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PART ONE

 

 

THE MOST BEAUTIFUL PANCAKE IN THE UNIVERSE




 FANNY WINTER FOD 

 

 

Fanny W. Fod had peanut butter lips, blueberry eyes, chocolate chip dimples, and hair softer than cinnamon. She lactated the most delicious maple beer in the universe, and she bottled and distributed her beer all around Pancake Island. The pancakes loved her beer. They savored it to the last drop. They would wave and call out, "Thank you, Fanny Fod!" They would cheer, "Hooray, we're so happy. Let's be happy forever. Let's hold a parade for happiness." And so the pancakes savored the beer of Fanny Fod and commenced their daily Ultra Yummy Happiness Parade.

What they did not know was that Fanny Fod, the most beautiful pancake in the universe, felt sick inside her soul. 

It was nighttime on Pancake Island. The pancake sun snoozed in his bed of stars. His mustache glowed like a furry nightlight.

Fanny Fod lay on her back on the roof of her green zucchini castle. Every pancake lived in a castle, but Fanny's was the only castle built out of zucchinis. However, this caused no jealousy among the pancakes. The others were happy with their potato castles. Potato castles were special too. As potato castles got older, they grew spuds that turned into other potato castles. After many years of living in potato castles, it was as if all the pancakes lived in one giant interconnected spud kingdom, except for Fanny Fod, because she chose to live alone.

Fanny Fod, the most beautiful pancake on the island, lay on her back on the roof of her zucchini castle and stared out at the stars. She knew there were a lot of sad creatures in the universe. She wished she could help them. Maybe she could bottle her syrup and launch the bottles into outer space. Maybe, somewhere out there, a sad creature longed for monogamy, just like she did.

Fanny Fod longed for a sad creature to love and make happy. She had been romantically involved with many pancakes, but the love between two happy creatures was just too sweet.

Happiness was all she'd ever felt. She wondered what sadness was like. There must be something else, she thought. There must be something besides happiness. She knew something strange was happening for her to think this because everybody loved happiness and she loved happiness too. She was always happy, but some nights she wished she wasn't.
 She pondered whether the Cuddlywumpus locked in the dungeon of her zucchini castle was affecting her in some way. Or maybe these strange thoughts and feelings -- nostalgia and longing for abstract or nonexistent things -- thoughts and feelings that were not exactly happy but resulted in happiness because she desired them -- maybe all pancakes experienced these things, just nobody talked about them.

Maybe it was the Cuddlywumpus. She was afraid of the Cuddlywumpus. She was afraid some other pancake would find out about the Cuddlywumpus. The Cuddlywumpus was her big secret. She wondered if all pancakes had a big secret that they kept to themselves.

Fanny Fod closed her eyes so she didn't have to look at the stars dancing around the sun's mustache anymore. She stood up with her eyes closed and groped her way to the zucchini spires. She rested her spongy elbows on the ledge. She leaned out, her eyes still closed. She wondered what would happen if she fell. If she jumped. It's all the same to fall or jump, she thought. Given the choice, though, between falling or jumping, I would jump every time. Too bad I am happy. If I were to jump, or even fall by accident, I would rise, because that's all I'm capable of. Happy things just rise. I could splatter to pieces amidst the pancake flowers in the front yard, and I would still be rising. Even when they are hitting bottom, happy things continue to rise. When you are happy, everything gets better all the time. Are things getting better for me, she wondered, or is this more of the same life?

 







 PART TWO 

 

THE PICKLED DIARIES




 ROCKET SHIP FOR SAD DAY PARTY 

 

Hello, my name is Gaston Glew.

I felt suicidal this morning, so I stumbled outside and stood in the brinestorm. My sixteenth Sad Day party was scheduled for today. That's why I was suicidal, and also because I was born a pickle. All pickles kill themselves sooner or later. Anyway, back to my Sad Day party.

Mother tried baking me a cake but she slit her wrists instead. Father got so worried, he had an epileptic fit. I took my single present to my room. Alone, I unclasped the rusted latch of the mildewed wooden box. There was nothing inside. My parents had been so depressed, they forgot to buy me the customary sixteenth Sad Day present: a shotgun. 

I dropped the box underfoot and stomped it into splintered scraps. I decided I would leave this place forever. I had reached this decision a long time ago. I hated Pickled Planet. I hated my fellow pickles. I hated brine. Every pickle received a shotgun on their sixteenth Sad Day, but not me. I guess I’m not your ordinary pickle. I don’t worship my sadness.

 

*

We were in the living room. Father and Mother lay side by side on the floor. They had blank expressions on their faces. Mother's wrists bled.

"Father?"

"Yes son?"

"Will you buy me Captain Pickle brand rocket thrusters? My rocket ship needs them. It's my Sad Day."

"Isn't the Nothing enough? Your Mother strained herself wrapping it this morning."

