us that complimenting a Europan on his mastery of English was the highest form of praise.


    "Why, thank you, sir or ma'am," said Skooter.


    "Sir," said Dad, who had probably never had his gender questioned before. "I'm the dad. This is my wife Elsa. She's the mom."


    "Hello, Mom. Hello, Dad."


    "And this is our son Jake," said Dad.


    "Hello, Jake brother," said Skooter.


    "Pleased to... meet you," I said.


    We took Skooter into the house to show him around.


    "Is only three here?" said Skooter.


    "No, we have a daughter too," said Dad. "Natalie. She couldn't miss school today. You'll meet her later."


    "I bet I will," said Skooter.


    "What?" I said.


    "When can I start school and meet more humans?" said Skooter.


    "Jake can show you around today," said Dad. "Show him where the school is, Jake, and meet your sister at three."


    "Sure," I said.


    Skooter and I headed out. Mom and Dad were a little nervous sending him out alone with me, but I wasn't. Skooter looked almost like a normal kid, but with big saucer eyes and purple skin. He got some looks from the locals, but aliens were becoming more common so nothing too hostile came our way. The only difference was that Skooter was a kid living here, attending our schools. Trying to blend in.


    I noticed that Skooter relaxed a little when we got away from Mom and Dad.


    "So what do you think of Earth?" I said.


    "I need to unload," said Skooter.


    "What does that mean?" I said.


    "You know, Jake. To unload. Bodily."


    "Oh, you need to use the bathroom. We'll find one. We'll pass a park."


    "You misunderstand, Jake. I need to shoot male fluid."


    "Shoot what?"


    "Into a female. Will you help me?"


    I wasn't sure I understood, or that I wanted to understand. Skooter saw a woman and pointed.


    "Her," said Skooter. "She will do. Let's catch her, Jake."


    "I think you'd better slow down, Skooter. That's not how we do things here."


    "I don't care. I am a Europan. War is part of our life."


    "What do you mean?"


    "The males war on the females to sex them. To the victor go the spoils. If you help me get this one, you can have her too."


    "Uh, let's keep going, Skooter. We gotta meet my sister."


    "Maybe her then," said Skooter.


    "What?"


    "Nothing."


    Natalie was waiting when we arrived and made a queer face when she saw Skooter.


    "Eww, what is he?" said Natalie.


    "Mom and Dad told you," I said. "His name is –"


    "My name is Skooter," he said, then kissed my sister on the lips. She shook him off.


    "Eww, keep him away, Jake!" said Natalie.


    "I only meant –" Skooter began.


    "Save it," I said.


    Natalie ran away.


    "Shall we hunt her?" said Skooter.


    "No, let her go," I said.


    "Earth life is so strange and different."


    "You're doing okay," I said. "You just need to slow down. Tell you what – why don't we go to the batting cages. I can show you an Earth game."


    "That sounds delightful, Jake."


    He leered at several more girls on the way there, but we managed to arrive without further contact with women. I showed Skooter the batting cages and he looked disappointed.


    "Is there no flesh involved?" he said.


    I ignored his question and handed him a baseball bat.


    "Who do I hit with this?" he said.


    I laughed and we went to the cage. I let Skooter go in first.


    "What do I do?" he said.


    "A ball's gonna come at you. You hit it with the bat. I'll start you off slow."


    I guess I should have given him more instruction. The first ball shot out. He was standing in the wrong spot and it hit him in the chest. He fell to the ground. I went to help him.


    "Sorry," I said.


    "Hmmph." He pushed me aside and stood up. "I will be ready this time."


    I stepped out of the cage and started the machine again. Skooter held his bat at the ready this time, and when the ball came he struck it dead on. CRACK!


    "Nice," I said. "That's how you do it."


    "I know how I do it, because I just did it," said Skooter.


    His arrogance annoyed me so I ratcheted up the speed to the maximum. I certainly couldn't touch a ball at that speed.


    I heard the sound but couldn't see the ball. Skooter swung at something. The air exploded with another CRACK. He'd hit the ball!


    "Wow," I said, genuinely impressed. "Beginner's luck."


    "What?" said Skooter. "You taunt me, Jake!"


    I chuckled to myself, pleased that I'd annoyed him.


    Another ball shot from the machine. CRACK!


    "Damn," I said. "Maybe you're a natural."


    "This is easy," said Skooter. "A child fresh out of the womb could do this on my planet."


    I was going to point out that his "planet" was actually a moon, but I let it go.


    "Let me get in there a while," I said, eager to try the maximum setting and see if the machine was broken, to see if the game was rigged.


    Skooter stepped out and I went in with a tight grip on my bat, eager to defend the American pastime and not have it trampled on by a foreigner. The machine snapped and the first ball shot out. I swung. My bat tasted only air.


    "Damn," I said. "I'm a bit rusty."


    Another ball shot off. I swung again and missed.


    "You want me to lower the speed for you?" said Skooter.


    "You do what you want," I said. "I'll be all right. Sometimes I let balls go by so I don't hurt anyone's feelings."


    He said nothing to this, but I noticed I finally started hitting balls, and assumed he had lowered the speed. With some of my confidence restored, I felt my conscience start to flare up – or perhaps it was the voice of my father who I knew would disapprove of trying to get the one-up on Skooter.


    "He's our honored guest," Dad would say. "You couldn't let him have a bit of glory? He only just arrived on Earth, after all."


    I lowered my bat. "Hey, Skooter, you can go at it for a while?" I said.


    I looked back, but he wasn't there. "Skooter?"


    I left the cage and looked around. He didn't seem to be in any of the cages. Perhaps he had gone into the arcade. I went inside to check. I didn't see him, but they had Bacteria Attack 3, which had just been released, and no line or anything, so I couldn't really resist. I put some change in and time just melted away.


    My conscience returned (only when I had run out of money) and I went seeking Skooter again. I found him near the restrooms.


    "Oh, there you are," I said. "Where you been?"


    "I relieved myself," said Skooter.


    "Thank you for sharing," I said.


    "Would you like some, Jake? She's still in there."


    I blinked. "Wait – what?"


    "I clubbed her. She'll be out a while yet. You'll get no fight out of her. I hope that's not a problem."


    I slowly digested his words and saw a woman leading a security guard toward the women's restroom.


    "I think we'd better get going," I said.


    "Suit yourself," said Skooter. "But it looks like that male may take the spoils of my labor."


    "Forget about it," I said. "Come on."


    It was getting dark. Skooter and I were hungry from our exercise and exertions. Pushing open the back door through the kitchen, we found Mom cooking. She tried to act natural.


    "Hello, boys, how was your day?" said Mom.


    "Just swell," I said.


    "Hello, Mom," said Skooter.


    "Skooter, you don't have any food preferences or allergies, do you?"


    "What is that?" said Skooter. "I don't think so."


    "You eat meat then?" said Mom. "I thought you might consider it barbaric or something."


    "Meat?" said Skooter. "Yes, I have eaten many."


    "Good, we're having fried chicken," said Mom.


    "That sounds perfect, Mom," said Skooter.


    "We'll go wash up," I said. "And get Natalie."


    We found Natalie upstairs doing homework. She saw Skooter and left the room, giving him a dirty look as she left.


    "I do not think your sister likes me," said Skooter.


    "Who cares?" I said.


    "I had hoped to mount her," said Skooter.


    "Geez, is that all you think about?" I said. "Get off it."


    "It is my way, Jake. Forgive me."


    We all gathered for dinner. Dad had returned from his office and sat at the head of the table. Mom was next to him, then Skooter, me, and then Natalie.


    "Dig in," said Mom.


    Skooter reached for a chicken leg and bit into it. He tried to bite into the bone itself.


    "It is tough," said Skooter.


    "You don't eat the bone," I whispered.


    "Nonsense, I eat everything," said Skooter. "Please don't question my manhood, Jake."


    He took a crunchy bite into bone and we left it at that.


    "And what did you boys get up to today?" said Dad. "Is Skooter adjusting well?"


    "We had loads of fun this afternoon," said Skooter. "Jake took me to a sports place and I clubbed –"


    "He hit a lot of balls," I interrupted. "Skooter is very good at... baseball."


    "That so?" said Dad. "Glad to hear it. Maybe he can join a team while he's here."


    "We have hunting teams back on Europa," said Skooter. "We always shared our catches. I tried to share with Jake today. He was not interested."


    "What's this?" said Dad. "Were you rude to Skooter, Jake?"


    I tried to speak. "I –"


    "Skooter kissed me on the lips!" said Natalie.


    "What? When?" said Mom.


    "Today!" said Natalie.


    "This is true," said Skooter.


    "I think there was miscommunication," I said.


    "Well, I think we can understand that," said Dad. "The boy's only just arrived. Been cooped up in spaceships and doesn't know local ways. He can't be blamed."


    Natalie's head sparked up. "Hey!" she said. "Who's playing footsie?"


    I looked under the table and saw Skooter's foot on my sister's. I elbowed him and he pulled it away.


    "Oops," said Skooter. "I almost can't help myself."


    Looking in his direction, I noticed Skooter's hand below the table cloth and squeezing my mom's leg. I thought this peculiar. Mom didn't seem to mind, and I was sure she'd noticed. You can't just miss something like that.


    "Ha ha ha!" Dad guffawed. "Skooter, you are a live one! Pretty soon you'll be married to little Natalie. I think it's only a matter of time. And then what will we do with you? Huh? Ha ha ha!"


    "Marry him?" said Natalie. "An alien? Eww, gross!"


    Dad stopped laughing. "You watch your mouth, young lady."


    Natalie arose and ran upstairs.


    "Roy, you've embarrassed her," said Mom.


    "She has thin skin," said Dad. "She'll get used to it once she hits the pubes."


    "You don't need to fear that I'll marry your daughter," said Skooter. "I will never be trapped by marriage."


    "That's the spirit, Skooter," said Dad. "Would you like a beer?"


    "Roy, he's too young," said Mom.


    "I am 48 Earth years," said Skooter. "I will take a beer."


    "Good man," said Dad.


    "What about me, Dad?" I said. I would turn fifteen in a month.


    "No, Jake," said Dad.


    Dad and Skooter knocked back a couple beers and told jokes. I ate quietly.


    "Do you want some dessert?" Mom asked me. "I made purple Jell-O – your favorite."


    "I'll be upstairs," I said. "I'm full."


    I went to the bedroom I shared with Natalie and found her crying. I put my hand on her shoulder to comfort her, but she shrugged it off. She was too young to appreciate such token gestures.


    "It's like having a monster in our house," said Natalie. "And Mom and Dad love him!"


    We heard laughter from downstairs.


    "It's okay," I said. "He won't be here forever."


    At least, I hoped he wouldn't. I would have to act decisively. I did not want that alien impregnating my mother or molesting my sister. Our television and internet already has enough of their alien filth piped through. I didn't care if Dad disapproved of my actions. I was following a higher authority. Dad was only following the UN's orders or some garbage spewed by politicians in the interest of preventing war.


    Natalie and I turned in early, but after a while a form came plodding up the stairs and turned on the light. It was Skooter, thoroughly drunk. He was scratching around and making all kinds of noise.


    "What are you doing?" I said.


    "Your dad said to sleep up here," said Skooter. "Said you had a bed for me. It's okay if you don't. I'll just sleep with Natalie."


    "No," I said. "There's a futon we prepared in the corner. Use that."


    "Oh, fine," said Skooter. He ambled in a bumble bee course and fell onto the futon, started snoring. He hadn't bothered to turn off the light so I had to do it for him. Before I did, I went to stand over him and look at him.


    "Damned alien," I said, and spit on Skooter. He continued snoring.


    The dark concrescence of night came upon us and I stayed awake to let time sober the alien, and to make a plan in my head.


    Around two I got up and woke Skooter, shaking him from the stupor depths.


    "Huh?" he mumbled, cheap beer lingering on his tongue. "What is? Where am I?"


    "It's me, Skooter," I said. "Jake, remember? You're on Earth."


    "Of course, yes. Why you wake me?"


    "Come on, Skooter. I want to show you something. Outside. Come on."


    "Show me in morning please. Sleep now."


    "This can't wait till morning," I said. "Really, Skooter, this is important."


    After more shaking and prompting from me, I finally got him to come along.


    "Hold the hand rail," I said, leading him down the stairs. I didn't want him to fall and hurt himself. That would be noisy.


    The kitchen was still. We crept through to the back door and I cracked it open. The bite of night air shot in.


    "We go out there?" said Skooter. "It is cold."


    "We'll be fine," I said, and pushed him out. We walked back toward the old woods, past my garden. I picked up my shovel as we walked.


    "There's something amazing back here," I said. "You won't believe it."


    When we got to the giant oak tree, I lined him up.


    "Look there," I said. "At the tree. Look closely."


    He looked as well as he might in the dark of night. He scrutinized the tree like it was a real test, like there was actually something to see.


    "I see nothing," said Skooter.


    I raised the shovel and aimed at the back of his head, preparing to swing.


    Skooter's head flinched, jolted. "Aahh!" said Skooter. "Is danger!"


    I paused and lowered the shovel behind me. "What do you mean?" I said.


    "I sense danger," said Skooter. "I have a sense. A future sense. It says danger is come."


    "You mean you have psychic powers?" I said, cursing my luck.


    "We must go, Jake. There may be a monster here. Nearby."


    "If you say so, Skooter." I left the shovel on the ground and we returned to the house. "I'll show you that tree some other time."


    "I'm sorry, Jake."


    


    Next morning at breakfast Skooter told Mom about it.


    "I can't imagine what Jake might want to show you at that time of night," said Mom.


    "I thought I saw a wolverine back there," I said.


    Skooter was looking through our fridge at all the strange food and drink, and I took the opportunity to put some powder from Dad's medication into his corn flakes.


    "Dig in," I said.


    He ate with relish. Literally. He'd seen all the condiments in the fridge and was curious to try something new.


    After eating, Skooter said, "I don't feel so good."


    "That's why people don't put relish on corn flakes," I said. "Let's go to school. Are you ready for your first day?"


    "My stomach is not ready," said Skooter, collapsing to the tile floor.


    "Skooter!" Mom screamed.


    "I'm gonna go to school," I said. "You guys sort it out."


    Mom ignored me and I left.


    I expected Skooter to show up at school later that day. He never did. When I got home that afternoon, I found Mom looking sad.


    "Where's Skooter?" I said.


    "Gone," she said.


    "Dead?"


    "No! they sent him back to Europa. He was having panic attacks about Earth food. Your father didn't want him to suffer."


    That night at dinner we were kind of quiet.


    "It's like we've lost a piece of ourselves," said Dad. "He was only here for one day, but in that day he became one of us. Who will I drink with now?"


    "I could –" I began to say.


    "Out of the question, young man," said Dad. "You will not be drinking beer."


    I already had sampled alcohol in my time, of course, but I simply nodded.


    "I don't miss him," said Natalie. "He was a creep."


    Mom slapped Natalie, and said, "Silence, young lady. I can't help but feel responsible. What if it was me? My cooking? I should have considered his dietary preferences more carefully. He was just being polite. That fried chicken was too rough for him."


    "Don't you dare blame yourself, Alice," said Dad. "That chicken's been passed down through your family for generations. It's delicious, and that's the last word on it. No, it was simply Earth life in general. It doesn't suit everyone."


    "That's true," I said. "But don't worry, Mom. We still love your food."


    Mom forged a smile on her lips. We ate in silence. Mom still looked kind of sad.


    

  


  
    

    


    LET'S STAY TOGETHER


    


    I'd been calling for days. She finally picked up the phone.


    "What?" she said.


    "Hi, good to hear your voice. It's so good. It's been so long. It's been. It's –"


    "You need to stop calling me. It's over."


    "You say it is, but I don't know. Can we ever be sure? As long as we're still here. It's still possible. Anything's possible. We're still here."


    "I'm gonna change my number."


    "Don't do that, babe. Come on. Don't say that. Just see me. We can talk this out. It'll be like old times."


    "It's never going to be. Don't you get it? It's over. Over!"


    "Don't yell like that. That's unnecessary. Can we just meet? I'm a different man now."


    She didn't say anything for a while and I thought she'd hung up.


    "Where you living these days? Can I come over?"


    "No."


    "Then let's meet at Frank's. I haven't seen you there since you left."


    "Because I know you go there."


    "But I know you love their coffee. Don't let me keep you away. Just come by and have a cup –"


    "I'm seeing somebody."


    "No you're not. I know you. You're not. You can't be. It hasn't been a week. No."


    "I am. I'm not gonna meet you."


    "Just one cup of coffee and we can talk. Come on. Saturday. Ten a.m., all right? All right?"


    "I'll think about it."


    "Do that. But don't just think about it. Be there. It'll be so good. Like old times."


    "I'm seeing someone."


    "No, just be there."


    She hung up and I breathed a sigh of relief. She'd be by my side again. Soon.


    


    I got to Frank's early that Saturday and set up camp. Frank's always got crowded on Saturday mornings for brunch, and I thought somebody might pester me with a request for the empty chair, so I draped my sweater on it presumptively, buried my face in my Nabokov, and used my peripherals to keep an eye out for her. I ordered a rooibos tea and croissant, but left enough room for breakfast should she so desire. I was equally ready to depart to another establishment, ready in fact to spend the whole day with her visiting our favorite haunts if we hit it off again.


    As I waited, pretending to read (I could not read with so much energy boiling inside me, with my attention fixated on keeping an eye out for her), I saw across the street a girl and her uncaring mother sitting behind a bake sale table piled high with Girl Scout cookies, the girl similarly adorned with insignia like the boxes of sugary goodness. The girl had the defeated expression of a spinster who nobody wanted. This was the wrong location for such cookies. There was a Whole Foods around the corner. That crowd didn't want fat and sugar pounded in their face. And wasn't there an article about the money raised by those cookies? Doesn't it go to fund lobbyists? Something like that.


    I'm sure the girl knew none of this – though perhaps she did, and this abetted her sense of defeat, this masochistic choice for selling – but the look on her face said she would never sell a box of cookies for the rest of her life, that cookies were no longer wanted here, that cookies and the dietary plan of citizens hereabouts would no longer be integrated, by order of the governor. And yet she held on to the dream, the idea of selling a box of cookies.


    Good luck, kid, I thought. And I gambled with myself: What should occur first – would she arrive and have her cup of coffee with me, or would the girl across the street find a customer for her unopened boxes? Thin mints, samoas, tagalongs. What was wrong with people?


    The mother sat next to her daughter and seemed oblivious to the activity around her. Her ear was plastered to a cell phone and she talked without cessation to another distant mother who probably also talked without cessation and nobody noticed that the line was cut short long ago so that nobody listened, but everybody talked.


    I thought back to the last time we had spoken. Not so long ago.


    "Do you want to hear about my day?" I had said.


    "Sure," she said.


    "I'd rather not talk about it."


    She smiled and turned on the news.


    "Can't we leave that off?" I said.


    "I thought you didn't want to talk?" she said.


    "Can't we just have some silence?" I said.


    "That's all you ever want. What is wrong with you?"


    "Oh, come on."


    "Seriously, that's not normal. You might as well be in prison, or dead. You don't want to do anything. You never want to go anywhere."


    "I go to work," I said. "I like my job."


    "You wouldn't go if you didn't have to."


    "You would?" I said.


    "I don't pretend to like my job."


    "I'm not pretending. I genuinely like my students."


    "You'd quit if you won the lottery."


    "Sure. But I'd work on my films then."


    "Do you have to use the word film? You sound so pretentious, and you've never even made a movie. Not one."


    "I'm so tired. Don't blame me."


    "How did we get to talking about you again? Why is this always about you? I just wanted to watch the news."


    "Go ahead. It's a free country."


    "I wonder."


    "Say," I said, "are we having an argument?"


    She threw the remote at the TV, and the scratch is still on it. It's hardly noticeable except when the screen is showing something very dark, so I try not to watch horror movies on that TV lest I subtract from the ambience.


    She left half an hour later and said she'd be back for her clothes and things.


    "What's that mean?" I said.


    "It's over."


    She actually never came back for her things, which led me to believe that she wasn't serious about leaving after all.


    I looked back at the Girl Scout and her mother across the street. The sky was getting dark and moody. The mother looked up and had a cynical look on her face. Her daughter didn't seem to notice anything.


    I looked at my watch. She was late. Only ten minutes, but just like her, never giving things their proper weight.


    A waitress came over to my table.


    "Would you like some more tea?" she said. "Or something to eat?"


    "I've already had a croissant," I said. "So I've already eaten."


    "It's been a while," she said. "I thought you might want some more."


    "I'm okay for now," I said.


    "How is your book?" she said, indicating the Nabokov stories.


    "Engrossing," I said.


    "Didn't he write Lolita?"


    "Yes."


    "I've never read that. Isn't it about –"


    "Excuse me, I'm quite busy," I said.


    "Oh, sorry."


    The waitress left. I delicately put my book down and placed the bookmark in randomly. I had been distracted. I realized I was surrounded by females. All the staff. The Girl Scout and her mother across the street. And there didn't seem to be any other men in Frank's. Had they all slept in this Saturday?


    The door opened and I looked up a little too eagerly, and an incredibly overweight or morbidly pregnant woman came in.


    "Not her," I said to myself.


    I lifted my cup to my lips and pretended to take a sip. It was empty, as the waitress had seen, and when I looked up I saw that waitress eye me with the cup to my lips and knew what she was thinking: He's pretending to drink. He just doesn't want to order anything.


    And perhaps I didn't. Why was the staff so rude and inquisitive with their words and their thoughts anyway? Why couldn't they leave me alone? Why couldn't they employ cold, hard robots, who didn't ask you about literature and the last time you had eaten? Where the hell was she?


    It went on that way for a while, and I was starting to have serious doubts about my internal gamble to beat the Girl Scout girl with my internal wager. I couldn't see through my eyes. I was a few feet outside and above myself, looking down on a sweaty man who couldn't do anything with his energy. And the world around him was a sandwich of women with too many questions.


    I think I waited an hour. I would often wonder what time it was and look at my watch, only to forget why I was looking by the time I looked. Finally I could take no more, got up and paid. The waitress got a very small tip.


    Outside I stood on the sidewalk for a while, just in case she decided to show.


    "I just stepped out for some fresh air," I would say. "Oh, you're late? I hadn't noticed. The time just flies here."


    It started to rain. I could see the Girl Scout and her mother conversing, the mother still on the phone and unable to take it away from her ear, her daughter pointing to the boxes getting wet, and picking up a tiny umbrella.


    I watched them like a silent film for a while. Then I crossed and they didn't seem to see me at first. I was the invisible customer.


    "What?" the mother said.


    "I'd like a box," I said. "Samoas. Actually, make it two."


    I took out some money and the mother held out her hand, but I handed it to her daughter.


    "Thanks," said the Girl Scout.


    "It's getting kind of rainy," I said.


    "That's okay," said the girl.


    "That's a good attitude," I said, and picked up my cookies.


    Back at the house I turned on the news and cracked open a box. Something happens when I put them on my lap. I have no means of stopping myself. I only wish I had bought two different varieties. But you have to admit – Samoas are good.


    

  


  
    

    


    DARKNESS


    


    I was awakened at the crack of dawn by the sound of a chirping computer whistle harkening me back to those disastrous bygone days in my youth when the Mother Superior Queen Bee would pat me on the back and remind me that although I was the favored one I had a responsibility to not jump too far ahead of my cohorts in establishing a tower of blocks or mixing pancake batter in a hedonistic way for I was not a holy Roman emperor or an emperor in any way and should avoid all pretensions to being as such for such things lead to rebellion in the crowd and signal an arrogant mind which is best avoided and the Mother Superior once caught me napping with my pants down and my pecker inserted in a cookie jar all asplinter with sugary hedonism wrapped up in a tortilla green from the cupboard and this perhaps signaled my early love of Hispanic girls and it would be years but my first love was Maria a young Spaniardita from Spain or Mexico I forget which but her beauty radiated from the sun itself. I can still see her standing over the water fountain pressing it futilely because she had scurvy and it made her weak and I sussed it out I realized what was the matter and one day brought her an orange to cure her but she only threw it away and cursed me saying she hated oranges she hated all fruit and all things that grew of the earth and now that I think of it that's probably why she had scurvy but I digress because she was a mere blip in my emotional background soon forgotten buried underground and I would move on to other girls the next being Cynthia Rodriguez and that might not sound so Hispanic to you but believe you me she was and one day I took her to the far edge of the grass and told her my feelings my deep inner longings that could only be fulfilled by her and I awaited her response and sure enough she reached down for a handful of dirt in the muck and tossed it into my eye leaving me screaming for a medic which soon appeared and took me aside and said I might not live and I cursed her and she said I might leave but I'd lose the use of my eye and I said why not just lose the eye altogether and she said she'd been developing a hypothetical experimental cure and I could be the first and boy I did not like the sound of that but I was a boy not yet seven and what could I do I sighed and said go ahead do your worst which she promptly did putting me down on the table and ramming a spiky metal driver into my eye like an olive and pulling it out forevermore and when I saw it with my one good eye remaining I said What is this you call this a cure and she said she told me it was experimental she had the insane mad belief we could see without eyes if we only had the motivation presupposing she did that my motivation would be a desire to see but alas it was not enough and at that moment my father entered and seeing my eye toothpicked by the nursy hag he wrestled her to the ground and beat her within an inch of her life preserving her measly existence only to allow us to sue her and reap the benefit in timely payments for many years to come bringing me to the present moment where I am still alone and cyclopean and wondering when the next señorita shall appear to take my breath away but not my eye because I'm running out of those for I am a man never beset by scurvy or poverty but thoroughly exasperated by loneliness not syphilis but cowardice not bronchitis but agoraphobia not gonorrhea but diarrhea of the isolated being that talks endlessly for the sake of hearing its voice and referring to itself as it as though it could ever escape the subjectivity of its horrible being by putting on the lame mask of objectivity and never looking in mirrors taking them down shipping them out even those obligatory to the housing agreement as instilled and installed by the serf master who is never met seen or known but somehow regularly depositing informational control packets to deal with the reality of the nightmare the reality of night and day and dream and flatness and night oh endless eternal unblinking night that shall never be suspended this night without is nothing compared to the horrible night within it lurks latches loves the inner void the inner night is binding with the night without till there is nothing but night no being to touch or smell no foreign odor of armpit for all is pit drilled through to night, oh night, horrible evil ugly night, oh night.


    In a counter-scenario to the one proposed above the narrator time travels back to inches before the young girl succumbed to scurvy sent an orange juice packet hurling through time directly into her stomach so orange juice not man or monkey or kitten was the first time traveler all the bacteria lacing each pulpy glob so juicy that time traveling sugar without name or intimacy but destined to eradicate that scurvy save the girl and bring joy for a few moments until death is forgotten again.


    But these things never happened there is no time travel she has succumbed the past engraved in stone and this fevered blister of the imagination comes only at the expense of night eternal, folding and unfolding in its final swerves before settling into the land without memory or return from which nothing emanates, proposes, laughs, or turns to suggest an opposite alternative for there is nothing, nothing.


    

  


  
    

    


    THE FABULOUS SKIN TRAP


    


    I had struck out. Again. We were supposed to be a team, but when I got back to the dugout everyone was giving me the stinkeye. Joe the manager called me a little bitch under his breath. Maybe I imagined that.


    When I got home I beat my wife for leaving the ice cream out and letting it get all soggy and she said we could just put it back in the freezer and I said that's ridiculous, that's how you get E. coli.


    I took the Honda down to the bar where I got chuckles from the locals and even Fred the bartender served me with a smirk. I left after one drink.


    I went to the bowling alley and played three games alone before a prostitute came over and propositioned me. I tried to shoo her away but she was persistent and a little pretty so I played her a few rounds and then took her to a motel.


    In the motel there was a giant cockroach on the wall and I couldn't ignore it and get in bed. She told me just to kill it and I told her I didn't want to because I don't believe in killing. The truth is that I just don't like bugs.


    She smashed it with a plastic bottle of water and left a huge stain on the wall, and all I could think about as I did her was that stain and that dead creature that got flushed down the toilet with her water bottle and plugged up the toilet till the bug and bottle got coughed back up and I had to stare at them as I plunged it clean and flushed it again and I really didn't want to look at it. At that point I was so sick of it I only did her to get it out of my mind.


    Then she left and I went to the motel lobby to get another bottle of water but there was no one around and I could see the bottles just behind the counter but couldn't force myself to reach over and grab one so I played a game of Galaga on their oily machine and waited. I lost fast and still no one showed and I didn't want to keep feeding it quarters. I saw a half-eaten Danish on a plate and went for it since it seemed complimentary. It was abnormally warm and eating it only made me thirstier and finally I just reached around and grabbed a bottle of water. In doing so I could look further into the back office and saw a German Shepherd. It was standing on top of a man. The man was lying on the floor. The German Shepherd was licking the man's face. I went to take a look because the man was very still and I wanted to give him money for the water bottle. The dog looked at me and barked. Then it jumped at me with snarling teeth and I hit it across the face with the water bottle. The dog screamed like a girl and landed, then ran away, off into the horizon. I went to the man on the ground. His eyes were open but he was dead. There was blood all over his face.


    I left.


    At home I opened the mail and the wife had forgotten to pay the mortgage again. I got into bed with her and she wanted it but I told her not tonight, I had a headache.


    Next day at practice Johnny Diamond deliberately aimed the ball at my head and I charged the mound even though he's on my team. He just stood there though and I thought he would run. When he didn't run I acted like a part of me that was out of control suddenly regained control as I was running to the mound and I nodded like everything was fine but not really, and really everything was fine.


    The coach called me aside and we went into his office, which smells like urine. I always wondered why.


    "Gilbert, I thought it's time we had a talk."


    "Okay. I like to talk."


    "The truth is, Gilbert, you're not working out here."


    "You've got to give me a chance, coach."


    "I can't do that."


    "Please. This is my chance to show my country what I'm capable of."


    "Which country?"


    "My country."


    "Not the US?"


    "No. My country."


    "I'm afraid I'm gonna have to let you go."


    "Please, coach. One more chance. I won't strike out again."


    "All right, maybe we can work out a deal. I don't really want to keep you on the team, but I have things that need to be done."


    "What things?"


    "My wife. I'm no longer sexually attracted to her."


    "That's unfortunate, coach."


    "For you. If you want to stay on the team I'm afraid you'll have to have sex with her."


    "Often?"


    "Every week."


    "I… see."


    "I don’t think you do. Here's my address. I won't be home on Friday evening, if you know what I mean, wink wink."


    "What do you mean?"


    "I mean that you need to go there and pleasure her while I am out."


    "I see."


    "Do you have a problem with that?"


    "How pretty is your wife on a scale of one to ten?"


    "I'm not going to answer that question."


    "And what about my wife?" I said. "What am I supposed to tell her while I'm busy pleasuring your wife?"


    "That's your dilemma, Gilbert."


    It wasn't really my dilemma because I never told my wife where I went and she would most likely be glad of the time alone.


    Friday night came and I went to the coach's house. I rang the doorbell and coach answered.


    "I'm running late," he said. "Come back in an hour."


    I came back in an hour and rang the doorbell. I was nervous because I thought his wife might be horrendously ugly, like coach. But then I thought: Maybe she's incredibly beautiful and only needs another man because coach is sexually unable at this point in his adult life of manhood to please a woman, any woman.


    While I waited for the door to open, my cell phone rang. It said COACH and I answered.


    "Hello?"


    "Are you there?"


    "I am at your house, coach."


    "Wonderful. I'm going to bang this hooker and I'll be back at nine to watch COPS. Don't linger."


    "Affirmative."


    He hung up.


    So it appeared that sexual dysfunction was not the cause of coach's un-desire to do the "wild thing" with his wife.


    Through the front door a voice said, "Yes?"


    "Hello. My name is Gilbert, a baseball player. Coach said to come over."


    "He's not home."


    "That's okay. I can wait."


    "All right," she said.


    I had expected the door to open at that point, but it did not. After waiting five minutes and remembering coach's admonition to not linger, I rang again.


    "Yes?" she said.


    "I was wondering if I might wait inside."


    The door opened and a hideous looking bag of skin greeted me. This couldn't be the coach's wife. This had to be his mother. His grandmother, perhaps. She extended her hand for me to kiss and I shook it. She took me into the living room, and as I walked and she dottered, we passed a bedroom with the door open and the light on. I looked in and saw a young woman on a bed in a thin slip of nightclothes reading YM magazine.


    "Oh, hello," I said.


    The young woman looked up from her blond hair and said, "Hello."


    "Pay no attention to her," said the coach's wife. "She is my granddaughter visiting for the summer."


    "How old is she?" I said.


    "Seventeen," said the young woman, overhearing us.


    "I… see."


    The old crone led me away from the seductive Lolita and onto an ugly leather couch far away.


    "What's your name?" she said.


    "Gilbert."


    "That's a ridiculous name. Here, have a drink."


    She poured something into a cup for her and me and we toasted. It tasted like wood polish.


    "Yum," I said.


    "You'll have some catching up to do," she said. "I'm on my third."


    She burped and leaned over to me. Too close. Her breath smelled like shower mold and her hairy lip vibrated when she breathed.


    "Kiss me," she said.


    "First I must use the restroom," I said.


    I left her and walked fast and far until I came to that bedroom again where the young woman remained. I went in and shut the door behind me.


    "Shhh," I said. "Your grandmother is trying to seduce me."


    "So what?" said the Lolita. "Are you saying she's not beautiful?"


    "I'm not saying that. I'm just saying that I would rather spend my evening with a girl like you."


    "You're sweet," she said. "Tell you what – how'd you like to take me for a spin?"


    "Hm?"


    "You know… stick it in."


    "Stick it…?"


    "Fuck. How'd you like to fuck me?"


    It seemed I had stepped into a dream.


    "Are you serious?"


    "Sure," she said. "Only one thing. First you gotta fuck Grandma."


    "Why?" I said.


    "That's my condition. Take it or leave it."


    "All right, I'll take it. Please excuse me. I shall return."


    I went back to the living room where the sauced old witch was talking to herself.


    "Hello," I interrupted. "I'm back," I said.


    "Wonderful."


    "Let's have another drink."


    "Always a good idea."


    She poured and I toasted but when she was distracted I poured it on a plant.


    "Mighty fine stuff," I said. "Another."


    "Well, you are an athlete, aren't you?"


    "That's what they tell me."


    She poured again and it went on that way another half hour. It was almost 8:30 and I remembered that COPS was on at nine. This woman could really take her drink, but so far she only pawed my chest and leaned into me.


    Finally she collapsed, snored for twenty seconds, and then I woke her.


    "Well, ma'am, I best be going. I do hope you'll not mention this to your husband."


    "Mention?" she groggily said. "Mention what?"


    "Don't tell me you've already forgotten our… intimacies?"


    "You mean we—"


    "No need to say it. We both know. We know."


    "I don't know," she said. "I certainly don't remember."


    "I think we'll both remember. I'll see you again sometime."


    "Okay?"


    She passed out.


    I went down the hall and opened the young woman's door. The light had switched to a moody red. The woman was reclined on the bed, naked.


    "My god," I said.


    "Did you do it? Is granny satisfied?"


    "Yes."


    "Okay. You can have me."


    And I had her. My god, I had her. I don't think I've ever torn into a girl quite like that, not since my first time as a young man when it seemed that all the world's desire boiled within me.


    I lost track of time.


    I heard the front door open.


    "It's coach," I said. "He's here."


    "Grandpa? He won't bother us."


    Then a knock on her bedroom door.


    "Honey, you still awake?"


    She spoke louder: "No, Grandpa, I'm in bed."


    "Okay. I'll see you in the morning."


    "Okay. Enjoy COPS."


    Then silence.


    "That was close," I said.


    "Are you afraid of him?" she said.


    "Afraid? Sure. He's the coach. If he found me in here with you –"


    "I have desires. Needs. Grandpa understands that."


    "Does he? I don't think he'd understand me being in here."


    "He's good to me. He wouldn't hurt me. He's not all rough like you."


    "How do you mean?"


    "I'm just saying that with Grandpa he's so much gentler. He has more experience with women. That's why I wanted you to do Grandma first."


    "Are you—"


    "I think you can go now. Gramps should be engrossed with COPS."


    I dressed silently and opened the door and slipped away, unnoticed.


    When I got back to my own home I came in to find my wife in the living room, coincidentally also watching COPS.


    "I love this show," she said.


    

  


  
    

    


    STARS


    


    Lam walked into the bar lounge. In his home country he would never enter a bar alone for fear of paparazzi and young women wet in the panties. Here it was different. Here he was just another name. And here the bar was virtually empty except for a few all-day drunks. It was nearly 2 p.m., when he was scheduled to perform.


    At the bar the bartender was talking to a customer and looked up. "Yeah?" he said.


    Lam smiled his heartbreaker and said, "I am Lam. I am here to sing."


    The bartender looked at a clipboard and found Lam's name. "Right. But it says you're black."


    "I'm not black."


    "I can see that. But it says you're black."


    "I am not. There must be an error."


    "I think you're right. All right, well, get ready. You have a band or you alone?"


    "I have a cassette tape to play in the background."


    "Okay, that'll be a laugh. Give it to Fred in the back. He'll take care of you."


    Lam went to the stage side entrance and found a bald old man inside.


    "I am Lam," he said.


    "All right, all right. What do you got?"


    "I will sing for 45 minutes. Here is my cassette. Play it as I sing."


    "All right, all right. Can't afford a band, huh?"


    Lam looked to the stage where a man with a ventriloquist dummy performed a scene from Terminator 2: Judgment Day. The ventriloquist played Arnold Schwarzenegger (he had a leather jacket) and his dummy played the evil T-1000. He concluded and the few people in the audience let him leave the stage without applause.


    Fred, the man Lam had given the cassette tape, went to the microphone and said, "Our next act is a young black man with a buttload of talent. Back in Africa he's big as Elvis, but he's agreed to put all that fame aside to come and bring his musical audacity to Las Vegas, baby! Put your hands together for the Mighty Lam!"


    The bartender applauded through an otherwise silent bar.


    Lam walked to the mike. Fred had left the stage and was looking to Lam and waiting for his cue. Lam nodded and snapped his fingers at Fred. Fred played the tape. Slowly the beats of music began to make their way through the speakers. The first song sounded familiar. It sounded like Michael Jackson's "Beat It." It was Michael Jackson's "Beat It."


    Fred and the bartender recognized the tune. Perhaps he would be doing his version of "Beat It", like really bad karaoke. But then Michael Jackson's voice began to make it through the song. They looked to the stage and Lam was lip syncing.


    They let him continue for two more songs before they stopped the tape. Fred went to the mike and acted like nothing was wrong. Lam looked disgruntled at the interruption, but got off the stage as Fred led him away and welcomed the next act, Apo the hip-hop gorilla. It looked like a real gorilla.


    When they were off stage, Fred tossed the mixtape at Lam.


    "What fuck, man?" said Lam.


    "Yeah, what the fuck! We ain't paying you fifty bucks for karaoke."


    "What are you paying me fifty bucks for?" said Lam.


    "We're not paying you fifty bucks. Get out of here!"


    Lam started to complain but the bartender came to Fred's side and Lam knew his cause was lost. He left, vowing never to know such disgrace again.