"I deserve more for my sixteenth Sad Day, don't I?"

"No, you don’t," Father said. "Go on now. Go away. Waste your own time. Build that stupid ship of yours. I don't care."

Father rolled onto his side and yelled at Mother. He called her pathetic. He called their marriage a disappointment. He called me a walking abortion. He called her pitiful. I left them lying on the floor and walked into the kitchen.

I opened the back door and shut it quietly behind me. I shivered.

The fallen, mold-flowering cacti twitching in the muddy yard reached their arms to the algae nooses hanging from the sky. Brinestorms made the cacti sick. I thought how lucky they were to be just physically ill.

The brinestorm cast a yellow glow on everything.

I bent over and dug beneath a cactus. I lifted a handful of garlic spiders out of the mud. I needed them to complete my rocket ship. Garlic spiders relied on cacti for nourishment, so they were easy to find. I pocketed spiders until my rubber trousers bulged.

I returned to our green, dome-shaped house and went straight to my room. I took my rocket ship out of the closet and set it on the floor, parallel to my bed.

My rocket ship was almost ready for takeoff. I would finish it today. I would launch into space at nightfall. I would discover happiness and never feel sad again. 

I removed the tool kit from beneath the bed and set it between the bed and the rocket ship. The hollow craft was carved from the corpse of a pickle who'd been twice as large as me, allowing room for brine chowder, for when I got hungry on the journey.

I crawled into the cockpit and nailed a garlic spider to the control panel. Its pale guts splattered across my hands.

I nailed more garlic spiders to the panel. Their white, cloven abdomens formed perfect, tender buttons. They squeaked and pleaded as the nails pierced their squishy skulls. I pretended they were me, or I was them, but even fantasies of death failed to make me happy. That was the Eternal Plight of the Pickle. We were always sad. 

I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to leave it all behind.

The Eternal Plight of the Pickle started a few hundred years ago, when the climate of Pickled Planet changed drastically. Our ancestors, who called themselves cucumbers and named this world Cucumber Planet, left behind a lot of books and pictures about the transformations that swept over the world. There used to be all kinds of joyful weather, like Happy Hurricanes and Smiling Tsunamis. The weather spread so much happiness that all the cucumbers danced and played and laughed every day of their lives. They were healthy creatures. They were glad. Even death was a fabulous affair in those times.

A few cucumbers had the foresight to stockpile happy feelings in bottles and cans, but when the joyful weather turned sad and briny, their reserves quickly diminished. The cucumbers evolved with the evolving planet. In the span of a few years, Absolute Happiness became Absolute Sadness. Cucumbers became pickles.

We called our pickled plight eternal because misery was everything to our race. Nobody felt good about anything, not even for a second. If not for the books and pictures left behind by our ancestors, no pickle would know sadness's polarity had ever existed. 

There was a little bit of hope in knowing that somewhere in the universe, a little happiness might remain. That smudge of hope soured our pickled hearts a little more. That hope made the sadness just a little bit too much to take. I could not continue worshipping my sadness like the rest of these pickles. I had to leave the sadness behind, no matter what awaited me. 

Unchain yourself from this briny fate, oh pickled prisoner! was written in cactus blood on the side of my rocket ship.

Unchain yourself from this briny fate, oh pickled prisoner! was the motto of Captain Pickle, the superhero we loved to hate. When we watched his television show, we screamed obscenities at the screen. We clawed at our faces and rolled on the ground. Our loathing for Captain Pickle made us insane. Secretly, I admired Captain Pickle. I'd scrawled his motto on the side of my rocket ship because even if we never transcended the sorrows of our brine, even if the laws of the universe preordained us to fail, failing was no excuse to avoid trying. 

I had to blast off into space and search for happiness, no matter how small or inconsequential. No matter how gracelessly I failed.

Even if I discovered happiness, would I recognize it? 

All I knew of happiness had been learned from the words and pictures forged by dead vegetables. I often lay awake at night and wondered if happiness was a lie.

I killed garlic spiders until I ran out of nails. I felt so weak and tired; I could not hold the hammer. I was ashamed of my ship. It disappointed me. I disappointed myself. I would never finish it. I would never fly away from Pickled Planet. I'd prostrated myself for a dream, and all for nothing. I stroked the crushed abdomen of a garlic spider and wished that I’d been born a cactus. I whispered quietly to the twitching dead thing.

I understood none of the words that I whispered.

Depression killed my mind.

 

*

I crawled inside my spaceship and shivered in the cockpit. Besides the pickled framework, the whole ship was built of garlic spiders, hammer nails, and the feces of my family. The feces was the hardest material to acquire because we were all too constipated to move our bowels most weeks. My ship was rotten, decay upon decay. I had to finish it before the whole thing fell apart. I got out of the ship and read Captain Pickle's motto. I popped a bubble of green paint in the slogan's crooked exclamation point. I felt a little bit better.

I needed two rocket boosters to lift me from this crazy planet forever. What could I use for rocket boosters?

I looked around my room, at the bare walls and molded carpet. I owned next to nothing. The cacti in the yard could work, but I did not think cacti deserved to be happy. They were too stupid.

I left my room and shuffled down the hall. I kept my eyes on my feet. I jostled my shriveled brain for ideas. If only Father was kinder.

I opened the back door, but a swaying in the kitchen grabbed my attention. I looked up at a tall, slender, pickle-shaped object, precisely what I needed for a rocket booster. I thought it was a ghost. Pickled ghosts were sly, so I hurried into the kitchen before it had a chance to sneak away. 

I felt like shouting, “I've got you now.”

I did not shout.

I leaped from the hallway to the kitchen in a single bound. I clutched the air. The ghost was not what I'd perceived. The ghost was Father, hanging from the kitchen rafters.

"Father?"

I hopped up and down to grab the rope coiled and knotted around his neck. I thought maybe he'd decided to play a Sad Day joke on me by falsely hanging himself. Since the day Mother birthed me, I had perceived in Father a melancholy that transcended suicide.

I dug my nails into his sides. His flesh came off in strips, gumming up beneath my fingernails.

I was angry. I felt like the victim of an unspeakable crime. Today was my Sad Day. Father had to go and cast a shadow over everything. What kind of Father died on the anniversary of his son's tragic birth? I did not pause to mourn. I had to get Father down from the rafters. His corpse would make a wonderful rocket booster. 

The noose around his midsection unraveled and he crashed down on top of me. I pushed him off. He weighed less than a can of pickled chowder. Nearly four feet long, he stretched longer by a foot than me, but I weighed more like ten cans of pickled chowder. Father had been a little anorexic. Mother and I were always on his case.

Father's flesh darkened from green to black as I carried him to my room. 

There were two slots on each side of the rocket. I loaded Father into one of them. I slid him in so that his head faced outward. If I discovered any happiness in outer space, the happiness might bless his carcass with a peaceful rot. Being dead was supposed to hurt a lot more than dying itself. Seeing him loaded into Booster Slot #1, I retracted my feelings from a few minutes earlier, when I found him hanging. His suicide wasn't lousy. It was fortuitous.

I felt bad for Mother. She was unfit to live alone. I walked down the hall to the living room. She was asleep on the living room floor. I knelt beside her. I shook her lightly and said, “Father died.”

No reply.

“Mother?”

I shook her again.

I saw the cuts down her arms and realized she’d done it this time. My Sad Day had turned into a family death party. I wondered if they’d planned this all along and shed three tears, one and a half tears for each parent.

I slung Mother over my back and returned to the rocket ship. I loaded her into Booster Slot #2. I loaded several cases of brine chowder into the storage compartment, put on my yellow spacesuit, and dragged my rocket ship from my bedroom into the backyard. The brinestorm had subsided. Conditions were ideal for takeoff. 

I crawled into the cockpit and buckled myself in. I had to take off as soon as possible.

I pressed a few white spider buttons and the rocket boosters ignited. Mother and Father would burn to ash soon, hopefully before they woke up out of death. 

"You better watch out, happiness, 'cause I'm coming for you," I said.

I was escaping the Eternal Plight of the Pickle forever.

 

*

From way up high, Pickled Planet seemed like a place you might want to visit. The pea soup tinge appeared rich and fertile even though the soil nurtured nothing livelier than cacti since the Cucumber Days ended.

My breaths came easier. I took in more air and held it in for longer. I felt a weight leave my head as the domed green houses faded away. Mother and Father shot me quickly out of the atmosphere.

Bright white lights burst forth all around, blinding me. I'd never known such brightness. I shielded my eyes with one hand. I squeezed the ring of spiders that formed a steering wheel. My vision warbled and turned static. The white murmur of an impending seizure blossomed in my head, into voices from the past. The voices exploded in a succession of hot flashes. My brain stretched into a jellied rope a million miles long, and then it snapped. The bright lights were killing me. 

I raced toward the lights. I needed to avoid them, but there was nowhere else to turn. 

The fit came on. 

My body fought against the seatbelt. I fought against myself to keep control.

I won control.

I terminated the fit before it turned bad.

I won.

I uncovered my eyes and pressed the spider button that engaged the pickled loudspeaker. I held down the button and spoke into a special rigged-up chowder can. My voice projected for miles. The pickled scientists insisted that voices went unheard in outer space, but scientists were too sad to complete their experiments most of the time. Scientists knew nothing of outer space.

I held the empty can to my lips and said, "Bright lights, are you happiness?"

I was approaching the lights at an incredible speed. Eyes and mouths appeared on each of the bright lights, as if they were yawning back to life. They appeared lumpy and misshapen. They had arms and long tails. My rocket ship thrummed forth. 