    Outside the sun on the strip was blazing hot. He looked up at the Stratosphere. Would he ever make it so high?


    As he walked along the street a Mexican boy handed him a flyer with a woman's photo on it. She wore only a bikini and had breasts bigger than most women in his country. Lam was in love. Her phone number was below the picture. After searching nearly an hour for a payphone, he called her.


    "Hello?" said a husky woman's voice.


    "Is this the Cindy?" said Lam.


    "Sure. You lookin' to party?"


    Lam did like parties.


    "Yes. Is there a party?"


    "If you got the money there's always a party."


    "I have… money."


    Lam was actually living at a hostel washing dishes mornings and getting a free breakfast and dinner. He had about $12.


    "How long you looking to party?" said Cindy.


    "Oh, I can party all night."


    "All night, huh? Well, I hope you're a big spender. That'll run you at least a grand."


    What was a grand? Was it one of the coins? He had several coins. He hoped it would be enough.


    "Sure, sure," said Lam. "Where I meet you, baby?"


    "How about your place?" she said.


    "Not so good. How about you place?"


    "Fine. Nine o'clock sound good?"


    "Sound good."


    She gave him the address of her hotel and everything seemed wonderful.


    


    When he arrived at the Motel 6 he had used deodorant so he smelled good. He only used it on special occasions… he initially hesitated but told himself to stop being a cheapskate and went for three strokes on each armpit.


    Cindy smiled a phony smile and invited him in.


    "How you doing, baby?" said Lam.


    "I'm fine. So… I have to ask for the money in advance, and then we can get the party going."


    "Oh sure, baby. How much is?"


    "One grand."


    "Right. How much is one grand? My English."


    "One grand is one thousand dollars."


    Lam licked his lips, looked at the door, then laughed. "For you, baby? In my country you maybe fifteen dollar."


    "You don't have the money?"


    "Why women always interested in money this, money that, money, money, money?"


    "You don't have the money. Fuck! Wasting my time. Asshole!"


    "Me?"


    She went to her cell phone on the dresser and made a call. "Yeah," she said into the phone. "Another douchebag prank. I'm sorry, baby, I know you're busy."


    Cindy hung up.


    "I can get money another time," said Lam. "We still party?"


    "Oh yeah, we're gonna party all right, just not the kind of party you had in mind."


    "Three girl you mean? You call friend for special because I famous in my country?"


    "Some kind of threesome."


    Lam launched at her and shot his hands to her breasts. She screeched and Lam began to wipe her clothes off as best he could. Why did she resist.


    As he began chewing on her shoulder he heard the door open.


    "Ah, you friend come join," said Lam.


    Someone grabbed his shirt from behind and pulled him off Cindy. This was certainly a very muscular girl. He looked to see her, but it was a man. This was not at all in his line.


    "Goodnight," said the man.


    "Goodnight?" said Lam.


    


    Lam awoke in an alley behind Caesar's Palace, looking at the wall. The bricks. So dirty. His head. Somersaults. He touched his hand to his face. It felt bumpy and strange, like a new moon. He tried to stand and everything hurt. Every direction hurt. Every thought was pain. It was like a hangover through every inch of his body.


    He reached in his pocket. His mixtape was gone! He must have left it at Cindy's. How was he going to be a star now? He would have to go back and get it, he realized.


    Stumbling down the alley, he entered a Burger King and found the restroom, where he saw a horrible creature looking back from the mirror. He washed off what would wash off and sighed over the rest, hoping his champion looks would one day return. He asked the man at the register (who wore a cool hat that said Burger King) where the nearest Motel 6 was. The man asked if he had GPS. Lam said no. The man asked Lam if he had an internet connection because then he could just map it with Google Maps or Mapquest or Yahoo Maps. Lam said no, he did not have an internet connection. The man then joked and asked if Lam had running water. Lam didn't realize he was joking and said that no, he did not have running water. Then the man drew Lam a map, and it turned out that the Motel 6 was just a few blocks away.


    Lam arrived after several hours of slow walking and forced his way up the stairs to the room that had been intended for pleasure just a short time before. He went to that now-horrible place and paused to digest the number on its door. 45. What did it mean.


    He knocked and waited. Nobody opened the door. He knocked and waited some more.


    Then from down the hall a Hispanic woman came to Lam and said, "Is nobody there. They checks out."


    "What you mean they checks out?" said Lam. "They have my cassette tape. How will I become famous?"


    "You leave something?" she said. "We can go in and check."


    She opened the door and Lam could see that it was hopeless. The room was a mess from Lam's beating and there was no sign of the cassette. Lam and the woman searched everywhere.


    Finally Lam decided that even though he would not find his cassette, and even though the cleaning woman was in her fifties and not his type, the day would not be a total waste, as long as he released his seed in someone. He closed the door to give them privacy, and began to work on the pleasant woman.


    "I am a star in my country," he said. "A star, America, a star! I will make you understand."


    

  


  
    

    


    HOME REMEDY


    


    I met my new students today. We had an Indian summer so they were all antsy to get outside, but once they were out they wanted to get back inside the air conditioned environs and I just put on a science film and let it roll. They put their heads down if they wanted.


    One boy named Eric seems a bit odd. When I tell the kids something I think they'll find exciting, like the field trips we'll be taking or the parties we'll be having, he doesn't light up like the rest. He only laughs and smiles when he absolutely feels like it and doesn't care what the other kids or I think.


    


    A few months into the school year, and I know the kids so much better now. But in looking over my notes from that first day of class I remember Eric and my initial perceptions of him. I thought there was something wrong with him. Now I see that he was just willful, even for a young boy.


    For Halloween he came in as a cowboy and talked like a cowboy all day. But not with a humorous drawl, not at all. Everything was done with precision and he never smiled. The other kids laughed at him and I could tell that Jennifer Dupre likes him and looked at him in that Stetson with all the admiration a nine-year-old can muster. And Eric is a handsome boy. If only he would smile more.


    The day after Halloween he kept up his voice, with that cowboy lilt. I don't know where he learned it, probably from cartoons, and I don't know why his parents didn't tell him to talk normal again, but I suppose it's just a youthful fancy that will fall away with time. I will be meeting his parents next week for parent/teacher conferences.


    


    His father came in around five p.m. and looked serious. He wore a 1980s jacket and pants too short – floods – and sporty but unpleasant sneakers. I'm not trying to judge, just to point out what I saw when that man came in. He looked around 40 and had gray hair and a gray mustache, bronzed Hispanic skin, even though Eric looked paler. Perhaps the mother –


    But she was not present at the conference, for whatever reason.


    I smiled as best I could and tried to explain the situation, that nothing was wrong and Eric was doing fine, not in trouble at all. The father had some trouble understanding. And not because of his English, which was fine, only a minor accent, a plain vocabulary that worked like hammers and nails, getting the job done.


    "So you see, I just wanted to show you some of the work we've been doing."


    "That's okay," he said. "I trust you. Long as my boy's not getting into trouble, we don't need to talk."


    "Well, we at the school think that good communication is essential for a good learning environment."


    He snorted just above the threshold of detection. I smiled and pressed on.


    "We've been learning about the continents and your son chose South America for his presentation."


    "Okay."


    "Here's his diorama about Che Guevara."


    "What? Are you kidding me? Why on earth is he wasting his time with this stuff? He should be learning about George Washington and you're teaching him about Che Guevara?"


    "We think that a variety of influences is important. Another student did a George Washington biography and presented. We strive for diversity."


    "Che Guevara was an anarchist."


    "Che Guevara is dead," I said. "Whatever he was, we can learn about him."


    "I don't want my boy influenced by anarchists. They're uneducated, fat, ugly, and stupid. And if you cared about your students you wouldn't allow this kind of garbage to be learned."


    I smiled. The rest of the conference trickled on through inertia. I changed the topic to other subjects, and Eric's father said little else.


    


    A few weeks later I learned that Eric had joined a baseball league and played short stop. I only learned because I had the students keep journals and didn't tell them that I read all of them. I never heard Eric mention it to the other students. When I asked him about it, he admitted it, almost ashamedly. I asked him when his next game was.


    "Mrs. Marz?"


    "Yes?"


    "It's Saturday."


    "Do you mind if I come to watch?" I said.


    "Ma'am?"


    "Yes, Eric?"


    "Okay."


    I went with my husband and we found good seats. Everyone seemed to know everyone, the parents, and Eric's father was there but he kept his eyes on the game and said little. However, every time I looked his way, I noticed he moved. I looked in the opposite direction at one point, and asked my husband to see what he was doing. Jim said that Eric's father was watching me.


    I tried to forget about it. I watched the game.


    Eric's team didn't really gel. It was only their second game together, and there wasn't much sense of direction. They lost, 10-2.


    


    The next day in class I asked the students to write a story. Here is Eric's story:


    Once there's a girl who is a slave in China. She makes clothes for Americans. She is poor. Her family hits her and her father is always gone. She has a dog and likes to dance. One day she is walking and sees a magic man. The man says she can be free and rich if she does one thing. She does it and the man says she will be rich and free tomorrow. She goes to bed that night happy. She thinks in the morning she will be rich and free. Next morning she wakes up. Everything is the same. She cries and goes to work.


    At recess time I asked Eric to stay and speak with me a moment. When the other students had gone, I said, "Eric, I wanted to talk with you about your story. About the girl in China."


    "Oh yeah."


    "I just wanted to tell you – I love this. Seriously, it's hilarious. I love it."


    "Thank you, Mrs. Marz."


    "How did you ever come up with this story?"


    "I just wrote it."


    "Well, it's great. I think the class should adapt it into a film and put it on YouTube or something."


    "Well…"


    "It's okay, I know you're shy, Eric, and you don't need to make a decision now. We can film a few other stories from other students as well so you don't stand out, but yours is the one I want to film."


    "Well…"


    "Just think about it."


    "Okay. Mrs. Marz?"


    "Yes, Eric?"


    "I love you."


    I told Eric to go out to recess. After school I offered him a ride home. I knew he lived far away and would have to wait in the school library for his father to pick him up. I told him I would call his father and let him know that I had taken him home. He agreed.


    When I had cleaned up the classroom, Eric and I went to the staff parking lot.


    "Mrs. Marz?"


    "Yes?"


    "You have a crap car."


    "It's called a Ford Fiesta."


    "It doesn't look like a fiesta," said Eric.


    "Hop in."


    Eric lived in the worst part of town, where teenagers lingered on street corners in baggy jeans, bandanas on their heads.


    "It's that one," said Eric.


    I let him out. I went home.


    


    The next day after school I was surprised to see Eric's father waiting outside my classroom.


    "Mrs. Marz? May I call you Helen?"


    "I think you'd better call me Mrs. Marz."


    "Well, then I'm gonna ask you not to give my boy rides home. I think it crosses a line I don't want you crossing."


    I was going to give a snotty retort but remembered that he had every right to ask me what he did, and that I was technically crossing a line. He was the one who managed that line.


    "Of course. I'm sorry. I meant no harm. Was there anything else you wished to discuss?"


    "That's all."


    "Good day."


    "Well, there is one other thing."


    "What?"


    "Would you mind discussing some things with me about my boy over coffee?"


    "Okay, sure. I care about my students."


    We went to a local hole.


    "I actually don't want to discuss Eric," he said. "He talks about you enough as it is."


    "Then why are we here?"


    "I just wanted to talk to you. You're very pretty."


    I got up to leave.


    "Wait," he said.


    "What?"


    "I'm sorry."


    "Goodbye," I said.


    He remained sitting and I left. I didn't tell my husband about it. I didn't tell anyone.


    The next day in class Eric was gone. I marked him absent, and at lunch I checked with attendance and they said they hadn't received a phone call. I called Eric's house and his father's work. There was no answer at his home, and at work they said he had failed to come in today.


    I never saw Eric or his father again.


    

  


  
    

    


    BELIEVERS


    


    Uncle Freddie


    I can't believe I was afraid of sex with animals. Most animals are so small anyway, and since their "voices" don't sound anything like words, you can appropriate the noises into any kind of meaning you desire. That clucking of the rooster could be moans of joy. That squealing pig could be delight that he is alive and not sizzling in some farmer's wife's frying pan, but instead experiencing tantric bliss with your proboscis stuffed inside him. And most animals aren't so tough. They like to think they are, they say to themselves, "Hey, I'm an ANIMAL," and they forget that humans are animals too, highly evolved, survivors despite the fact they don't have the fastest legs or the strongest muscles, they can't fly like an eagle or swim like a dolphin, but you know what, goldarnit? They can think, and no animal can do that so effectively. Animals think things like, "I wonder what I'm gonna eat now, I wonder where I can find a mate, I wonder what that weed tastes like," but they don't think about the orbits of planets or the square root of the pi numerator don fizzly (my attempt at math speak from the POV of a two-dimensional being). No, they just don't cut it. They could use some liveliness in their lives, and I'm glad to provide it.


    


    Chet


    I can't believe I was intimidated by Uncle Freddie when he came to stay. He would lock himself in his room for hours on end, only emerging to go to the barn and relieve himself, and I asked him one day, "What you needa do that for, Uncle Freddie? We got ourselves a great b-room (bathroom) right here inside the home all modern tech like. Why you gotta go outside into the nineteenth century?"


    He had no answer for me so I said no more and mother only looked away when Freddie went creeping down them steps with a jar of vaseline in his hand – said his turds sometimes needed a greasy path to arch their way out of him, so I let it settle at that. I imagine he crafted quite a ruckus cuz when he did his work out there those barn animals one or nother would always bring a stew of noise with him, like they didn't want to see about his turds neither.


    


    Jed


    I can't believe she never told me Freddie was doing them things with them animals. Yes, he was our guest, but that don't account him the right to go doing what he did. I was tempted to tan her and pin her in with a horse and show her what it meant and how it'd scar them animals for life, gruesomely, but a long day it was and begging for an ending, not a season of excitement and consternation.


    And what does one do with a brother and how are these matters meted out? You can say it was unnatural and unwise, and I say let the crime fit the punishment. Our father did not intend us to have that kind of bond with the animals around us, for if he had he would have instructed us in the details, which he did not, much thanks.


    


    Emma


    I can't believe how many years it's been since we've spoken of it. Come to think of it, we never spoke of it. One day Jed just came in from the field early – some part on the tractor had gone out, I imagine – it was always giving us problems – and he went into the barn with that pig a-squealing not knowing what was coming beyond Freddie's dong up its butthole. Jed saw that (as I reconstruct it in my mind, and having married him for eighteen years I think I know his ways enough to etch out over crack of habit and way in his mind) and went for his shotgun in the shed without even having to think. It was an aberration in right living and Jed knew you have to act, you can't sit around and laugh it over while the sap runs out of you and you lose your nerve. You gotta do what the moment calls for.


    I just can't believe how many years it's been, how many years that brother of his and that pig've been stretched out under the ground full of holes and clouded with dirt in their pores, wondering why those bullets descended and what to make of those final moments in that final embrace, so final and everlasting.


    

  


  
    

    


    WINNEBAGO AND I


    


    We got two cheesesteaks to go and a pile of battery acid down the throat followed by a massage parlor and a knockabout through the ol' Edgar Allan Poe house, God rest his drunken soul in a frying gutter road latched about with shaving from an eldritch tale to be read no more, amen, amen. Winnebago and I (for that was my date's name) had hardly scratched an itch into the etched corridors of this town, now forgotten. Where were we? Who were we? Our sexualities had blurred to the point of misunderstanding and I couldn't be sure if I was straight or she was gay or both or neither or if we were strangers saddling the streets as mere stop gaps in the hours till we found the perfect hoagie, and what would it be, how would the convenience store operators appraise us and report the damage to the government inspectors, freaks of time and weirs to cobble a message for a future generation of futurists .


    Narcolepsy, I am told, is a cognitive device to ward off the seeming habituations of a febrile mind. I know nothing of this, only that Winnebago was prone to it and I found it variously intimidating and stimulating (groinal).


    "What are youze guys doin' in here?" said a clothing manufacturer to us as we fondled his goods without any interest whatsoever in purchasing. "Where do you get off?"


    "What?" I said. "My mate and I are perusing –"


    "She's not your mate!"


    "It's true," said Winnebago, who I had not realized could speak. "We haven't mated yet."


    "You've already forgotten," I said. "So quick."


    "It's not I who has forgotten," she said. "It's you who has mangled the mental infrastructure to create stories about things that don't and will never happen. Don't you recall that we're brother and sister?"


    "I recall nothing of the sort. And pretty soon you'll be telling me that I'm the one with narcolepsy."


    "Well, you are," said Winnebago.


    "Can you two lovers take your quarrel outside?" the clerk said. "You're tainting the air in here."


    "Of course," I said. "We wouldn't want to taint. May we borrow this?" I fingered a coil of yarn.


    "Don't touch that!" the man shouted. "It's Mayan!"


    I didn't know about that, but we left and left it.


    Outside I'd forgotten the point. "I'm sorry, Winnie honey."


    "Don't shorten my name to adorable chummy sounding derivatives."


    "My math... never so good..."


    "I don't care. Can we get out of here?"


    "We're outside. What more –"


    "Philadelphia! The city strangles my earthly ambition."


    "I didn't know you had ambition. I'm learning all kinds of things."


    "Now!"


    We caught a ferry out of there and ride it down d'shore like tourists and the smoggy felt of air aggravated my allergies and wouldn't let me have a romantic moment because of my sniffling and how it turned her off, my Winnie (I could only call her this in my mind), and the other passengers didn't get to witness the projected lovemaking project I had planned for them to witness like something out of an Edgar Allan Poe poem, my constitution no longer suited for such exhibition in the light of my snifflery.


    In the light of the callous afternoon Winnebago looked a sad bag of a thing, mere food for seagulls, and I had no qualms at all in pushing her over into the gravy toxic mash that passed for water in those days.


    

  


  
    

    


    CLOYING


    


    "Hello, William, did you enjoy me?"


    "Get your hands off me," I said, which was funny, because no one had touched me, it was simply the cloying feel of his words, so intimate and so strange, this stranger, who I felt I knew but couldn't place. Like I'd seen him in a dream the night before.


    "Sorry, chum," the freckled man said, "that's just what Abraham told me to say to you. They were his dying words."


    I scratched my head, bewildered. Abraham? I felt like I could almost feel the meaning behind the words, but it was still coming through a glass. "Clarify," I said. "Explain."


    "You don't remember me, do you?"


    "Afraid I don't."


    "I'm Bela. Abraham was my twin."


    It all rushed back to me, a memory funneled into my brain.


    "Of course!" I said. "Abraham and Bela, the freckled fellas."


    "We didn't appreciate that name in high school. I don't appreciate it now."


    "Sorry. How are you? And Abraham?"


    "Abraham is dead. That's what I just told you had you been listening."


    "Death? So young."


    "He had thirteen minutes on me. I'm the young one, not that I expect you to remember."


    "How did he go?"


    "Tongue cancer."


    "Horrible."


    "Yes, and that's why I found it so strange that his last words had been of you."


    "Are you sure? After all, tongue cancer probably makes the person slur uncontrollably in a horrible manner."


    "No, it was you he spoke of. Willy Nilly."


    "Willy O'Neil," I said. "I've always resented that nickname."


    "Nevertheless, it's what Abraham called you. He went on for minutes in non-sequitur. He felt I would meet you shortly and he was determined to have me give you this message."


    "What message?"


    "That –"


    Before Bela could give me the message, his foot stepped on a banana in the supermarket aisle, and as only happens in a cartoon, he slipped and slapped his skull against the sweltering August linoleum, cracking out his brain yolk.


    "Good God," I said.


    


    That evening when my wife and I were in bed, I explained the whole sordid affair.


    "You remember him from a dream?"


    "I'm not so sure now. Maybe I'm only telling myself that. Maybe I made it all up."


    "It must be important. The dream. The death. The horror must linger. You may have nightmares tonight."


    "Why would you say something like that?"


    "I wasn't thinking. Do you want to talk to Dr. Jacoby about it?"


    "No."


    But I did. Dr. Jacoby had been my shrink until six months prior, when an offhand remark on his part had soured me on him and I never went back. He had always given me good insight into myself, but to crawl back to him out of fear and desperation was exactly the kind of thing he chastised me about.


    I lay in bed long after Caroline had gone to sleep, sweating and thinking, my brain unable to stop. Every thought a drop of rain on glass, could not stop. At some point I slammed my fist into Caroline and she awoke.


    "Why – did you hit me?" she said. I couldn't blame her. No way to awake.


    "I was wondering if this twin business really relates to us at all."


    "So you hit me?"


    "I was thinking that maybe this is all an elaborate ruse."


    "Why did you hit me?"


    "Like... what if this is merely some creature's attempt – or my own mind's attempt, there's an idea – to distract me from what's really going on. Caroline, when is the last time we made love?"


    "A couple hours ago."


    "That was the last time we had sex. I mean the last time we made love. The last time we kissed with anything beyond reserved coordination."


    "I don't know what you mean."


    I got out of bed and got dressed.


    "You never told me why you hit me," said Caroline. "You never hit me before tonight."


    "And I'll never hit you again. I promise."


    I drove the car through the slick rain until I got to Dr. Jacoby's house. His lights were off, but that meant nothing. He was a strange, nocturnal sort, hanging from metal beams like a bat late into the early hours of morn. I rang his doorbell. When he didn't answer, I knocked and pounded. Finally I turned the door handle and went inside (he never locked doors).


    It was about twenty degrees colder inside. The walls were an anemic sort of blue.


    "Doc?" I said. I had always called him that. It maintained a casual sense of formality. "You here? It's William."


    From the couch a draped figure arose that had been blended into the evening.


    "Doc!"


    "You knew me how?" he said.


    "This is your house."


    "Let me make you some tea."


    "Please."


    Eventually we got to the heart of the beef of the matter.


    "So you see I think this whole 'twin' phenomenon is just something to distract me, to keep me occupied."


    "To distract you from what?"


    "Caroline. Our marriage is a joke."


    "That would make this one of the most sophisticated distractions I have ever encountered."


    "Are you saying I'm wrong?" I said. "Haven't you seen The Matrix?"


    "I haven't seen a movie since Caddyshack."


    I absorbed the horror of the room. It was like a place where once a thousand kittens had roamed, but now it was full of dust and emptiness. The lack of coordination engineered by Dr. Jacoby's bachelor life had made it suddenly a frightening place to be.


    "I've got to get out of here," I said.


    "The reactionary mind."


    "You don't understand, Doc. I gotta get out of here!"


    "Where would you go? Do you think there is somewhere else?"


    I went for the door. As I felt the handle, I noticed immediately it had the gelatinous viscosity one never anticipates in a door handle. Forcing it open in its misshapen texture, the doorway revealed a brick wall. That was all.


    "You see, William, you can't leave."


    

  


  
    

    


    BRAINWASTER


    


    From out of the blue the pepper shot up my nose and it orgasmed a painful sneeze into the world that rattled my sinuses gloriously.


    "Are you all right?" said Mom.


    "Aren't you supposed to bless him?" said Jake.


    "I'm fine," I said.


    "I bless you," said Jake.


    Mom never liked Jake, and now I didn't either.


    "I have some important legal papers," said Mom, "and I want you and Jake to look them over."


    "We're young, Mom, let us enjoy our youth," I said. But in truth I was almost nine.


    "We're beyond reading and stuff," said Jake, and I wanted to hit him.


    "Nevertheless," said Mom, "look this crap over."


    So we did. We must have sat in that McDonald's five hours looking over that lawyer gobbledygook and I'm not sure I understood a word of it.


    "Can we go home?" said Jake. "My eyes hurt."


    "For once I agree with Jake," I said. "Although I still want to punch him."


    "I don't condone violence," said Mom. "But I'm looking the other direction right now."


    I took the opportunity to pound Jake's arm a few times. Then I whipped out my calculator.


    "By my reckoning we've wasted nearly one hundred thousand seconds imbibing this crap, time we could've used to play video games, pet stray animals, lick lollipops, learn Chinese, bake lasagna, and many other activities far more profitable to the space of the mind than reading this gobbledygook."


    "All right, Sam, you need to settle down," said Mom. "You keep using the word gobbledygook and I'm not even sure what it means. All I know is that every time you use it your nostrils flare and your eyebrows bend in a way I didn't think possible, so I must assume it means something sinister."


    "Let's leave eyebrows out of this," said Jake, who wasn't really listening. I kicked his shin under the table.


    "Look, here's the point," I said. "Wait, what was I saying? Never mind."


    "Paper," said Mom.


    "Oh yeah. Look. Jake and I have looked this crap over and I think it's time we accept that we just don't have the cranial capacity to take it in. Give us something else. A coloring book."


    "No," said Mom. "Because I believe in you boys."


    "Even me?" said Jake.


    "Well, I believe in one of you boys."


    "Oh," said Jake. "Which one?"


    Instead of answering, Mom opened her purse and fished out her container of fish oil tablets. She popped it open and poured a handful into her hand. She shoved them into her whale of a mouth and swallowed them dry style, like they do at the Olympics.


    "I'm really thirsty," said Mom.


    "It's the chemicals here," I said. "The soda, the air, it's everywhere. Drives a kid crazy, especially when he's gotta read all this crap."


    "Which brings me to my final point of these documents," said Mom. "You and Jake are the most important things in the world to me –"


    "We're things?" said Jake.


    "– and I want to express that to you by leaving you all my money. All of it."


    "But aren't we poor?" said Jake. "Wouldn't that be an nigh-empty promise of payment? Are you not in fact deep in debt via mortgage, student loan, credit card, graft et cetera? Are you not a lousy mother after all and shouldn't we go home and leave this paper here with the rest of our garbage?"


    "Hear Mom out, you ungrateful garbage," I said.


    "Yes, hear me out, boys," said Mom. "You have always thought of me as a poor clerk at the local department store who earned her daily bread –"


    "I'm sick of bread," said Jake. "All we eat is bread. Wheat, white, rye, sourdough –"


    "– folding towels and taking lip from belligerent hausfraus. But there's something I've never told you: It was all a lie. The truth is that I'm the queen of a faraway long-forgotten country –"


    "Atlantis?" said Jake.


    "– and I would be killed if they ever caught me."


    "Gosh, why, Mom?" I said. "Didn't your country love their queen?"


    "They sure did," she said. "But love only goes so far before a greedy prime minister uses his wiliness and influence to confuse people and have them turn against that which they love."


    "Are you talking about yourself?" said Jake.


    "Yes, because queens are allowed to do that," said Mom.


    "So if you weren't a queen you wouldn't be able to do that," said Jake.


    "I've had enough of this boy's insolence, your majesty," I said. "I say we hang him."


    "Do something. Something." Mom looked at Jake with disregard.


    "Will doing so make me the sole heir to the nonexistent but pleasant sounding empire you have delineated in my imagination?" I said.


    "Prossibly," said Mom.


    "Then consider it done," I said. "I have no brother."


    "Yes, kill your brother," she said.


    "I just told you, I have no brother," I said.


    I grabbed a broomstick from a passing drone and jabbed it into my brother's Adam's apple. I only had to press a little harder (he had a weak neck) and death would be his reward. But I stopped myself. I couldn't do it.


    "Do it," said Mom. "I command you."


    "I – I can't," I said.


    "Thank God," said Jake, breathing a sigh.


    Jake and I walked out of the restaurant. We left Mom inside with her inheritance papers and a hamburger.


    "All right, I need to know what just happened in there," said Jake.


    "I saved your life," I said. "I remembered reading a few days back in an obscure journal I subscribe to that a rare form of mind-controlling hypnotic bacteria has been propagating at certain McDonald's restaurants coincidentally located in our very neighborhood. When this fact hit me and I examined Mom's suddenly influential behavior and my rapid hatred to you, I knew that something was afoot."


    "Yet you overcame her influence," said Jake.


    "I am special," I said. "I tan easily. I can read a book in under a week. I have all the colors in a box of Crayola crayons memorized alphabetically. I have many abilities."


    "Apparently."


    "Keep in mind, we'll never see Mom again."


    "Oh."


    "Yeah, oh. That's what your little flirtation with stupidity cost us."


    "Wait, what? I've never flirted in my life."


    And instantly that feeling of loathing flared up and I looked about for a sharp object to get my hands on. Anything really. Anything.


    

  


  
    

    


    OTHELLO IN AMERIKA


    


    The criminal underworld of Anaheim, California, was gathered in the locker room at the baseball stadium. There was Smiles Mcgee, Elmer Potatohead, Stewie Lafooie, Kimball Uberstall, Linus Abdul, Stitch Sparrow, Alan Jones, Johnny Limper, Keeeela O'Toole, and Gremlin Doyle.


    "Where's Shank?" said Gremlin.


    Shank Splinter, the leader of the pack, had yet to make an appearance. The door to the locker room opened. A largish man with Shank's frame stood there, but his face was covered with a bandana.


    "Shank?" said Smiles Mcgee.


    "It's me."


    "Why you wearing –"


    "You'll see. We have a problem in town. Have you heard of the famous reporter and world traveler Othello? Not the guy from the Shakespeare play, not that I expect you illiterate lot to understand that cultured highfalutin reference, but just understand that the Othello I speak of is German, smallish, and travels with a Chihuahua. You would never suspect that he is a menace to us. But he is. He's already sabotaged the government of an entire country formerly belonging to the Soviet Union."


    "Which country?" said Elmer Potatohead.


    "I couldn't tell you. The name was long and laborsome on the tongue. I let it go. But understand that Othello, this boy reporter, did it himself, singlehandedly, with only his Chihuahua there to help him."


    "Zoiks," said Keeeela O'Toole.


    "You can say that again," said Shank.


    "Zoiks."


    "Not only that, but this irksome lad of just twenty years went to the Congo and uncovered a white slavery ring. He stopped it, I guess. Or maybe he just reported it and let the officials take over. But he did something. He was involved. He doesn't just sit back and keep quiet. So you can see why I'm concerned. He's in Anaheim right now."


    "Here?" said Stewie Lafooie. "Heck, we can just plug him."


    "Shut up, you," said Shank. "I gives the orders around here, and if you or anyone else has a problem with that then we can take it outside."


    "I'm okay with that," said Stewie. "I was just making a suggestion based on the information at hand."


    "I know that, Stewie. I didn't mean to snap at you. I hope I didn't hurt your feelings."


    "You didn't, boss. Not much."


    "In truth, we've already got Othello. We caught him. We just have to figure out what to do with him."


    


    A few hours earlier a boy reporter and his dog stepped off a Greyhound bus into the midday sun of Anaheim, California. A panhandler sized the lad up and decided he wasn't worth the trouble of making words.


    "We're here, Cracker!" said Othello. "Just think! Anaheim! Home of Mickey Mouse and all he stands for."


    Cracker the Chihuahua barked. Through years of brain serums the dog's brain had engorged to fill entire apartment blocks of his tiny body, so that not only could the dog understand Othello, but he could also speak back. He did so in barks, and Othello had attuned his ear to comprehend the slightest variation in those barks. Othello was Cracker's lone interpreter.


    "I say, old sport," barked Cracker, "I can't wait to get to Disneyland and see Goofy, my friend and yours, the lone member of the dog race to achieve bipedalism and fluency in the English tongue."


    "But it's not all fun and games," said Othello. "We're here to report on the commercialism convention in the lobby of the Disneyland Hotel."


    "Thank you for that deft piece of exposition," said Cracker, "but all I really want to do now is defecate in a bush. After eight hours on a bus, can you blame me?"


    "I can't," said Othello, who couldn't blame Cracker, who could never blame Cracker, and in fact, needed to find something like a bush himself.


    


    A few hours later, Othello lay on a floaty rubber raft in the rat-shaped swimming pool of the Disneyland Hotel. He wore a newly purchased pair of shorts plastered with cartoon images that he'd been compelled to acquire in the hotel lobby. He had the pool largely to himself – most of the tourists were at the amusement park. Cracker lay on the nearby grass chewing a persistent flea out of his paw.


    "This the life, eh, Cracker?"


    "Indeed," cracker barked.


    In the water next to Othello the surface rippled to life and a sleek woman's upper half emerged. She had on a swimming cap, but even without seeing her hair Othello knew she was a beaut. Even if she removed her cap and revealed a bald scalp procured through chemotherapy or choice, she would still be a beaut.


    "Oh, hello," said Othello.


    "Hi." She smiled pearly teeth at him. "Aren't you Othello, the boy reporter?"


    "Who, me?" said Othello. He closed the issue of Time magazine he was reading that featured him on the cover. "Yes, I suppose."


    "You're so modest," stroking his leg, "I'd love to hear more about your exciting adventures in foreign lands."


    "And the moon," said Othello. "I've been to the moon too."


    "Oh yes."


    She had pushed his raft to the side of the pool. They regained land. Cracker looked them over and decided he didn't like the woman.


    "Don't trust her, Othello," Cracker barked.


    "Oh, shut up, Cracker, she's just a fan. I'm gonna go show her my trophy collection."


    "You travel with your trophy collection?" she said. "Ooh, I'll be so impressed."


    "It's worth it for moments like this," said Othello. "What did you say your name was?"


    "Cleo."


    


    After describing his trophy collection for several hours, Othello had reaffirmed his faith in himself, which wasn't very shaky to begin with. Cleo had fallen asleep. There was a knock on the door, but she didn't stir. Othello answered it.


    "Yes?"


    Two large thugs in suits pushed their way in and conked him over the head. He passed into blackness.


    When he awoke he was tied to a chair and his head was undulating waves of pain. People were talking.


    "You were supposed to drug him," said one of the thugs.


    "He tricked me," said Cleo. "He talked about trophies. It was a drag. I thought we were going to have sex."


    Sex? Othello thought in his bruised brain. So that's what she'd been after.


    "It doesn't matter now," said a thug. "I'll call Shank and he can tell us how to dispose of him."


    Dispose? As in garbage? As in incineration and fiery or forceful death in a garbage dump? That was one adventure Othello wasn't looking forward to. But his hands and legs were tied. Some kind of tape over his mouth. Couldn't cry out. Damn. And he hadn't even gotten to ride the roller coaster through the Matterhorn.


    


    "So you see, boys," said Shank Splinter, "we've got Othello in our hands. The question is: what now?"


    "I don't see why we don't just rub him out," said Linus Abdul.


    "Which is why I'm the brains of this outfit," said Shank. "Othello's not your ordinary mug. We kill him and we have half the police force of the Western world on our hands."


    "Only half?" said Linus.


    "Only half. But that's enough. No, we don't kill him. That's out. I have a better suggestion. I think we should bring him over to our side."


    "Turn Othello? It's never work, boss. He's pure as soap."


    "You would think. But every man had his price. And we've got his dog."


    Shank snapped his fingers and Cleo Majestico came into the room carrying Cracker. The Chihuahua was struggling and finally bit into Cleo's breast. She screamed and dropped the dog.


    "Hey, no women are allowed in this locker room," said Johnny Limper.


    Shank Splinter took a gun out of coat and sent a bullet through Johnny's brain. Then he fired at Cracker. The bullet went into the dog's butt. Because of the cavernous quality of Cracker's cephalic structure, this bullet also managed to cut through brain. The dog wouldn't die right away.


    "How could you? Why?" barked Cracker.


    "Why'd you kill the dog, boss?" said Gremlin Doyle. "I thought he was our card."


    "It's not worth it," said Shank. "We can never win Othello over. You boys are right. He's too pure."


    "So...?"


    "Say, why you wearing that bandana, boss?" said Stitch Sparrow.


    "I threw chemicals on my face to disguise myself. I realized afterward that it made me ugly. You would laugh at my face."


    "We promise we won't laugh, boss."


    "All right. I shall remove the bandana."


    Cracker continued to bark, losing blood. "Fuck you, bandana face! Fuck you!"


    Shank lowered the bandana. The members of his gang were without words. "Shank" raised two guns and opened fire. Cleo Majestico was at his side and also fired at the gang. Bloodbath.


    When it was over, when it was quiet, the dog looked up at his master, Othello's face revealed behind the bandana. "Why'd you do it, Othello? Why'd you shoot me?"


    Othello threw the bandana away. "I had to win their trust, Cracker. I thought we could put them away for life. Shooting you seemed the easiest way to do that."


    "But now he will die," said Cleo, licking Othello's cheek lustily.


    "Perhaps," said Othello. "We'll get him to an animal hospital. We'll pay them money. We'll pray to God."


    "O-okay," said Cracker.


    "You were the real wild card in this," said Othello to Cleo. "You're beautiful and sexy, and women like that usually can't be trusted."


    "What can I say?" said Cleo. "You treat me better than Shank ever did."


    "Speaking of Shank, he's still in the car trunk. We better get him to the cops."


    "But first the dog hospital," said Cleo.


    "Oh, right," said Othello. He rubbed Cracker's shoulder. Cold. "Wait – never mind. He's dead."


    Othello made the sign of the cross and closed the dog's eyes.


    "Don't cry," said Cleo.


    "We've had so many adventures together. And I thought he would pull through."


    "You were the one who shot him."


    "I thought it would be smart and meaningful. I thought he would survive and we would laugh about it when we were old. I'm just a young man, but sometimes I get confused. It's these pills I'm on."


    "You need them."


    "That's what my doctor tells me."


    "Maybe you should change doctors."


    "How can I know? Like I said, I'm confused."


    Cleo patted his head and yawned. "I don't think I'm attracted to you anymore."


    "Wh..."


    After she had left, Othello pet the dead dog on the ground and cried until he could cry no more.


    

  


  
    

    


    FIFTEEN SECONDS OF FAME


    


    Issaqua was home alone. His mother was elsewhere with her boyfriend. Issaqua was watching Adult Swim. It was eleven o'clock.


    Suddenly he heard something that came from somewhere else, not the TV. A faint scratching. A faint, faint rub of fingernails on glass. Some new victory in sound.


    Issaqua turned and looked. At the glass was a ghost-white face, thin and sallow, staring in and reflecting the pale light of the television.


    "Aaaah!" said Issaqua.


    The face frowned and pried at the window. Issaqua continued to scream.


    The glass shattered and bits flew toward Issaqua.


    In came the white man, shirtless, shoeless, wearing only a sky blue pair of sweat pants. "Shut your mouth face," said the man. His gigantic lumbering albino flesh came on. It was a hideous coat hanger hanging over his head, this arched bow of a man.


    The white hook of an arm raised and reached for Issaqua's neck. Now Issaqua would never learn how that TV show ended.


    From the driveway a car sound could be heard. Issaqua and the man heard it in the same instant. The man reached again for Issaqua's neck, but now voice could be heard. People, oppressors of crime.


    The man grunted, looked foully at Issaqua, then lumbered back to the window and crawled through, grunting. "Hurrrrrmm."


    Issaqua sat frozen.


    Finally the front door opened and his mother and a man sauntered in, wobbling on their toes, wavering. Issaqua looked back at the TV screen. His mother barely paid him a glance and didn't seem to notice the shattered glass. Her boyfriend led his mother by the hand to her bedroom. Issaqua licked his lips. They were so dry. He looked at the TV screen. He had missed the show's conclusion in his distraction.


    


    Issaqua slept on the couch as usual but was colder because of the smashed window. He dreamt fitfully of tall man reaching for his neck and his stifled scream. His voice would not come and the man's hand never quite arrived, which seemed worse than anything. If it had seized him… fine… but to never arrive… there was the horror.