I tried again. "Bright lights, are you happiness?" I pressed another button to slow the ship. I wiped drool from my mouth.

"Bright lights, are you happiness?"

"We are not happiness," they said. "We are ghosts in a black field. We serve no special function. We cannot help you and we cannot let you pass." 

A shiver ran through me. I sweated brine. "If you can’t let me pass, can you tell me where to find happiness?"

"Happiness isn't something a pickle has ever gone looking for," they said. "We cannot let you do that. You are a disease. You will destroy everything."

"I'm tired of Pickled Planet. I'm tired of sadness. I just want something else, anything.”

I hovered a short distance from the ghosts now. 

"What makes you think something better exists? What makes you think happiness didn't go extinct?"

"It's a feeling I have," I said. "I feel something out here calling to me. I deserve to find out who or what is calling. I deserve happiness. I deserve to have it all."

"That is why you cannot have it. You cannot have it all. Now turn around and return to your planet. Quick, before you infect us. We are sad enough from observing your race at a distance."

I loosened my grip on the spider wheel. The lights dimmed, closing the mental window through which convulsions passed. Maybe most pickles gave up so easily, but these ghosts were silly to underestimate me. I had equipped my ship with garlic guns in case a situation like this arose.

My hands depressed the gun triggers, blasting two flurried streams of hungry garlic spiders at the giant ghosts. 

"Out of my way, spirits!"

The spiders burrowed into their flesh. Part of me wanted to stick around to see their ghostly organs float away on the dark tracts of space, but I felt that my time was limited.

I sped past them as they clawed holes in themselves. They tore spiders from their wounds and howled at me to stop the feeding. 

"Out of my way, spirits."

When I got back on my way, trails of white blood followed me for miles.

Beyond the ship, everything turned monotone. I wouldn't call it darkness. It was less than that. A blankness.

I turned on autopilot and closed my eyes.

 

*

Outer space was a downer. I feared that I would never cross another being, let alone a planet.

I had no way to chart the passing of time. Nothing around me felt real. Whenever my insides grumbled, I scarfed a can of cold brine chowder, but being all alone with nothing to do, I became aware of chowder's proclivity for stimulating my most depressing thoughts. I was eating the concentrated essence of my home planet straight from a can. When I framed it this way, I realized brine chowder could jeopardize my entire mission. 

I went on a fast. I resolved to eat nothing until I found happiness. I felt less depressed after I stopped eating, but the boredom and solitude of outer space took their toll on me as well. Without food matter in my belly or any room to walk around in my tiny ship, I grew rotten. My skin dried up. A fever came on. My throat itched. Nausea. Aching spine. The ailments piled on until I forced myself to eat another can of chowder. Brine stimulated sadness and sadness was integral to my biology. Deprived of sadness, I was not even myself.

At some point in my fevered daze, I opened my eyes, expecting to look out at more blankness, but the blankness had faded. My rocket ship was nose-diving into a bubbling golden sphere. 

Autopilot had failed. I was dead.

 





HOW THE SUN DIED AT THE DECEITFUL HANDS OF ONE PICKLE

 

My rocket ship bobbed on the waves of a golden sea. I was lucky my rocket ship remained afloat. Who knew what sea beasts lurked in these waters?

The air smelled sweet.

A big, flat, round, doughy thing in the sky whistled a cheerful melody. 

"I am the sun," it said.

This whistling sun worried me. The sun of Pickled Planet never whistled. She shouted curses and death threats. She whispered notes of discouragement. Even stranger than this sun’s whistling: its mustache. The sun's bushy brown mustache curled upward at the corners. I wondered why the sun didn’t shave the silly thing off. Nobody could take a mustached sun seriously.

Oh drat, I was being a cynic again. I had to stop. I would never unchain myself from the Eternal Plight if I held fast to my prejudices and bad habits. I stuck a hand in the ocean and raised a liquid glob. I brought it to my lips, stuck out my pickled tongue, and took a lick. Sweetness!

I slurped down three handfuls of the ocean and rubbed my hands all over myself. The golden liquid's sweet odor masked my stench of brine. Warm fuzzies tingled in my belly.

“Excuse me,” I said. “What is this ocean made of? What is this place and will I find happiness here? Are there beasts in these waters or am I safe to swim ashore?"

The sun's black pupils swung downward in the huge white sockets that housed them. The dark pupils fixed on me. "Pleasant to have a strange traveler today," said the sun, speaking in a baritone voice that rippled the surface of the sea. "Welcome to Pancake Island, the happiest place in the whole wide universe, the final refuge of pancakes against the sadness that has swallowed everything. Nothing in the syrup sea will harm you, but no reason to go ashore either. The bacon vultures will fix your vessel. You will go off soon."

"If this is the happiest place in the universe, can't I stay and be happy?"

"You cannot stay. You are not a pancake."

"That's unfair. Who are these pancakes to horde their privileges? Why can't I have some of their happiness?"

"Pancakes are happy creatures. There is not enough happiness remaining. There is not enough to squander it on those who are not pancakes. As sun and guardian of Pancake Island, it is my duty to fetch help for stranded travelers and send them on their way. We must preserve our way of life. We must preserve happiness. Without us, the universe would be a sad place for everyone."

"The universe is a sad place for everyone," I said. "Everyone but you, and you're just a mean old silly sun."

"I am not old or mean. I'm as happy as can be. Everything makes me happy, for I am a pancake.”

“Okay,” I said, as if in agreement. I was a born deceiver. I would wait for a chance to strike. “Okay, send in your bacon vultures and I’ll fly back to my sad planet. I apologize for any inconvenience I may have caused.”

"That's more like it. Keep up the polite attitude and maybe someday you'll experience a greater glimpse of happiness than you received on this temporary landing. Happiness and sadness are not eternal, you know."

"I am from Pickled Planet. My race suffers from the Eternal Plight of the Pickle. Happiness might be ephemeral, but sadness is eternal. I am certain of the latter. Even when sad things die, they keep on being sad. We have no reason for being or not being. We just go on getting worse."

"I am the sun and the gatekeeper, the only pancake aware that poor creatures like you . . .” the sun paused, looked around, sank toward the sea, and whispered in a low voice, his mustache tickling my ear, “. . . commit suicide.”

An awkward tension settled between us. I knew the sun was just finishing his statement and wanted no one else to overhear him, but his cold, commanding tone gave the impression that he was also suggesting that I commit suicide. I wondered why the sun would have it in for me. Was meanness the natural state even of happy suns? Was it the mustache? 

“Suicide,” the sun whispered.

My face was buried in his mustache.

“Stop breathing on me and summon your vultures. Your mustache tickles.”

“Suicide.”

“Why are you saying that?”

“It’s my favorite bad word.” Maybe I had a reason to be paranoid. Maybe the sun was a pickled pedophile disguised as a pancake. Maybe Pancake Island was not a happy place at all. “I only get a chance to say bad words when sad travelers crash here. Pancakes know no bad words. They only know good ones. My proximity to the sky and role as guardian has allowed me to pick up certain words and ideas, things I overhear from outer space, things I hear from those like yourself. I like to say bad words. I like to say 'suicide.' It is my favorite word to say.


“I am never allowed to say it. I am never allowed to talk about it because the pancakes I interact with on a day to day basis would not know what I am talking about. So I am saying it to you, my sorry pickle. You who are unworthy. You who are a disease. The words for who and what you are, for your condition of being, do not exist in this culture. You cannot stay here because as far as pancakes are concerned, sadness does not exist. You do not exist."

The sun floated back to a higher point in the sky. I raised my fists toward his golden, fluffy body. I shook my fists and yelled, “I am a pickle! I exist!”

“Oh, I know you exist,” the sun said, “but you belong with other pickles, with your sadness. Go home to Pickled Planet. Return and suffer with your species.”

I hung my head and rubbed my eyes and sobbed. Real briny tears came out, but the tears were false. As a pickle, I could cry on demand. Tears were part of my plan, and so far, everything had gone accordingly. 

The sun opened his mouth and yawned, as if bored with me. Birds without feathers or bones flapped out of his mouth. Birds of red flesh and white fat. Corpuscular birds with beaks and claws of white fat. Eyes that rolled and melted because they were also made of fat. They must have been the bacon vultures.

They circled my rocket ship several times, descending lower with each succeeding circle, until they landed. They communicated by clapping their crispy wings together. They got busy fixing the rocket ship. They had a stupid way of fixing it, slapping it here and licking it in other places, letting their grease soak in. Since they lived inside the sun, the bacon vultures must have overheard our conversation, but watching them work, I realized that it did not matter. These birds were idiots. They did not understand our mode of speech. I lamented that my ship was likely lost forever, but it hardly mattered since I had no intention of leaving Pancake Island.

I stopped crying. I laughed, pretending to have gotten over the foul mood that had taken hold of me.

I knew I probably caught the strange sensation from drinking those handfuls of the sea, but I figured I might as well query the matter.

"Excuse me," I said. "I drank some of this sea and feel rather pleasant. What is this stuff?"

"This is maple syrup," the sun said. "To prove that I'm a kind sun who sends all voyagers merrily on their way, you may leave with one jar of maple syrup scooped from our tiny sea."

"Just one jar?" I said.

"One jar," the sun said. "Maple syrup is the most important resource in the universe. Without it, our happiness wouldn't be as sweet. It would be nothing at all. Maple syrup is also a very limited resource. The sweetest things always come to an end. We pancakes rejoice in their temporal state. This is one reason we live happy lives. Unlike you, we believe in no eternity. For a while we will be the proprietors of happiness, but no one can say for how long. We've already lost so much. The last agave apes curled up and fell asleep some while ago. They never woke again. The honey horses went before them. Now these creatures sleep on the bottom of the sea, beneath your broken vessel as we speak. No one disturbs the horses and apes, for sleep is a happy thing."