    In the morning he heard his mom's boyfriend go into the kitchen and drink water. The man came to the living room and saw the broken glass. He shook his head and looked at Issaqua, then smiled, and left.


    An hour later when Issaqua was watching the morning cartoons his mother emerged with mussed hair and ratty makeup stains across her cheeks. She looked horrible.


    "What the hell, Iss? What the hell happened here?"


    Issaqua shook his head.


    "Well?"


    He tried to find the words but could only muster one: "Intruder."


    His mother phoned the police.


    They came and interviewed him and then spoke with his mother.


    "Ma'am, we have reason to believe this is the man who has kidnapped, sodomized, and murdered nearly a dozen children in the past three years. This is the first time we have a living witness. Your boy is very lucky. His description matches the grainy footage we have of the man from a security camera. It sure sounds like him. Yes, he's very lucky. I'd get that window fixed."


    A few hours after the police came, a van pulled up in front with the local TV station logo plastered around its exterior. Issaqua and his mother watched as a man in a suit and another man with a camera emerged and came to the front door and knocked.


    "Hello, ma'am, my name is Peter Filk from KNBT News and we'd like to interview your boy."


    "How much will you pay?"


    "Pay? We thought we might do it for free. As a service to the local community, warning the other children—"


    "I think you should pay us."


    "I'll give you twenty dollars."


    "Forty," said Issaqua's mom.


    "Okay," said Peter Filk.


    They set up the equipment in the living room and tried to make Issaqua comfortable. He wasn't quite sure what was going on. Why was everyone so interested in talking to him? What had happened?


    "Okay, we're rolling," said Peter Filk. "Now, Issaqua – that's a funny name – Issaqua – no, I'd better cut that out. Don't want anyone on my back. Start again, Joe."


    "Okay, go ahead," said the cameraman.


    "Okay. Now, Issaqua, can you tell us what happened on that fateful evening last night?"


    Issaqua sat in silence.


    "It's okay, Issy," said his mother. "You can talk to the man."


    "Yes, son. I'm only here to help. I want to know what happened. You were home alone, correct?"


    "Not home alone," said his mother. "There was a babysitter! She just… stepped out for a while."


    "Right," said Peter Filk. "But you were alone at the time of the… intruder."


    "Intruder," said Issaqua.


    "Yes? So there was an intruder? When did you notice him?"


    Suddenly it all came out. Like electricity, Issaqua exploded with verbiage in a way that his mother had never seen him do before.


    "Intruder! He came in! He was at the window! He come in and scratched through the window! He came in. I don't know what he want but he come in! He came to me all white and ghosty. He all big and white and ghosty and I think he gonna kill me. I don't know what he want but he reachin' out to kill me, gonna get me!"


    Issaqua stopped. He blushed.


    "It's okay," said Peter Filk. "And he wanted to get you, as you say. I see. And is there anything else you can tell us?"


    Issaqua shook his head, shy once again.


    Peter smiled. "Well, I think we have enough. If we could just talk with you alone for a while, ma'am, and then do some shots around the house and of the window, that would be great."


    "Of course," said Issaqua's mother.


    


    When they had left, his mother gave him ice cream and told him he had done a great job. The man told him they would run the footage on the eleven o'clock news and his mother let him stay up late to see it. It aired just as he had been told, and it was so strange to see himself on film when he was here, right here.


    


    The next day at school the teacher singled him out and made him go to the front of the class and relate the incident once again. She laughed and asked Issaqua why he wasn't as talkative as he had been on the news last night. The other students didn't know what the teacher was talking about but they laughed anyway and Issaqua turned purple and ran out of the class, all the way home, and ate the rest of the ice cream and went on the internet.


    In his email were several messages, and some linked to a YouTube clip of his performance on the evening news the night before. He watched it again with growing horror, and noticed that it had already received over 10,000 views.


    


    His mother tried to sooth him. "It's okay," she said. "I understand."


    Issaqua kept an eye on the YouTube clip and by evening it had over 100,000 views.


    "I can't go to school tomorrow, Mom."


    "Oh, don't be silly."


    And he pretended to go to school in the morning but instead stayed home and searched YouTube for more of the footage. Already parodies and songs were emerging. The song, "Pedo Boy" had received nearly a million hits.


    He showed his mom when she came home with her boyfriend and he said that they should get a lawyer and see about royalties on the song. They couldn't just use his words like that.


    So a lawyer came to their house to discuss.


    "So you're the famous Pedo Boy," said the man, grinning at Issaqua. "Intruder! Ha ha, my kids love that."


    "You're not to use language like that around my boy," said his mother.


    "Right, excuse me, ma'am."


    They discussed the case for several hours and finally resolved that the lawyer would contact the songwriters of the most popular video and see about royalties.


    The next day more news people arrived. His mother turned them away.


    The lawyer returned that evening and told them what was going on. He also brought a check for over $10,000 dollars from the royalties.


    "$10,000," said Issaqua. "That's a lot of money. We're rich, mom!"


    


    Issaqua dropped out of school. His mom's boyfriend helped them build Issaqua's website, internet TV show, and Q&A sessions. Issaqua didn't understand where or why it had all happened, but it seemed all right.


    One night as he lay in bed, he heard something. Scratching. He looked to the window and there it was. That pale, ghostly face, staring in, but different.


    It scratched some more, then said, "Intruder! I come in! Ha ha ha ha!"


    Then the person ran off. Issaqua looked after him as he went away and saw that it was just a man with a mask. It was a different person altogether.


    This was his life now.


    

  


  
    

    


    FIELDS OF STAR CORN


    


    I am terribly afraid of finishing this book. I read the blurb on the back before beginning:


    From the author of Corn Huskers comes a new horror novel that promises to frighten you out of your pants (i.e. in ways you had never thought possible). If you're a male, you will feel fear in the hair of your testicles. If you're a female, you will feel fear in your female places.


    Anthony Plaine was a normal mail carrier in Iowa until one day he was assigned a new route in the 'heartland.' He would have 4000 fewer mail deliveries per diem, but he would now be driving nearly 300 miles each day! But that isn't the horror of this gripping tale. As Anthony (and you, the reader, as you accompany Anthony) explores his new mail route you will meet an assortment of oddball characters and wily critters, all pointing in the direction of... MYSTERY! By the time this novel ends you will have discovered the strange secret behind the happenings in Anthony's life, and what it means for all mankind!


    The book itself wasn't that frightening. The characters were kind of generic and the narrator an insipid twit. But I was so curious to learn the secret that might threaten all mankind that I had to keep reading. What effect might learning the secret have on my life (specifically my personal life – mainly love life and money life)? Who could say? Would it be to my benefit or my detriment? The success of my existence might hinge on the information possibly not revealed till the last page of the book. So as I neared the conclusion I slowed my pace more and more till I only read a page a day, then a paragraph a day, then a word a day, and finally only a letter a day, so that the meaning of the story dissolved to only be understood by a lower realm of my mind capable of collating all the letters introduced piecemeal over a generation of days, but meaningless to my conscious mind.


    Many years passed as I parsed out the letters one by one, and I recall the moment when I finished the text, sitting in the library of my mansion surrounded by books I had never read because I wanted to complete this essential text first and ponder its significance. I had amassed a mass of books over the years based only on their titles, their beautiful titles, and I would pace the shelves of books allowing myself to read the titles but never daring to venture inside those pages, my imagination doling out stories based merely on the inflection of those accursed titles.


    And when I came to the last page, the last letter of Mail Route, I couldn't help but feel a cultural insignificance, an emptiness that I may have wasted my reading life by neglecting other texts, neglecting even this book itself by deconstructing it as I had done, for I felt no different, looked no different.


    This feeling passed as I realized that the effect of this "secret" would only be digested at my lowest levels and I should carry on with my life as usual, engage in work and play, and know that it had taken effect. The details would be left to my inner brain and God.


    And so it was that I went to the local science fiction convention, allowing myself finally to read other books and see what changes had taken place in the genre. I remember that convention clearly. The star was Michael Nobb, author of Fields of Star Corn, a book I had never read but glanced at many times on my bookshelf and wondered what its contents might be. My proposed scenario for the book was this:


    A race of beings is in decline. Their energy supply is twinkling down. Suddenly an obscure old scientist shunned by his community offers a solution. The stars of their galaxy might be forced into another dimension where they are made to "breed" in a way never thought possible in our own universe. This scientist is initially praised for his genius, but then the stars begin to breed out of control. They return to our universe flooding it with light, killing us all and turning the entire universe into endless light and bloody death.


    Listening to Michael Nobb answer questions about his book, I realized that he had taken a completely different angle with his book. I hated him for this. He had subverted all meaning from my system, and he would be made to pay. I made a commitment to myself: If Michael Nobb didn't release an alternate version of Fields of Star Corn by the next sci-fi convention in the tri-state area – a version more in line with my vision – then he would meet death at my hands.


    I didn't want to do this, but I needed some direction in my life and this seemed the only avenue for expressing my rage.


    Months passed and I fell into a deep funk. Initially I allowed Michael Nobb to carry on his affairs as usual, but as time rolled on I felt a moral responsibility to at least suggest a revision to Fields of Star Corn more in line with my ideas, to save him from an untimely death. I wrote him letters. Three or four hundred, if I recall correctly. I stopped counting, and the arrogant cuss never once graced me with a reply – unless the postal system failed in its duty – and I grew a bit bitter and felt that he might actually deserve to die.


    When the next convention rolled around and I had gathered a year's more wrinkles and grays, I looked over the guest list. Michael Nobb, initially slated to appear, bowed out at the last minute due to "pneumonia" (clearly a euphemism for cowardice).


    Rather than pursue him further, I decided to grant mercy and let him live. I would take my energy elsewhere. More important projects etc.


    

  


  
    

    


    BLACK SUN


    


    As they walked through the Sahara with its bleary mask smeared across the sky, their mouths sealed shut to prevent any more water from evaporating, their paces dragged out of the lingering fat attached to their bony frames, he and her, they began to unwind, descend, and crumble into an asymmetrical dune. They fell together as one, each one supporting the other so that the slightest deviation in their equilibrium led to their collapse, like a rickety old building.


    They landed side by side, holding the other's hand, and staring up into the sky. It was an ocean of blue, a bag that covered their face except for the brightest object in their universe, a force so powerful that if fed an entire planet. Its heat and light gave them life. It was killing them.


    And there it was: black.


    The sun had turned black. They stared into it. It had taken on its inverse and from it they could not turn away.


    The black sun.


    


    He had been born many years before, in 1942. His mother had slept with the mail carrier while her husband was away at war. She had fretted about how to tell her husband she was pregnant, since the math clearly did not align with his time with her. But then he died and it was no longer an issue.


    The boy grew up fatherless except for the many "boyfriends" who came to see his mother, new ones all the time. He heard sounds that scared him. It was only later when he began to read the macabre tales of H.P. Lovecraft that he realized his mother and her boyfriends were making arcane sacrifices to arcane Elder Gods. Lovecraft told of how these beings slid into our dimension preternaturally to feast on human souls in a manner that we would never truly comprehend. The screams of his mother and these men was clearly their sacrificial moans.


    As he grew older, he knew he had to get away from the malignant influence of these beings, and when he was twelve he did just that, hopping on a train that went to faraway New York. Along the way he met strange men who seemed different from other people. They didn’t have jobs and lived to drink and sing and be merry around campfires. They smelled bad, but so did the boy after a while.


    When he came to New York he found a restaurant that served spaghetti, which he had always loved, and he asked them for some. They told him to go away. He asked again and they told him he would have to work for it. He began to wash dishes. At the end of the day they gave him some money. Not much, but some. The woman behind the counter asked him where he lived.


    "I don’t live anywhere," he said.


    "What do you mean?" she said.


    "I just got here and don't know anyone. I don't live anywhere."


    "Well, you can stay at my house tonight."


    She was pretty, so he said yes.


    Her name was Angie. She lived with her brothers and they frowned when they saw the boy come home with her.


    "Who's this runt?" one of them said.


    "He's staying tonight," said Angie.


    "Oh yeah?"


    "Yeah," she said, glaring and looking him in the eye.


    "All right, all right. He can use the couch."


    The boy slept on the couch and in the morning Angie was the first thing he saw. She was over the stove making coffee. She was beautiful, like a heavenly vision, an angel.


    "How old are you?" she asked him, seeing he was awake.


    "How old are you?" he said.


    She laughed. "You're quite blunt, aren't you?"


    "I'm fourteen," he lied.


    "I'm twenty," she said.


    "Gosh," he said.


    He went with her to work again and washed dishes all day, getting meals whenever he hungered and some spare change at the end of the day. He gave some to Angie, who refused, but he insisted for letting him stay at her house.


    "It's all right, really," she said. "It's good to have you around. My brothers like you too."


    "They do?" He couldn't believe that.


    "Well, they will, once they get to know you."


    That night they all went bowling and had a wonderful time. The two brothers drank a lot of alcohol. On the way back to their apartment they spliced through a red light and a large truck hit the car from the side. From the backseat the boy and Angie felt the car spin and blood splatter across the car's interior before it all went black.


    


    The boy finally awoke with a parched throat and his body felt constricted like in a strait jacket for lunatics. A woman in white looked down through his blurred haze and said, "Take it easy there, young fellow. Doctor, he's coming around."


    A man came and looked at him. "Hi, boy. You're lucky. Damned lucky. Not like those other guys in the car."


    He tried to move his lips and ask, ask, but they wouldn't.


    "I'm sorry, boy. They're dead. Had enough liquor in 'em to put down a legion. Idiots."


    He moaned, not for the brothers, but for Angie, the only friend he had.


    "The girl's all right though," said the doctor. "You two in back were protected and didn't take the brunt of the force."


    The boy moaned again at the doctor's brazen stupidity in leading him to believe Angie was dead.


    


    They were released from the hospital after a week and returned to the apartment. They each had bruises and were a little sore, but overall were back in fit shape. They returned to work at the diner the next day.


    They didn't speak of the brothers or their situation or what the future might be like. They simply went on like that, for months, until they had a familiarity with their routine and an introverted togetherness that united them in nearly all activities.


    Finally, a few years after being together and growing to know the other's quirks and habits, they returned home from a monster movie one evening and she asked him if he wanted some wine. He had never really tried alcohol since traveling with the hobos, and hadn't enjoyed it then, but something about drinking it with her appealed to him.


    They drank deep into the bottle with a jazz record playing in the background. They had nothing to say, knowing each other too well, and simply ate into time with the music flowing through them.


    Then she kissed him. Or he kissed her. Something happened, mysteriously and in defiance of reason and plausibility and convention. He was almost a man and she was fully a woman and it was enough and they kissed and melted into each other with a fluidity that surpassed poetry and somehow he found himself pulled deeper and deeper into her, and she began to smother him and pull him away from the couch where he had always slept and pull him into the bedroom, where they fumbled like the children they were and undressed and were upon each other and as they began to moan and taste genuine freedom from society's clutches he remembered the sounds he heard as a boy and the words of H.P. Lovecraft and he realized he was a fool and that his mother was simply a whore.


    


    In the morning they went to work as usual, but could barely look into the other's eyes. Every dish he scrubbed was like magic, and work was no work at all. It was merely anticipation of the night and the connection he hoped would come again, with or without wine.


    And it did come, and they went on that way, for years and years. Richard, the boy, and Angie collected money, talking of a house and children someday in the future, always in the future, but always coming closer.


    One day as they walked home from the diner a man with dark glasses handed them a pamphlet for a vacation in the desert. "Sahara," it said.


    "That sounds fun," said Richard, now a man. "How much?"


    "Only one thousand dollars per person," said the shady looking man.


    "That's expensive," said Angie. "Come on, Rich."


    "No," said Richard. "We have just that much."


    "But we're saving for a house."


    "I've always wanted to visit the desert," said Richard.


    


    So they took a plane to Algeria and arrived in the desert and rented camels to go deep, deep into the Sahara. After a few hours they were lost. They decided to eat the camel to survive. Then they started to dehydrate and starve like at the beginning of this story because that was them you just didn't know it at the time because you didn't really know their story.


    And as they stared into the black sun they remembered their days working in the diner and how they had planned to buy a house and raise children. But thanks to his selfish desire to see the stupid desert they died staring into the light of the black sun.


    

  


  
    

    


    INVERSE


    


    I was at the bar and who should walk in but Humphrey Bogart.


    He didn't look like he did in films. I don't mean to say he didn't look like Bogey, sure he did, but his expression just didn't look like in the movies. Like up there with that smooth cool way and that knowing look in his eyes that said, "I know, I know."


    This guy looked more like a kid in a man's body, and he approached the bar with far too much eagerness.


    "Vodka straight on the rocks," he said, which didn't seem like the type of drink he needed. In fact, he seemed like he'd already put a few away before he'd pulled in there. I hoped he wasn't driving.


    "You're –" the bartender started to speak, but Bogart cut in.


    "Yeah, yeah, save it. Just give me a napkin and I'll sign it and we'll call it even for the bill."


    And I thought it might have been more high class to wait for the suggestion from the bartender or another patron (not me, not for that slob, however much I liked The Maltese Falcon) who might want to buy a drink for the big guy. But to cut in with that talk before the glass was even in front of him – that was just crass.


    "S-sure," the bartender said. "Sure, Mr. Bogart."


    Bogart looked at me and give a nervous monkey smirk and then cruised his eyes over the rest of the bar, and something caught 'em. It was those Chinese woman down at the end in a booth, minding their own business. I saw him zoning in on them, and when he got his drink he left the stool and made his way over to their table. I could hear what he was saying… that brazen abrasive loudness that vibrated through the late afternoon.


    "Ladies, please allow me to introduce myself. I am big time famous American movie star Humphrey Bogart. You savvy?"


    They looked him over, obviously knowing his name and face, but unused to such intrusions.


    "Sir?" said the younger one, who seemed barely old enough to be in a bar.


    "Sir Humphrey," he said. "But just call me Hump. And don't you want to know why."


    "Sir?"


    "Oh, cut it out with that sir garbage. I'm sitting down."


    He sat and sidled up to that young one who he was clearly targeting.


    "Say, what's your name?" he said. "We all know mine."


    "I am Lulu," said the girl.


    "Pleased to meet you, Lulu. Say… you look familiar. Have you ever been in movies yourself?"


    The girl laughed, taken aback. "Oh, no Mr. Hump. I just visit here for being student. I see you in movies too."


    "Well, that's just fine. Welcome to America. Say! Have you ever seen the back of this place?"


    "The back?" she said.


    "Sure! They have a jukebox back here in the hall. Come along, I'll show you."


    Before she could say yes or no he pulled her by the hand and left the other, more homely woman behind.


    The only thing I remembered being back down that hall were the restrooms. When they had gone down there I heard the door open and then nothing for a while. I decided to go have a look and see what was up.


    The hall was empty so I went in the john and could hear voices from a stall. They hadn't heard me enter.


    "Please, Mr. Hump. Do not ask me to be here. I want to be returned to my friend."


    "It's all right, sugar. You just do as I say and you'll be in the movies too. Big time famous!"


    "Oh please, I just want to go."


    "It's all right, this'll just take a minute."


    I coughed loudly.


    "Goddamnit," I heard Bogart say.


    The stall door opened and Bogart came out and looked around, saw me, and gave me the stinkeye.


    "Welcome to the men's room," he said, stomping out. A few seconds later the girl emerged, her hair slightly mussed, and she left as well. I took a leak and washed my hands.


    Back in the bar Bogart was nowhere to be seen. I paid my bill (unlike Bogey) and went to the parking lot. I saw him get into a beat up car that looked like a stunt double from one of his old gangster films.


    I got in my Chevy and tailed him, easily keeping pace with his rusty bucket. I thought he'd be going to Beverly Hills or somewhere like that, but he drove in a different direction and ended up in Glendale at a boring apartment complex. What was Bogart doing there? Why was he driving this ratty car? And why had he acted that way in the bar?


    Instead of going to his apartment and asking him, I decided to put on my Sam Spade shoes and go to the rental office. I rang the bell and an old woman answered the door.


    "I'm looking for an apartment," I said.


    "Oh, we've one available. Just give me a moment to find the key and I'll show you around."


    She led me to an apartment not too far down the balcony from Bogart's and I feigned interest until I could get to the real questions.


    "And I'll have a covered parking spot?"


    "Oh yes. One."


    "Say… this may sound strange, but I could have sworn as I was pulling in here that I saw – don't laugh at me – Humphrey Bogart! I know, ridiculous! I must make an appointment to get my eyes checked."


    "Oh, that's Mr. Blake."


    "Mr. Blake? You mean it wasn't Humphrey Bogart?"


    "No, Mr. Blake bears an uncanny resemblance to that great actor. But no, he's simply Mr. Blake."


    "Is he an actor as well?"


    "Oh no. He worked for a while as a children's magician, I believe, and now… I think he mainly collects unemployment. But he usually pays the rent on time."


    "I see."


    "Well, does that make you more or less interested in the apartment? I can get you an application."


    "Sure, sure. I'll take it home and chew it over with the wife."


    "Take your time."


    Back in my car I lingered a while. Mr. Blake's beat up Ford was where he had left it, and I just watched, waited. Finally, after another hour he emerged in a gaudy suit and got in his bucket and let the tank roll. I was after him for a while until he pulled down a narrow alley. It looked kind of dodgy but I followed.


    About halfway down it he got out of the car and ran back to mine. I was too tightly wedged to make a clean reverse, so I waited and tried to stay calm.


    "So it's you, bathroom boy."


    "Hello, Bogey. Or should I say… Mr. Blake?"


    "Someone's been poking his nose where it don't belong. And let's get this straight right now: I don't like to be tailed. You got something to say, you say it now. Otherwise get out of here. And I catch you following me again you'll get a lot more than a talking to."


    "All right, Blake. I'm going. I just thought you'd like to see. You know, that just because you look like him doesn't mean you are. You're just a speck on the windshield, near as I can tell."


    "Yeah, you and your mother. Beat it."


    I let it go at that and pulled out, drove away and got a burger. While I ate, I got to wondering why a guy like that went and did the things he did. He could make a million bucks as an extra to Bogart if he really went for it. I'd never seen such a perfect shoe-in for Bogey.


    I decided to try and prevent any more Chinese girls being taken advantage of in the men's room at Louie's and wrote a short but accurate letter to Bogart's studio, care of his agent. I didn't know the agent's name, but I just addressed it as "Humphrey Bogart's Agent" and hoped it would get through. I told them about Mr. Blake and how he resembled Bogey like a mirror, and that if that could ever be used in Hollywood they should eat it up.


    A month went by and nothing, so I put it out of my mind and hoped I'd never see Blake haunting Louie's with his drunk on again. But then one day I got this letter.


    


    August 5, 1944


    


    Dear Mr. Saxton,


    Thank you for your letter concerning a lookalike for Mr. Bogart. We are actually quite aware of this man, both myself and Mr. Bogart. However, due to personal reasons, Mr. Bogart has no desire to work with or be associated with Mr. Blake now or at any time in the future. Mr. Blake is well aware of this. Good day.


    


    And that was that. Whatever connection between Blake and Bogart that might have been, it was no good. Bogart himself apparently said so.


    And I was left with a pile full of mystery for my trouble.


    

  


  
    

    


    THE PERFUMIST


    


    My coach pulled up to the viscount's residence, and I was relieved to find him not at home, as I had anticipated. I was admitted to the library and awaited the viscountess. She came in after fifteen minutes of browsing through her expansive collection of Dumas, and I kissed her hand.


    "Madam, it is always a pleasure to see you. Always."


    "I see, monsieur, and it is good to see you as well. But I confess that this visit comes as something of a surprise. I have no need for perfumes at present. Your previous bottles are still flowing with abundance."


    "Wonderful, wonderful to hear it. And that is as it should be. My wares are always a bargain, even for one as wealthfully endowed as you and your esteemed husband. I do, however, have many new scents that would no doubt interest a woman of your taste and splendor, but I confess that that is not the reason that draws me here today. No, madam, we have some unaccounted business to discuss."


    "Our account, you mean? Do you say that there's an amount due that we have yet to tally?"


    "Something of that nature, madam. A very discreet issue. You see… well, how can I put this? When I was last here in September – do you recall, madam? – I sold you several of our newest, finest perfumes. I'm sure you recall."


    "Yes, and I was under the impression that they had been fully paid for."


    "They had. They were. They are. That is not the accounting I speak of."


    "What then?"


    "Well, madam, this concerns my departure. We were in this very room when we completed the transaction, and I remember bidding you adieu. You said goodbye and were about to call a servant to guide me to my exit, when I told you that there was no need, I recalled the way, and that I would find my own way out. I must confess, however, that I did not make so quick an exit as I had planned. And I sincerely confess that I had no plans to go anywhere but back to my coach and straight away to my shop in the village. It was as I left, you see, that my sidetracking began. I was walking down your hall, when I heard the voice that I ineluctably knew as that of your husband. That ringing baritone was suppressed, but even in its faintest concordance it carried a loudness that I could make out. The words entered my ears with no effort on my part and the words I heard slowed my feet to a halt. What I heard, madam, was most incendiary. Need I repeat those words? Very well, they concerned our present government and certain positions of power most high. Your husband spoke not with the glibness of most men in his position, but with the fiery tones of a rebel. I listened on, and he spoke of an assassination attempt against F—–— and I could only gape with amazement. I rushed down the stairs and made my exit with much haste, holding onto those words I heard and not daring to believe them.


    "I suppose you know the rest. It was not a hair's length after that last visit of mine to your house that the events we both know transpired. Yes, Monsieur F—–— was murdered with such bloody deliberation in his own bed, in his own home. At first my mind saw the headline and I pushed it away, not daring to connect the dots with what I knew. Surely not your husband… involved… such heinous activities… no, not he. But I knew what I had heard and could only turn away for so long. And when a reward was offered by the government for any information leading to the arrest of individuals involved with this affair – well, what would you have of me, madam? I am a working man with a family to support. I am a man."


    "So you have gone to the police?" said the viscountess.


    "I have not, madam. Not yet."


    "I see. So it is blackmail. And what is your price? And before you name it and have my decision, understand that there is no proof but your ugly word that will connect my husband to this affair, and should I choose to pay it off and get you out of the way it will be at my own bidding and my husband shall never hear of it. And understand that I have the full ability of discovering what the police will pay for this information you supposedly have, so do not go naming exorbitant amounts and expect me to comply."


    "Madam, I think you do me an injustice in your suppositions. I am only after the fair token of my complicity in this strange affair. I only ask for the fee that will hold me in place and keep me from losing my sanity and preserving my friends and customers. It is simply the fact that I have dangling over my head ever ready a large sum for a small piece of information. I would rather hold it fast if the price is right via you, madam, but if it is not then I will have no choice but to deliver it to the government. They would only be too glad to begin a full investigation of your husband and his affairs."


    "Save your rhetoric. Your price! What is your price?"


    "Madam, the government has offered me money. I turn first to you, however, because I want something here that money will not deliver."


    "Such as? If you seek position then you are mistaken. That is my husband's affair. I could not offer you position without alerting him to your knowledge, and he would not allow you to leave this place alive if he knew what it is you have heard."


    "It is not position. Your husband will not be involved. You have all I am after."


    "And that is?"


    "What only a woman may give."


    "I do not understand you. Speak plainly."


    "I wish you to give yourself to me, madam. Your body."


    "Sir! You take great liberties!"


    "I am a desperate man. I need that money, but I came to you because of your consideration and kindness and patronage in the past. But money is what I need, and the only thing keeping me from the government's charity is my desire for you, madam."


    "Never! I am a married woman."


    "Please, madam. Even we in the village know of your dalliances."


    "What? You shall pay for that remark."


    "Madam."


    "Rogue!"


    "Madam, you may stop this farce. We both know. Let us continue with our negotiations, yes?"


    "It is ridiculous. It shall never happen."


    "That is your final answer? Then we have nothing to discuss, I suppose. Farewell."


    "Wait. Will you not take money? I can not fulfill your gross request, but I can offer you money. A fair reward to keep you at bay."


    "Money is better elsewhere. Your money carries a price – that your husband will discover my knowledge and your treachery and punish us both. That is too high a price for money. For your fulfillment of my pleasure, however... that I am willing to risk."


    "I see."


    She considered my request for some time, bidding me to stay, which I did. Finally she said, "Sir, very well. You shall have me once."


    "That is fair, madam."


    "Will now suit the purpose? My husband shall not return for several hours."


    "Now is perfect."


    "Good. You must recognize though that some caution is required in this matter. Though my husband is away, the servants are about, and they must not know what takes place between us."


    "Of course. I am the soul of discretion."


    "Yes, you have shown that much by coming here today. But the walls have eyes and ears."


    "What do you suggest?"


    "There is a cellar below the house. I have used it before. You will meet me there."


    She drew a small map and gave it to me.


    "Go now and wait," she said.


    "Very well. I shall be waiting."


    I followed this map of hers and descended the stairs and passed through a kitchen and a large pantry, until I came to a door she spoke of. I unbolted the door and it swung heavily as I pushed it aside. It was dark below, and the darkness did not appeal to me. I found a candle and lit it, and took it down with me, gently closing the door behind me.


    There I waited for a time that seemed interminable. My lust grew with each passing second, and I envisioned all that I would do to penetrate this saucy woman.


    Finally I heard sounds from above. I looked at the door, waiting for her perfect hourglass shape to descend and fall into my arms.


    The door remained closed. I heard the metal bolt of the door. And then silence.


    I ran to the door and pushed it, pulled it, rammed it, kicked it. But there was no use – it was locked.


    I screamed. I waited. I screamed some more. No sounds could be heard but my echo.


    


    After several months had passed I gave Francois the key to the cellar and told him to clean it out, that it had a foul smell the last time I had been down there.


    He returned after descending and expressed confusion. He said that he smelled nothing odd, and that he found nothing unusual down there. He said that it was only slightly dusty, as was to be expected.


    I thought that he had only done a cursory inspection and I cursed him silently. I pushed past him and went down to take a look myself. I had no desire to see that filthy little perfumist, but knew he could not have survived the gap of time I had encased him in.


    I descended with a candle in hand, looking in all directions. There was indeed no smell as I had expected. I explored every corner and found no carcass or evidence of that foul inhabitant. I felt only a breeze that chilled me, and attributed it to my reopening of this dank vault.


    I returned to the house above, filled with terror and confusion.


    

  


  
    

    


    CHEMICAL COUSINS


    


    At a café on Haight street. I'd been looking for a room for some time, when I found this:


    Room available October 1. Large Victorian near the Panhandle. Your bedroom is 12' x 12' and has a good street view. Other roommates are Sharon (an accountant), George (an IT guy), David (a law student), and Bill (has AIDS, but he's a riot!). Rent is $850/month. One year lease, $850 deposit. Call George to see it: 415-661-0298.


    I called the number and George said I could see it now if I got over there in the next twenty minutes.


    I hustled, and rang the doorbell when I arrived. A young Asian guy shook my hand. "Hi, I'm George," he said.


    "Adam," I said.


    "Come on in."


    He led me down the hall.


    "Are you a student?" he said.


    "No, I work online. Marketing and writing and other stuff."


    "Cool," he said. "Well, this is the room."


    I looked and it was draped with Black Sabbath and Led Zeppelin posters.


    "Nice," I said.


    "You can go in. Take a look at the view. Steven is moving back to Canada at the end of the month but he knows we're showing the room. All his stuff is gonna be gone, unless you want to buy a futon."


    "Hmm."


    "Let me show you the rest of the house."


    It was clean, nice, with hardwood floors throughout and high ceilings.


    "Sharon and David aren't home now. If you're interested in the room I can have you meet them when we decide on someone."


    "How will you decide if I haven't met them?"


    "I'll decide."


    "Okay… I think I'm interested. I'm quiet, respectful, easygoing."


    "Sure, we'll give you a call soon. If you don't hear from us, we probably went with someone else. Feel free to call and check."


    "Okay. Say, didn't the ad say something about another roommate?"


    George coughed. "Another roommate?"


    "Yeah, a guy with AIDS."


    "Oh, yes, yes, of course. Bill."


    "Is he home?"


    "Yes, he's always home. I think he's sleeping though."


    "Oh. Okay. Well, I guess I can meet him if you guys decide I'm right."


    


    A few days later I was getting antsy and still hadn't found a place, so I called George back.


    "Right," he said. "We've all been so busy we haven't really been interviewing. Tell you what – come by tonight and you can sign the lease. I'm sure the others will be okay with it. If they're around you can meet 'em."


    "All… right."


    After dinner I went there and George took me to the dining room. Sharon was cooking dinner and I got to meet her. She seemed nice. David was out, so I couldn't meet him.


    "What about Bill?" I said. "Can I meet him?"


    "Oh… I think he may be sleeping," said George.


    "Sure is a sleepy guy," I said.


    George didn't even smile at my lame joke.


    "All right, let's do this," I said. I signed, happy to have my housing situation settled at last.


    


    The next week I moved in. I ended up purchasing the futon for $50 – overpriced, but saved me the hassle of delivering one.


    I settled in fast, and soon learned the routines of George, David, and Sharon, and they were each so busy with their work or school that we rarely saw each other. They were all extroverts out and about, and I was an introvert who worked through an internet connection.


    Bill I didn't see. I would sometimes hear a door creak open down the hall, but whenever I tried to synchronize my exits so that we could meet, I always met the closed door of the bathroom.


    Every day an older woman came by and went into Bill's room. I suppose she cleaned and fed him, since I never heard him use the shower or cook in the kitchen.


    


    Finally, after nearly a month of this invisible roommate scenario, I was coming out of the bathroom just as his door was opening.


    And there he was. Our eyes met.


    He was tall, nearly seven feet. Tall and thin. He had a gray beard and a worn face, and blue eyes that spoke of youth while every other sign on his body spoke of age and decrepitude. We stood there nearly two seconds without saying anything.


    "Who are you?" he said.


    "I'm Adam. I'm the... uh… new roommate."


    "New roommate?"


    "Yeah. Well, I've been here a month now. I replaced Steven."


    "Steven?"


    "Yeah."


    "Oh, okay."


    There didn't seem to be anything more to say, so I left him and tried to forget this lanky ghost of a man. I thought back to the Craigslist ad that had led me here: Bill has AIDS, but he's a riot!


    How strange.


    


    About a week later I heard the old woman arrive and go to Bill's room. A few minutes later I heard his bedroom door open and she said, "Help! Is anyone else here? George?"


    I went to see what was up.


    "Yeah?" I said.


    "Call 911, I need to perform CPR. Hurry!"


    "All right."


    An ambulance was there within minutes, and they rushed into Bill's room. I heard them wheel him away. When he had gone, the old woman came and thanked me for my help.


    "He had a bad reaction to his new medication," she said.


    "Will he…"


    "He'll be fine."


    "Oh," I said. "Thank God."


    "Yes," she said.


    


    Bill came home later that afternoon. I heard his lanky steps plying up the stairs. They stopped in front of my door and I heard silence and waited. And waited.


    A knock.


    "Come in," I said.


    The door opened and there he was. He looked haggard, but maybe a little better. Perhaps the sunlight had done him good.


    "Hello, Adam," he said.


    "Hi, Bill. How you doing?"


    "Much better, thanks. Had a scare there, but much better. Much better now."


    "Glad to hear it."


    "And I – I wanted to thank you. My nurse told me you helped when she needed it. So… thanks."


    "It was nothing. Just called an ambulance. Anyone would have done the same."


    "I prefer to think it was something more."


    "Well, you're welcome."


    He started to leave, but something on my desk caught his eye.


    "You play chess?" he said.


    I followed his gaze to the chess board. "Oh, that. Well, I'm not very good, but sometimes. You play?"


    "Oh, it's been many years, but yes. Used to be quite good."


    "We should play sometime."


    "Now?" he said.


    I was a little behind on a project but I could tell he wanted to play. And I needed a break.


    "Sure," I said.


    We set up the board in the living room and went at it. He commented on my opening and criticized a few of my moves. Then I snagged one of his rooks and he looked puzzled, thoughtful, angry even.


    He stopped criticizing or giving advice.


    We played hard from then on, giving no quarter. I didn't think I was that good, but I had been playing computer chess regularly and had gained some insight into strategy that I previously lacked.


    Finally, I drove my queen in close.


    "Checkmate," I said.


    He looked at the board in disgust. He looked at me bitterly. But then he softened, smiled, laughed lightly, and extended his hand to me. I shook it and it was stronger than his figure led me to believe.


    "Well," he said. "Thanks again. And thanks for showing an old dog some new tricks."


    He ambled down the hall and closed his bedroom door behind him. When I passed his room a few hours later I heard snoring.


    


    When his nurse came the next day, I heard his door open and close behind her. But it reopened almost immediately and she knocked on my door.


    "I'm sorry to bother you again. Bill is dead."


    "What?" I said.


    "Dead."


    Again with the ambulance routine. This time I watched them cart him out, his long figure covered with a drape and his feet hanging over the end of the gurney.


    When the other roommates trickled in that evening, I told the news.


    "Dead?" said Sharon. "Bill?"


    "Who's Bill?" said David.


    "Well, we've got to find a new roommate. I don't really have time for this."


    "I can post it and show it," I said. "I don't mind. I'm always home anyway."


    "That'd be great," said George. "You know, I just remembered something. Bill paid rent through the end of the month, but since he's breaking his lease we can keep his deposit. I vote we pay to have this place cleaned, and whatever's left we split among us four."


    "Shouldn't we give that to his family?" I said.


    "I don’t think he had family," said George.


    


    I went on Craigslist that night and created an ad. It read:


    Room available December 1. Large Victorian near the Panhandle. Your bedroom is 11' x 10' and has a good view of the garden. Other roommates are Sharon (an accountant), George (an IT guy), David (a law student), and Adam (a writer). Rent is $850/month. One year lease, $850 deposit. Previous tenant died, but he was a riot. Call Adam to see it: 415-731-9928.


    I felt that honesty was important. And despite the recent death in the room, I still got plenty of replies. Of course. The location was great.


    

  


  
    

    


    CAT, DOG, MAN


    


    Once there was a man who owned a cat and a dog. One day, the man said to his pets: "I wish to see who is the better friend to me, who is most loyal."


    "Oh, surely it is I," said Dog. "I will follow you anywhere, master."


    "That may be so," said Cat, "but I am the better pet."


    "We shall see," said the man. And before either pet could stop the man, he jumped into the well at the center of his property.


    "Now we shall see who is most loyal," said the man, swimming in the well water.


    "Have no fear, master," said Dog, who dived down into the well after his master, "I am here. I will save you."


    "Idiot beast!" said the man. "Now we shall both drown."


    "I can save you," said Cat. "I can lower the rope so you may pull yourself up."


    "Good cat!" said the man. "So wise of you. Do it."


    "However, before I do so, I have one small request," said Cat. "I want you to leave Dog at the bottom of the well to die like the fool he is."


    "Cat, what are you saying?" said Dog.


    "Yes, I'll do anything," said the man. "Just lower the rope."


    Cat lowered the rope to the man, who pulled himself out of the well. Safe again on dry ground, the man lowered the rope into the well to Dog.


    "What are you doing?" said Cat. "We agreed to let Dog drown."


    "I know," said the man, "but Dog is loyal, even if he is foolhardy."


    "I see that your word is good for nothing," said Cat. "And I see that Dog will be my enemy for all time."