"You're telling me dead animals sleep in the sea of happiness?"

"Dead animals sleep in every sea. 

"Happiness slows the decay process, but happy things also break down. They just break down slower. Everything breaks down. It's a matter of when and how bad.  When you're happy, breaking down is pleasant. At the peak of psychosomatic breakdown, pancakes dance into the sea. They dissolve into Yummy Decay.

“What is Yummy Decay?”

“It is like being subject and object all at once. The boundaries between your perceptions and the world disintegrate. Pancakes treat Yummy Decay with the greatest deference. Yummy Decay is a state reached only by enlightened pancakes who have lived very long lives. Nobody talks about Yummy Decay. It’s just something that happens. The best things in life are never talked about. If there were words to explain them, they would cease being the best things in life. Yummy Decay is too great for words. The awesomeness of Yummy Decay shrugs away all words, like syrup off a bacon vulture’s back.”

The bacon vultures flapped their wings and took flight from my rocket ship. They squawked ugly grease noises. I hoped they had completed the repairs. Otherwise I was out of luck and might find myself in trouble with the sun.

“I think it's time you leave. We don’t want you in our lives,” the sun said. 

The hairs of his mustache bristled, quivering as if they were tiny fists flailing. My chance was now or never.

I pressed several spider buttons. The cinders of Father and Mother coughed. The rocket ship came alive. I rose up and took pursuit of the bacon vultures. I blasted them with garlic spiders. Hot out of the guns, the spiders melted the fat of the birds. The spiders lost their footing in the melted fat and were carried away by the toasty wind like eight-legged leaves. The birds fared no better. The birds' meat splashed into the sea. Their fat congealed on the golden surface and bobbed there.

I turned the steering wheel for a head-on collision with the sun. I closed my eyes to protect myself from the light. When I opened them again, the rocket ship hit the sun's mustache, tore a green hole through his face, and left him floating in the sky, dead and flecked with brine.

I set my course for shore.





PRIMITIVES ON PARADE

 

I stepped out of my rocket ship into a bustle of parading pancakes. I had failed to land in a secluded area as hoped, but that was alright. I'd pickled the sun and made my way ashore.

I couldn't yet tell whether to classify the warm feelings inside me as happiness. On a sliding scale, this was certainly the least sad I had ever felt. I reserved any hope I might have. Who knew what these shore-dwelling pancakes would do to me if they discovered that I'd tricked their sun.

I dragged my rocket ship behind me. The ship split the dancing crowd of pancakes. Some of them rode bicycles and unicycles. Others waved to me and called things like "Cheers!" and "Happy breakfast!" and "Awesome bike!"

I presumed they mistook my rocket ship for a bicycle. I resisted frowning. I even smiled and waved, "Thank you!" 

I left my rocket ship behind and joined their parade.

The pancakes wore identical maple smiles. The syrup was hard, fixing their expressions and imposing on their flapjack faces the pursed visage of ventriloquists. Their mouths never moved when they spoke. Their hair flowed like pickled fries without the gloom sauce. Their sun-crisped tresses emitted cheer. Their round plump bodies brought ticklish sensations to my groin. I felt naked and ashamed in my slender, warted body.

Their eyes were made of maple, frozen in their sockets.

I wondered what was in those heads of theirs. Were they as empty as they put on? I was afraid of these pancakes. Besides the sun, they were the first happy creatures I had seen. Pancakes on parade could not be the happiest creatures in the universe, but I could be no judge of happiness.

This parade took us through a spud-lined street. It came as a surprise for these pancakes to accept me and allow me to join their parade as if I wasn't just some bitter green monster. I leaned in close to a pancake to my right and keeping with the rhythm of the dancing crowd, I asked, "What are we parading for? Has someone died?"

Funerals were the only parades I had ever taken part in, and on Pickled Planet, the processions were always led by the deceased pickle for whom the funeral was held. Funerals left me severely depressed about the futility of dying. Fortunately, I'd learned from Father and Mother that to get out of a funeral parade, all you had to do was act bedridden. Sometimes we exploited our depression for personal convenience. Sometimes, Mother and Father told me, you won't feel sad enough. Fake your sadness whenever you don't feel sad. Your sadness will always return. Even in our most sincere moments, we pickles were never truly ourselves.

I repeated my question because the pancake failed to hear me over the ruckus of its thousand stampeding fellows. 

"The sun has turned a new color," the pancake said. "We are celebrating its old beauty, its new beauty, and all the beautiful forms yet to come. I love the beauty of the sun."