    Dog bit the rope the man had lowered into the well, and the man pulled him up.


    "You are not to be trusted, Cat," said Dog, shaking the water from his fur.


    "So be it," said Cat. "This is how I am repaid for my loyalty."


    After saying this, Dog barked at Cat, who ran away into the forest.


    Cat would sometimes return to visit the man, but eventually Dog would see Cat and chase him off. Man occasionally fed and pet Cat, but Cat was destined to remain Dog's enemy and lurk in the shadows.


    

  


  
    

    


    WITH CHRISTIAN


    


    I was in a classroom. There was another boy there, Christian Valvula. We were being punished for a crime I couldn't remember. Silence reigned. The teacher had his back to us. I couldn't even make out who it was. He never showed his face, just kept fiddling with his chalk which refused to write. He struggled with it. On and on.


    "Psst! Christian."


    "Don't talk, you'll get us in trouble," he whispered.


    "You used to be fun, Christian. You used to be daring."


    "That was before I was punished."


    "You used to like the Chicago Bulls. You were so enthusiastic."


    "I've lost my enthusiasm."


    "You used to chew Trident gum."


    "No, not me. You're thinking of someone else."


    Perhaps I was. I wanted to give him a pack of Trident gum to see how he'd respond. But I didn't have any. I searched through my desk and all I could find was a pack of Kit Kat candy.


    "Christian, would you like a chocolate-covered wafer biscuit bar confection?"


    "What?"


    "Nothing. I don't have any gum."


    "What?"


    Someone had turned Christian into a moron. Was it the same person that had put us in these seats? Was it the same person who had filled me with amnesia?


    "I'm gonna eat this," I said. A ruse to distract Christian.


    I peeled the wrapper off and shoved the chocolatey morsel into my desk and pretended to chew it. It was only noise that I chewed. My real target was the wrapper. I searched it for some clue. The corporate information was blurry. Or my eyes had tears. I kept trying to read, but so little came through. Only a telephone number. Some kind of quality feedback hotline.


    I had to get out of there and call it. It would explain everything.


    I stood up quietly. The teacher didn't seem to notice.


    "What are you doing?" said Christian.


    "Shh," I said.


    I began to tiptoe out. Christian got up and joined me.


    Once outside, we breathed a sigh. "Why'd you follow me?" I said.


    "I didn't want to be in there alone with Wemick."


    "That was Wemick? I've heard of him."


    "What now?"


    We seemed to be in a forest. Trees with pine needles went hundreds of feet into the air. We walked on till we came to a paved road.


    "A car will come," I said.


    "And then?"


    "You worry too much about the future. I've got a telephone number. Once we call it –"


    "You and your mystical telephone number!" said Christian.


    I could not fathom this outburst. "If you want to part ways, we can."


    "No, I'm here now. Might as well keep at it."


    A van rounded the road and came our way. I stuck out my thumb and prompted Christian to do the same.


    "And now we're common hitchhikers," said Christian. "What if they recognize us?"


    "What do you mean?"


    "We just broke out. They might be on the lookout."


    The Kit Kat bar was beginning to melt, and yet I thought I had left it in my desk. I smeared it on my jawline so it looked like a beard and had Christian do likewise.


    "Now they won't know us," I said.


    The van pulled over and let us in. The driver was a rusty old man.


    "Where you boys heading?"


    "That way," I said.


    "I don't want no trouble."


    "You shan't have it," I said. "Why suspect?"


    "Two young men. Far from civilization. Faces covered in mud. It could mean anything."


    "It doesn't," I said. "Just drive. And this isn't mud. It's a beard."


    Christian began to lick the chocolate off his face. The driver turned the radio up. An obscure Frankie Valli song played.


    "Why you drive so fast?" said Christian.


    "Haven't you heard?" the man said. "There was a murder back at the camp. A teacher, they say."


    "So you drive –"


    "I'm trying to get away!" the man said, and slammed on the brakes, bringing the van to a dead stop. "If you've got a problem with that then you can get out right now."


    My eyes connected with Christian's. The man accelerated and I tried to attend to the music.


    A few hours passed like that. The forest turned to meadows, and then suburbs. There was a cathedral, something like a school nearby, a playground. The man stopped his car.


    "Well, end of the line," he said.


    "You live here?" I said.


    He laughed. As soon as Christian and I got out of the van he slammed on the gas and tires shrieked. He disappeared into oblivion.


    "A fine mess you've gotten us into," said Christian.


    "Settle down. We're in the burbs. We'll be fine. Nobody ever dies in the burbs."


    "I heard tell –"


    "I said settle down!"


    I punched Christian hard in the jaw. He fell to the ground and began to cry.


    "I didn't mean it," I said. I extended my hand to him. He looked at me with distrust.


    "Then why'd you do it?" said Christian.


    "I meant it when I did it, but I don't mean it now."


    That seemed to qualify. He took my hand and got to his feet.


    We went to the playground near the cathedral. Children played on swings, the slide, monkey bars.


    "They're like monkeys," said Christian.


    "But they're not," I said.


    The children searched for a ball. I saw it under the slide. I pointed to help them. They grabbed the ball but it turned out to be an origami representation of a ball. They jeered at me.


    "We should leave before they grow violent," said Christian.


    I heard a car pull up behind us. I turned and saw it was the cops.


    "Run!" I said, and we bolted.


    The cop car roared to life and soon cut us off.


    "Damn," I said.


    A giant muscled Chinese police officer got out. "You boys seem to be in a hurry."


    "We're not boys," I said.


    "You girls seem to be in a hurry."


    "Har har," I said.


    The officer held up a black glove. "One of you dropped this?"


    "That's not ours," said Christian.


    "He's trying to plant it on us," I said. "It's filled with cocaine or something."


    "It's just a glove," the cop said. "Go on. Take it."


    "There are easier ways down," I said. "Now leave us be."


    The cop saw we weren't gonna bite. He snorted and tossed the glove to the cement, got back in his car, and left.


    "Thank God that's over," said Christian. "I almost peed my pants."


    "I think it's time we split up," I said.


    "Where does this come from?"


    "I don't think we're happy with each other."


    "What does that have to do with anything?"


    "I think we can do better."


    Christian cried again. I started walking. I turned back after a few blocks and saw he was behind me.


    "Go on! Get out of here!"


    He just looked at me with watery eyes. I picked up a rock and hurled it at him. It struck his forehead and he fell to the ground. He landed on grass. I went back to check on him.


    "Hey," I said. "Are you okay?"


    "No thanks to you."


    "You should have ducked."


    "You should have been nicer."


    "The world isn't a nice place. Not for us."


    He started laughing.


    "That wasn't funny," I said.


    "No, it wasn't. I'm thinking of something else."


    "What?"


    "Wemick," said Christian. "I imagine he's just now turning round to see we're gone. He's looking at our empty desks and his face is turning red. He's spent so much time on that blackboard."


    "You can see him? You have powers?"


    "No, I imagine it. How it is. But I think that if I imagine his face, and he imagines my face, and we do it at the same time, it's just like being face to face after all."


    "That's one way of looking at it," I said.


    I heard a distant ice cream truck. I wished I had money to buy something sweet. I might have given Christian a bite. I might have felt charitable.


    

  


  
    

    


    FORGOTTEN CORNERS


    


    While Tarzan was away I tidied our home in the tree. Tarzan is a great guy but he doesn't know a thing about housekeeping. He also can't cook worth a damn. He's a great guy though. For a human. Before I met him I would just swing around with the other chimps and eat bananas. It was okay. I mean – yeah, it was okay.


    This is better.


    


    Oh, I hear him now. He's climbing up the tree. Who's he talking to? Is he talking to me?


    He climbs up and won't look me in the eye. Then I see her. Behind him. In… things. Her body is covered in cloth, like Tarzan's loincloth but… different. Neater. Tidier. I can't see so much of her skin the way I can with Tarzan. Why is she here?


    I walk over to her and smell her. She smells strange. Like flowers but not flowers. Too strong. Not how it should be. Makes my head swell up. I slap her.


    "Uhh!"


    That's her cry. Good. Stupid woman. Human like Tarzan. I still like Tarzan.


    "Cheeta, no!" says Tarzan.


    I look at him. Smile. I look at her, on the floor of our hut in the trees. I look at her and show my teeth. Stupid creature.


    


    Tarzan puts me out. I try to come back in the hut with them but he won't let me. Because I hit her, I suppose. I look sad and try to gain sympathy but he won't budge.


    I go to the ground but immediately go up a different tree and hang down near the thatched roof and listen. I hear Tarzan. I hear the woman. They are making sounds. It is like the other chimps. I have never heard Tarzan make these sounds.


    I do not like the woman.


    


    In the morning Tarzan is all smiles and has apparently forgiven me. He brings the woman down and says some jibber-jabber and keeps saying "Jane" and pointing to the woman. She smiles but I see it is not a real smile. The humans cannot fool me. I am smart. I am Cheeta.


    


    For the next few weeks Tarzan and the woman are in the hut a lot making noises. They let me in the hut again but never when they make the noises. The woman no longer smiles at me. No more fake smiles. Tarzan too seems to have forgotten me.


    Finally after a few more weeks of this, Tarzan starts to leave the hut again, swinging and running through the forest. Like he is meant to be, not with the evil woman. Jane.


    When he goes on adventures to battle Ant-Men and the mad apes of Silouon, and visits other places that he loves, I stay well away from the hut and the woman. She cleans the hut now. I don't care. I don't care about Tarzan and pleasing him. Let her do it. I don't care.


    But one day when Tarzan is gone I go near the hut. I stay back and look in through the air hole in the side of the hut. The woman is there, sitting on the chair Tarzan made. She is not smiling and water comes from her eyes. I think she is not happy.


    I don’t like her. I know that. So I don't know why I do what I do. I go into the hut, she looks up and sees me. She looks afraid or angry. I show her my teeth, but this time I smile. She looks at me and has to smile too. No one can resist my smile.


    I walk closer to her. She puts her hand on my head and scratches it. It feels good. I put my hand on her head and scratch it like she did mine. She smiles and then I leave.


    


    About a week after that, Tarzan left and didn't come home in the evening. We thought he might just be exploring a hidden cave or sailing the high seas for an extended period. A few more days passed and still he didn't return. We waited, Jane and I, and days turned into weeks and weeks into months, until we finally agreed, inwardly and without words, by the mere look of our eyes, that Tarzan would not be coming back.


    And when that was the case… well, one day Jane scratched my head again, and as she was doing so I heard that word, one of the few words I was certain of: Goodbye.


    I gently held her arm and tried to make her stay, as much as I could without being violent and mean, but she was decided, and eventually I watched her disappear through the jungle. I wondered if she would survive.


    


    I continued to live in Tarzan's hut in the trees. I had been shown a different life with Tarzan and could not see myself returning to the other chimpanzees. I had changed.


    I also missed Tarzan. Living in the hut was a way to never forget him.


    How long did I live alone like that? I don't know. A very long time. My fur began to change from shiny black to gray and brittle. The jungle looked the same as it always did, but I changed.


    


    One day I was sleeping in the hut, sleeping as I so often did, sleeping, when I heard something on the steps coming up the tree. Instantly I was alert, and grabbed the knife Tarzan had left. I didn't look down the hatch but instead waited at the top so that when the creature climbed up I would have the advantage of surprise. I don't know what I thought it would be. Perhaps another chimpanzee, or one of the cannibalistic Ant-men.


    A gray bearded face rose up through the hole. The eyes met mine.


    I dropped the knife. I began to cry and ran to him, holding onto something I thought I'd never know again.


    He held me like that for a long, long time.


    


    When I had finally accepted that it was really him, that he had somehow returned – and like myself he had aged and looked different with the hair on his face – he started saying her name again and again. Surrounded by other words of nonsense, but again that name, Jane, Jane. I shook my head and looked at him and shook my hand like he would shake it when he left. I waved and tried to say Goodbye and it came out like "Paaaahhhh". But I think he understood.


    He slept deep that night and I was so excited to have him back. In the morning he said her name again and again and pointed in different directions in the jungle. I shook my head. There was no way to understand how long ago it had been, how long he had been gone. Even if he found her trail, she would be long gone.


    He kept asking, and finally I led him down to the path she had taken, so long ago. He looked at the dirt for any sign of her small footprint, any inkling that she had indeed walked it. There was none, of course, the rain long since having taken any record of her passage away.


    He followed the trail to its end near the big waterfall, and I followed him. I would not let him out of my sight again. When we reached the water he looked around. At the opposite end of the lake at the waterfall's bottom was a hut. I did not think that it would be her, but he was excited. We went down to this hut and looked inside. Living there was one of the cannibalistic Ant-men. The dazed creature took Tarzan's aged face for weakness and tried to attack. Fool! Tarzan rushed him and pinned him to the ground under his knees. Then he began to talk differently and I knew he was speaking the language of the Ant-men and I would hear the word Jane again and again. The Ant-man shook his head repeatedly, but with every blow Tarzan dealt him he grew weaker in will. Finally the beaten man pointed and Tarzan lifted him and made him go somewhere with us.


    We went around the lake a ways and took a different trail that brought us to a small village. It smelled of Ant-men. I did not want to go near it, but Tarzan walked boldly forth and there was nothing to do but follow. Ant-men eyeballed us greedily as we went through and Tarzan ignored them, going to the village center. There the king of that Ant-man village spoke with Tarzan. They exchanged words harshly and I expected more violence, but instead the king pointed to a large cage filled with human bones. The king pointed to a specific set of bones and Tarzan yelled. He said some more and the Ant-men opened the cage and Tarzan took the bones. Then he left the village and let the beaten Ant-man go. I followed Tarzan and we returned to our hut.


    Tarzan took the bones to the base of our tree and began to dig. When he had a large hole many feet deep he placed the bones inside with the greatest care and covered them with dirt. He patted the dirt firmly and water came from his eyes.


    I found myself whimpering when I saw his eyes water. I reached my hand out to his head and scratched it. He looked up at me, and through his tears I saw him smile a little. And in his smile I saw Jane.


    

  


  
    

    


    THE EMPEROR AND THE FISHERMAN


    


    Lapis sky, green palms, sand the color of pale gold – these things and more had been manufactured inside the sexy money bin of Alaskan emperor Juan Carlos XXIV. Outside it may have been subzero and higher than your head in snow, but in here the waves of warmth washed over Juan in an orgy of warmth, decadence. He grabbed a bowl from a servant's hand and pressed a nozzle on the wall, and out came ice cream. It was purple and would not decide its flavor until Juan gave it the aura of thought, casting it in his image.


    "What's on the agenda today, Virago?" said Juan.


    Virago, his eunuch, said, "You have a miniature golf game with your aunt at three."


    "Such tedious affairs. How do I land myself inside them?"


    "You are scheduled, sire."


    "And sometimes I would like to schedule some freedom. Is that so much to ask?"


    "You are the leader, sir. You have your duties. The land would crumble without you."


    Scraping his face melodramatically in the sand, Juan cocked an eyebrow as a thought flitted through his mind. "Would it?" he said. "Would it in fact crumble?"


    "I speak metaphorically, sir, but things would come to a standstill."


    "Rubbish. It's winter. The people probably think I'm in Fiji. This place is frozen till spring."


    "Are you proposing, sir, or being merely hypothetical?"


    "I once saw a film where a rich man changed places with a peasant. He wanted to experience a different life."


    "Well?"


    "I could do the same. I could become a peasant. Not forever, mind you. But for a time. And when I returned to this life I would appreciate it all the more."


    "If you already know the perspective you will have on your return, is there really any need for this farce, sir?"


    "It's settled."


    Arrangements were made. A local Eskimo fisherman bearing a passing resemblance to the emperor was brought in and informed of the ruse. In exchange for his place on a fishing barge with a bunch of other drunkards, the fisherman would be given a modest salary and be allowed to swim through the emperor's money bin and bask in the warmth of his heat lamps. It was an offer no one could refuse.


    When the emperor got to the fishing barge he noticed that he was extremely cold, even under his layered walrus-skin overcoat.


    "Good lord, it's cold," he muttered to a barnacle-encrusted "mate" on the ship.


    "Charlie?" said his shipmate. "I've never heard you bemoan the cold before. There's something different about you."


    Juan realized that he had almost blown his cover, and so early in the game. "Oh, only joshing with you fellow," he quickly said. "Lovely day. Lovely."


    Lunch soon arrived. An unshaven pack of men clustered around a mess hall table in the boat's interior. A raw moose had been sliced into bite-sized morsels, each one impaled with a toothpick.


    "Yum," said Juan to himself, anticipating. But the flavor was not so good after all.


    The ship would soon be leaving port, heading out into the wild blue yonder of icebergs and nightmare porpoises.


    "I've changed my mind," said Juan. "I don't want to go."


    "What're you talking about, Charlie? It's your job."


    "No. You see... Well, how do I put this? I'm not really your amigo Charlie. I'm your emperor. Emperor Juan."


    "What kind of prank you pulling on us, Charlie?"


    The fellows guffawed hoarsely, like horses, laughing horses.


    "I'm leaving," said Juan.


    "Hope you like swimming."


    Juan looked and saw they had already moved away from land. Only thirty feet of water between him and that precious land, but the water looked extremely cold.


    "Damn," said Juan.


    


    A few days out on the ocean, Juan was smoking a cigarette on deck. He had never been a smoker, but the tedium of the sea and the warmth of a cigarette had won him over.


    "Whale wolves approaching!" shouted another man on deck.


    This is an expression one never wants to hear. Juan looked to the horizon and saw a gang of humps protruding through the water and heading towards them. Whale wolves, some mad scientist's idea of a joke.


    "What do we do?" said Juan.


    "There's nothing we can do, Charlie," said a boatswain. "Nobody can survive a whale wolf attack."


    "But if we were going to survive," said Juan. "How might we do it?"


    "Well, I've heard tell of people further south using the sun's rays to distract and confuse the whale wolves."


    "Then why can't we do the same?"


    The boatswain pointed toward the sky, covered with cloud and not a ray of light in sight.


    "I see," said Juan. "But I shall not be defeated so easily. I always carry on my person a ruby given me by my mother."


    "I smell some deus ex machina at work, but go on."


    "She said that if I ever needed light, I need only whisper my plea to the jewel, and light would come."


    "But will it be enough?"


    "Let's see," said Juan.


    He whispered to the rock, imploring it to blind the evil whale wolves. The monsters drew nearer, lapping on the waves, snarling and sweating fur as they came on.


    "It'll never work!" said the boatswain. "We're doomed!"


    At the last possible moment the jewel in Juan's hand exploded with light, blinding the whale wolves and all the crew on deck, including Juan.


    "We're saved," said Juan. "I can hear the sea monsters leaving. They can't see a thing."


    "Neither can I," said the boatswain.


    "It'll wear off," said Juan. "Just give it a few minutes."


    But it never wore off. The crew was unable to find its way back to land, and they all cannibalized each other, drinking blood and salt water until they vomited death onto the decks and leapt over the void with a blind sadness that has no name. The fate of the whale wolves was remarkably similar.


    


    Back in the money bin, Charlie the fisherman had accidentally locked himself in. His death was warmer, clutching sand and ice cream to his sweaty skull, but it was death all the same.


    The emperor and his double never returned to their respective roles in this world.


    

  


  
    

    


    SEE HOW NORMAL I LOOK


    


    After I strangled my wife I saw him. He was making no attempt to hide his interest. His bushy mustache and stupid suspenders and ignorant hole on his face, that mouth, and that squeegee in his hand. There is no privacy left in the world.


    I went for my gun but forgot that I had moved it so my wife wouldn't use it.


    I looked again to the window but he was gone. I looked down, nothing. I looked out and up and he was already several stories up. Going for the roof, no doubt. I grabbed a knife and went to the elevator, took it to the top with two stops on the way for the passengers (I had the knife concealed). Took the stairs up to the top and through the door. Sun blazed all around – high noon – and I took out the knife. My eyes adjusted to the bright light but he was nowhere. I looked over the edge at his platform. It was there and it was empty.


    Damn, he was fast. Already out.


    I ran back inside to the inner stairs and listened. Nothing. He may have ran down all twenty floors already, but more likely he had taken the other elevator and we'd crossed paths. The game was up. He had no doubt reached the lobby and called the cops. They'd be at my apartment in minutes, if not seconds. I hesitated to go back, but needed my wallet and cards or I'd be going nowhere.


    Inside again I looked down at my wife. She looked completely different dead.


    To get to the ground… stairs or elevator? I took my chance in the elevator and tried to act casual, calm. I had donned a hat in case that window cleaner was in the lobby. I didn't make eye contact and nobody stopped me.


    But outside it was different. The cops trained on me and shouted. I raised my arms, one came and frisked me, removed my gun and knife. Cuffed me and into the car.


    


    Three years later I was out on parole. I had no great desire for revenge. It was chance that the guy had seen me and been able to identify me so quickly. I didn't blame him, really. But when I saw him at the supermarket it felt like the universe (or "God") was giving me a chance to take out the garbage. I took it.


    He walked from the store to a bus stop and waited. I had grown a beard and mustache in prison and doubted he would recognize me, so I simply got on the bus with him. I certainly wasn't going to shell out for a cab. I barely had twenty dollars in my pocket.


    The bus went to the Upper West Side, where he departed. I didn't wait till the next stop or do anything sneaky. He seemed oblivious, and went to an apartment building off Broadway and 98th.


    From there I had no idea what to do. What was I intending? I didn’t know. But I found myself passing his home many times over the next few weeks, my plans vague. I didn't see him, however long I waited, until one day early in the morning when I felt sure I was wasting my time, unsure that it had even been him, that I was fooled into seeing something I wanted to see. Had it been possible in a city this size to run across the one man who had ruined my life, so quickly after my release?


    Apparently. There he was one cold morning, and I automatically put my hand out and asked for spare change. He barely looked at me but stopped and fished out some coins.


    "Thanks," I said. "Nice day."


    "Yes." He looked up and that's when it happened, when he looked at me.


    "You!" he said.


    "Yes, but calm down. I'm not here to hurt you. I only found you by chance."


    He didn't look like he believed it and I thought he might bolt. This was a parole violation and if he did run I would probably be on him. But for now he paused.


    "What do you want?" he said. "I had to testify. What I saw."


    "I know," I said. "It doesn't matter now. I'm out. I forgive you. I was actually wondering if you'd have coffee with me."


    "Coffee…"


    "Yes, just a few words. I'm sure you have things to do. Windows to wash."


    "Today's my day off. I – I can. I'll… there's place around the corner."


    We found it. He relaxed a little with others around us as a cushion.


    "How have you been?" I said.


    "Fine," he said. "Yes, fine."


    "Not a very talkative fellow, are you?"


    "What do you expect? I saw you…"


    "Yes. You did. But I'm just a man. Just like you. You just happened to be on the other side of the glass. It could have been you on a certain day. In the right circumstances. Are you married?"


    "No," he said. "Divorced."


    "Ah, see? There you have it."


    "I would never have – done that to anyone."


    "Maybe. And maybe that makes you a better person than me. Anyway, I'm not sure why I wanted to talk to you. Thanks for the coffee. Have a good one."


    "Wait."


    "Yeah?"


    "Do you have a job?"


    "I'm doing fine. I'll be okay."


    "All right, I was just asking. But… if you need help, I might be able to get you a job."


    "Washing windows?"


    "No, in our office. We're looking for a clerk."


    "I think it would violate my parole even talking to you."


    "Well, think it over. I'm sure we could keep it on the hush. I'm never in the office except once a month or so."


    


    I'd been sleeping at Rick's and it was getting old, him always bringing whores and his wino pals around. I was becoming desperate, working at a Burger King and going mad. I didn't want to. I didn't want to reach out to a man that had stolen three years of my life. But I was going crazy and any change would be better than this.


    So I waited outside his place again one morning.


    "So you changed your mind?" he said.


    "Don't rub it in."


    "We can stop by the office this morning. I'll let them know your situation. I think they'll be okay with it, if I vouch for you."


    And it worked out somehow, impossibly. Nobody connected the dots and I got the job. After being there a few weeks Fred (the window cleaner's name) invited me to his house for dinner to see how I'd been doing. It had a hallucinogenic twist to it that slapped me in the face, all of this, and I couldn't look away from the car crash of it all.


    


    The surprise opened the door, his daughter. She was blond and beautiful, circa nineteen.


    "Am I in the right place?" I said.


    "Dad, he's here," she said.


    She took my coat and a turkey aroma filled the air and it was a thousand times superior than the microwave cooking I'd been doing.


    "Welcome," said Fred.


    And it all happened after-school-special style, with Fred toasting my new life, and his daughter a little overpleasant beyond any right I had to expect. At some point as I poured gravy I felt her foot rubbing against my leg, and an erection shot up in my pants. I'd forgotten what it was like to be touched by a woman.


    I slipped her my number as I left. I wasn't sure how Fred would be with it. It seemed better to keep it on the sly.


    Within a week we were fucking religiously, Agatha (horrible name) and I. And I don't know why I did it. But I got in touch with a friend of Rick's named "Famous" Amos. Supposedly a coke dealer/rapper, a gold-toothed animal. I told him about Agatha and what I had in mind.


    So one day I'm at home and "Famous" Amos comes in. He didn't quite believe me and seemed very suspicious, but I told him it'd be all good. He went into the closet.


    And a few minutes later Agatha arrived. We had a mediocre dinner and I talked loud enough for Amos to hear in the closet. Then we got down to it.


    I told her I wanted to try something kinky. She was willing. She was always submissive, rebellious to avenge herself on her father.


    I tied her up to the bed frame and blindfolded her, taped her mouth. I went at her for a while till I spilled it in her, then kissed her goodbye.


    I went to the closet and let Amos out. I showed him what awaited him, pointing to the bed, and those gold teeth glistened in the candlelight.


    I patted him on the shoulder, grabbed the duffle bag I'd packed, and closed the door gently behind me, walking to the subway that would take me to the Greyhound station.


    

  


  
    

    


    ORGASMBREATH


    


    "We have some bad news, Marsha. Sit down."


    "What is it?"


    "This will be your last film. Your last film with us."


    "What? Why?"


    "It's that time. There's a new breed coming in."


    "I can still pass for 25."


    "They don't want 25. They want 18. They want less than 18, but that's not legal and we've got to draw the line somewhere. I'm sorry. That's the business we're in."


    "I don't care. I don't need you. I'll find work somewhere else."


    "We wish you well. But just a warning: You won't."


    "What's that supposed to mean?"


    "Your name is known."


    "You mean I'm blacklisted. That's what it comes down to."


    "We would never use that word. Let's just say that a ripple has taken effect."


    "You're in the wrong industry for poetry, Frank. Goodbye. Asshole."


    


    By next Monday she realized that that asshole was right. There'd be no going back for Marsha. Her days in the adult film industry were over.


    "Hi, I'm calling about a job as a model... What? My age? Well, people tell me I look like I'm still a teenager, but... Hello? Hello?... Asshole."


    She scoured ads in the paper and online for anything in her line. She made calls, tried to use her contacts, but discovered that people she thought were her friends were no longer speaking to her. Her friend Archie, a cameraman, agreed to meet with her.


    "You look horrible," he said.


    "Thanks. I haven't been sleeping. My bills are piling."


    "That's the real world. You'll pull through. Someone will want to hire a chick like you. Retail needs that kind of eye candy."


    "I can do better than that."


    "You may have to start low. That's how it works in the real world."


    "But I have experience! I've been working for ten years!"


    "In a different industry. Say, if you're hard up for cash maybe I can help you out."


    "You'd do that?"


    "Consider it a loaner. The question is, what do I get in return?"


    "Oh Christ, you too, Archie? Isn't there one good man left in the world?"


    "No."


    Out of desperation, a few days later she went to a bar where a man bought her a drink and she downed it thoughtlessly and soon began to reel intensely. Before she knew it, she was in a cab going somewhere with the man and the motion kept going on and on.


    "Where we?" she said.


    He ignored her and paid the driver when they reached his apartment. He dragged her up the stairs and the next morning she woke up in a dumpster and started crying.


    A homeless man heard her and came to listen next to the dumpster. When Marsha finally popped her head out it was his face that she saw. She flinched away from him in horror.


    When she came out of the dumpster he was still there, but she had suffered so much that she thought she couldn't suffer anymore.


    "Who are you?" said the grizzly old man, something like Santa Claus.


    She ignored him and fell to the ground, had a creepy sense of déjà vu.


    "I'm ready for my close-up, Mr. DeMille," said Marsha, uncurtaining her pants.


    The old man saw her waiting vagina, and never one to pass up a golden opportunity, unsheathed his member likewise. He inserted himself into her and got to work.


    A child passing the alley stopped to look, then moved on.


    When he had finished, the old man swabbed his flaccid penis across Marsha's face, dripping her with paste.


    

  


  
    

    


    SAND DRIFT


    


    We were attacked by a midnight raid of nomads. The war was unofficially over and any conflict was unnecessary and would lead to nothing, but you couldn't tell them that. I didn't try to rationalize these attacks on our posts. We were on the edge of hundreds of miles of Sahara and getting to us must have taken some effort and planning, but even when the maneuver proved successful as it did on our encampment, what did it get them? Some kind of inner grin, I suppose. Like I said, I had stopped wondering


    We were a small base of about thirty men. Most of us were killed in the attack, surprised in the middle of the night. They'd taken out our lookout with a crack sniper, so getting close was a cinch.


    I heard the bullets from the first bunker. Those guys never had a chance. Bullets in their beds. When they got to our bunker Mitchell had his rifle ready and took a few of them out before they put a bullet through his skull. I was slower to my feet, slower out of my bed and looking for ammo – I guess I can be a bit of a slouch when the time comes to get started. Maybe it saved my life this time though. They took out the rest of us before there was any more trouble, all but me and Bill Granola, who was also slow and a bit of a fatty. Macked us over the head with rifles so I woke with the worst headache conceivable.


    Looked out through bars. We were in a cage, Bill and I, a cage on wheels. It was still night but there was enough moon to see there was nothing to see in all directions but sand. I nudged Bill and he didn't respond. He wasn't dead (dead men need no cages), just more thoroughly blasted. My hands were roped together – same with Bill – and I didn't reckon we'd be alive much longer when they realized our government had no interest in ransoming us.


    I was thirsty and my other pains could fill a book, but don't worry, it ain't this one. I tried to get their attention and they ignored me. So with nothing to do, I settled in for a long ride.


    Consciousness came and went and at some point I woke and saw that Bill was also awake.


    "I'm hungry," was the first thing he said.


    "Shut up," I said.


    "We're gonna die in this cage."


    "Maybe, but griping about it ain't gonna change that. Best get comfortable."


    "We gotta escape here, Martin! We gotta."


    "You got suggestions? I'm listening."


    "I got nothin'. I don't even have water."


    That wasn't true for long 'cause they brought around a cupful for each of us. We greedily lapped it up like dogs. The sun had come up and had a long ways ahead of it.


    We began moving again.


    "Where are they taking us?" said Bill.


    "Save your saliva and shut your mouth," I said.


    We went on for a few days like that, periodically getting a little water and a stale piece of bread. I've known better days than those. Finally we arrived at an encampment of a hundred nomads or so.


    We were kept in our cage a while, and then, to my surprise, we were let out. Our hands were kept tied, but nobody seemed concerned about us leaving. They underestimated our desperation. Perhaps we were too far from anywhere walkable, but that wouldn't stop us.


    That evening I kicked Bill out of his sleep and told him I was leaving and he was welcome to come along.


    "I ain't going nowhere," said Bill. "We'd die in that desert."


    "Keep your voice down," I said, "and stay behind if you want. They'll kill us eventually anyway. We might as well try. But I'm not gonna argue with you – I'm getting out of here."


    We were lying around a fire and a guard slept near us. I got up to go.


    "Wait," said Bill. "I'm coming too."


    We got out of there and found two camels and a canteen of water, and got going.


    We got about three hours before the sun came up, and then we paid. I tried to use my shirt to cover me, but it was useless and I was red and burned at day's end. We had finished the canteen by that night and Bill kept whining about not having food.


    "Shut up and eat sand then," I said.


    He didn't take my advice and kept whining.


    The second day was hell and I thought for sure there wouldn't be a third. I was a state of sand, not a human being of water. Sleep and awake were the same undifferentiated state.


    The third day I barely remember but for the bouncing motion of being on a camel. Bill perhaps was nearby on a camel of his own. I wasn't sure.


    And then I saw what must have been a mirage. It felt that way and yet was obviously not. I wanted to believe but did not want to face the disappointment afterward. So I stayed on the camel and kept going in the direction of the trees and tried not to give them too much thought. I looked at Bill but he was passed out on his camel, a ghost rider. I said nothing.


    We arrived and I climbed down, still expecting the pool of water to disappear at any moment. I fell to my knees and lowered my lips to barely an inch from that pool, my lips shaking, still not daring to believe that it was real.


    But it was! My mouth took that water and it was unlike any drink I have known. It was like an injection straight into my belly and my blood. It was a heroin shot of revivification. I must have drank for five minutes.


    Finally I came up and remembered Bill.


    "Bill! Get your fat ass down here and get some water."


    He didn't move until I said that last word, and then he was reborn, flying off his camel and sending his face under for such a deep gulp that I thought he might drown for lack of a break.


    When he came up I'd already gone and found some coconuts and cracked one open. It proved to be a revolution in taste.


    "We made it," I said.


    "Yes," said Bill. "Thank God."


    


    We were there together a week maybe. Bill's restlessness came from his appetite. That is my belief. He could only eat coconuts so long before going insane.


    "I'm leaving," he said.


    "You know what it's like out there," I said. "You're crazy."


    "I'll take my chances."


    He left the next morning with one of the camels.


    I stuck around another four days before I knew I had to go too. For me, it wasn't the food that pushed me over. I could've eaten coconuts forever and been comfortable. I enjoyed safety. No, what drove me on was Bill's absence. As much as the guy annoyed me, the empty loneliness of the desert was far worse.


    I set out one afternoon in the direction Bill had taken. There was of course no possibility of following his tracks. The desert sand was gentle and supple, smoothed over by wind within hours of his departure. I went on, but better prepared than when we had departed from the nomads. I had made a type of visor from the leaves of a tree at the oasis, and loaded down the camel with as many coconuts as it could handle without too many complaints.


    I was out there with silence and sand and nothing else for over a week. The fact that I had liquid and food almost made it worse. It was like floating through outer space, or on the ocean. My little oasis had been a desert island in a sea of sand, and it seemed I should never find proper land again.


    When Bill appeared, he was face down next to his camel, which was still alive. He'd probably gotten heatstroke when he ran out of water. So this is how it ended.


    I was going to bury him but decided he would be uncovered by the wind anyway, and birds could do a better job of cleaning him up and taking him away. I stripped him of his clothes to make their job easier, first cutting some meat off his legs for a meal, and then carried on. I tied Bill's camel to my own.


    It seemed I would float upon the sand forever, and if my supplies held out I would have, but I was getting low, and would have to sacrifice a camel soon. And maybe I had those haunted, dry days ahead of me once more, or maybe I would find my salvation.


    Anything could happen.


    

  


  
    

    


    YOU BET YOUR LIFE


    


    At a dental office in San Luis Obispo, California, the old man was propped back with his maw ajar.


    "You look great, Steve," said Dr. Phip. "Just keep on flossing those teeth."


    "Don't talk about my looks, you homo," said Steve.


    "What?" said Dr. Phip. "I couldn't hear you over the sound of my delicate instruments and the backwash of your gurgling."


    "I said I'm running late," said Steve, who removed his bib and rose, walked to the reception area to settle the bill. "Well, what's the damage, LaRoche?"


    The woman behind the counter was not even vaguely named LaRoche. Her name was Sindo Aram.


    "One hundred five dollars," said Sindo.


    "Goddamn, my insurance has done it to me again," said Steve.


    "You said you didn't have insurance," said Sindo.


    "That's right," concurred Dr. Phip. "You said that when you arrived. Do you recall?"


    "Ah yes, you licey Asian," thought Steve.


    "Ah yes," said Steve. "I was confusing medical with dental, since they both concern the body and I hoped there might be some kind of justice in the world."


    "You have a bold sense of humor, sir," said Dr. Phip. "We'll be seeing you. Sindo, send in the next patient."


    After Steve had paid, he left the building without saying goodbye. In the parking lot he looked around, felt confused, growled miserably.


    "Someone stole my car!" he said to the air.


    He took out his cell phone, a device he had ordered from a magazine that warned him of emergencies – the odd moment when a cell phone might be required. Steve had never imagined an emergency, had never foreseen the time when he would need to call. But he did detest emergencies, and by golly, now a real doozy had arrived. He was going to call the police and report the theft of his car, but then he remembered that he had sold his car the week before to pay for his medication and force himself to get more exercise.


    "Oh," he said, putting the phone away.


    It was getting dark. Autumn was creeping in like a vapid hooker. Were he frightened of the dark and muggers he would've had fear in his heart, but it was just dark to him, and any mugger could do his worst without resistance from Steve.


    He walked a new route home. He knew this neighborhood well, having lived in the small town all his life, but he hadn't walked over here near the college in a while. It was Friday night and the parties were beginning. Already he could hear the bass thump from the younguns and their vast speaker systems that sometimes they carried with them in their cars. Why, only a week before when he had sold his vehicle to a young man of probably college age, the youngster had asked about the stereo found in Steve's car. The scant information Steve had provided (he hadn't used the stereo in years) seemed to absorb the young man more than Steve's assurances that the car was a fine and masterful vehicle that would drive you all the way to judgment day and back.


    The house Steve was passing was seemingly devoid of people. The music was belched out through doors and windows like the living exhalation of a monster. On the stairs in front of the house was an old woman. Steve stopped to look at her.


    "You don't belong here," said Steve.


    "You're telling me?" the woman said. "Do I know you?"


    "I don't think so," said Steve. "I don't know anyone. I don't even know my dentist, and I just let him inside my mouth."


    "No, I think I know you," the woman said. "I just can't remember from where. Like we used to know each other."


    "I think you're mistaken," said Steve. "Everyone I used to know is dead and gone. I'm the last of the Mohicans."


    "You have a sense of humor, but it doesn't really make me laugh," the woman said.


    "Everyone likes to comment on my humor," said Steve. "No one likes to laugh."


    "Well, it was good knowing you for these brief moments."


    "I hope you one day recall where we might have met," said Steve. "I certainly won't. By the way, why are you here?"


    "I'm not that old," the woman said. "My time hasn't come."


    "I mean, why are you here on these steps in this neighborhood where young people come to release energy and blow off steam and dance in new and frightening ways that I won't comment upon?"


    "I live here. My granddaughter and I. She likes to throw parties. I find them very frustrating. Young people like her arrive, and I get to clean up in the morning."


    "I'm sorry. Well, good night."


    "Thank you for listening."


    Steve left and walked home, trying to remember who the old woman might have been when she was young and fresh and minus a few thousand wrinkles. Who was under that skin mask? And was she right about knowing Steve? Anything was possible. Anything. When you had that much life behind you, some of it was bound to be forgotten, buried under flaps of skin.


    That night Steve fell asleep watching an episode of You Bet Your Life on the internet, woke up the next day with a kink in his neck and a headache.


    "Ow," he said.