"I love it too," I said. I'd never said I loved anything aloud, and here I was, saying I loved the celestial body I had murdered.

The pancake grabbed me by the hand. Unaccustomed to feeling the touch of another, I jerked my hand away. The pancake stared at its hand, surprised in equal measure, perhaps, that I'd refused its touch, and also that its fingers had turned green.

"I am a mirror of the sun's beauty," the pancake said. "This is the best parade ever."

"How often do you hold parades?" I said, wanting to distract the pancake from noticing that I was also green -- and that my touch was responsible for its pickled hand.

"Every day. Every day there is a wonderful parade. Don't you go to all the parades?"

I said that I did, catching sight in that moment of a monolithic green castle and a pancake girl standing atop. She was releasing balloons into the sky. I fell a little bit in love. Without having even met her. I stood in the middle of the street. I wiped briny tears from my eyes and gazed at the pancake in the green castle. My heart yawned, stretched, and began to thump, awaking from a very long coma.

After overcoming the initial shock of not feeling dead inside for the first time in my life, I moved on with the parade, to a feast on the other side of Pancake Island.

 

 

*

The potato housing district ended.

We climbed a hill that peaked in the center of the island. The hill was a pancake. In the center of the peak, a fountain spewed syrup. The pancakes got down on their knobby knees and ladled syrup from the fountain. The syrup rolled down their chins. It seeped in through their porous flesh and made them glow.

I pushed my way into their circle and drank syrup from the fountain. Sometimes pancakes raised their heads and wiped their mouths and smiled or cheered. 

Other pancakes drank from crystalline bottles. "What's in the bottles?" I asked the pancake to my left.

"Fanny Fod's maple beer. It's the most delicious beer ever."

"Who's Fanny Fod?"

"The pancake in the green castle."

"Oh," I said, lowering my head to the fountain.

I drank syrup until my belly bloated and I collapsed. I lay there, not thinking much about anything.

Eventually, I got up. I patted my full belly and separated myself from the parade. I headed for the green castle, leaving a trail of pickled footprints in my wake.

 





I COME KNOCKING AT YOUR DOOR

 

The green castle was tall and narrow. I walked across a yard of blooming pancake flowers. I knocked on the green door.

Knock knock.

Knock.

The green door opened quick, as if she had been standing on the other side, watching me through the peephole. 

“Hi,” the pancake said.

“My name is Gaston Glew."

“My name is Fanny W. Fod.”

“I’m sorry if this is awkward.”

"It's not awkward."

We laughed nervously.

“We are sharing a first moment,” she said.

“This is good,” I said. “My life has been one long trail of snot and boogers. How about yours?”

“You’re not from around here.”

“I come from Pickled Planet.”

“How did you get past the sun? A few times in my life I have seen foreign travelers enter our atmosphere, but the sun always sends them on their way.”

“Oh, the sun and I cut a deal. I agreed to trim his mustache every morning in exchange for citizenship.”

“The sun was kind to cut you a deal. The sun never cuts a deal with anyone. He must have sensed you were special.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Do you have a place to stay on Pancake Island?”

“I arrived a few hours ago.”

“You must have arrived when the sun turned green. The sun must have really liked you to change colors. Maybe he wanted to cheer you up. Would you like to come into my kitchen? Here, come on.”

"Okay." I followed her into the kitchen. 

She told me to sit on one of the potato chairs surrounding a pancake table.

There was a pawing and a scratching and a slapping at the back door. 

“The Cuddlywumpus senses your sadness,” she said. She lowered her eyes and made an embarrassed facial expression. We were sliding into the pit of an awkward situation.

"Cuddlywumpus?" I said. "Is that what's at the door?"

"No, Nothing," she said. “It’s Nothing."

The Nothing howled. It made a sound like “Ra-ra roo! Ra-ra roo!” over and over again.

“That is more than Nothing,” I said. “I know what Nothing sounds like. This thing is more than Nothing and it's unhappy.”

“Unhappy? This is Pancake Island. Nothing is unhappy.”

The thing on the other side of the door sounded more upset now that we were talking about it. Nobody likes to overhear others talking about them. This was always the case on Pickled Planet, although none of us ever changed. We turned even sadder when we heard other pickles complaining about our sadness, saying things like, “What is wrong with Gaston Glew? He did not do what he was supposed to do today.” “What was he supposed to do today?” “He was supposed to attend a funeral.” “Did you attend a funeral?” “No, but I am superior to Gaston Glew and am therefore exempt from any blame.” “You are right, we must hold Gaston Glew accountable for the grievous error that is his life. We must punish him.” “He thinks we will let him off the hook.” “Let us punish him twice as bad for being twice as sad as us and thinking we will let him off the hook.” “Let us punish him for not being sad enough.” “We have such sadness to show him.” Mutual sighs. “Gaston Glew is a loser.”

“You need to leave,” she said.