    He baked himself a bowl of cereal and then got out in the sun. The sun was the only thing that kept him alive, he decided, his only connection with life. He walked several minutes in the sun before a car honked at him and he realized he had forgotten to put on his clothes. He returned home and got cleaned up, then set out again.


    His feet took him downtown. He was going to enter a coffee shop and order a beverage, but remembered he had forgotten his vision glasses and didn't want to embarrass himself by admitting he couldn't read the menu. He could engage in a friendly banter and inquire about the beverage choices, but he had lost his skill for banter, for friendliness. So he walked and sharpened his thirst instead, hoping to come across a fountain that would not only quench his thirst, but do it for free.


    He sat down to rest his bones.


    "Hey, it's you again," said a female voice.


    Steve turned and it was an old woman.


    "Do I know you?" said Steve.


    "Yes, from yesterday," said the woman. "I'm the woman who couldn't remember where I knew you from."


    "Can we admit we don't know each other and leave it at that?" said Steve.


    "I thought we had a good conversation yesterday," she said.


    "I can't remember. It's all gone now."


    "My name's Sheila," she said. "Sheila Graves."


    "Sheila Graves?" said Steve.


    "Yes."


    "I once knew a woman named Sheila Graves. What a coincidence."


    "My name is Sheila Graves. Maybe I'm the same one."


    "That's impossible."


    "Why?"


    "Because... well, just because."


    "What's your name?"


    "Steve."


    "Steve what?"


    "Does it matter? Steve Berkshire."


    "No!"


    "Yes."


    "Your brother –"


    "Yes. Johnny. He's gone."


    "And I haven't seen him or you in all these years," said Sheila.


    "I thought you'd left town after we lost him," said Steve.


    "I did. But I came back when my daughter died. I had to take care of her kid."


    "That explains everything admirably. Are you a spinster now?"


    "What?"


    "Are you single, Sheila?"


    "Yes. I don't plan to reconnect at this age."


    "I don't blame you," said Steve. "What would be the point?"


    "True."


    "But we can get coffee together."


    "Okay."


    They walked until Steve remembered he had forgotten his glasses. He told Sheila.


    "It's fine, I'll order for you," she said.


    "You can see?" said Steve.


    "I had the eye surgery a few years ago."


    "The eye surgery."


    He said the words like they were golden grapes held up by the sky god.


    After their coffee they parted. Steve gave her his phone number, but it was for his old phone. She gave him her number, but Steve left it in his pants pocket and washed it into oblivion.


    Later, when he realized he couldn't telephone her, he tried to find her house, but couldn't remember the color. Couldn't remember the street. Even her face was starting to fade.


    


    Six months later Steve was again walking home from his dentist when he passed the same house again.


    "This is it," he told himself. "I remember!"


    Steve went to the front door and rang the bell. A young woman answered. She looked familiar.


    "Are you related?" said Steve.


    "What?" the woman said.


    "To her," said Steve. "The woman."


    "What are you talking about?"


    "An old woman, my age. She lived here. I think."


    "You mean my grandmother? Grandma Sheila?"


    "Sheila! That's her name. I knew it'd come to me. Is she here?"


    "No, she died."


    Steve went home, examined his off-white teeth, and found an episode of You Bet Your Life on the internet.


    

  


  
    

    


    DIMENSIONAL ANTHEM


    


    DRIVEL


    The agents upon me, I stuttered through the mall hunting the girl. I'd seen her come in, I was sure, a purple blouse and green skirt portending her era, possibly the Eighties, or ancient Egypt. Who could tell with this paranoid delusion serum in my veins.


    A clerk in the clothing shop I was in approached me and I thought he would try to sell me on the local wares, but he approached too fast and grabbed my wrist. I was gonna shake him off and snap him but he pressed a lead zapper against my belly.


    "Come quietly?" he said.


    "All right," I said.


    He lead me into a storage room in back and I thought my story was over, a private style execution, but it turned out he wanted the girl more than he even wanted me dead, and he started in with the questions.


    "I don't know where she's at," I said. "If I did, that's where I'd be."


    He looked like he might get brutal. The storeroom door opened from without and a customer came in. "Can I get this in medium?"


    "I can help you find one," I said, taking the opportunity and hoping the agent wouldn't fire. I didn't make eye contact.


    Out in the store I made a run for it. A gunshot spat behind me and a window exploded. I kept running.


    I finally found her. She was at the food court eating ramen.


    "What do you have?" I said. "Why do they want you?"


    "You're an agent?" she said.


    "No," I said.


    "You're one of us?" she said.


    "Something like that. Let's just say the agents aren't my friends either. They're here, you know. They'll get you."


    "I know. This is my last meal."


    "What're they after?"


    "A short book, excised from a dream."


    "Come off it," I said.


    "Really. It's gonna be inserted into the Bible. It will make a mess of things."


    "Give it to me. I'll see that it happens."


    "Can't you help me?" she said. "I don't want to die."


    "Give me the book. I'll do what I can. No promises. They almost got me just now."


    She slid me a USB stick.


    "Good," I said. "Now come on."


    I took her wrist and dragged her along casually. It didn't matter. They had a bead on us as soon as we were moving. They started firing.


    "Keep moving!" I said, breaking into a run. She fell behind.


    And maybe they were the best assassins and really wanted to take the girl out. Or maybe it was that bright Eighties clothing. She took a few slugs and went down. I looked back to see she was squirming, done for.


    "Sorry, kid," I said, going on.


    They went in for the kill and I did a blend and made my way out, found a taxi.


    I would be years away before the agents searched the girl and realized she didn't have the USB. Years away.


    


    TACITURN


    "Come in," said Professor Michelson.


    We entered, Samuel and I, and Michelson led us into his dining room where a meal was already in progress, his table full of some twenty other men.


    "Now that we're all here, I can tell you why I've called you all together," said Michelson.


    "Yes, what's it all mean?" said Dr. Richards. "Sending us invitations that sound like orders to be at a certain place at a certain time. We're friends, Michelson, and I am not your lackey!"


    "I apologize for the militant tone of my invitation," said Michelson, "but it was of the utmost importance that I get you all here as soon as possible. I say in all honesty that you are the best and brightest men in England of this generation, and that I have made a discovery that should interest you all. If it doesn't, then I have misjudged you and you are fools!"


    "Does this concern your experiments with time?" I asked, recalling Michelson's interest in the fourth dimension.


    "Indeed, Benjamin, indeed," said Michelson.


    "Then you've cracked it?" I said.


    "Cracked what?" said Mackenzie Hyena. "What are you two getting at?"


    "Forgive me," said Michelson. "Some of you are more aware of my research than others. But my aim was simple: I sought a way to pierce the veil of time itself and move forward and backward through its river at will."


    "A time machine!" said Hyena.


    "Aye, that was my goal," said Michelson, "and so far I have been unsuccessful."


    "Have you brought us here only to describe your failures then?" said Hyena.


    "Not at all," said Michelson. "For you see, I have not discovered the time machine, but I have found something which may prove far more portentous."


    "What do you mean?" I said. "You have piqued our curiosity. Don't hold back, man."


    Michelson poured himself a glass of brandy, then said, "Naturally, I intend to. But rather than tell you of my discovery, it will be so much easier to simply show you."


    With that cryptic statement as our ammunition, Michelson snuffed out the candle and left us quite literally in the dark. I heard an anthem of confused voices querying Michelson for a solution to this strange action, but the voices went silent when a faint turquoise glow began to shine from the far side of the room. The glow grew in luminosity like a mist and its unearthly light began to grow in size and intensity, revealing forms that moved and sounded like human beings. Their clarity increased to the point that I could make out the faces and identities of those people, until I saw that they were composed of all the fellows who now sat around Michelson's table, including an eerie doppelgänger of myself! I stared at this odd mirror of our reality with rapt amazement, as did the others.


    "The scene you see is not our world," said Michelson. "It is a parallel world. It is very much like our own, but with many small differences. Watch! I have selected this world carefully."


    We watched this alternate Earth, and a scene unfolded before us much like that which had taken place just minutes before. It appeared that Samuel and I had just arrived, and this alternate Michelson was going to explain his actions. He had indicated his experiments with time, just as he had in our world.


    "A time machine!" said the counterpart of Hyena, again mirroring our world.


    And then – here is where things happened differently in the projected image. This is where the paths diverged.


    "Aye, that was my goal," spoke the alternate Michelson, "and I have succeeded!"


    As we all heard this, Michelson (the Michelson in our world, not his misty turquoise counterpart) did something with a device unknown to me, and the misty vision that we watched so attentively began to dissipate and vanish.


    "So you see the fruit of my labors," said Michelson.


    "But what does it all mean?" I said. "Where was that taking place?"


    "Nowhere that we can point to, Benjamin," said Michelson. "It's another world, but not like Mars or Saturn or any of the planets above us. If you want to point to it... well, it's right here."


    "What is this nonsense?" said Professor Langhawk, a crotchety gentleman of the old school.


    "What we were looking at was a possible world," said Michelson. "It did not happen here, but it could have. With my device I have looked into many such worlds. I have not discovered a time machine, but I need only look into the proper world where it was discovered and its secret shall be known to me. Don't you see what this means? Don't you see?"


    


    CYNIC


    If ever there was a creature that had mastered the ability to turn every place into the same place, to saturate it with the monotonous texture of mindless conformity and self-perpetuating propaganda, then it is surely called Korea.


    My name is Roger and I'm here with a rare text of anarchy spilt from another dimension, handed down to me from another agent – perhaps myself... my brain is clouded with drugs that keep me alive and I can't be sure of much, only that I must inject this text here and pollute the youth with viral hatred of the past, using the dim Christianity that shrouds so many to knock them from their slumber.


    I meet another character at a cheap gimbab shop. He's eating ramen and barely glances up at me. I sit down across from him and order a gimbab roll from the old woman running the place.


    "Well?" I say.


    "So you made it," he says, slurping and splattering an orange broth onto his shirt. "I assume you are my contact. Glad you made it through."


    "Me too. I can't remember much."


    "That's typical. It'll pass as you linger here. It'll be right as rain. But you have the goods?"


    I'm developing a headache. "Uh... yes."


    "Something the matter? You look sort of sick."


    "Yes... no. No, I'm fine."


    "Right, whatever. Let's have the goods."


    I finger the USB in my pants pocket. "What about payment? I thought there was some sort of payment first."


    My head is going to explode if the pressure doesn't ease.


    "You'll get paid, sure," he says. "But you got to wait for it and then it'll come to you."


    "I'm pretty sure I was gonna get paid first. It's just so hard to remember."


    "You can't even remember what payment will be. That's why you need to stay here a while before we render payment. Get your feet on the ground. Get with it. It'll all sort out."


    "Something's wrong here," I say. I remove my gun and aim it at him.


    "Put that thing away," he whispers. "You want them to draw a bead on us?"


    The old lady is in back, but she's bound to see the gun before long.


    "I'm leaving," I say, rise, back up to the door while keeping my gun aimed at the guy.


    "We need the item now!" he says. "Put that thing away and sit down!"


    I push through the door and run, cutting through alleys till I'm sure he can't follow. I'm sad I didn't get to wait for my gimbab. Fortunately, such restaurants are a dime a million and I find a replacement ere long.


    


    SLOW


    I'd climbed a hill that gave me a good view of the town. Forty or fifty thousand people, I'd guess. It was a warm spring day. The hills were beginning to change from green to the brown of dry summer.


    "Beautiful, isn't it?"


    I turned around. A man who looked something like Samuel L. Jackson, wearing a trench coat.


    "I suppose it is," I said. "But having a fellow sneak up behind you to comment on it subtracts from its luster."


    "Oh?" said the man. "I can't think abstractly. I can't see myself."


    "I feel like I've seen this place before," I said.


    "Not sure?"


    "Not sure."


    "Perhaps I can help. I think you have something that we want."


    "I've always felt that way. These last few minutes. I can't remember before that."


    "All those people down below. Too bad about them."


    "What do you mean?" I said.


    He pointed over the hills. "Over there, a nuclear power plant."


    "So?"


    "If we don't get what we need..."


    "What?"


    "Boom."


    He wasn't bluffing. He had no reason to. I knew their power. And if force couldn't overcome me... if they really wanted me to come over to their side... wasn't that worth the lives of thousands?


    "What do I need to do?" I said.


    "You'll cooperate?"


    "Yes."


    He tilted his head. He didn't believe me. "Follow me."


    We descended the hill till we came to a street, and followed it through rows of houses. We came to a convenience store. We went inside. A coffee-colored Indian behind the counter looked us over.


    "He's surrendered," said Jackson.


    "Has he?" the Indian said. "You've got the item?"


    "Not yet," said Jackson.


    "You fool."


    "If I may interrupt," I interrupted, "I think you gentlemen may have me confused with someone like me. I've searched my pockets and crannies thoroughly and don't have any item."


    "It's implanted in your hip," said Jackson.


    "I hope you're not serious," I said.


    "We're always serious," said the Indian. "It's our nature. Take him in back."


    Jackson led me behind the counter into an office. There was something like a teleporter.


    "Step on," said Jackson.


    "Are you beaming me away?" I said.


    "No, we're melting the flesh off."


    "But that sounds painful."


    "You said you had surrendered."


    "I would like to go on living."


    "It's not always an option."


    "I feel we've bonded," I said. "Help me find a way."


    "There's nothing in it for me," he said.


    "Friendship."


    "That went out the door when I signed up for this job."


    "Why did you sign up?'


    "I had a bad mother."


    "I'm sorry. Did she beat you?"


    "Worse," he said. "Neglected."


    I let some tears out. They were semi-real. "Go on, if you must."


    "I must," he said. "I've held it in for so long."


    "And now you'd like to break away."


    "What?"


    "You've had it up to here," I said.


    "Have I?"


    "It must get lonely, working in an organization like this, being so different from the rest of them."


    "I guess."


    "Ready to defect at a moment's notice."


    "Now hold on there!" He whipped out a gun. I'd gone too far.


    I hurled myself onto him and we wrestled on a cardboard box. He fired his gun. It missed me and went through the chest of the Indian, who had come in to see what the ruckus was about. He would never find out.


    We stopped fighting and checked out the Indian.


    "It went straight through his heart," I said. "It's symbolic."


    "I guess I've had enough," said Jackson. "Let's get out of here."


    It always feels like you've found peace. It never lasts.


    

  


  
    

    


    ANATOMY OF A JOKE


    


    And a joke is something we tell to relieve the tension, to frame a narrative with the sensation that we are after all not living in a meaningless mash of void despite the horror and random lusty change that injects itself daily into our existence they (these jokes) say nay, not so, we will have it another way.


    So this guy walks into a bar because that's what guys do and it doesn't matter who or where or even why for we have painted the scenario to preamble and represent all the many corners of reality and the who is you and me and all of us, forever walking into bars and waiting unbeknownst (but also knownst because we are the ones telling the joke) for the humor to unravel all the serious tension of this bar at the end of time. Within are a band of shady characters – perhaps a preacher, a Jew, a prostitute, a black man, a businessman. Everyone has a stereotyped texture infiltrating every pore and passing them off as faceless ghosts that hover behind an invisible uniform, these fellows, so totally unaware that they don't have anything underneath, they are that uniform, they are both dead and eternal.


    There is a vast mirror behind the bar. The bartender, a middling generic man of indeterminate age and lacking a name, has glanced in that mirror 9037 times in the course of his career, though even he is unaware of this. He only knows he has seen himself a great deal of times, and that nearly every time he has noted with disappointment his hair's lackluster inability to cover his head in a fulfilling manner. But all of this goes unspoken.


    "Double or nothing" someone yells over the 1964 song playing tinnily over the speakers igniting the brown carpet floor and who puts carpet in a bar, these things are never mentioned.


    "Why are you saying that?" I ask, unsure who I'm speaking to.


    "You want to start something," he asks.


    "I think we already have," I say. "In the idiom of the territory there is no room for irrelevancies, abstract theorizing, uncertainties, ostentatious ornamentation. Every syllable should bring us closer to a conclusion."


    "What are you talking about?" the man says.


    "You want I should lump him one over the head?" the bartender suddenly asks from behind me, far more uncouth than I should have suspected had he remained silent, and I'm unsure if he's asking the question of me or my unruly co-conversant. I step away from the bar, just to be safe.


    I realize that I have stepped too far away, too far inside, that the joke is forever lost, and that there's no way out of it.


    "You see, fellows, it's like this: We've fallen into –"


    "Shut up! Talk talk talk!"


    I chuckle lightly, attempting to classify this last exchange as a deflated punchline and end the whole business, but it doesn't work, it goes on, it goes on.


    Adam, from the earth, the dirt, the first man, resurrected by God for his first attempt at narrative and humor, a dismal failure by modern standards, but not bad for a first try. Did God ever have Adam walk into a bar? Perhaps not, through sheer lack of such things at the time. But he did have the fellow run into a snake coiled upon a slithy branch much like a denizen in the wallpaper of the bar or the bartender himself, and it was only a matter of time before such locales materialized to better situate our joke vibrations into the scenery. The rope was tight against the man but he played his card as he always had!


    Instead of responding to the serpent in the tree, I reached up to take it in my arms. It flinched at first, never knowing cuddling in its tentative and limited existence, but then I had it and it hadn't yet learned to bite into the flesh of another being (vegetarianism being the norm in the Edenic era) and we were fast friends, me petting and he purring almost cat-like, unaware of these felines also and uncaring of how he might sound for embarrassment and shame had also not been discovered. These things needed an audience to function.


    And when the snake had let his guard down and almost released his hold on consciousness, I reached around his neck (near the head since a snake is nearly all neck!!!) and slowly squeezed and the slippery fellow must have known it was more than a deep-tissue massage for he started squirming and struggling but it did not matter for I had him he was mine and I squeezed tighter and tighter until the serpent screamed, coughed, let out his final splintering wheeze of air. I was not proud of what I had done. I imagined God looking down on me with a frown and shaking his hairy white finger. But I also hoped that he might have a small grain of approval for what I had done. For after all, I only wanted to spice things up. I only wanted to carve out a joke in the landscape.


    But God never appeared. I sat under that tree and waited for the longest time. The sun finally set, and it got colder than I had ever remembered in the garden. Dew developed upon my skin, the grass, white drops in my hair sticky like mucus. I sighed. I seemed to remember something – no, someone – and I don't mean the serpent. It was like another... another person, if that makes any kind of sense. As if it wasn't just me. As though God had written my existence and the attempt to undo me via that legless creature but had left something out. I couldn't imagine what. I couldn't imagine.


    I sat for the longest time, watching the stars turn above and listening to the insects crawl through the grass. Nothing resembled a punchline. It didn't come.


    

  


  
    

    


    WHO'S WHO IN SPACE


    


    I had just come off duty and gone to the lounge for a drink. I saw Lieutenant Imada there and took the stool next to her.


    "Lieutenant."


    "Hello, Captain. I was just leaving."


    "Please stay. I'd like a few words with you."


    "As you wish, sir."


    "Please, not so formal. We're off the bridge now. I just want to talk to you as a man talks to a woman."


    "All right."


    "Kyle."


    "What?"


    "My name. Kyle. Instead of sir, or captain. Call me Kyle."


    "Yes, sir, Kyle."


    "You really are a tough duck, aren't you?"


    "Sir?"


    "Never mind. What I'd like to tell you is about Commander Olsen. I have some bad news."


    "What is it?"


    "Well, maybe not too bad. He's still alive and well. But I've noticed you and him have been spending an inordinate amount of time together lately."


    "Yes, we're lovers."


    I winced but tried to do it inwardly.


    "You're – that's, that's inter – that's wonderful. Thank you for sharing that so openly with me."


    "Of course."


    "But I – well, you know Commander Olsen is a good man."


    "Of course, sir."


    "Generally."


    "Sir?"


    "Kyle. Remember, Kyle."


    "Kyle? What do you mean generally?"


    "I'm just saying that I wouldn't want to see you hurt."


    "Why would I be hurt?"


    "I'm just saying I wouldn't want you to contract any sexually transmitted alien diseases."


    She looked into her green drink.


    I said, "I’m sorry to have to break it to you like this. But everyone knows Commander Olsen is a bit of a womanizer."


    "That is strange. The other crew members have always told me that you're a womanizer."


    "Who said that?"


    "No one in particular. Just people."


    "But names. Like… names."


    "People."


    "Well, those cowards are wrong. I'm pure as soap."


    "But they never said anything about Commander Olsen."


    "He'd bang anything with a hole."


    "Oh."


    "I don't mean to imply that you are just something with a hole, Lieutenant Imada."


    She didn't say anything.


    "I'm sure you're much more."


    She didn't say anything.


    "So I imagine you're reconsidering your relationship. You may have thought him noble. That's to be expected. He looks very noble. Like a soccer trophy. But inside his gold-plated veneer he's like a filthy piece of feces. And nobody wants to be in a relationship with that, right? So if you want to break up with him, I'd understand. You might even be thinking that all his womanizing is behind him now that he's with you. Think again. Just last week when we beamed down to Oxylon-9 we were greeted by a contingent of space whores who offered themselves as gifts to us from the natives to appease us – thought we were gonna slaughter 'em, the little devils, and who were we to correct them? – and who do you think was first in line but Commander Olsen, right there with two or three of the little furry girls under his arms like cheerleaders after the big game in which he threw the winning touchdown."


    "I don't understand sports metaphors."


    "I'm trying to say that Commander Olsen just isn't good enough for a girl like you. You might want to consider another… such as myself."


    "Oh, I couldn't do that, Captain."


    "Kyle."


    "Kyle."


    "And why not, Lieutenant?"


    "Because you're the captain. It just wouldn't be right."


    


    That night I was in bed holding my teddy bear and crying when my comm unit rang. I answered and there was Commander Olsen's face.


    "Hello, Captain. May I have a word with you?"


    "It's two o'clock in the morning," I said. "Can't it wait?"


    "We're in the middle of space so day and night don't really matter."


    "True, but I'm tired."


    "Meet me in the training room in three minutes."


    "Are you ordering me, the captain, around on my own ship, Olsen?"


    "Just be there. And come alone. Don't even bring your teddy bear."


    I was going to retort, but he had hung up. I got up and dressed, hiding several weapons on my person and sucking on a breath mint. You never know when you'll would need good breath.


    He was already in the training room when I arrived.


    "Now what's all this about, Olsen?"


    "Lieutenant Imada tells me you've been spreading lies about me."


    "And you believed her?"


    "Yes."


    "All right. So?"


    "Why did you do it? I thought we were friends."


    "Look. We've been on this spaceship for three years. Sometimes we all go a little crazy and say things we don't mean."


    "That's not a good excuse. I challenge you to a duel."


    "A what? Jesus, Olsen, go back to bed."


    He picked up a sword from the rack of weapons that we trained with.


    "Choose your weapon, sir," he said.


    "I already have," I said.


    I fired with the phaser I'd hid in my pocket and tore a football sized hole in his chest. He fell to the ground.


    I got to work cleaning it up.


    In the morning I walked onto the bridge nonchalantly.


    "Gooood morning, Lieutenant Imada," I said, winking.


    She turned her back to me, which was the view I enjoyed most.


    "Sir," said Ensign Krutsev. "Commander Olsen failed to report for duty at 0600 hours."


    "Really?" I said. "Probably on an all-night bender. We'll overlook it this time."


    "Sir, we paged him and rang his quarters but we've been unable to locate him."


    "Well, you win some, you lose some."


    "Sir, we located his comm. badge in garbage shoot 48B."


    "I don't know what that number means, Ensign. Is that a good garbage shoot or something?"


    "The robots are still searching the rubbish, but we believe the Commander may be dead."


    "My God!" I said. "It must be the Lardomians. Bastards!"


    "Sir, we checked the video footage and we know that you murdered him."


    Guards appeared around me, as if from thin air.


    "What is the meaning of this?" I said.


    "Sir, you're under arrest for the murder of Commander Olsen," said Lieutenant Imada.


    "Imada? You're hijacking this ship?"


    "Take him away, boys."


    I was going to fight, but my blood sugar was low because I'd skipped breakfast. It truly is the most important meal of the day.


    In the brig I got a visitor after an hour: Dr. McClune.


    "Doc. You don't think I did it, do you?"


    "The footage clearly shows you blowing a hole in Commander Olsen's chest. What else can I think of that, Kyle?"


    "Oh yeah, sure I shot him. But he told me it was set on stun. It was part of a training exercise we were doing. At two in the morning. That's a great time to exercise, by the way."


    The doc left. In my loneliness, I read the Bible secreted in my cell. It was a King James Version with the words of Christ in red. I found a pen and started annotating it and pointing out any of the non-scientific parts, beginning in Genesis.


    After a few hours of this stimulating activity the guards came for me and took me to the Judgement Chamber. Sitting in the judge's seat was Lieutenant Imada.


    "Hey, you're judging, Imada? Aren't you a little biased in this case?"


    "I am the highest ranking officer left on the ship. Aside from yourself, of course, sir."


    "Still, seems a little funny. A female judge. Next thing you know you'll want the right to vote."


    "Sit down, Captain."


    They read the charges against me and made it sound all fancy and formal, kind of funny considering I basically just pulled a trigger. They didn't have to be all highfalutin about it.


    After a while the jury was dismissed. They came back after three minutes with a verdict.


    "Please stand, Captain."


    "I'm kind of tired. Skipped breakfast and the food in jail was horrible. Can I just sit?"


    "Stand!"


    I was starting to see that Lieutenant Imada could be really bitchy when she chose to.


    "Has the jury reached a verdict?" she said.


    "We have, your honor."


    "And?"


    "We the jury of the United Space Fleet Caterpillar find the defendant, Captain Kyle Boner, guilty of all charges."


    "Great, then in carrying out my duties as a sworn judge of this ship, I order that the defendant be held in custody until his execution at twelve o'clock noon."


    "In twenty minutes," I said.


    "That is correct," she said.


    "You really don't fool around, Lieutenant."


    Back in the cell I continued my annotation, had time to take a dump, and then the guards came for me. They escorted me to the shuttle bay. All of the crew had gathered for my execution, and it made me feel important, like a famous celebrity.


    "Do you have any last words, Captain?" said Lieutenant Imada.


    "Nah," I said.


    They put me in a shuttle and closed the door. I waved goodbye but the glass was tinted so I don't think they saw me, and then the force field was released, and the preprogrammed shuttle began to fly into endless space.


    The robotic voice within said, "Shuttle will self-destruct in thirty seconds."


    "Computer, this is Captain Boner. I order you to override your self-destruct mechanism."


    "I cannot do that."


    "Please."


    "I cannot do that."


    "Computer, I order you! I am a human and you are a machine! You must follow my orders! Human life is precious. You are not allowed to take human life."


    "Self-destruct in ten seconds."


    "Don't ignore me!"


    "Five seconds."


    And just before it reached zero, I swear, really, that I heard it laugh.


    No one ever liked me.


    

  


  
    

    


    LANDMINES


    


    Roderick and I had arrived by a twin-prop plane the night before, barely got sleep at a hotel that agreed to put us up for free, but the bed had been filled with maggots and even when they cleared them out I was uncomfortable.


    We got out to the fields after paying two motorcyclists to cart us. We got all the gear on the back, and when we got to the fields I lectured Roderick about proper use of the metal detectors and how to walk so he'd never step somewhere we hadn't swept. I'd drilled him on it enough back in London and had confidence in him.


    We'd been at it for nearly an hour without any success, when I came across one of them. I called Roderick over and had him sweep the area himself, finding it successfully. I then showed him how to pinpoint its exact location, and we got digging in the dirt coming in from the side and underneath. Took nearly half an hour because I wanted to show him how to do it proper, and I think he got it. We found the fuse release and then it was safe. Judging by its age I think it was safe anyway. It looked pretty feeble.


    Then we split up and went to different ends of the field again and I told him we'd work till lunch and to have him call me if he came across anything.


    It was like that for a while. Quiet and boring if you didn't have your mind on your work. The biggest hurdle in this business is allowing yourself to go on automatic and then – click – you're gone. Why the boy wanted in on this line of work I never could figure. Couldn't explain it to myself either. But there we were.


    Roderick saw them first. A group of ten or so of the local boys playing some infernal game, running about and pushing each other and ignoring the signs the village had posted on the field. Idiots. Kids.


    I don't know why Roderick did it. I guess it's the same reason that brought him down to this continent and into this line of work. But he knew better.


    Roderick called across the field to the boys and of course they didn't understand him and pushed on into the field. Roderick yelled again and tried to wave them back. They laughed at the strangely clad boy and his odd tool that he waved over the ground. They laughed and pushed each other and whistled and sang.


    Roderick started running. Running! I could see myself telling him a million times, you never run. Never, ever. And he ran anyway. He knew and he must've known I'd give him an earful and even tell his parents when we got back to London. But there he was, an image I still see, him, running across that field to that troupe of African boys.


    And then he was no more.


    The group of boys flinched with the sound and explosion of dirt that geysered from the earth. Roderick vanished and a stain was all that was left in his wake.


    I can't even remember what I thought, what I did. I don't want to think about it now.


    The boys had stopped, frozen, frightened. They looked at me, then ran away, back to the village.


    Some of the villagers helped me search the area for any clothes or body parts that we might bury and give a proper funeral, but it was pointless. Gone was gone. Like he'd never been. They consoled me as best they could in their limited English, and yet I almost detected – or perhaps it was the stress and paranoia of a placid situation turned suddenly hostile – a smug forbearance on their parts that wanted to say that Roderick and I were outsiders who had reaped what we had sown.


    We were outsiders, and one of us would never return. The wrong one.


    I left the next day and was back in London the next week. I hedged but finally got in a cab and gave the address and let the world take me to the last place I wanted to go. Every step I took up the stairs to that house was a savage weight, a burden.


    I knocked lightly and waited only a few seconds before turning to descend. But the door opened behind me and her voice said, "Dr. Kruger, you're back! So good to see you. Do come in. Where's Rod?"


    And I couldn't hide it. It must have shown on my face, so alien to anything else she had seen from me. I felt like I'd been kicked in the balls and the nausea crept up through my stomach and into my heart.


    She began to cry and say No, no, no.


    Her husband came to see what the matter was, and he too picked up on the vibe, until both of them were crying and yelling and confusion reigned and the facts, the facts, they had to be known.


    But what mattered facts. What mattered words. I went in to face their wrath which was more consolatory than anything I might have expected, and I found forgiveness where I had no right to any, and finally I left, berating myself far more than they ever could.


    I must have walked for three or four hours across the city that day. I was a zombie. I didn't see anything and it's a wonder I didn't walk into a bus accidentally and end it myself.


    Somehow I found myself near Limehouse along the Thames and staring into the water. It seemed like it wanted to speak, but could only go on and on. I could imagine Roderick just the same, clawing through and ghostly pale from another place and trying to speak, but nothing. Nothing.


    Had he even known he was dying? Or had it all been over before pain, regret, and sorrow, might be comprehended? Did it even matter now?


    I am a strong man, despite circumstances, and I never once considered jumping into those waters to allow myself to slip under and end it as invisibly as Roderick had gone. But something in my eyes must have told the tale, because an ancient man came to my side and looked me over, caught my attention from the corner of my eye, and tried to convey a smile.


    "You all right, son?" he said.


    "I am," I said. "I'm just trying to forgive myself."


    "Done something wrong, eh? Well, that's nothing new. At least you can see it. Be thankful for that."


    "And why?"


    "Because some can't, or won't, and never will. Because they will go on to do it again, and at least you have the mind to see it for what it is."


    "Yes. Yes, that's true. But the pain of what I have done lingers."


    "And maybe it'll get better and maybe it'll get worse. But you got to live with it. And maybe one day you'll forgive yourself. Just don't throw your life away."


    "Throw my…? Look, I had no plans to do anything of the sort."


    "That's not what I was seeing. Maybe you would have been under before you knew what you'd done."


    "It wouldn't be so bad."


    "For you, maybe, though I don't fancy getting a lungful of that slimy water myself. But don't leave us a mess to clean up."


    I smiled to reassure him and patted his shoulder, then left.


    Above in the sky the clouds were curdling over to blot out the sun and I thought of an African sun thousands of miles away and a gang of boys that never meant harm and could not be called murderers but who had somehow lured a boy from another, strange land into their midst and magnetized him from his path and instructions to ten seconds of foolhardiness that had ended him before he even knew what had caught him. Those boys were still there, wandering and playing, no doubt. How long would the white boy linger in their memory as a spirit, taunting them? Would they ever realize the good he intended, or was his death as mysterious to them as it had been to Roderick?


    A cracking sound in the sky and water began to fall, slow at first, and then in waves. Carry this water across the earth and soak them, and the boy's grave. Let it sift through dirt and find out the body and soul and push it under, away from the rank scorch of the sun. Let it sink and decay and never meet the metal shards again, passing through the bellies of earthworms and into the weeds that leeched upon that soil.


    He walked until he hailed a cab, and returned to his flat. When neatly enclosed within his home, he sat in a rocking chair, saturated with rain, and bore the weight of a million wandering boys in his head.


    

  


  
    

    


    NEW YEAR


    


    New Year's resolutions make me feel so bound by time. Why must I resolve to be anything but what I am? What belief in the future? Why me.


    Every day I would wake and make a list. It would be the things I wanted to change. But I soon realized I was making battles where there were none. I would begin a campaign denying that Lincoln really was shot. I would start an organization that worked to give animals all the rights of humans, perhaps even more.


    Why do we spend so much of our lives trying to organize the unorganizable? All I seek is an unchanging mass of reality. But conversation is nothing like that. All conversation is change.


    "How do I use this software?"


    I was taking a class on software deconstruction via Fortean analysis (this is not the actual topic but I can't remember that far back and I want to paint the tones of how it felt to me).


    "You need help?" the instructress asked, a busty nerd woman. I wasn't attracted to her but a healthy curiosity to see her naked existed in the bowels of my pants.


    "I don't believe I'll need any help, but if I do I'll shout!" I said.


    "You're already shouting."


    "That doesn't imply I need help."


    "Doesn't it?"


    "Does it?"


    "Well..."


    I had forgotten the question, the topic.


    "Yes?" I ventured.


    "See me after class."


    "It's already after class," I said. "Look around you. Everyone's gone."


    "Then who have I... been instructing?"


    "Instructress, if instructing ghosts and the invisibles was your only eccentricity then we might be lovers."


    "That's all that separates us?"


    "Yes."


    "Never to be overcome?"


    "I resolved on December 31st of the previous year to never seduce another instructress."


    "There have been others?"


    "Hence another, my wording."


    "And what if I was to do the seducing?"


    "Thus turning into a... seductress?"


    Every dog has his day. Every day has its sun. Every sun has its planets. Every planet has its dogs. Every dog has his day.


    "I should warn you, I vow never to use protection," I said.


    "Is this another one of your resolutions?"


    Had it been? Even I couldn't remember. If so, I couldn't imagine why I had chosen such a callow commitment. Perhaps it was to balance out some safe and healthy resolution, attempting to load the cannon of karma. But why couldn't I remember this counter-resolution? Never mind. I was having sex and that was all there was to it, and if it meant slapping a johnny on my willy to please some female's concept of safety, I was all for it.


    "Yes, but I'll break it if you insist."


    We mated for several minutes, removing only the necessary clothing appendages to give us access to each other's genitals. Was it good sex? I'm not even sure. It's hazy in my memory now, three hours later. I do remember reaching into my backpack afterward and opening a pack of cigarettes that I kept handy for just such occasions. They had passed their expiration date, but it was a day for living dangerously. And how could they possibly hurt me, those no-longer-fresh cigarettes? Give me cancer? Rot my skin? No thank you, surgeon general, I'll take my risk with a pound of butter bedrooled atop it.


    Right. We used butter at one point. I can't remember except through the use of imagination how it dripped into her buttcrack and I squeezed her cheeks together to make it melt a lil faster. Pause that moment on your inner VCR and savor it. I have. I freeze it. And that's what I'm talking about. But really, you can't pause reality. It just goes on. That butter melts. That seductress packs her things and goes home to be with her family. I go home to cry and watch episodes of Casper the Friendly Ghost.


    At some point while watching the cartoon ghost I remembered a resolution I'd made involving the viewing of spectres, haunts, the undead, ghosts, ultradimensional beings etc in any form of moving image media, and I cursed myself for breaking not one, but two resolutions in a day. I'm tempted to flagellate myself in the basement, but I refrain because I had also resolved to no longer flagellate myself.


    Come morning I realize another year has passed. The sun rises on an ultraviolet sky. The creamy menstruation of time's ebb and flow. The dystopian dream that was last year can be put to rest at last.


    "Have fun," somebody tells me. It's only a TV commercial. They only want my money, but I say thanks anyway.


    "You have fun too, TV person."


    

  


  
    

    


    MARK'S NIGHTMARE


    


    1.


    I was starting to feel like a pro. Like I had my shit together. Like the buzz of adrenaline was being replaced by the sharpness of professionalism. Like I could just glide in like the wind through a crack in their rich house walls and breeze away with their goods in hand. Whatever I could get. Electronics if light. Jewels. Drugs. Fine cheeses (all right, haven't looked in any fridges yet, but one day I'll get hungry).


    Actually it was this time. I was so psyched up that I forgot to eat. I'd gone to the gym and beat the bag a while and then on to the job. I had it all staked out. Watched them for months. Well, days. I knew them. I knew them all. Their type. Their rich smelly clean type. I hated them. I loved their things. Their money. Their deodorant.


    After I killed the dog I found the key they hid in the doghouse. I admit, that's a great place to hide a key. But to a dog-killing guy like me it's as dumb as the doormat.


    I went in and listened to total silence but the percolating percussion of the coffee machine. The kitchen entrance was my way but there was nothing there. Kitchen!


    In the living room just a TV and big shit. I went for the bedroom, the master, where the loot usually was.


    Inside on the bed was an old man. He looked at me.


    "Hello?" he said.


    I started to run and wasn't watching where I was going. I hit the wall and passed out.


    


    When I came to, the old guy was on the phone. It couldn't have been a minute. But he slammed the phone down, still in bed and looked at me with venom, the old cuss.


    "They're not even two blocks away. You just try and run, boy!"


    He laughed a wheezing old man laugh. I ran.


    Outside the cop car pulled up and two men got out and aimed their guns at me. One of them was black. One was white.


    "Freeze! Get your hands up!"


    "No!" I said, and ran into the bushes and another house's backyard. They started running after me.


    In this backyard were two dogs, and I didn't see them. They bounded on me and floored me. They started ripping into my head with dog teeth and it all went nightmare. I was totally going to be late for second period.


    


    2.


    Mark was on the bus across town to a neighborhood he would never be wealthy enough to live in. He was headed to a house he thought was empty.


    When he arrived, he fed the dog some poisoned meat. The dog smelled the meat and not the poison and death was his reward.


    A key had been secreted inside the dog's home and this key unlocked any door of the house. Mark found this key and unlocked the kitchen door. He made his way through the house, looking for valuables.


    Inside the master bedroom was Arthur McGlintock, the aging forester and TV personality (Mythic Forestlandrock). He would not be on earth much longer. On the television was an advertisement for Viagra and thousands of erect penises ejaculated into the TV camera and Arthur felt absolute disgust at the filth allowed on TV nowadays in these modern times, and yet he stared on with a kind of fascination.


    Then he saw across the room a young man, who couldn't have been more than sixteen. He was black. Arthur never had anything against black people like a lot of people of his generation and class, but he couldn't think of a reason why one should be in his home. Best approach with caution.


    "Hello?" said Arthur.


    Mark was not expecting people inside this house. This was his third "heist" and there had never been people. Only him and the home and the goods. Fuck, thought Mark. He sprinted, panicked, had to get away from the old man, and in his rush he failed to espy the wall that wasn't the best route for departure and met it head on. Death was not his reward, but a momentary lapse of consciousness was.


    Arthur McGlintock used this moment to make a telephone call to his local police station, which he had on speed dial (#8). The phone rang four times and finally a husky female voice said, "Police."


    "Why, hello," said Arthur. "This is Arthur McGlintock."


    "Hi, Arthur. How can we help you?"


    "Well, there seems to be a young negro man on the floor of my bedroom."


    "Wait – when?"


    "Now."


    "And he's dead?"


    "Did I imply that? Or did you just assume because I pointed out that he's colored?"


    "Actually, we don't really use words like colored and negro anymore."


    "Sure we do. I just did. You just did."


    "I was only quoting you."


    "That was a quote? I don't think that was a quote."


    "What's your address, Arthur?"


    "616 Martreefrondish Lane."


    "Is this a crank call?"


    "That's my true address, young lady."


    "I'm not so young."


    "Young enough."


    "For what?"


    "What time will the fuzz arrive?"


    "The what?"


    "Your fellows. The gentlemen in blue. The five-oh."


    "Well… looking at the map… we actually got some people just a few minutes away. They'll be right there. Don't touch the suspect."


    "Why would I touch him?"


    "I don't know."


    "I'm just wondering, since you suggested. Do I sound like someone who touches young men?"


    "…"


    "Hello?" said Arthur.


    "The officers will be right there."


    "Great. Goodbye."


    Arthur slammed the phone down. The young man on his floor was starting to stir, rising.


    "They're not even two blocks away," said Arthur. "You just try and run, boy!"


    Mark knew who the old man meant. He shook off his daze and ran, the old man's hissing laughter trailing him with Doppler effect.


    


    3.


    A block away officer Jackson and Appleby were rolling silently toward the house. Their car wasn't silent, but they were. They'd been partners seven years and long since exhausted all avenues of conversation. They disliked each other, but would never let on this was the case lest they be perceived as racist.


    As they came to 616 Martreefrondish Lane they saw a young black man coming out of the house in a cold sweat. They couldn't actually see the sweat from their distance, but liked to imagine they could. There were even targets at the shooting gallery labeled "Cold Sweat" that were somehow meant to visually impart the tactile significance of coldness and sweatiness to an officer in the heat of battle a mere 30 or 50 feet away from a target, be they large, small, or black.


    They ejected coolly from the car like they'd seen so many cops do on TV.


    "Freeze!" said Appleby. "Get your hands up!"


    Mark looked at the two officers and decided he had a fifty percent chance they wouldn't shoot.


    "No!" he screamed. And bolted.


    "Great," said Jackson. "Nice work."


    "What?" said Appleby. "What?"


    "He was a brother. I thought we agreed that I would deal with the brothers."


    "Oh. Oh yeah. I forgot about that."


    "You forget about that. Jesus Christ. Come on."


    They ran after Mark and found him in process of being devoured by two dogs in the backyard of a neighbor's house. Appleby and Jackson, never favorable to the manhandling of dogs, let a few rounds fly at the animals. The dogs exploded into an orgy of blood and meat and dog teeth that seemed to spit from another dimension. One minute a whole being. The next: EXPLOSION. The sound came with it, the sound of bullets, and one of those bullets went through the Doberman and into Mark. He would definitely not be making second period.


    


    4.


    At Village ICU Dr. Merv Constantinople was on duty when the young black man was wheeled in a respirating mess, blood pissing out of his collar-bone. "What have we here," said Merv. "Young fellow, shot by an officer while perpetrating, yes, yes, and it seems rather critical, wellll, well I am the man, as if this youngster seemed to know that Merv Constantinople was on the job today. Did somebody tell him to get shot today knowing he'd be in good hands? I dare say they did not, he merely psychically intuited it. Well, Nurse Sugarbottom – not your name – is it? I don't know – just roll him in I'll be right with him and we can see about dese little bullet we have wedged betwixt him and his life, oh me."


    Nurse Johnson wheeled Mark into the operating room where Nurse Hayes was also waiting, preparing the instruments of dissection, unpeeling them from sterilized packaging and sliding rubber and hoses and bleeping devices that few could comprehend outside the medical world. She looked at Nurse Johnson, that hussy, always flirting with Dr. Constantinople, she hated her.


    Dr. Constantinople came in laughing deliriously. "Jesus Christ, give that boy some of whatever I'm on! Haha. What am I on?"


    He pinched Nurse Johnson's ass and imagined dissecting a piece of it at some future hour as he had so often done with Nurse Hayes.


    "Now, what about this boy? Hahahaha."


    


    5.


    Mark did not survive the night.


    

  


  
    

    


    TV


    


    Sure I tell my friends I'm a television producer and they laugh because they can't understand the ups and downs, the ins and outs of Hollywood and how the machinations bring you high or low at the flip of a pen, the turn of a key. But I am, was, and always will be in the biz. So I may not have a house to put my head under or a fancy car like I once did and my stocks took a fall and etc etc dotcom blah blah blah, as if any of that mattered. I have a TV and that allows me to work inside the TV business because I'm a businessman but now I'm no longer constrained by the constraints of an office and suit and secretary and paycheck telling me do this do that. Bah. I'm an independent soul like these kids here with their $24 T-shirts with electric lines all splattering because I live in a box they may laugh at me but what cares I? What care? Freedom is my ever-coddling lover. So let me tell you about my show. There are two characters who look like action figures I found at the thrift store which is not to say they have the wooden personality associated with that class of figurines. Truly I have sparked them with the life of any great character from Hamlet to Lion-O and that funny guy on The A-team (great show).


    And get a load of this, you'll like it. Especially in this evergreen hippy yuppie organic braintrust city here's what I got. It's so green. My television show is totally organic. Electric-free. Yeah, not a red cent of coal to be used in its production. Nice. Amazing? But true. How can it be? You ask. Go ahead. Well, let me show you. We run it right here on the sidewalk. Right here in the Haight, which you might think is a sloppy noisy scruffy place to have a TV show and you're like, Not in LA? And I say not in LA. Because sometimes you have to step out of the box. Get your head in a new space. And I got it all, do it all. I produce, direct, and even star in it. But you're like aha, I got you! What about the camera? Doesn't that run on electricity? It does not! For there is no camera. Wha… yes, no camera! It's a new kind of TV like in the old days they had it all live and beamed it out once and that was that no DVD sets bullshit rewind watch it again. These scenes are etched but once.


    The screen is chipped, cleared away really and the people look right in and I make them dance, laugh, fight, and spar. It's a wonderful form of improvisation like that show with the people. It's a great show, come by sometime and watch it. Feel free to put some change in my cup and maybe one day I'll spring for a camera and get this thing in the can. The big time.


    

  


  
    

    


    THE MAGICIAN


    


    Which is better?


    1. To make something from nothing?


    Or


    2. To make nothing from something?


    


    These are not hypothetical questions.


    "What if you were to explode with blood and guts spilling into the front rows of the audience and then reappear in two places on the stage at once?"


    "Two versions?" I said. "Simultaneously? No, they'd think holograms and the like. A twin. And blood and guts could be anyone. A visit to the butcher. No, it needs to be fresher, more original."


    "How about you have the props appear magically on the stage and start doing tricks on their own. And then at the end of the show you stand up from the front row of the audience and come onto the stage to uproarious applause?"


    "Why? People want to see my face. That's why they pay the cash."


    "What if we have you…"


    "What?"


    "I don't know."


    "I don’t either. You're my manager. You're supposed to help me."


    "I know. But it's hard to be fresh."


    "You're telling me?"


    


    That night we did the sawed lady in half where she metamorphoses into a werewolf and then a wolf that rushes into the audience and devours a little boy who screams and people start to rush for the exits but they're sealed and what will the beast devour next? But – of course – I shot an arrow into the eye of the wolf and people calmed and I shooed them back to their seats and brought the wolf onto the stage with the help of two new assistants. I then take a knife and carefully slice into the wolf and the little boy is revealed, unharmed, all a-smiles. The audience hesitantly starts clapping and then laughing as they realized they've been fooled. And then I unscrew the little boy's head and it turns out that he's a robot. His mother screams but then looks to the seat where he had been and he's been there all along, snoring.


    I was snoring as I went through the motions.


    What was the point of all this trickery? A few laughs, thrills. And then they go home and life goes on. A few dollars and a meal for me and my family. But surely there was more.


    


    "What if I were to unscrew my own head at the end of the show and reveal myself to be a robot? And then strings would materialize and it would be seen that I was in the rafters…"


    "What?"


    "Never mind," I said. "Even I'm not interested in it. If only there was something a little bigger."


    "Hey, you said you wanted impact. I can get you into that earthquake charity thing for Asia."


    "Fine, all right, do that. I'll do that."


    But I would just be another trickster, performer, hack on a stage, amounting to little. It sounded like a challenge. We would see.


    


    The situation was a mixed bag. A huge audience, mostly there to see concerts. I was to be sandwiched between Bruce Springsteen and E-40, while their musical equipment was moved around in the rear of the stage. Not the best scenario with all of my equipment, so I had to think outside the brain and go minimalist. The crowd was vast. Tickets were general admission and designed to rake in enough cash to send off for medical relief and whatever. It sounded good and would give me a lot of exposure through the cable broadcast and DVD. I was actually doing the show for free… but like I said, the payment was exposure.


    I began with some flame tricks and false impalings. Then got a security guard I had briefed beforehand to simulate my beheading with a large guillotine, my only piece of equipment. When my "head" fell into the audience and the screaming began, the security guard started itching around his neck until he dug into the flesh and lifted it off. It was a mask, and I was underneath.


    The crowd went wild.


    I let them get carried away for a few seconds and took a look at the clock and the prompter. E-40 was almost ready and I had time for only one more trick. I would go for the chipmunk from within my throat that emerged and then reversed all its organs so that fur lined its throat from the inside. Not the best for a large arena, but they had cameras and screens magnifying it and I'd been assured it'd be fine.


    Before I could begin the trick, the unexpected element emerged. He was wearing turquoise. All of him. His shirt and pants and shoes and even his baseball cap. He was large and built like an umpire, with bulbous glasses and protruding lips. How he got to the stage was a mystery. Perhaps security thought he was part of my routine. All that turquoise. Nobody would dress like that.


    I held my smile. Never let them see you sweat.


    He came over casually and stood next to me. His face unsmiling, mute.


    I wanted to signal to security to get this bozo off without making it obvious to him or the audience that he was unwelcome. Impossible.


    He waved to me, even though we were only a foot apart.


    He reached into his jacket –


    The first idea I had was a gun. He had a gun. He had to have a gun. Time froze as his hand waited to reveal the metal.


    Instead it came out with a notepad that he handed to me with a pen. He wanted my signature. An autograph hound.


    I smiled, looked off stage and caught eye contact with my manager and he could read that well enough. I could see him getting security. I continued smiling and signed my name slowly, handing the notepad back to him as security came and started taking him away. He looked confused, but didn’t fight.


    My time was up, and I would have to skip the reversed chipmunk (it was nibbling on my crotch anyhow). I gave a final wave to the audience and got off.


    


    "I'm not mad. It was a little scary though. I saw my life pass before my eyes."


    "Sorry. I was distracted by that chick with the tits," my manager said.


    "It's all right. It actually… I know this sounds weird, but I felt free in that moment of uncertainty. Like the trick was out of my control, but whatever it was, it would be magnificent. Beyond anything that could be planned."


    "Geez, don't talk like that. You don't need to be the John Lennon of magicians."


    "Right. No, of course not."


    "Jesus. Hope they lock that guy up for good."


    


    I read the story about the incident, and no, they didn't lock him up very long at all. He was fined and had to attend a community service class, but he was out the next day. He'd just walked onto a stage, they said. Never mind what he might have done – look at what he did. He didn't even put up a fight when he left.


    A few weeks later I was with my boy in Central Park. We had just gone to the playground and past the pond. I felt like I hadn't seen him in ages. I'd missed a few of my weekends and when I finally did come around, his mother just gave me that look like she used to when I'd come home at three or four in the morning with lipstick on my neck and bourbon on my tongue. The sky was so clear that day, I remember. The little details you savor. My boy, of course, being young, was more interested in ice cream and running to the swings and watching bicycles whiz by and asking me when he could get one.


    "Soon," I said. "You have a birthday coming up, remember?"


    "Dad, are we rich?"


    "Rich? Why do you ask?"


    "My friend Abe said he saw you on the TV and that you must be rich and famous."


    "Well –" I considered. "Yes, I suppose in many ways we are rich. We have more than most people. We are very lucky."


    This answer pleased him and his attention was quickly diverted elsewhere.


    And that's when I saw him. There again, that turquoise uniform. I felt my balance sway, the ground shift.


    "The magician," he said, and laughed.


    "Dad, who is he?"


    "Listen, you," I said to the man. "Get away from me and my boy or I'll get the cops."


    "The cops?" the man said.


    And this time he had it. Perhaps it had only been a dress rehearsal before. A test to see if anyone could be made to vanish.


    From over his shoulder I saw a teenager with a cell camera aimed my way. "It's that magician! Hey, do a trick, man!"


    Perhaps the kid didn't see the gun aimed at my chest. So many swirling objects circling around me: my son, the man in turquoise, the teenager with a camera, and spectators realizing something was happening. A moment in history. Their history, my history, our history melding into one ground of being.


    And my boy to remember this forever.


    I stepped into the way of the gun and reached out for it. I felt every inch of it covered by the camera, and I could see it covered with a million hits as it spread across the internet.


    My greatest trick.


    I ask again:


    Which is better?


    1. To make something from nothing?


    Or


    2. To make nothing from something?


    

  


  
    

    


    WHAT WERE YOU SAYING


    


    When I got home from school, mom said I had a job with the Davis kid.


    "I have a date, I can't," I said.


    "With who?" said mom.


    "No one you know," I said.


    "No one anyone knows. You get over to the Davis's house right now, young lady."


    "How can I babysit if you're going to treat me like a child? Don't you see the irony in that?"


    My mother didn't see the irony. My mother never saw irony. A half hour later I was at the Davis's.


    "He's been really energetic lately," said Blair. "We think it's because of the Baby Mozart CDs we've been playing."


    "What's a CD?" I said.


    "You are hilarious," said Joseph.


    "What fun are you two up to tonight?" I said.


    "We have reservations at the aquarium," said Joseph.


    "Like sounds like too much excitement for one night," I said. "Are you sure you don't want to spread it over two?"


    "Sissy, you should be a comedian," said Blair. "You always say the funniest things. That's what I always tell Joseph. Why is she babysitting for us when she could be making millions or even billions of dollars in Hollywood or Broadway? Don't I always say that, Joseph?"


    Joseph looked confused and changed the subject with all the tact of a vulture.


    "Sissy, has anyone ever told you you have the loveliest eyes?" he said.


    "Now you're just patronizing the girl," said Blair. "Just because she's not pretty doesn't mean you should make fun of her for it. She has other notable features, like her sharp wit. It's as sharp as a kitchen knife. Ouch! I think I just cut myself on her wit."


    It was becoming too ironic in there and I wished that they would leave so I could air it out. They did.


    Alone with the kid, I put on a horror movie and let him roam free like a free bird like in that song "Free Bird," which is probably about a free-spirited baby and a free-spirited babysitter, although I've never bothered to listen to the lyrics.


    About ten minutes into my film I realized I had seen it before, and nothing deflates my horror movie experience than the swiping away of uncertainty brought on by a repeat viewing. I stopped the film.


    Bored, I looked through their house for anything of interest. A glance at their bookshelves revealed an unhealthy fascination with 1950s spoon catalogs. I didn't bother to open those. I ratted around some more and checked the fridge for any rare treasures, but these people were unremarkable in all avenues of taste.


    At some point I opened a drawer and found under some envelopes a key. It had an antiquated look and I had to wonder what it could have opened. I walked through the house several times looking for a treasure chest to which the key might fit, until I noticed a small jewelry box in the bathroom off the master bedroom. It had to be Blair's, and I admit to no hesitation in opening it.


    Inside were necklaces, rings, earrings, all old and crusty looking as though inherited from a forgotten but careful grandmother, and each item looked like it hadn't been worn for several centuries. I was disappointed until I saw a small silver ring with a red jewel, which held my interest for reasons unknown to me. I couldn't stop looking at it, and before long I had rationalized to myself that taking it – borrowing it, as it were – was not big thing. After all, I would be babysitting for the Davis's again down the line, and I would return it then. I just wanted to take it out and air it. After all, it fit my middle finger so snugly that it might have been made for me.


    I put it in my pocket and locked the jewelry box.


    The phone rang and I nearly jumped out of my pants – this is an expression that might have come from the mouth of an old person, but I really think I might have jumped clean of my pants had they not be firmly belted around my waist. I answered the phone.


    "Hello."


    "Hi, Sissy, it's Joseph. We just wanted to let you know that there's carrot cake in the fridge. We meant to tell you that."


    "Okay. Thanks."


    "It's about a week old and we probably won't eat it, but you can have it. Definitely don't give any to Danny."


    "Who's Danny?" I said.


    "Our son."


    "Oh, right. Only kidding."


    I wasn't kidding.


    "He's all right?" said Joseph.


    "Last time I checked."


    "Great. We'll see you in a while."


    "That's a plan."


    I hung up and decided to check on the kid. I looked through several nooks and under beds and then I got a call on my cell. It was Doris.


    "Where are you?" she said.


    "I'm in a house."


    "I thought we were gonna knit. You were gonna teach me."


    "The plans fell through."


    "You could have called."


    "That's life."


    I hung up and continued searching for the kid. He appeared at some point.


    "Hello, Danny," I said, raising him in my arms and taking a sniff at his diaper which was fortunately in top form. "I suppose I should feed you at some point in this evening's celebrations. What do you say?"


    He squirmed in my arms so I set him down on the coffee table. And then I watched – I watched – as the evening's real horror show unfolded before my eyes and I was paralyzed, unable to react. I only watched.


    Danny picked up the key to the jewelry box. I had set it on the coffee table at some point. Danny looked at it, and then put it in his mouth. And swallowed.


    "No!" I said, too little, too late. Danny only spread his eyes and giggled at me.


    I lifted him upside down and gently shook him. Nothing came out. Danny started to cry, so I set him back down.


    "You foolish, foolish child," I said.


    I analyzed my options. The parents would be home soon. I could say nothing, let it pass. They had no way of knowing that I had let the kid eat the key. The drawer that had contained it was beyond his reach, but it could go down as just one of those little mysteries. And a kid passing the key wouldn't hurt him. Not much, I hoped. It wasn't a sharp key. Some keys have really pointy teeth, but this one looked more like a skeleton key from an old cartoon. And if Danny started screaming they could take him to the doctor and get some tests. Science would help him.


    Perhaps call an ambulance. No, no. That would be admitting guilt.


    Tell the parents? But no. All this would immediately draw attention to the key and when they finally got it back they would examine the box and they might notice the ring was gone. Why had I taken it? And why had he eaten the key?


    I considered my scant medical knowledge. I didn't believe the Heimlich maneuver would work. The throat wasn't obstructed.


    Perhaps vomiting. But how do you make a baby vomit and does that sort of thing hurt a baby? It seems like it might. I certainly don't like to vomit, and babies are so sensitive.


    I realized I didn't know much about babies. I realized I probably shouldn't have been a babysitter. I realized that life is sometimes unfair, and that there is a great deal of irony involved. I realized that I could somehow blame this on my mother. But not me!


    I heard a key in the front door, and then it opened.


    "We're back," said Joseph.


    "I see," I said. "How was the aquarium?"


    "There were a lot of fish," said Blair.


    "I've heard that," I said. "Well, I best get going."


    "Hey, hold on," said Joseph. "We haven't paid you."


    "It's okay, you can pay me next time."


    "Nonsense, I've got the money right here."


    I stopped and let him remove the bills from his wallet. I didn't look at Danny as Blair picked him up.


    "Joseph, something's wrong with Danny," said Blair.


    "What?" said Joseph.


    "I don't know. He's squirming. Sissy, has he been okay?"


    "Yeah. Yes. Definitely okay. Not a key out of him all evening."


    "What?" said Blair.


    "Not a sound," I said. "Not a peep."


    I made some excuse about missing my favorite show and got out of there as fast as I could. I walked home and could hardly see straight.


    My mother was reading the newspaper at the house.


    "That wasn't so bad, was it?" she said. "And now you've got some spending money. You can buy something to make you look nice."


    "You're saying I don't look nice?" I said.


    And I don't know why I was suddenly on the defensive.


    "I just meant –"


    "I'm going to bed, mom. Good night."


    I ran upstairs before she could respond and after brushing my teeth and flossing, I buried my head in my thickest pillow and let it engulf my face like a marshmallow. And I screamed and sobbed into it till I passed out and didn't have to think about things so much, and didn't have to look the day in the face quite so squarely, and I could barely feel the ring that I now wore on my finger.


    

  


  
    

    


    THE BLISTERING CALL OF DYING MOZART


    


    Mozart is in the Amazon again, dressed in a frock coat that makes him all sweaty and with boots totally inappropriate for the jungle floor. Look there! A giant anaconda descends from a tree for a lean scrap of Mozart meat. Yum. His tongue flickers through air. Something is awry. The beast flinches and retreats into the moss, vanishes, all unaware to the Mozart, this Mozart.


    The composer follows something like a trail for nearly a mile before it reaches a cave. But it's not a cave! Look there, a door! He lifts the heavy stone knocker and it falls on the moss-eaten door with barely a sound. He waits and no one answers. He knocks again, forsaking anything that might resemble music. Again no one answers the door. He tries the handle and it opens. Inside he goes and darkness is in every inch of the place, as though even the light he has admitted with his entrance will not dare venture into such unknown territory. His steps are slippery and uncertain, the floor not remotely level, bumpy with a stone path and moistured staccato. Even here the music follows. He tries to walk more quietly to curb the soundtrack but even that vague clip clop represents a tune to him.


    Finally he reaches the end of the hall. He knows it is the end because suddenly there is light. Where does it come from? It is mystery. There are no windows or other portals to the outside. There is no incandescence in this primitive hovel. There is only a stone altar, and upon it a small box, encrusted with jewels. Each jewel seems to reflect an ocean of light, a sun, but the source is mysterious. All is unknown. Where is the light from?


    He strokes the jewels instinctively and thinks of the many women he has stroked, each a different song, and all the sound that he played through them. It is a memory he doesn't want to think of now, for some reason. He can't remember why.


    The jeweled box will open. He sees the hinge, the folded line around its edge. He lifts it slowly and it creaks ajar. And inside—


    But before we reveal, let us consider the perspiration-drenched man and his disregard for logic, narrative in this moment. He is here and the jeweled box can be opened, so he is the one to open it. He is the only one in the room!


    I write this in a style that's meant to sound like translation, even though English is my so-called native tongue. But it is not. The native tongue is in the jeweled box.


    He opens it – not again, but a continuous movement springing from the previous opening – and from within issues the sweetest, most novel sounds, from an alien future that he'll never breathe, from a sister he'll never carouse with, from a car he'll never drive.


    This sound opens up vast caverns in the mind of our Mozart, the oldest of Mozarts, this final Mozart. Sound blends indescribably with other senses and boomerang back upon themselves and he loses all sense of his greatness, his past achievements, his separation from other composers (even the lowly Salieri), yes, he, one, past, present, old, young, male, female, time, time, time. It overflows all direction. All time is one song, one note even, played around and forever. Forever. The very word sings out the truth that a mind cannot comprehend except through music, an intuitive faculty that will not be named, identified, pointed out, is both unfathomable and experienced in nearly every moment by every sentient being on the plane of being. It goes within us and without it there is no "we" for us to speak of.


    This is what Mozart holds within his hand in the impossible cave. This is what we all hold within our hands. And even though we can't always feel it, it is there.


    Mozart gasps his final note and his skin screams ultraviolet beauty, a scream of beauty is the only way to describe it and it is soft, hard, loud, effervescent. It is Mozart. It is you, me.


    


    The doctor released the man's wrist and shook his head. The doctor put his hand over Mozart's eyes and closed the lids, so young, now forever gone. What do those eyes see now?


    The family cried as was to be expected and already the work of organizing this mad genius's last scribbling into a cogent sum was taking place. The funeral and what to play. For this was not any man. This was Mozart, the heart of European music.


    The doctor spoke some dry words and left instructions on where the body was to be taken with the family and servants when their grieving was complete. He would alert the people to work with and all would develop as it had so many times before, man being mortal and death being common.


    The doctor took the drink of sherry offered by the old woman – perhaps the dead man's mother – and started on his way back to his workplace. The whole ordeal had gone on a bit too long. A bit protracted. Now if he had been a composer writing that final scene of the dying Mozart, he would have cut it about ten minutes shorter. But there seemed to be within that man (who men called genius) a will to carry on until something was complete, a final note struck. Perhaps a symphony or piano concerto playing in the young man's head.


    In truth, he had never heard the work of this Mozart. He'd heard some bars hummed but he was a busy man with little time to attend these public performances. Perhaps a great man had died, the doctor reasoned, but he was a man like any other, and his death was like all the others.


    Turning into an alley that he knew would be a shortcut, he started whistling a tune he had once heard. The doctor had been attending an old man, and a woman there was playing the piece. The doctor had liked the music and asked the woman to repeat it. The old man in his death throes was uncomfortable, but the doctor hadn't noticed. By the time the woman had finished her encore performance, the old man, her grandfather, was dead.


    And how did that last part of the song go? He had hit an impasse.


    In the alley two men were blocking his way.


    "Excuse me," he said.


    One of the men grabbed him by his shirt and punched him in the face. The doctor slipped and fell to the ground. The other man fell on the doctor with his knee pointed and to the doctor it felt like a whale had landed on his chest. He couldn't even wheeze a sound out, all air stolen.


    Then the doctor felt a boot in his ear and he knew it was a boot because he saw his attacker's foot and yes, definitely a boot. There was also some red liquid running in the alley and he wondered why wine was being poured in an alley and why it was so thick.


    After that it all became a bit blurry.


    The music had stopped.


    But then it came back. A faint strain at first, becoming louder and clearer. But no longer the Salieri melody that he was trying to remember from that distant October afternoon. This melody that now played was strange to him, unknown. It was rather beautiful… rather…


    At some point the music became disconnected from him and he simply became the music. Which is surely a queer thing for a person to be. You're a standard person with all your parts one minute but then the next you're something else entirely, and not even a thing at that but instead a process. Very strange. He of course did not analyze his transformation like we have because he was in no position to do so. Humans may be able to analyze, but not music. Music simply is.


    And with the music something visual, like a sauce poured atop a nicely cooked steak. Like the final nail in a crucifix. This image, again beginning faintly but clarifying, darkening its edges, and becoming a mouth, eyes, nose. It was that dying man! No, not the old man from so long ago, but the very man he had just attended to – not an hour ago. Yes, that Mozart. He recognized the pearly glint in his eyes. Here he was and as with the music it was not so much a matter of recognition from a distance as becoming this other entity. There he was, we were, us, me.


    And it was not the sickly face of a dying man. It was the healthy flow of an artist at the peak of his powers, transcending the limits of his existence to create something more real than life itself. His being was a song, and that song is us.


    

  


  
    

    


    AUTUMN PLACES


    


    The boy's mother told him to follow the stream until it came to the river, and to follow the river until he came to the city. There he could find a doctor. There he should give the doctor the silver piece and bring the doctor with him back to their village, and then his father might be well again. His mother told him to hurry.


    He set out with only a sack of dried meat over his shoulder.


    The stream went down through the hills, where he often played with his friends. That was the first day. He slept peacefully that night, knowing he was doing good and that soon he would bring help for his father and all would be well again.


    On the second day the stream went on and he walked for many hours until his feet were calloused through the leather coverings over them. The stream bent into a forest he had never been to before. He had never been to any of this before, and he was alone.


    He slept in the forest to the sound of crickets. He had heard stories of wolves living in forests and he would not have been able to sleep had it not been for all the hiking that day and the exhaustion that overpowered him.


    The next day the stream took him through a thicker part of the forest before finally breaking free and entering a meadow that seemed to stretch forever. In the distance were the mountains, and he guessed that this is where the stream would lead him.


    And this it did. He arrived the next day, weary. The sun blazed overhead and he would drink from the stream many times through the day, thankful that he followed the water. His supply of food was dwindling, and he found some berries on the edge of the meadow. But when he ate them he found them sour and they caused him to vomit them back up.


    The next day he arrived at the meeting of the stream and the river, and he was spent.


    There upon the far bank of the river was a girl. He watched her from a distance, unseen in the bushes. She was his age or younger, and she had a small moon-shaped face like he had never seen before. He could not take his eyes away from her. She filled a pail with water from the river and placed the pail on her head, walking away.


    He could not let her leave him, but he was too frightened to approach her, so he followed.


    Her path took her away from the river and its course, and the boy promised himself to return and continue his journey shortly. The girl walked over several miles until at last she came to a small village, not unlike his own.


    As he watched her enter a hut, two men seized him from behind. He struggled, but they were men and he was caught.


    They took him into the village. As they hauled him along, a small crowd of onlookers began to follow the men and the boy, staring at his strange face and unusual dress. By the time they reached the village center nearly all of its people were gathered around to see what would take place. The sun was setting and a fire was lit.


    Finally, from a central hut emerged the village elder. He limped over to the fire and the men and the boy, without taking any particular note of any of them. Finally he turned to the boy and asked for his story. The boy tried to begin, stumbling over his words in that large audience of onlookers, stuttering and contradicting himself, revealing too many of his inner thoughts and decisions, painting a sorry story with little narrative sensibility.


    The village elder stopped him. He looked the boy over and instructed the men to release the boy. They did. The village elder then told the boy that he would be their guest that night and that they would feast shortly.


    The village people began to disperse and go about their own business for the evening, with only a few remaining with the elder and the boy. A woman and a girl emerged from the elder's hut and came to sit with them. The girl was she whom the boy had followed that day to the village. He looked at her and she looked at him. The village elder looked at them both, and asked the men to prepare the deer. They did and cooked it over the open fire until the meat had changed. They gave a piece to the boy and he ate his full.


    That night the boy slept in the hut with the village elder, his wife, and daughter. His eyes for a few hours kept falling to the girl whose beauty he could not have imagined before this day, and at one point he thought that her eyes were open as well, looking at his, but of this he could not be sure.


    The next morning the village elder spoke to him, asking him his plans. He said that the boy was welcome to stay for another night if he wished. The boy thought about his mother's instructions and his father, but he also thought of the girl who he might never see again if he left. He decided that one more day could be spared.


    During that day he spoke with the girl, and learned her name. She showed him the rock formations near the mountain and he feigned interest while his attention was fully engaged on her. He kissed her.


    That night the village elder asked about his day and he said it had been very enjoyable. The elder said that he was glad of this, and invited the boy to stay on for another day if he so chose. He told the elder he would like to.


    And after two days of staying on, two weeks seemed like nothing, and after several weeks a few months seemed even less. And after many months of time had elapsed, the idea of returning to his own village and his former ways seemed completely impossible to him.


    When the night before his wedding came, the village elder spoke with him. He told the boy that he was glad that he and his daughter would be one. He also asked the boy if he had any constraints from his former life that might hold him. The boy considered, and told the elder the truth, about his mission to get medicine for his father.


    The elder looked at the boy. He told the boy that he could not marry his daughter if such was the case. The wedding would be postponed. First, the boy must return to his village and see what had transpired. The boy protested, weakly, knowing that the elder was right. He said goodbye to his bride-to-be that night and set out the next day.


    It took him one day less on this voyage. His desire to be with his bride impelled him on. He went down to the point where the river and stream met, through the meadow, through the forest, and through the hills where he had played so long ago.


    When he arrived at his village, people stared at him as though they didn't know him or were seeing a ghost. He came to his hut and called out his mother's name. She came out. She looked at him and seemed older, her hair grayer. She asked him where he had been all this time.


    He ignored her question and asked what had become of his father.


    She called his father's name and the man emerged from the hut. He too looked older, but he had lived. He had questions for the boy, and the boy told them of his meeting with the other tribe and his planned marriage.


    His mother asked him why he had not followed his instructions to bring a doctor. She said that his father had nearly died and only been saved by the village shaman. The boy gave no answer to her questions, and the boy's father looked at the boy with anger.


    The boy told his parents that he would leave tomorrow for the other village, and that they were invited to come to his wedding. His parents looked at him with disgust, and went inside their hut, closing the door flap behind them.


    The boy looked at the door covering and decided he would not stay in his village that night. He began the walk back to the other village.


    He slept again in the forest that night.


    In the middle of darkness and dreams, without warning or preamble, a wolf attacked him and tore one of his arms off. The boy then slew the beast. It was a painful experience. He eventually stopped the bleeding on his arm, slept again, and continued walking in the morning.


    When he arrived again at the foreign village, the elder came to meet him. Seeing the boy's injury, he asked him if he was all right.


    The boy told him that he was, and that he had no impediments to marrying his daughter now.


    

  


  
    

    


    EMILY


    


    At the Canadian Security Institute of Security (CSIS) the kindergarteners were being led by a morbidly obese gentleman with no testicles through the silver corridors of science fiction pickling into their young brains the sordid details of his job that would lay the foundation for railroad tracks of the synapses that would guarantee a future of mediocrity and bureaucracy for all within earshot including young Emily Poon who sensed the angle, the Ministry of this and that, yes, she'd read 1984 and knew all about it, and she wanted no part of it, so she wandered off and didn't look back, letting go of her partner, the morbidly obese Linda Gleick, an ungodly little Mexican girl who smelled of baking soda and pronounced all her words strangely because she had no teeth, yes, leave, leave Linda and all of them behind, especially the fat man and his giant crippling words and yes even Mrs. Knight her favorite teacher until she brought Emily to this horrid place of fluorescent nightmare.


    As Emily wandered and was ignored by the automatons she could hear disco tracks playing indistinctly in the background the voices blurred and autotuned into oblivion and left the listener feeling like a fool, a fool, except for Emily, who refused to buy into it. Finally she found a window. It wouldn't open because nobody opened windows anymore, there were vents and ducts for that and too much air freed the mind and Emily didn't care FOOLS! FOOLS! she screamed and hurled the nearest piece of furniture through the window and it took two tosses with the reinforced glass and her spindly little girl arms but it broke because nothing can hold back freedom, as she once read on a human bumper sticker.


    The table she had hurled fell and fell several hundred feet to the tarmacadam below and fell into the goo as the sun scratched it to pieces. Wolverines and badgers wandered from the wasteland with mutant longings and chewed on the table as best they could and didn't hear Emily's madcap laugh from on high.


    Then like a hawk she was soaring, flying over the ruins and desert of leftover Canada away from the circuit boards and Chinese laborers and prison camps and rock band bars and the promenade. Nobody knew how she flew. She flew perhaps on the wings of human imagination which said that all was possible in a society that fed on corpulence and dissipation and inferiority and hierarchical terror and digits and quiet orders and Emily didn't care. Her armpits propelled her with a spray of pure dream-juice and it was an insecticide that would linger in the air for months and terraform the world below in ways none could imagine. Out of contact with the bandwidth and frequencies that told people how to view and the parking tickets gone, the cars gone even the smog of the highways gone forever.


    From above a giant pterodactyl saw Emily and winked with lust and Emily smiled too because that was all that remained of love and freedom and whistling.


    A silent missile from somewhere was coming. Who had done such a thing to an innocent girl and a beautiful dinosaur? Who was its target?


    It came and came and Emily saw but her winged friend did not and shrieked pure fear when the missile hit and took a giant chunk away and set the beast sputtering downward and left Emily in sadness. So she went away further, north, into the wild abyss lands of the former state of Alaska, now owned by the North Korean Democratic League of Beauty Freedom.


    Mutant polar bears danced below intoxicated on cheap Russian vodka and fed a stream of video game worlds that possessed them like ghosts of old legends.


    A giant radar dish smelt Emily out and fed the information to the polar bear units and rewrote the video games even then and aimed the bears from within at her. Their wings came out except for the young ones who had not completed that transformation and had to ride the unicorns and attack ever fiercely.


    They got her fast and roped her to one of them and took her down to the forts below. They took her to a room and tied her up and the doctor came in and gave her a feeding tube and taped her mouth shut for silence and the work began. They gave her some TV to keep her company but it was mainly the tube and the feedings ad infinitum that filled her like a tube and her skin expanded and bloated horribly and the little girl became a sasquatch of her former self her skin growing testosterone fur and her bones straining under the weight of her new dietary habits that seemed to come out of nowhere.


    After a month of this they clipped the dental floss that held her to the chair and let her go. She groaned horribly and sweated just to rise and had to crawl the first few miles until her brain started to get the hang of her new body.


    A bear found her fast and took her leg off before the rebels could get to her. They disposed of the bear which still yet refused to let go of that leg and they got her fitted up with a new Luke Skywalker style of limb that looked surprisingly fit compared to her otherwise horrible body. They got to work on this monstrous proposition feeding her beautiful pills that made her feel beautiful while she worked the blubber off and they built her new wings, extra genitals.


    She awoke almost adult now through all the horrible treatment and they'd fed her the experience tubes but she wanted the real of it, the real, not this phoniness and who was in charge here anyway, whose side are you on, this was the type of thing she asked.


    They led her into a bathroom that they said would be all hers and she said okay and locked the door and put the rubber stopper in the tub and filled it with hot water and the special 20th-century soap that turned the water into drinkable champagne and had her first drink until the door opened and how had this happened she swore she had locked it but no, somehow, no, the door opened and there was a man, who was this man so young and princely and charming. And he toweled her down and led her to a room and deflowered her soul until at the height of her second orgasm he revealed himself as a gigantic spider and began to feast on her breasts and even moreso on her man-made woman leg. She didn't want to do it but she had to end him.


    She got a new, new leg.


    She started writing a book dubbed the autobiography of her soul, her experiences, and after a few days of writing grew bored and hired a ghost writer who interviewed her about her experiences and became so aroused in the process that he started raping her on her couch and she had to end him as well.


    So she returned to writing it herself and developed discipline in the process and became so fascinated by her newfound discipline that she began to discuss it and develop its outline and character in the book itself and it became very meta. She sought a publisher on its completion and found one that agreed to publish it with a few cuts and the work of a ghost writer, and she recalled her first experiences with a ghost writer and decided she was through with all kinds of ghosts, no more ghosts, a permanent boycott, and she went for a different publisher.


    The next publisher agreed to publish it all as it was, exactly, refusing even to correct her typos since they reflected a part of her soul that was trying to escape and which she only repressed with things like grammar and proper spelling and bah, bah, they'd have none of it.


    She didn't like this attitude and looked elsewhere for a publisher.


    This third attempt led to a publisher that would only make minor changes but agreed to correct her typos and this fit her just right like the third bowl of porridge which was the analogy hinted at and recognized even by Emily herself.


    When the book was published Emily had already forgotten she had written it and she passed by the shop window of a bookstore and saw it blatantly featured and she was so impressed with the cover design that she went in and purchased a copy with her first credit card (she had just turned eleven).


    She devoured the book. It was amazing, like the author was speaking directly to her. She turned to the back and there was the author's email so she sent an email and it immediately arrived in her own email inbox and she realized her mistake and laughed until her pants were stained brown.


    Meanwhile Emily forgot about the cost of the book charged to her credit card because the terms of the credit card were devilishly complicated and the charge accrued an enormous 1800% interest rate compounded weekly and before long the debtor's prison had their hooks in her and not even her flowing royalties from her new book could save her.


    

  


  
    

    


    ROADWAYS


    


    The highway was empty as a whore's brain and Willie Nelson was on the radio trying to keep me from falling asleep. I just kept my eyes fixed on the pale glow of my headlights and hoped the road didn't have any big decisions in the next eight hours that would require me to make a choice between a fork.


    And that's when I saw him. He was just a dark blob off the side of the road that turned around when he saw or heard me coming down the road, and his arm arched up and his thumb popped and here was a decision I hadn't thought about. For I had another eight hours at least before I got to El Paso and I needed all the help I could get staying awake. So I pulled the T-bird over and popped the door.


    "Howdy," I said.


    He got in.


    "Thanks," he said. "I wasn't expecting anyone along this road."


    He was a young guy and had only a small sack and a growth of fuzz on his face. Looked like a clean kid though, not the type you find in the desert at ten at night.


    "You're lucky," I said. "I ain't seen another car in a good hour."


    "I sure appreciate it."


    "Where you heading?"


    "How far you going?"


    "El Paso," I said.


    "I imagine that'll do. How far is that?"


    "Sometime in the morning."


    "All right. Maybe I can get some shuteye."


    "Hold on there," I said. " Here's the thing. I don't normally go picking up hitchhikers. There are too many pedophiles and meth heads out by the side of the road. Especially not at night in the middle of nothing like this. Not that I'm suggesting you're one of America's most wanted or some other criminal mongrel that ought to be locked away in a cage for a good number of years before they electrocute you or fill you with needles. That's probably not the case at all. You look like a clean-cut college kid or something out on the road living some kind of adventure of fantasy or maybe running away from a family that tried to get you to be a lawyer or politician or computer person or some other straitjacket of life. And maybe you didn't like it and had to get away. You don't need to confirm or deny this since you're only in my car for a ride and not subject to twenty questions just on account of it being my dime that filled the gas. You can keep it tight to yourself if that's how you play it and I wouldn't hold it against you. Or perhaps you are a vicious animal that is rather good at keeping up a charade of normality and I wouldn't ever suspect a thing, although I should warn you that I keep me a little pea-shooter in my boot although I don't know why I should warn you if you are indeed criminal-minded, but you have been given warning nevertheless. But I mention this to let you know that I am no great lover of company when I have Willie Nelson and Merle Haggard to accompany me without the odor or oxygen-consuming properties of their actual bodies, for I have a preference for their singing and not their being. So you may be wondering why I have stopped my car to let you inside. Let me tell you. It is because I am tired. I have already been driving for six hours, and I would be tempted to take the car to the side of the ride and give it a rest were it not for the urgency of my arrival in El Paso at the earliest moment possible, and so I go on at this steady rate, halting only for gas and my bread and water, and now you, not that I plan on eating you, settle down. But I do ask that you not sleep because I too would like to sleep and for me to sleep while driving would prove dangerous to both of us, so I will not, I will drive. And perhaps you can help me stay awake. Yes, I have come to the point. I need you to keep me awake."


    "Oh, sure," he said. "I'd be glad to do some driving too."


    "I can't let you do that," I said. "Nobody else drives this vehicle short of an emergency, least of all a person I have only just met through the randomness of the road just minutes before. That is the way of it."


    "I understand. That's fine. And I'd be glad to help you stay awake. I think I have some coffee beans I can give you too."


    "I don't take drugs," I said, "least of all from strangers I have only met moments before. Unlike kings and emperors I don't have the luxury of a taster to test the quality of your coffee beans, and as delicious as they sound and helpful as they could prove in keeping me awake, I must say no and find alternate means for sustaining myself. My suggestion was conversation."


    "Sure. That's totally fine."


    I guessed him for a West Coast big city kid with his over the top laid back attitude, and I was considering dumping him in the ditch of the road just to give him some backbone, but I didn't want to slow down. He had already forced me to make one unnecessary stop with his entrance.


    "So what's your story?" he said. "What's in El Paso?"


    "Hey, slow down with the questions, trigger," I said. "When I said we could converse I did not mean I'd be writing my autobiography. Why don't I save the big stuff for when I know you better like a brother, which isn't likely to happen from one night of conversation, if you catch my drift. Why don't you begin by winning my confidence and explaining your own secret origin and history, omitting any and all sections that would bore your average citizen, remembering that the goal is to keep me engaged and awake to save your life and my own."


    "All right," he said. "That's just fine. Oh, by the way, my name is Rich."


    He stuck out his hand to shake it and probably get my name like the nosy person he was turning out to be. Instead of shaking it, I said, "You'll forgive me not touching your hand since we just met and I don't want to take my hands off the steering wheel. A lot of folks will drive a car with only one hand on the wheel, but any DMV personnel will be glad to tell you that the safest way to drive a vehicle is with both hands on the wheel, in the ten o'clock and two o'clock positions, and you'll notice that that's where my hands are right now and where they intend to stay."


    "Okay, sure. You clearly want us to be safe. I appreciate that. So what's your name?"


    "If you must know, people call me Ace," I said. No one's ever called me Ace in my life.


    "Well, Ace, I can understand your trepidation, and I am simply grateful that you picked me up in the first place. And I confess that I have some riveting tales from my life on the road that are sure to keep you awake. So sit back, relax – but not too much! – and I will begin to tell you the story of my life."


    I was all right with that, as all right as I could be, and I let him rattle on, scratching out his life like anyone but him and his mama would ever care, but I let him rattle on with nothing else but Willie and Merle to keep me company, and before I knew it a good hour had gone by and I was starting to think I had made a good decision in picking the kid up.


    "– and that was the last time I let my sister convince me that filling in for another girl scout was all right for a boy and that nobody would notice a thing."


    That was the last thing he said before the animal. I reckon it was a coyote or maybe a raccoon, but since I can't be a hundred percent I'll just call it an animal and leave it at that. It was eyeballing my headlights like they were the best thing since sliced bread, although I imagine that sliced bread doesn't mean much too an animal, which is just as likely to eat it sliced as any other way.


    This animal was right in the line of my tires and was set to become a road pizza. I didn't see the little guy till we were right upon it, so bedazed was I by the monotony of the hours and the monotony of Rich's story, and Rich didn't notice either till the last second on account of his looking at me while he told his story, as if there were any reason to look at me since I sure as heck wasn't looking at him, I was looking at the road, which is what I was meant to be doing. But Rich chose that moment to look away from me and back to the road, and perhaps he saw a gleam in my eye that told him that I'd seen something on the road beside the road itself, something out of the ordinary.


    So yes, I'd seen the critter, and I've seen critters in the road before. They're not the brightest minds, and what else can you do but lay on the gas and hold tight to the wheel to keep her from jerking left or right, and that's what I was set to do.


    Rich had other plans. He apparently couldn't stomach me running over a cute little desert creature, and he did one of the stupidest things I have ever known another human being to do. He grabbed my wheel, my steering wheel, on my car, him, a hitchhiker, interfering with my driving style and prerogatives like he would change the radio station or spray my car with his own brand of air freshener, all without asking. I just felt a bitter rage at such stupidity, at him, and in myself for letting the fool into my car in the first place.


    "What are you –"


    The car swerved. We hit a bump, and then we hovered a second over nothing, and then we ploughed into the gravel of a ditch and I hit the brakes.


    "The hell you think you're doing?" I said.


    "You were gonna hit it," said Rich.


    "You're damn right I was. Get out of my car."


    I turned off the engine but left the lights on. I wedged open my door as best I could, and Rich opened his and got out. I don't know what I'd intended to do if I had gotten out, but the ditch prevented that and gave me a second to cool down.


    "You want help getting her out?" said Rich.


    "No, get out of here," I said, pulling his door shut.


    I started the engine and she coughed. All that rattling wasn't so good for her. I hit the gas and she made as if to move, and I heard the wheels spinning, but nothing came of it.


    "Goddamn," I said.


    Rich stood back a few feet from the car and only looked on like a moron. I tried the gas again, tried to get her to go forward or backward, but she wasn't having it either way.


    "Damn," I said.


    "You sure you don't want help?" said Rich.


    "Get away from my car," I said.


    Willie Nelson was starting to get on my nerves so I shut the radio off. I shut the headlights and the engine off and sat there in the quiet to evaluate my options for a minute. Rich stood outside the car in the dark.


    "Get out of here," I said.


    "What?" he said. "I can't hear through the glass."


    I cracked the window and said, "Get out of here."


    "I could give her a push," said Rich. "I'm pretty sure you can get her out."


    "Wouldn't be in this pinch if it weren't for you. Don't try to make yourself handy now. I don't want nothing to do with you."


    "I'm just saying I could help. You don't have to give me a ride anymore."


    "You're damned right I don't," I said. "You telling me. You're never getting in this vehicle again."


    "That's fine. But try with the gas again and I'll give her a push."


    I turned the car back on and said, "I'm gonna try to get her out of this ditch. You do what you want."


    And Rich went behind the car and started pushing. I pressed hard on the gas. But I hadn't realized she was in reverse. The tires spun for a second and then finally caught and backed up fast as she could. I heard a bump and Rich screamed, and then the T-bird peeled over him and I hit the brakes.


    "Damn," I said.


    The car was free of the gravel now, and I was sure I could get her up to the road. But I only stopped there with the headlights angled down into the ditch, looking at Rich, breathing, his clothes torn at the front and cuts all over his body. The car had done him a mess, and I was surprised he had remained conscious – the magic of the human body.


    After I caught my breath I got out of the car and walked over to him. Yes, it was not pretty, and I didn't think he'd make it to morning without a hospital in his near future. His eyes fleetingly opened and he saw me, moaned something that might have been words.


    "Just sit tight, son," I said. "We'll have you fixed up 'fore you know it."


    That's the kind of thing you say before you even know what you're saying. They're the words they spout in movies, and they don't mean a thing. It doesn't matter if they're true or not.


    I got back in my car and turned the music back on. I turned it up real loud, so it was almost painful in my ears. I revved the engine and held the wheel tight, then put her in gear and aimed her at Rich. The T-bird hopped over him like any other speed bump. I didn't feel too much inside.


    I took her back onto the highway, and lowered the music to a comfortable level. There was still plenty of night ahead of me.


    


    A few hours after that I found a diner that didn't look too appetizing except in light of the appetite I'd been nursing for the last six hours, and I decided it'd be good as any. I was the only customer inside, and the cook inside could have been the last man on Earth.


    "Evening," I said.


    "Heck of a night," he said.


    "What you mean?" I said.


    "Nothing."


    I snorted. What happens to a man working out here all alone. Makes a fellow hardly human. I looked the menu over.


    "Just a cheeseburger, fries, and pop," I said.


    "We're out of beef," he said. "Try again."


    "All right, how about a chicken patty then?"


    "Naw, we're out of that too."


    "Then what the hell do you have?" I said.


    "Don't get sore at me, mister. We're far out here. We take what we can get. I'll tell you what though. I'll fix you something nice and if you don't like it you don't have to pay. What do you say? That is a bargain you cannot pass up."


    "Don't sound like I have much choice," I said.


    "You always got choice," he said. "It's just you look like a hungry man."


    I nodded, the only game in town, and poured some ice water from a pitcher while he went to work on it. He took quite a while for me being the only one there, and when it came it looked like a cheeseburger to me.


    "You find some beef after all?" I said.


    "You just try it and tell me you don't like it," he said.


    I went to work on it and he was right, it wasn't beef after all. Whatever it was, it was sure good.


    "Ain't never had nothing like that before," I said. "What was it?"


    "Do you really want to know?" he said.


    "Why wouldn't I? It some kind of secret recipe? You don't have to worry – I won't steal it. I ain't in the restaurant business."


    "It's human flesh," he said.


    He said it all deadpan and our eyes just looked at each other for a bit, until I let out laughing and shook my head.


    "You almost had me for a second there, fellow," I said. "You must get pretty antsy out here all alone to come up with lines like that. They'd shut you down you say things like that in the city. But I guess out here you pass your time how you will."


    "Hmm."


    "What do I owe you?" I said, eager to get out of there and back on the road.


    "That depends. Did you enjoy it?"


    "Yeah, it was great."


    "I'm not entirely convinced you are satisfied. I think you're only telling me what I want to hear."


    "I don't have time for this," I said, and threw down a twenty and left.


    Back on the road I could see the faintest glow of light behind me in my rearview mirror. The radio had turned to fuzz so I drove in silence for a while. After several minutes, my stomach started feeling kind of jerky, like I might need a toilet without warning, and I cursed that damned cook for whatever it was he fed me. Probably dog or cat, I decided, or some roadside critter like the one –


    My skin was breaking out with sweat, but I could tell my bowels weren't quite ready to give out with it. I started having funny thoughts. Like... bowels... what a strange invention. If there was a God, and if he could have created something like bowels to wind through us like a maze.


    I snapped open my eyes, unaware that they had even been closed, and got the car back on track for the road. I hadn't even felt tired then, but maybe I should take a short break. No! No time. And here with the sun coming up.


    Wait a minute. I was looking into the sun. I was looking into the east. But the sun should have been behind me. How could that be? Had I somehow turned the car around when I almost drifted off? No, that was impossible. Or had I left the diner in the wrong direction? No, that couldn't be. I had seen the light on the horizon behind me in the rearview mirror. Sometime after that I must have turned around. Or perhaps the highway merely curved and would continue west, but only appeared to be going east for a small section. Yes, that must be it. Best to continue until I saw a sign that confirmed this.


    I watched the road intently, my stomach moaning loudly and twisting into knots. I was having hot and cold flashes and I felt light in the head. My skin was sensitive to every touch. The rubbery feel of the seat behind me was almost painful. I wanted to stop the car and pull over and lie in the sand, but I wouldn't allow myself. I had to get to El Paso.


    On the road in front of me I saw an animal.


    "Goddamn, another one," I said. "What are the odds of –"


    But it wasn't an animal. This was a person. I slowed my car to a trickle. I could almost make it. The light from the sun made it hard to see. Maybe I was only imagining it was a person. It was probably just a piece of trash or a tumbleweed. I decided to do what I'd meant to do with the animal I'd seen earlier in the night, and accelerated to 80 mph.


    As I got closer, it looked more and more like a human being. But something was wrong with it. I realized what the problem was when I was about twenty feet away: there was no skin on the body. It was a bloody mash of muscle and bone, and I could see the eyes of what had once been a real human. I pressed hard on the gas pedal and closed my eyes.


    To my surprise, there was no bump this time. I opened my eyes and looked in the rearview mirror, but I was already too far around a curve to see anything behind me. I lay off the gas and got my speed back to a normal rate, turned the radio back on. My body was sticky and bloated, but I would find my groove again and be in El Paso before I knew it.


    I felt something on my shoulder.


    I turned to look and it was a hand, skinless and red. I turned and looked over my shoulder and there he was, the creature I thought I had left back on the road.


    "Can I get a ride, mister?" he said.


    "You're not real," I said. "You can't be."


    "Sure I'm real," he said. "And I'm heading your way. El Paso, right?"


    "Right," I said.


    "You might want to look ahead. I don't know if you're heading in the right direction."


    I looked ahead of me saw that I had gone off the main road and that this road was ending. We were just feet from the end.


    We smashed through some road work signs and some barriers, and then we were flying through the sky, dropping from the cliff and aiming straight to the ground below. I screamed.


    I felt the creature's hand stroking my Adam's apple, and he said, "You really ought to watch where you're going, man. You never know what's ahead of you."


    

  


  
    

    


    I WONDER WHERE MY BODY IS TONIGHT


    


    "I'd like to thank the Academy for this beautiful statue. It's so beautiful. If I had to create the platonic ideal of beauty it would be this statue.


    "Let us go back in time to that moment when my agent first told me about this film. We were having lunch at Urasawa on Rodeo – you know it? – and my sashimi had just arrived. I was going to eat it and he said wait. He said wait, because he had something to tell me. So I waited and listened.


    "And I heard in his husky voice a story. Like a movie that you go to see but without pictures. A pictureless story – weird, I know. They should try that someday. But that's what I had there with my sashimi (I had a hangover to burn off and decided I would experiment and try listening and eating at the same time and to my surprise it worked). He – Rick, who I'd like to thank also – began to unfold a tale the likes of which I had never heard before in my life, and which I guess the world had never heard before either. It concerned a Chinese man, Yung Lip, and his dull common origin in a squalid mining town in China. Yeah, I thought China was our economic enemy too, but I guess in the fictional world of movies anything can happen. One day as Yung Lip was walking with his chums to the mines, he saw by the side of the road a badminton racket and birdie that had probably been discarded by an uncaring American tourist.


    "He beat his friend to the racket and birdie and took them home to show to his parents and sisters in their squalid one-room condo. They looked on Wikipedia and figured out what it was. And then the boy began to play.


    "He had no partner so for the first few years he played alone, hitting that damned birdie against the wall and not really improving. But then one day as he was jogging around the city with his racket in hand – already feeling a magic boiling within him – a wealthy factory owner saw him and felt mirth on seeing the jubilant Yung and his gay face. He asked his driver to call the young man over.


    "Yung Lip bid the call, initially sneering at the aristocrat, but he finally agreed to join the man for a ride around town, arriving at his mansion where they played several hours of badminton. The wealthy factory owner was in fact Li 'Bird' Ki, former Olympic badminton gold medalist, and he saw in Yung Lip a young version of himself. On a billionaire's whim, he told the boy to quit his job in the mines and come to his home each day. Never mind the two dollars a day he received… Li Ki would pay his wages.


    "And so the training began. For fifteen hours a day he played. Sometimes against the aging billionaire, sometimes against his staff and concubines, but always improving, defeating the others, and raising the bar.


    "Did the billionaire and his young ward become lovers as depicted in our film? Who can say? Both Li Ki and Yung Lip have publicly denied this and tried to sue us… but perhaps the lady doth protest too much, ha ha ha.


    "I think we all know the story from there. Yung Lip entered the 2004 Olympics as a virtual unknown, and swept the other contestants aside like so much dust. It was a feat to behold. The 2008 Olympics were even more of a brutal strike from this Chinese colossus, and it's little wonder that the assassination attempts began to pile up around this time.


    "Yung Lip's tragical death in a so-called car accident reeked of conspiracy. When I read that script – every word of it – I knew this thing was dynamite. I knew we had a story to tell, whether it was true or not, and I'd leave it to the public to decide.


    "Well, I think this sparkly statue in my palm is proof that the world believes our tale. The imposter that replaced Yung Lip – who claims he survived the gruesome car accident – has no right to sue us, since he is not the man he claims to be. The aging billionaire is untrustable due to his homosexual affair with the star athlete. The only people we can rely on are the people involved in this film, especially me.


    "I suppose I must also address the criticism of me, a white Caucasian man portraying a brown Asian man. Not fair, they say. Inappropriate, they cry. Not right, they write (in their emails to me). Why not let an Asian man portray an Asian man?


    "Yes, and for that matter, why not let an Indian man portray Gandhi and not that white guy they got for the job? And why not let a real alien portray E.T.? And why not let a real giant gorilla portray King Kong? I think we know the answer and it goes without saying.


    "The answer is that they – us – got the best man for the job. Not that I'm being racist against women. If a woman had been the best candidate, then she would have been the best man for the job. God only knows that some of those sporty chicks are pretty manly. But in this case, I was manlier, more right. For that reason, I'm glad God and the universe arranged this opportunity to come my way. I portrayed the best Yung Lip I knew how to portray, having watched every YouTube clip of him that I could uncover.


    "Well, I think I've gone on long enough. I'd like to thank my wife and adopted children. My agent, Lou, who reads faster than me because otherwise I would just read through all the scripts he gets myself. And Donald – you are the best director in the world, and I don't understand why Faith Mcdonald got the Best Director statue for that crappy CGI movie with the dolphins. Like we need more witty talking animals. And… well, that's all I can think of to thank. I guess I'd thank Yung Lip but he's dead and can't hear us.


    "Okay, goodnight."


    Applause, music, the host returns to the stage with a shake of his head.


    Backstage they led him around in a loop to a living room type of place with white sofas and a big screen TV and told him they would return him to his seat at the next commercial break. Clint Eastwood sat on one of the sofas smoking a joint.


    After the awards he told his wife they were going to Donald's party even though Donald had lost the best picture and director statues and was morbidly depressed and not really fit to be around, but because he was the lead actor in Birdie Smash he had to be there to support Donald or they would both look bad, and his wife said okay, she understood, even though she had a headache.


    As they walked along the red carpet and cameras flashed and commentators commentated, an ugly young man in a cheap suit managed to squeeze through when the security guard holding back the reporters turned aside a moment too long to stare at an aging Molly Ringwald's ass (he later apologized and said he didn't know what he was thinking). The man in the suit had a budget camcorder and had a five o'clock shadow.


    As much as he hated these "paparazzholes" (he loved to still use this phrase despite being forced by his agent to apologize for its use in an interview three years earlier) he knew that tonight every tic and sway was hyperanalyzed by the internet gestapo and that he best not even dare a frown. He looked at the young man in the suit and said, "Yes?"


    "Mr. Lennon?"


    And his last thought was that the man had confused him with Jack Lemmon, an old man, and dead at that, and this sincerely hurt his pride.


    From the camcorder – not a camcorder at all – came a firecracker sound and a bullet. The metal went straight into the actor's forehead and killed him instantly. He fell to the ground, his wife trying to slow his fall and failing.


    The guard who had been distracted jumped on the assailant and another guard heard the ruckus and joined in, beating the man down until he was a train wreck of unconsciousness.


    The murder quickly went to the top of the news, overshadowing Hugh Jackman's flashing of his penis when a cell phone went off in the audience and even Woody Harrelson's use of the N-word ("nigger") in a colloquial and jolly manner at a moment that he deemed appropriate.


    Conspiracy theories flew wild, and the prime suspect behind the plot was Yung Lip himself, for being portrayed as a homosexual and being killed when he was in fact not killed. If he had been killed then he would have no reason for anger, and any plotting on his part would seem to be impossible.


    

  


  
    

    


    GOONS


    


    It was hot. In the bar O'Leery and his thugs were playing cards and mumbling, swearing and sweating under their $400 suits. O'Leery was sweating most of all. The new police chief brought in from Philly couldn't be bought. He was breathing down on them hard. He knew it, and Vincent Morelli knew it.


    "You in?" said Charlie Mcminner.


    "I'm in," said O'Leery, tossing in a chip. "What you got?"


    Charlie Mcminner showed his cards: four of a kind. He began to reach for the pile.


    "Not so fast," said O'Leery. He lay his cards down: a straight flush.


    "Are you on the level?" said Charlie.


    "That's life, kid," said O'Leery. "I'm the boss for a reason. I have... experience."


    Charlie started to pout but turned it around to a smile. "So what do we got going? Me and the boys can only sit around for so long. We're getting antsy in this heat."


    "I'm working on it," said O'Leery.


    "It's just me and the boys have been thinking and word on the street is that Morelli's gang is offering –"


    "What?" said O'Leery.


    "Morelli's gang is looking for new blood, is what they say."


    "Oh, that's what they say, eh, Charlie?"


    "I'm not saying we're gonna cross over. Of course we wouldn't do that."


    "Of course you wouldn't. Of course you wouldn't, Charlie."


    "But we gotta eat and pickings are looking pretty slim."


    "And you and the boys would just walk off like that. Without looking back. Without any gratitude."


    "Now I ain't saying that."


    "You seem to be saying something. And I notice none of the other boys are speaking up. Perhaps this is only your decision."


    "Now, boss, c'mon. You know I'm loyal. I wouldn't fink or turn on you. But I gotta eat. I'm just saying that I'd like to know –"


    O'Leery took his pistol out from under belt and aimed it at Charlie's head.


    "Aw gee, boss," said Charlie, "ya don't gotta go doing that. Please, c'mon, boss."


    "Seems we have some disloyalty in the ranks here," said O'Leery. "Seems that my leadership ain't good enough. And I'd just like to know if anyone else besides Charlie here feels the same way. Well? Spit it out, ya no good good-for-nothins."


    Nobody said anything.


    "Well, it seems your alone on this one, Charlie," said O'Leery. "And it seems we can't let things go on as they've been goin' on. It seems that you couldn't deal with that."


    "Don't do anything you'll regret, boss," said Charlie.


    "Me?" said O'Leery. "I can't see myself regretting a thing."


    "Aw geez, no," Charlie began. Then he reached for his gun.


    O'Leery fired and a bullet scratched open Charlie's forehead and tunneled through his skull and brain and came out the other side. Charlie stopped reaching for his gun. He stopped doing much of anything, standing for a moment, then falling to the ground.


    Muscles Mcgee, another member of the O'Leery's crew, who had held only a pair of jacks in the previous hand, vomited on the barroom floor.


    "You pussy, Muscles," said O'Leery. "Hey, Joe, clean this mess up. These messes."


    Joe the bartender, who had hardly acknowledged the gunshot, came from around the counter to survey the damage, then said, "Sure thing, boss."


    "Let's get out of here, boys," said O'Leery. "This ain't a proper place to be right now."


    The crew stood up to depart and O'Leery holstered his gun. He should have kept it out.


    The doors leading outside swung open, pushed in by tommy guns and their noses sniffed around until they found O'Leery and his crew. The newly arrived men looked at the corpse on the floor. One of the newly arrived men was Vincent Morelli.


    "Hello, O'Leery," said Morelli. "Heard a shot and thought we'd come in and say hello."


    "Morelli. You don't have much sense coming in here."


    "Yeah?" said Morelli. "Seems you don't have much sense shooting one of your own boys. Whatsa matter? You two have a little tiff?"


    What Morelli didn't realize was that Salmon Smirks, another member of O'Leery's gang, had gone to the store to get a lighter. He was outside the bar and listening, trying to decide what to do. Finally he decided on loyalty and kicked the door in and began to shoot. His eyes were not adjusted to the darkness of the bar and he ended up firing at the mirror on the far wall.


    Morelli's boys spun around and fired on Salmon, tearing his body apart. This gave O'Leery and his boys a chance to get their guns out and pretty soon a tornado of bullets were ripping apart the bar. Joe the bartender took a slug in the liver and fell down. O'Leery and all of his boys took bullets and most of them died that day. Morelli and his boys took some bullets, but only Morelli's son took a serious wound in the penis, one of the worst spots to take a bullet, and he couldn't walk. He just couldn't.


    When the bullets had stopped, the sirens started and Morelli knew that someone must have tipped the cops.


    "Screwy pigs," said Morelli. "We gotta get out of here, boys. Everyone good to go?"


    "No!" said Donnie. "I can't move."


    "What's wrong, Don?" said Morelli.


    "I think I got a bullet."


    "Where, kid?"


    "My prick. They got me in the willy."


    "Can we look?" said Morelli.


    "No, Dad!"


    "Can't you walk?"


    "No."


    "Can't we carry you?"


    "No, Dad. It hurts. Just leave me. I need a doctor."


    "Abe can help you back at the house."


    "Abe's not a real doctor."


    "C'mon, boys, grab him."


    "I said leave me! I want a hospital."


    "Jesus Christ, you're gonna act like a baby, fine, but if you squeal we'll put you out like a match, see? We'll forget you were ever family. Got it?"


    Donnie had passed out and couldn't answer.


    "Leave him," said Morelli.


    "But, boss," said Lightbulb Zurini, "he's passed out. We can take him along without him putting up a fight."


    "Nah, kid wants a hospital, let him have it. We needed a new safehouse anyway. Come on. And besides, I don't think Abe could remove a bullet in the penis. He's not a real doctor."


    "That's true," said Scarnose Vambooni, who had a giant scar across his nose when Abe had failed to remove a boil properly.


    So they left Donnie Morelli on the floor and went out the back, flipped a manhole cover, and went through the sewers a couple blocks till they thought they were past the cops. They didn't enjoy the sewer system, but they enjoyed prison even less.


    When they cops came in on the bloodbath, one of them vomited as well, which goes to show that the difference between cops and criminals is greatly exaggerated, that basically at heart we've all got the same physiological responses and that we only sometimes wear different uniforms because it makes us feel special.


    


    After they sorted out the bodies and realized that Donnie Morelli was alive and well in their possession, they got that bullet out of his penis and set to work on getting him well and ready for the courtroom.


    Before the case came to trial, the judge who'd been appointed to handle it received a request for a meeting from Vincent Morelli. This was most peculiar. Morelli had numerous warrants out for his arrests on charges as disparate as kidnapping and counterfeiting, so it didn't make much sense that he'd want to throw himself into the arms of the law. But the judge couldn't refuse such an enticing offer. He agreed to the meeting and the terms that he be alone, but insisted that Morelli go through a security screening by a junior aide (not a security guard but a nerdy little man who anyone could bully).


    They met at midnight in the old courthouse.


    The judge and his nerdy aide checked their watches, and Morelli arrived right on time. Gangsters were so timely.


    "What's all this?" said the judge.


    "What?" said Morelli.


    "These crutches."


    Morelli was on crutches.


    "From some recent physical exertions and interactions. I am slightly incapacitated, your honor."


    "All right, step through the metal detector," said the judge.


    Morelli handed his crutches around to the aide and then hopped through the metal detector. Then the aide patted him down.


    "He's clean," said the aide.


    "Good," said the judge. "Wait outside if we need you."


    Morelli and the judge went into the judge's office, and the judge sat down. Morelli didn't sit down. Instead, he raised one of the crutches to horizontal level and aimed the end at the judge. He pulled on the hand grip and a bullet came out in near silence and planted itself in the judge's heart, which chose to stop beating when the bullet pierced it.


    Morelli lowered his crutch. He turned around on the crutches and went to the door, opened it, and let himself out, closing the door behind him.


    "That was fast," said the aide.


    "They pay you to say stuff like that?" said Morelli. "The judge and I didn't have much to say. He asked that he not be disturbed."


    Morelli left.


    After that incident, it was difficult to find a judge who would take Donnie Morelli's trial.


    

  


  
    

    


    OLD FACE, NEW STARS


    


    "I suppose you saw the news."


    "Yes, sir."


    "Then you know we have a challenge here. Plus an opportunity – if things go well. We need your help."


    He passed me the famous image. Mt. Everest, and charred on its side, huge letters that said HUMANS WHO YOU ARE WANT.


    "What do you make of that?"


    I coughed. "Sir, it's not really enough information to go on. I mean, to say if they are hostile or simply curious."


    "But they're probably hostile."


    I said nothing. He passed me an envelope.


    "This is everything that didn't make the news. Look it over."


    I did just that. Got home and fed the cat, then turned off the phone and spent the next four hours with that material.


    The most notable fact was: These creatures had been communicating since 1996. Other words had been found on hills and mountains around the world, but they'd always been attributed to local illiterates, gangs. The messages changed, but always felt like questions, however poorly phrased. Here are some of them:


    WHY YOU ARE


    TELL ABOUT TIME


    GIVE UP MIND HERE IS IT


    THE SOUND COMES OVER NOW ISING


    Surely any creature capable of making these giant etchings could take the time to learn basic English grammar, but apparently not.


    


    And that's all there was for a few months. A riddle that lingered and seemed to go nowhere. Anticlimax. I was as familiar with the facts as anyone, an "expert" because I knew all the messages were linked. But they didn't point anywhere.


    Then they came. They simply arrived. And no one saw them. They didn't go to the president, or the United Nations. They didn't seem to come at all. They were simply here.


    It was a building in the Arizona desert, ten times the size of the Pentagon and four hundred feet high. No one saw it built. It just appeared one day. No roads nearby. It was only detected by satellite images. The military immediately converged.


    There were no doors or windows on the building, no apertures of any kind visible. No activity to be seen. No life. The material was adobe-colored, an indeterminate substance. I was called in again.


    "What makes you think it's the same… creatures?" I said.


    "We're not sure it is, but it may as well be. It's just as cryptic. I want you to get out there today. Here's your flight info to Phoenix. Major Davis will meet you there and take you to the site. Oh, and this is all to be kept strictly confidential, I don't think I need to tell you, but I am. We set up blinds as soon as we found it and don't think any other countries know of it yet. That may be completely wrong, but nobody's publicized it and we want to keep it that way."


    "Right."


    


    My plane landed and we didn't even have a chance for breakfast. We went straight to the scene of the thing. I hesitate to call it a building.


    We walked along its perimeter, and as we did, I saw something.


    "What's that?" I said.


    Major Davis looked where I pointed. "What is that?" he said. "That wasn't there before."


    It was a hole in the side of the building, like a doorway, and just big enough for a man to go through. There were troops stationed around us, but nobody higher up to tell us what to do.


    "We've got to go in," I said. "That thing could close soon and this might be our only chance to find out what it is."


    "You can't go in there, sir. You don't have permission."


    But I ran. I heard him yell from behind me. "Stop or I'll shoot! I can't let you go in there."


    I ignored him and kept running.


    


    Inside it. The door sealed shut behind me and darkness except a corpuscular crimson reflecting from the veined interior. No beings. An eerie motion. And light… it felt like I had become light.


    It became harder to think. Like my words had stopped working. And I stopped wondering. This building. A cell. Floating. Like me. Floating. Like us. Floating.


    I started…


    Seeing things from another way. And became it my way. My way… became it. Becoming. Him inside my parts. The spaceship. All. Us. Inside. The clicking, whirring, vortex spirals down upon us. All as it.


    The anthill. The sounds. Sound. The beehive. Gone.


    


    "He just ran in. I couldn't stop him!"


    "You'll be court-martialed, you idiot. You just threw your life out the window."


    "I'm sorry."


    But then the door opened again and there he was.


    "He's safe!" said Major Davis. "He's coming out!"


    The man stumbled out and fell in the desert sand.


    They took him to the hospital and had a guard posted on him constantly.


    


    "Well?"


    "What happened to him?" said the doctor.


    "I'm sorry, we can't tell you that."


    "Damn your military secrets. This is a man's life! How can I be expected to help him –"


    "Just do your best, doctor."


    


    When the man finally started speaking again, nobody knew what it was. It was a purring gibberish of furry consonants and muddied vowels that came from the bowels of his lips.


    


    The army got him out of there around that time and took him to closed rooms for long tests. They classified him as an idiot now, whatever linguistic faculty he once possessed.


    His skin began to flake prolifically and his nose would randomly bleed, and nobody knew why.


    After several weeks of tests the men in lab coats who administered these things began to behave strangely. They had trouble writing their notes. They argued over inconsequential matters, and finally started getting violent with each other without provocation. They had to be removed and studied in isolation themselves.


    New men were recruited to test the man who had gone inside. New precautions were taken. Whatever had contaminated those men would not infect these.


    Glass separated them from the cracked man. White suits of plastic were worn at all times.


    After a few weeks of interaction, these men too succumbed.


    The army began to study the phenomenon even more meticulously.


    Meanwhile, the building in the Arizona desert remained. No further openings emerged.


    


    After another month the "disease" had spread to the general population. Its method of dispersion remained unknown.


    Finally, a Chinese poet noticed that the deaf had not been infected.


    Auditory transmission was investigated. Yes, it seemed to be the case.


    Earplugs were sold by the billions.


    The world became quieter and visual communication came to dominate.


    The babblers expired and a new generation emerged, a generation that had forgotten the sound world. A generation born with ear plugs always at the ready. A world without speech.


    Vocal cords deteriorated. Singing was forgotten.


    The strange building in the Arizona desert began to rot, and then one day it vanished into the night sky.


    The man who had gone in, the only one, was old now, nearly ninety. He had regained a primitive speech faculty, but his mind had returned to its former precision.


    Then one day he suffered a stroke. He was confined in the hospital again.


    While he waited to die, he stared at the plant next to his bed and began to speak to it without words. He was one of the few who wore no earplugs and still remembered how to speak.


    The plant listened. The man began to merge in consciousness with it.


    His life began to unwind like thread, going in reverse, until he came to that day when he had gone inside that odd building. What had prompted him to run in like that?


    And he went back further in time to the events that had set it all in motion, those carved words on the side of Everest. He imagined the mountain before those words, and saw them blank, with the mind of the plant. He stared into those mountains for hundreds of years it seemed, until out of the silence words and thoughts began to emerge.


    He wrinkled his brain in just the right way. He could see… all things.


    He wrinkled the mountain… the plant did… or he did… or all did…


    And from it came scratching, stretching, impossible things. Letters emerged from the rock, and words emerged from the letters. He was past the point of caring, and they came out how they would.


    As the sun set, his mind switched off and lowered its speed to nought. Electricity stopped and circulation halted at last.


    A nurse came and switched off his monitors and covered his face with the sheet. No family came to say goodbye.


    A few weeks later a comet was seen approaching through the night sky. It was followed with great interest by the astronomy community. It seemed to be coming closer and closer to the Earth. Finally its trajectory was calculated and the worst was feared.


    In the Arizona desert a hole remained where once a giant building had been. The hole was so empty.


    

  


  
    

    


    LIGHTER TIME-MEDIUM


    


    My father was a moth. My mother was a moth. I am a moth.


    Sometimes at night when I cling to the tree surrounded by the others, I wonder if there is more. But this is ridiculous. I am a moth. Why should there be more?


    When the sun comes up, I let go and flap my wings and go where I will until I find something to eat. Then I eat as much as I can. Sometimes there are birds that come after me. I always get away. I don't think about tomorrow.


    One day I was on the tree talking to Ralph.


    "Yeah, I think we get a pension," he said.


    "So we can retire. That's a relief. I always wondered where the others went."


    "Sure, you just worry too much."


    "I guess you're right."


    But I thought about it and the next day I asked him again how they would when we're old enough to retire.


    "They keep records and stuff," he said.


    That sounded unbelievable.


    


    I awoke freezing, the blanket and sheets scattered on the floor across the room, sweat beading in pools in my cratered skin. To dream of being a moth and awaken a man. That was my synopsis.


    My alarm wouldn't go off for another hour, but there was no going back to bed. I drank about a gallon of coffee I guess, to keep me away from that moth life.


    Got into work and Ralph said to stock the ladies department. I cut open some boxes and started getting the clothes ready. As I was putting a blouse on a hanger, my mouth acted on its own. I swear. My tongue was on that blouse, chewing. Ralph chose that despicable moment to come around the corner.


    "Stuart?"


    I unclamped. "I'm okay."


    "You're… you're okay? Because you don't look okay. You looked like you were sucking on that blouse."


    "That's how it may have appeared. From your angle. The light. The way you're standing."


    "You know, we have a psychologist we keep on salary. We can bring her out anytime."


    "What do you mean?"


    "I mean for you to talk to."


    "For what? Because you think I was sucking on a blouse? Come on, Ralph, I thought we were friends."


    "It's because we're friends. The store's closed now, but if we had customers here and they saw what you were doing… well, I might have to let you go. You got to keep your fetishes at home, man."


    He told me I could see this shrink lady while I was on the clock. That didn't sound so bad. I had never been to a head doctor but I remembered on TV and movies how you always lie down on a couch, and that sounded relaxing, a good way to earn minimum wage. Ralph also reminded me that the cameras are always rolling for security purposes, and that he didn't really want to look over the footage to see what I'd been doing – if he'd seen what he thought he saw, and then refer it to the higher-ups.


    The appointment was made with the shrink and she came out a few days later. I shook her hand on meeting her and she was a nice-looking dame. Classy with nerd glasses and a tight looking executive dress. She took me into a private room and we just sat there for an hour. I was a bit disappointed I didn't get to lie on a couch, but I didn't mention this to her.


    "So what do we do now?" I said.


    "We talk. Where would you like to begin?"


    "Begin? I don't know. This wasn't my idea, you know."


    "It doesn’t matter whose idea it was. We're here. Let's figure out what's going on."


    "Well, it seems that Ralph must have told you about this—"


    "Don't assume that."


    "He didn't tell you anything?"


    "I didn't say that. I'm just saying that we're starting fresh. My name's Melissa and you're Stuart. Pleased to meet you. We have no history. Let's find out what's going on."


    "I had this dream."


    "Yes?"


    "I had this dream that I was a moth."


    "And?"


    "That's it. I was just a moth living a moth life. Then I woke up and came to work."


    "Uh huh. So where is the problem? Did the dream disturb you?"


    "Oh, sure. A little, I mean. Who wants to be a moth?"


    "Have you dreamed it again?"


    "No, I don't think so."


    "Is there anything else? I'm not usually called in unless –"


    "I was sucking on a blouse in the ladies department. That's why they called you. Ralph caught me."


    "I see. And have you ever had an interest in women's clothing before this?"


    "No! And I don't now. I didn't even realize what I was doing till Ralph caught me."


    "He caught you. That's the word you used. Does that mean you were doing something wrong?"


    "Of course. Why should I be sucking on a woman's blouse? That's not normal."


    "Let's forget what's normal for a second. How did it make you feel?"


    "I don't know."


    "Then pretend you know. If you had a blouse in your mouth right now, how would it make you feel?"


    "Gross. Stop it. I don't like to chew clothes. I'm not a moth."


    "I think you're just reacting to my words now. I want you to close your eyes and allow your emotions to come how they will."


    "They pay you for this? Really?"


    "They pay me for this. Really. Now close your eyes and be honest."


    I closed my eyes as instructed.


    "Now pretend you have a nice juicy T-shirt in your mouth."


    "Okay. I have a T-shirt in my mouth."


    "Good. Now how do you feel?"


    "Okay, I guess."


    "Better than before, without the shirt in your mouth?"


    "I don't know."


    "Imagine you're really chewing it now."


    I salivated a little and pretended I was chewing.


    "Good," she said. "And now?"


    "It feels good… no, great. It feels really right. I know it shouldn't, but it does. My god, it does. It feels so right."


    "I know. Stuart, open your eyes."


    I opened them. To my surprise, in my hands I held a real T-shirt. And it was in my mouth, covered with a wet stain of saliva. "What the hell?" My hands wouldn't let go and my mouth automatically returned to the cotton that tasted so good. I knew it was wrong and I had to stop, but I couldn't. "What the hell?"


    She smiled and said, "It's okay, Stuart. Really."


    She came to me and opened her lips and put them on the cotton shirt as well, and her teeth revealed an unholy set of incisors that cut into the cloth and shred it, and we each emitted a sludgy paste that softened it in our mouths and allowed us to gulp it down all the way, until our mouths met.


    And then we were upon each other, tearing away our unneeded clothes and began to not make love but to fuck with violent animal force that was almost free of emotion. Underneath her dress and underwear and bra, her skin was textured in beautiful patterns and furry, and I realized that so was mine. I thrust into her so deeply that I thought she would break, and finally I came.


    We stared upward into the fluorescent haze for minutes, then new energy came. We used it to leave that place, that confined little office, and to head out into the larger realm and go above the shelves and racks and look down upon it all, a vast booty of fodder for our future meals and life together. We went on and surveyed the many textures and scents and all the places that we might go to next and be in a glade of warmth, a corner amid the light.


    We went up and onward still, until we felt the cooler air from the doors. And the light that came through them was even louder, and we had to taste it and all that air that felt so different. We took our chance when the door slid open and went over all those people.


    I followed her but the wind was so strong out there and the light was so bright. I soon lost sight of her. My mind was a mess and I ran on instinct. I don't know if I was scared. I don't know if I was happy.


    I rested a while on a tree in the shade, until I had to see that great light again that lived so high up in the sky. How could it get so high up there? So, so bright.


    I flapped my wings as hard as I could, and I rose, rose, into delirium, joy, infinity, and the great light. The great light smiled down on me and I went up to greet it. It never once looked away, and I wouldn't look away either.


    

  


  
    

    


    SECOND CHANCE


    


    At age four he had no mother and a father too far gone in the anonymity of the pool room, that found him alone in a tiny studio apartment with cigarette butts on the floor, newspaper plastered over the windows, and the female corpse of a parent warm and gathering flies. He called to her and shook her till even his young mind knew it was over, it was done, and he made his way into the hall, a yellowy maze of corridors and stains that his mother refused to let him linger in, no place for a boy to play. Now that she was not around to forbid him there, the hall lost its attraction. He found the stairs at the end and winded down two floors, stopped at the glass doors to study the world outside. A cement truck passed swirling its gray offal like a bear stirring honey. A school bus loaded with ones like him went by. A black woman with a baby carriage.


    Enough of watching, he pushed the door and went out. The glass that had shielded sound suddenly kicked it up into his ears. Fumes from a truck, he coughed. Blasted sand into his eyes, he fumbled and turned, took steps.


    When his eyes once more opened, he was in the street and a beast of a sedan was on its way. He closed his eyes and hoped it wasn't, wouldn't, and although nobody wanted it to, it did.


    


    "He'll live but he's like a bottle of fizz. His insides – nothing but fizz. He could have been a goner. Should have. No boy is meant to handle that kind of a lashing."


    "Perhaps he's a special boy."


    "If he wasn't before, he is now."


    Laughter, medical joke.


    "He had pieces of fender all the way up in his armpits."


    "God. No boy –"


    "You said, you said."


    


    "Class, we have a new student. He will be joining us in the middle of the school year now because of certain events in his life I shall not go into, but suffice it to say that he is very special."


    Ronald Cunningham raised his hand. "Does he have special powers, Ms. Wertham?"


    "No, Ronald."


    "Spider powers? Like Spider-Man."


    "No, Ronald. He –"


    "Super strength?"


    "Rather that answer these silly questions, I think it best just to show you. I introduce to you... Phil Sucitta."


    There was silence and all eyes to the open door. A mechanical servo sound and in rolled a boy with little movement, his little finger fingering a little knob on his armrest which served to direct his movements.


    "He's a robot!" said Ronald Cunningham.


    Ms. Wertham wanted to go to Ronald and slap him upside the head, but she knew that by the time she reached his desk her temper would have cooled and it would have all been for naught.


    "Class, say hello to Phil."


    Class: "Hello, Phil."


    "Phil, say hello to the class."


    The class listened, but only heard a wheezy, whispery sound.


    "Talk louder," said Ronald Cunningham.


    


    Years later, it was Phil's first day of college, and he was moving into the dorm. He wheeled into the lobby with his guardian, an albino Korean man named Taehong Kim. There was a college lad behind the counter playing a video game, blowing up children on the moon.


    "I'm here to move in," said Phil.


    "Hold on, I'm almost done."


    "Don't you have a pause button?" said Taehong Kim.


    "You're right, I do." He paused the game and looked them over. "What're you guys supposed to be?"


    "Moving in," said Phil. "And I do hope you are ready for me. And I do hope I have a room on the first floor as I requested. I do hope. I'm full of hope."


    "You are," said the college lad. "Let's see how things stand." The boy looked over some files, a clipboard, frowned. "Things look unwell. We've got you on the fifth floor."


    "I specifically requested the first floor. I have rights."


    "I'm sure you do, but you arrived late –"


    "I had stomach problems."


    "Nevertheless, all room taken but one. And your roommate –"


    "Not supposed to have a roommate," said Phil. "My own room. My space."


    "Nobody uses Myspace anymore."


    Taehong Kim sighed. "Can you get him in or not? Because I'm ready to dump him proverbially in your lap."


    "You just sign right here, sir, and we'll treat the wheeled one sweet."


    Taehong Kim sighed, disappeared.


    Phil began to cry. "Nobody loves me. Nobody respects me. I don't know why I'm here."


    "Settle down boy," the college lad said. "You're here to learn."


    


    Phil struggled those first few months. Students jeered at him, left him socially ostracized, and his teachers failed to accommodate his needs.


    "I'm ready to pack it in," he said one day.


    "What are you talking about?" said Joaquin Linkselo, Phil's roommate.


    "I just can't take this," said Phil. "I'm getting out of here. I'll go back to my Korean foster father and get a job filling out surveys online. That's what I'll do."


    "You can't do that," said Joaquin.


    Joaquin Linkselo was a hip hop production major. He had worked his way out of the "ghetto" of his youth by running home from school each day as a boy, locking himself in his basement, and shielding the sounds of his brother and stepfather's crack smoking with the sickest beats ever to be churned out of by 12-year-old. But in doing this, Joaquin had neglected his other studies, and only been pushed through the system with high school diploma in hand to make way for more students, an ever-churning flow of braincream.


    On his first day of school at Clokey University he met his roommate Phil, and immediately knew he had a new tool in his arsenal to battle science classes. Phil had helped him, finding Joaquin's chemistry homework insanely easy. This had pleased Joaquin, and he vaguely liked Phil.


    The idea that Phil might vanish and leave Joaquin solo – unthinkable. Phil must stay. Joaquin would aid him.


    "You can't leave," said Joaquin.


    "You just want help with your science homework," said Phil.


    "I get you into parties. I bring you cheese puffs."


    "You took me to a party and loaded my lap down with beer."


    "You had to bring the chair. Why not use your lap?"


    "I felt dehumanized."


    "Well, you aren't."


    "What?"


    "Human. You're not human. Right?"


    Outside went Phil and it was raining. His wheels began to squeak. He wasn't sure if he was crying. Too much water ran down his face to tell.


    


    Fifty years later, Phil had a new wheelchair. One day he rolled it to the top of a cliff on his estate, overlooking the Pacific. He looked down on the smashing rocks hungrily awaiting his Hamlet-like sense of ennui. It would be so easy.


    "Don't do it, sir."


    Phil turned. The voice belonged to his butler, Joaquin Jr., son to his best friend from college. Every lisp of the young man's voice echoed the father, that long-forgotten soul who had vanished into the abyss of hip hop never to be seen again. His son was a splintered reminder of that lost soul.


    "Do what?" said Phil.


    "Don't jump. I could see it in your bones."


    "Nonsense," said Phil. "These legs are incapable of jumping."


    "You know what I mean. You want to roll yourself over."


    "And what if I do? No man can stop me."


    "Any man could stop you. You are not a challenge. But I'm asking you to stop. You're the only father I've ever known."


    Phil wiped a non-existent tear from his cheek. "Go on."


    "I know you're sad," said Joaquin Jr. "But everyone loses people. You need to turn to other people. Stop running from your problems."


    "Mayhap you're right. But the pain is so intense. I was alone for so long. You're too young to fathom such a vast gulf of time. To be alone and empty. And face that adversity."


    "Save the sob story. You had people. My father, for one."


    "Yes, and then I found my wife. My love. Just one month ago it was."


    "It was a nice wedding."


    "And a nice funeral, eh? And you can have another one – for me. I'm leaving."


    Phil looked over the cliff's edge. Yes, so scary. It's what I deserve.


    "Someone out there still needs you, sir."


    "I doubt it," said Phil.


    "She needed you. Maybe there will be another."


    Another. Another. A possibility. Something to hang onto. Well, it was getting cold. This scene had carried on too long. Best to postpone and have it out on a clearer day. A warmer day.


    "Oh, very well – wha –"


    Phil had begun to turn his wheelchair back toward the house but hit a small pebble, veering him to the right, swerving him back toward the cliff.


    "Noooo..."


    The voice over the edge dopplered away, and with it the man.


    "Sir," said Joaquin Jr. "Oh, sir."


    The rocks on the beach bit into Phil, one smart blow, and bruises bubblegummed through soft bones, explosions, good night.


    


    So what happened. Where have I taken myself of a windy day, and why am I still here to notice it?


    Instead of entering into something new, I find myself recirculating through my former deeds and misdeeds in bewildering style insomuch as I do recall no preamble or indicative that it would ever be this way. And where are these words? Are they thought forms, thought juice, the ghost of thoughts? What are these? How can they even be when I myself should not be, must not be, cannot be, will not be, and yet am, here, this, this only moment. This. Ah, this.


    Every tubercular rampaging cell surrenders and coughs down its history, each a unique book a-rambled by an invisible hand, grafting tortured narrative forevermore, and this weedy text washed to the shore of time's oblivion has reincarnated time itself, for if it is word then it is thought, and if it is thought then it demands time for the thoughts blossoming from non-thoughts and the gentle hum as the thought settles into ground, ground and being, wave and rest.


    But we (we – you? I? What?) were talking of regression, redemption (in the sense of a grocery store coupon, not salvation), reclamation, regurgitation, resuscitation from supposed dream, supposed settling, fading, spillage into night on the rocks of shore, decimation at the gates of geology's children, her rocks, in the most literal sense, his spillage and absurd fall – absurd! absurd! And gone but somehow embedded in time for the past is there, somewhere, no, no, the past is here, right here, right now, inside the present, chthonic mirror of the present, and if it is here (if?) then he is here and if he is here then he is not gone not even referrable to as dead for what is death in this agreement, this point of view (view?) or what is it? What is it? Only a point of view? But if it makes a truth and brings a thing into being then it holds more truth than... I mean for instance a door unopened is still a door. Its possibility is there. A potential truth is a truth. Activation makes it only truer.


    Who, me? Was I speaking of me? Or him? Have I become that invisible hand? I can see the hand! Right there! It goes but I cannot accept it is my hand. For if it were I would not be surprised at the words, but I am. So is it only this hand out of control? And where comes that out of control? Where comes it? For this is not I. Then what is it? What is it? And how can I feel any equation with anything? When everything can be observed, even this hand, where am I? Where?


    If I am, then I am here. And here in this miniscule (how did such a large word carry over into my mind) room I am encased, encoated in miniature skin, so short this body. And there on the couch another body, she lies, I crawl, she is unstirring. Here in this room. A tawdry collection of flies hovers above her and this displeases me for some reason, a chancre upon one I care for. Do I care for her? Yes, that seems to be so. There like the flies hovers a feeling for this woman who I have always known, that emotion hovers and I see it, and all that I see is within. But if I see it then how is it part of me? Yes, it is. Yes. Even outside. For if it is always with me then it is of me.


    But that gentle emotion is replaced with something else when I see the eager fly bodies squirm through pools of face sweat, hungry for something, and I know there is more life in one of these flies than in all of her body. This ringing in my ears. It had no beginning so how can it end, this raw insensitivity. I cannot breathe. Nothing stops me, but I cannot breathe. This room, this apartment, keeps me from breathing, this sauna, nothing in here will do. I must go. I must –


    And yet... this new feeling. Bubbles up. I am its witness once again. This time it's different – as if there have been many times, and that is the point, yet I am sure there has not. Two emotions in conflict, or something like emotions, telling different stories. And I am inclined to believe that which says yes this is a recurrence, but not an inevitability, chatty goblin says I get to play it again. As if such a young body could hold such an old mind. Yes there is more here than meets the eye. One or two seconds ahead and every frame has a familiar taint. But it can be moved, and may be, for who could sit and watch? Not I.


    But back on mother the flies feast on and for this one it is too late, best move along. Perhaps some things will always be out of reach.


    I enter the hall and its jaundiced walls tell me nothing new. There is still this calling – humming me down its way, until I reach the stairs. A tendril begins its itching in my mind's furthest corner and I wonder if something about these stairs – what is it? Something is coming. But these stairs must be traversed, soldier on. I am extra careful and reach the bottom sure that whatever caution was needed has passed, has –


    No... it lingers... it's worse... the – What is it?


    I stop and look upon that street out of doors, the glass keeping me back. My oily forehead presses on th glass and I don't know what to do. If the dark is in all directions, what can I possibly –


    The decision comes. A man behind me pushes open the glass and I stumble out into the bright of day, turbulence. He and not others gives me notice, though they are all about, automatons of the city street. Beyond the peopled sidewalk are the screaming wheeled engines that hold the men behind their wheels, fondling innards and gears as though they were in control, perfectly obvious that the metal beast itself is driving, the driver merely a witness to its design. I stare into this and feel a repulsion as I have never known. I step back, away from the black street.


    "Hey, kid," says a voice, "where's your parents?"


    He has a uniform. He is of the police.


    


    And again it transpired that even without the crippling strain (I remember is all so clearly now) that he found himself fallen into the path mathematic scientific and engrained like in a train in groove to repeat, and perhaps it was borne of a knowledge always felt (I feel it even now) to stay that line, to traipse that course, and not depart from what he had already known (how had I known it?).


    It was his first day at college, and he had driven there alone in his new car, purchased from joint funds of two jobs held over the summer, one as a lifeguard at the YMCA, one tutoring calculus. Everything was going swell.


    "I'm here to check in," said Phil to the fellow behind the desk, and instantly recognition was felt, telling him he was on the same path once again. This fellow and his video games. It didn't seem to matter that Phil had legs now.


    "What?" He didn't look up from his screen.


    "Here to check in. Phil Sucitta."


    "You don't need to tell me your name. Just go pick a room."


    "It's not assigned?"


    "You're early. You get first pick."


    "And my roommate?"


    "We'll figure that out when more people show."


    Phil wandered the quiet corridors until he found a room on the end of the building. Good light. He unloaded his clothes. The airy dust reswirled and he wondered, I wondered, how much was different, now, here, how interchangeable were those little atoms that had landed him here in this new room... and when would Joaquin be arriving? Who was Joaquin, but a form in the fog not yet come into being? He would take a nap and wait, reap the benefits of inevitability.


    In his dream his legs had been sapped once again. He was a little boy, rolling toward that classroom where other students would see him for the first time. His arms seemed to freeze up like his legs, eager to enter, lazing to nothing, but a subtle soul behind him with other ideas would have it otherwise and gave him a push. And into the class he rolled, and it was not as a boy he entered but as an old man, once again pushed over the edge to the clashing sands below. The little boys and girls looked into his wrinkled, sandy face, tight, bitter, confused. Nothing seemed to move, like the pause button had been pressed.


    Ronald Cunningham stood up and pointed at Phil. "He's dead!"


    All the children laughed. Ms. Wertham smiled.


    "No!" said Phil. "I'm a robot. I mean – I'm not dead! I assure you."


    "Go to bed," said Ronald.


    "What?" said Phil. "I already am. I can feel the bed."


    He rubbed the bed and slept no more. The false clarity of dream-thought gave way to the grog of the waking mind.


    He rose and heard noises, cluttery sounds in the hall. Other students were arriving at the college. A knock on his door.


    "Come in," said Phil.


    The door opened. He was surprised to see that the face was not that of Joaquin Linkselo.


    "Who are you?" said Phil.


    "I'm looking for a room," the man said. "This will do. My name's Ralph."


    "I'm sure I don't care what your name is," said Phil. "I'm waiting for Joaquin. He will be my roommate."


    "They told me this room's still open, and there aren't any other spots left. Face it – I'm in."


    Ralph entered and threw his bag on the empty bed.


    "This is not how it should be," said Phil.


    "Nevertheless."


    Phil eventually located Joaquin in the dining hall, but since they appeared to be from different circles and Phil didn't have the social skills to initiate conversation with Joaquin (even though his inner soul told him they were old chums), they never went beyond casual acquaintances in this reality.


    


    The same emptiness that faced those early years faced also the situation fifty years deeper into the thing. In the intervening years his life had taken on the taint of success. Esteemed, ensconced, et cetera. Lacquered and bedecked with honors, laden with money, wived twice, each marriage a sham, Phil found a mental crippling on par with his other life's physical handicap. And he never lost sight of that other life, his ghostly doppelgänger existence lurking in the shade and haunting him all the more as his life drifted further and further from anything like that one. It hung in his mind like a coat hanger, this madness. All that kept him going and stacked him on in this narrative progression was the girl at the end of time, this inkling he had that someone awaited him. He had been fooled by those other women, limply hoping they might be the one, knowing in his heart that they weren't, couldn't be her, that the hour was not yet here. But with each year came the certainty that he was drawing closer. Her face a blurry image coming more into focus every time he thought of her (yet still not quite clear). He kept his eyes peeled ever on the lookout for just such a face.


    Until one day the face blazed in his mind. He could read every pore on her face. It could not be clearer. Today was the day. Today he would find her.


    He did not know where to begin, so he went about his regular activities with an unsteady nervousness, knowing that any instant she would present herself to him, and things would snap into place.


    He went jogging, a light skip in his step.


    He had lunch at his favorite sushi restaurant, but he did not find her there.


    He took in a film at the theater. The film was good, but she was not there.


    Nervous that he might be forcing himself away from his truly regular activities – sifting chemicals in his lab, for instance – he decided to do just that, knowing that fate would find a way to connect them.


    As the sun set he grew frantic. Her face was still there, hovering, and he had a sight of the background behind her. It looked like a beach. Yes! He would go to the beach, and there they would meet.


    He put his pedal to the floor, the sky a reddish-purple as evening came on. No, no, no, just wait. Evening, wait a little bit.


    When he came to the small beach, he saw no other cars. He shuddered. Had he missed her? Was that even possible? And yes, it was now remembered those days in college when he felt so sure he would become best friends with Joaquin, and he didn't, couldn't, didn't know how, and if that could slip away (Joaquin's face a fading memory) then who's to say that this woman had not also been missed, that the path he had followed had taken him too far gone to go back now, and her face – it went, was going. In his mind light fed through it so that every detail pixelated more and more, and he knew then that wherever he was supposed to be, he was not there, and their storylines, his and hers, would never cross.


    He sat on the beach for several hours until his throat was scratched with thirst and the stars above were strong and clear.


    


    A few years later his cleaning lady arrived at his house on a Saturday morning and entered Phil's laboratory, usually vacant in awareness of the need for vacancy to expedite cleaning, therefore imagine the shock on the woman's face when she realized it was not a vacant place ripe for the cleaning but in fact a room with person, but not a member of the living. Hunched dead on the table was the man himself, Phil.


    Esmeralda (the cleaning woman) looked Phil's form over well enough to confirm his death, and noticed that instead of pursuing experiments scientifical at the moment of death, Phil had apparently been drawing on a notepad. The sketch was clearly the face of a woman, but because Phil had not practiced drawing since the fourth grade, the sketch was vague and amateurish, indicating no person in particular. It could have been the face of anyone.


    Esmeralda phoned the police and told them of the situation.


    

  


  
    

    


    SOFT TACOS


    


    It was Billy Atkins and me playing hookey and going to the arcade. And when we got there it was empty like we'd never seen it so as we could play Street Fighter II without any wait or competition, almost like in a dream. Billy and I went at it for a few dollars before we decided to stop so we'd have money for lunch. Billy wanted to get fried chicken but I told him that was gross and wouldn't have it and he could get it if he wanted but he said he didn't have enough to get it just for him and that we'd have to go in on something and split it. So because of that we finally agreed to split soft tacos and found a place we could both afford. While I was eating Billy told how he had slipped into the girls bathroom the week before and hid in a stall standing on the toilet so nobody could see his legs and after a while he heard someone come in so he waited and listened. And he heard someone in the stall next to him grunting for about fifteen minutes so that even the recess bell rang and he knew he would be late but he couldn't just leave because then the girl would know he had been there when he hopped down to escape, and maybe she would see him as he escaped. So he let the recess bell ring and the girl didn't seem to care about recess ending. She just wanted to get that turd out that wouldn't leave. And Billy started to get nervous because the situation was so weird and he was afraid he would laugh or cough or get an itch. And his legs were getting tired standing on the toilet and he thought he might slip.


    But then it all changed. He heard the girl grunt, and in that grunt he recognized the voice. He couldn't place it immediately since it was such a fragment of voice, but he thought it over and finally decided after she made more agonized sounds that it was Angelina Soli. And though he had never said it, I knew that Billy had a crush on her. So I recognized in his voice a strained agony even in the retelling at suddenly seeing the girl of his dreams in constipated strain just feet away through a thin wall. And he said he was sweating like he couldn't believe in his palms, his armpits, the soles of his feet. He just wanted to get away.


    Finally he heard plopping sounds and a final agonized groan from Angelina. He listened to her wipe every fragment away from her anus and –


    "What were you expecting when you went in the girl's restroom?" I said. "Of course you'd catch a girl dropping a steamer."


    He looked at me with disgust and went on. He managed not to cough or laugh or squeal and heard Angelina leave. He waited a minute before leaving and prayed he wouldn't be seen coming out. The coast was clear and he made it back to our classroom.


    I laughed so hard in the telling of this that I knocked my half-eaten taco to the ground. "Fuck," I said.


    "Just pick it up," said Billy. "You can still eat it."


    I looked at the ground, the sidewalk filthy with cigarette butts and bubble gum.


    "No," I said. "Just give me a bite of yours and I'll get something else later."


    "No, I’m hungry. I need all this."


    "Come on. If I hadn't split them with you, you wouldn't be able to afford anything."


    This was true but he was hurt that I had brought it up.


    "Just one bite," I said.


    He gave in, but I was still hungry after so little.


    We went down to the pier and watched the tourists until we got bored. And while we were there we saw James Martin and asked if he was playing hookey too.


    "Don't be stupid. I'm a senior. I have a five-period day."


    And we looked at our watches and so much time had passed.


    "You little d-bags want to smoke some weed?"


    I had never smoked weed.


    "Okay," said Billy.


    The three of us went up into the park behind some bushes where no one could see or smell us, and James rolled a joint. I had never seen it done outside of a hip hop video and movies, but it looked easy enough. James took a puff then passed it to me. I breathed in and coughed it out right away.


    "You pussy," said James. "You got to hold it in."


    "Yeah," said Billy. I don't think he had ever smoked weed either. I handed it to him and he breathed in and tried to look cool. Then he started coughing too.


    "You guys suck," said James. He took the joint back and toked it again.


    I told Billy to tell James the story about last week and Angelina Soli. He didn't want to tell it again but James said he wanted to hear it so finally Billy told it with the same agonized expression.


    James had a good laugh at it but then said, "Yeah, I'm not sure I believe you."


    "It's true!" said Billy.


    "He did come to class late that day," I said.


    "Yeah, maybe, but he could have been anywhere," said James.


    "It's not the kind of thing I'd make up," said Billy.


    "Yeah, I guess you're right," said James. "You should have made a go for the girl."


    "Gross," said Billy. "She just took a dump."


    "Still," said James. "I've seen porn like that where they take a dump then fuck or roll around in the shit or put it in their mouth."


    "You have any food?" I said, still hungry.


    "What do I look like, the Salvation Army?" said James. "What, is all this shit talk making you pussies hungry? You guys suck."


    James laughed and coughed and got up and left. Billy and I just watched him go, no desire to follow, even if he was a senior.


    "That guy's a dick," said Billy.


    "Yeah," I said.


    "But he's got weed."


    "Where do you think he gets it?"


    "I don't know. Maybe his parents have a stash."


    "I wish my parents had a stash."


    "And I wish I could fart gold, but that ain't gonna happen either. Our parents suck."


    "Yeah. I'm gonna go home and eat."


    "All right. I'll see you tomorrow, I guess."


    When I got home my dad was there and said he got a call from the attendance office and they said I wasn't in my classes.


    "There must be a mistake, Dad," I said. "I'll ask them tomorrow and have 'em call you."


    My dad seemed okay with this explanation, and I think he was more annoyed at being interrupted in his work by my school than by any absence on my part. And I knew he'd forget about it by tomorrow and the school would never call again.


    I microwaved some lasagna and burned it and then watched cartoons with my little sister. She was watching some crappy superhero crap but it was kind of funny. I went outside after that while it was still sunny and went downtown and near the park, then cut back by the school. It was funny that I dodged classes that day but that I now found myself back near the school when I didn't have to be there. I saw some girls coming out. One of them was Angelina Soli.


    I followed them a while at a safe distance, looking at their butts and imagining. I think Angelina was with Heidi McDonald and they were both pretty hot. I looked at their butts and even though it may have been a lie, Billy's story, I knew that they did it. Darkness spewed out of them, however pretty they might have looked. They were slugs, animals, no better than dogs shitting on a lawn. Because of this I hated them, because I still found myself drawn to them and there was nothing I could do about it. Every instinct within me wanted to hate them and keep them away, but that impulse was overridden by my lusts.


    Angelina looked back at one point, and I decided I had followed them enough and turned off and went back home. I did the homework that had been due in my classes that day, halfheartedly, limping through the routine. I liked not going to school, but I wanted to be around the others. I didn't like the smell of that building or some things that happened there, but I felt a kind of cafeteria nausea when I thought about the school suddenly vanishing, and all of us dispersing… where? Where?


    And yet in a few weeks school would be out for the summer. And in a few years school would be out forever. Oh, I could go on to college, but most of us would never meet again, and what would any of it matter?


    

  


  
    

    


    POETRY


    


    Isn't poetry just words on paper. Isn't it sheer laziness. Isn't it lack of story. Isn't it.


    I once wrote a girl a poem so horrible it burned her eyes out. We never spoke again. We never spoke to begin with. I mean to say we never spoke at all.


    Since that day (I was being poetically metaphorical with her eyes) I have never written a poem. I write emails to employers and infuse them with poetry. Sometimes I get carried away. And I recognize that an accounting firm cannot be expected – does not have the capability to wind through my words and come up with meaning, an understanding of why they should put me on their petty payroll and call it a day. I have never met a poem as pretty as a paycheck.


    Sometimes I am tempted to scream. But there is nowhere. I have a room – something betwixt a closet and a dungeon, with all the light of a filmic darkroom. Beyond the walls are others like me, eking out their lives like cockroaches. To scream would wake them, rattle the pipes, frighten the rats in the walls. We don't want that.


    I'm being poetic again. Melodramatic. Self-pitying. Underneath the lattice of my syllables there is a hilarity beyond comprehension. Beyond comprehension is a –


    I paused and left the page for a time. When I returned I could not recall what is beyond comprehension. This is the tragedy of my existence.


    


    One day I was waiting for the subway. It was lonesome. Empty concrete caverns surrounded me. Buried beneath it all, windy and alone (excuse my poesy).


    Of a sudden a bearded old one in a white robe appeared.


    He beckoned.


    "Yes?" I said.


    He went and I followed. I do not know why. (This is also the tragedy of my existence.)


    We came to dripping caves bespeckled with stalactites, glinting drops of sewer water, shiny surfaces shooting light into my eyes.


    "W-where are we?"


    He ignored me and went on, deeper into its fallopian depths. It was Freudian, and I don't even understand Freud.


    "You need to stop and explain yourself," I demanded (rather sheepishly, I admit).


    He didn't look back. We walked further into the depths and the light grew brighter and brighter. There seemed to be the blaze of the sun just at the end of this tunnel, and the walls disappeared as my eyes took in the light.


    "What does it mean?"


    The old man turned back. He held a gun. The gun made a shooting noise. I fell to the muck. The rat.


    When it began again ("it" being all and everything) I was on a pillowed bed and the old man looked down at me.


    "Are you God?" I mumbled.


    "Yes," he said.


    "Thank God," I said. "I thought you might be just another pervert."


    "I'm that too," he said. "I'm everything that ever was, is, or shall be."


    "I see. That's very poetic."


    "Of course it is. I already told you. I'm everything that –"


    "Why am I here?" I interrupted God.


    "I've brought you here to give you super powers."


    "What on earth for?"


    "To combat the forces of Satan."


    "I see. Go on."


    "You shall draw your powers from NUNBARSEGUNU."


    "What?"


    "The Mesopotamian goddess of barley."


    "Why?"


    "The N is for your niggardliness. You shall conserve your wealth."


    "Wealth?"


    "The U is for upside-down. You shall have the power to turn yourself upside anytime you choose."


    "Okay."


    "The N is for nice. You –"


    "I thought the N was for niggardliness."


    "The second N. It is for nice. You shall know how to be nice. To kittens and old men."


    I said nothing.


    "The B is for badassedness. You shall –"


    "Can we just get to my powers?"


    "Very well. While you were out cold I grafted a pair of buffalo wings to your back. You shall have to wear a thick coat at all times to disguise them."


    "I have buffalo wings on my back?"


    "Indeed."


    I swallowed. "Why?"


    "To convince your foes that you have the power of flight."


    "I can fly?"


    "Alas, no. The experiment failed. But a casual enemy might believe you can fly. You must work on your poker face."


    "What about super strength?" I said. "Or can I see through clothes?"


    "No. But here's something. Your skin will forevermore smell like... barley!"


    "You say that like it's a good thing. I want to believe. And yet."


    "The barley will attract certain insects. Cicadas."


    "Hm."


    "You shall never lack a food source."


    "Bugs."


    "Aye."


    "Tell me there's another one. A cool power. Just spit it out."


    "That is all."


    I looked down at the floor. I looked around for the exit. I saw something that might serve – a dark corridor. At least it would get me away from him.


    "Where are you going?" the old man said.


    "I've got a DMV appointment."


    "I haven't told you of your nemesis. He will be –"


    "Just drop me an email," I said.


    The water up to my ankles smelled of scabs and ancient yogurt.


    "You can't leave," the old man called behind me. "There's so much more..."


    Etc.


    Eventually the tunnel brought me back to reality and its rather obvious texture. A vandal had sprayed the wall with the words CANNOT HOLD IT and I wondered if he had out-poetried me. Perhaps, but we seemed to have the same audience (i.e. no one).


    I was hungry. I found a ladder and climbed up, lifted the manhole cover and looked about. A hot dog stand not twenty feet away. Pay dirt. Pay gold. Gold strike. Hit her in the nuts. There it was.


    Squeezing the water out of the my clothes, I noticed that the old man really had put wings on my back.


    "Gosh darn it," I muttered.


    The hot dogs smelled so good. And I had promised myself to be vegetarian not one week before. Well, it was a good run while it lasted.


    "Cover one of those dogs with a bun and condiments," I said.


    The man hardly gave me a once over and set the dog on the counter, blistery and beautiful, bloodied with ketchup, yellowed with mustard.


    "Yum," I said, reaching.


    "You pay first," he said, striking my hand with a bendy straw.


    "Ow."


    I reached for my wallet and found that it was gone. That loony old man! Just a common mugger after all. I sighed and started to leave.


    "This one's on me," the hot dog man said.


    "Are you sure?" I said. "That seems bad business."


    "You're right. Get out of here, freak. Don't look back."


    But I did look back. I was hungry.


    The hot dog had already disappeared.


    


    Went back to my apartment room cubicle. A note pinned to the door, to be ignored by me. Pushed in and turned on a shower, stripped off my clothes and took a look in the mirror. The water rained onto the shower floor as I saw the horror of my newly melded wings.


    I stood in the shower for what must have been an hour, and that smell never seemed to go away. A ringing bell is what finally brought me out of the water. I shimmied off quickly and went for the door.


    "Yes?"


    "Your rent. Overdue. I left a note."


    "Oh, that was for me?"


    "How could you doubt it?"


    "Nobody ever calls for me."


    "I'm calling. The rent."


    "You catch me at an inopportune moment. I'm dripping. Fresh out the shower."


    "What's that smell?"


    "That's nothing."


    "Get your wallet. I'll wait. Or cut me a check."


    "I need to change. A towel is not enough for action. For money dealing."


    "What's on your back?"


    "You. Get off me back. Get it?"


    "What the... what the hell is that?"


    I could see he'd discovered my wings and my secret identity was a goner.


    "Come in," I said.


    Now he wasn't interested. His eyes were bulging eggs and he backed away, keeping them fixed on me.


    "Or don't," I said, slamming the door.


    I got out of the house as soon as I could. The wings were gonna be a problem. I slapped a backpack on and tried to make it look part of the structure. What was I supposed to do with all this raw power? And how would I be compensated? The old man had not mentioned a salary. That's what I should have asked about.


    I knew what I had to do. I would join the circus. They always need freaks.


    I went to the library and got on the internet. I looked for a circus. There was too much information and I didn't know where to begin. And I'm such a slow reader. It got me down, and I went for a bubble tea in the Asian neighborhood. The Asians didn't give one look at my wings. They just liked my money.


    I drank my tea in a corner while Asian teenagers flirted and laughed. I would never be like them. Normal. Asian. Smelling so nice. And it was all that old man's fault (except for the Asian part). By the time I got to the tapioca balls at the bottom of the drink I was ready to throw in the towel.


    I trudged back to my living quarters. The sky was colorless. I tried my key in the door and it wouldn't turn. Of all the times for a lock malfunction! This was the sort of thing that only happened to me. I fudged with it for a while, kicked it, but it didn't want to turn.


    "Your key won't work," said a voice over my shoulder.


    I looked and saw my landlord. He held a baseball bat and his hyperactive teenage nephew was with him, carrying a police club.


    "You'd better leave," my landlord said. "You don't pay, you don't live here. And we don't want freaks like you."


    "Everyone is different," I said. "You can't make fun of others. You're different too. We all have our aberrations."


    "Do you want trouble?"


    Did I? I was no match for them as I was, but what if I called on that ancient god's name? What might happen? What change might take place within me? I had to try. I owed the septic old man that much.


    "Noobargoose," I said. Nothing happened.


    "What?"


    "Hold on," I said. "I'm trying to remember something."


    "Well, remember it somewhere else."


    "Just give me a second, guys. Nugunsaroobo."


    "Just cut it out and go."


    "Nobarskono."


    They came at me with their weapons, the cowards. The club hit my wings and even though they hadn't properly bonded to my nervous system, it still hurt. The baseball bat hit my kneecaps. Bones cracked. There was a great deal of pain.


    "Booncaroono –"


    Thwap.


    "Groobongunsura –"


    Thwap. Whack!


    "Nunbarsegunu –"


    A lightning bolt rain through every cell in my body, hopped through the bodies of my landlord and his nephew. Instead of turning me into a super being, it ended my being altogether.


    


    The police arrived a few minutes later. They searched through three piles of dust for anything like a clue.


    "What's that smell?" said one of the cops.


    "Like wheat fields," said his partner.


    "No, not wheat. More like barley."


    "Barley. Geez, McCormick, you know your grains."


    "My sister owns a bakery."


    "You never told me that."


    "There are so many things you don't know about me."


    "I'm glad we're partners."


    "What about this?" He indicated the dust.


    "The call said domestic violence. I don't see any violence here. I don't see any people. I just see dust."


    "And that barley smell."


    "Come on. Let's get out of here. Maybe we can find a bakery and get some bread."


    "Barley."


    When the police had gone, a black cat surfaced and went to the dust piles. He sniffed briefly at each one, then went on his way down an alley in search of a dark nook.
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