The psychic debris cleared from my mind. Some anxious crumbs of thought floated across my vision. I raised my eyebrows, trying to look shocked and indignant. The Nothing in the cellar was screaming now. The Nothing in the cellar could not tolerate the presence of a creature as sad as myself.

I lowered my eyebrows and scrunched my forehead, as if puzzled, even though I knew exactly what was going on, perhaps more than she did. “What did I do?” I said. “I just felt a little distracted. Don’t you get distracted?”

“Pancakes are too happy in each moment to consider anything a distraction.”

“Doesn’t that mean everything is a distraction?”

She turned around and motioned for me to follow her.

“Are you kicking me out?”

“You can’t stay here, so leave. Go anywhere.”

“But we’ve only just met. I’m attracted to you, Fanny Fod. It’s you who called me to this place, not happiness.”

“You should explore your options. I am just a pancake. Happiness is happier than all the happy pancakes combined. You’ve upset the Nothing. I think it's neat that you match my castle, but I can’t let you ruin my life.”

“You owe me a chance.”

“Get out of my castle.”

“You’ll come to regret this.”

“How can I regret anything? I’m happy by myself. Plus, I don’t know even you.”

“Fine, I’ll leave,” I said, “if you show me your Nothing first.”

Blue tears welled up in her blueberry eyes as she began to cry. “Leave before the Cuddlywumpus dies. It senses your sadness. The Cuddlywumpus is everything to me.”

I should have tried to comfort her. I raised my voice instead. “What is this Cuddlywumpus? You told me there was a Nothing. A Cuddlywumpus is more than Nothing. You’re a liar. How can it sense my sadness? There is no sadness on Pancake Island. There is no sadness anymore inside my--”

“Get out! Your sadness is killing the Cuddlywumpus!”

She lost her composure. Like a pickle, she lost control.

“Fine, I’ll leave you with your beast,” I said. I turned and left through the zucchini door.

As I marched across the lawn, my footsteps left briny indentations in the ground. Pancake flowers near my dead footprints raised their heads, choked up greenish black syrup and collapsed in their own bile, like the cacti back home used to do.

The dead sun spit green phlegm across the horizon. I looked up at him and felt bad for what I’d done. I’d been on Pancake Island for half a day at most and I had caused a lot of damage. I hadn’t even thought much about what I planned to do here. I had not achieved the full happiness experience, but already I questioned whether that was what I truly sought. These pancakes obviously enjoyed themselves, but if all they did was feast and party every day, well, that was not really what I desired. I wanted to feel airy and relaxed forever, but maybe the sun was right. Maybe I was better off climbing into my rocket ship and heading back to Pickled Planet. Obviously I did not belong. It was probably better not to disturb these happy creatures any more than I already had.

But this pancake in the green castle, she seemed different than the rest. She seemed like someone I might be able to talk to. Just seeing her releasing balloons over the island made me want to climb up there and live forever in the castle with her. Despite the prospect of discovering even more enchanting pancakes on this island, and maybe getting to the root of happiness, I had lost my desire to explore. I'd found what I came for, and I was going to make her see that I hadn’t traveled halfway across the universe to be happy. I had traveled halfway across the universe to find her.

I turned around and marched up to her front door again. She was going to hear me out. She was going to learn all about the Eternal Plight of the Pickle and how she could cure me with her love.

Knock knockknock knock, knock.

Knock. Knock.

Knock, knockknock . . .  knock, knock . . .

Knockknockknock.

KNOCK. KNOCK. KNOCK.

KNOCKKNOCKKNOCKKNOCKKNOCK--

“Hey, what’re you doin’ there?” someone shouted, disturbing my knocking.

I turned around. The shouter was a pancake.

“I’m a door inspector. I inspect doors,” I said, and regretted saying it. I was on a mission. I could not let myself get distracted. Anyway, who knew if door inspectors existed on Pancake Island?

“Fanny Fod has a good door, doesn’t she?” the pancake said.

I was tempted to tell the pancake to bug off and return to my knocking, to rejoinder it this time with shouted professions of love, but I realized I had already crossed the line, banging on her door for an inordinate duration. The pancake was right, though. Fanny Fod had a good door.

“Have you tested my door yet?” the pancake said.

Having returned to myself and seeing the fool I’d been, I decided to play nice for a little bit. This pancake knew Fanny Fod’s name. I could dig into this pancake for more information. “I don’t know. Where do you live? I’m offering free inspections all day.”

The pancake giggled and shrugged as if I had said something very silly. “In my potato. Where else?”

I raised a tired arm and pointed at the sky. “Lead the way and I’ll inspect your door with twice as many knocks as I gave this one.”

“You’re so kind, Mr. Door Inspector.”

I put on a fake smile and hoped to end this soon.

The pancake took my hand and led me away from Fanny Fod's castle. I turned and looked behind me, hurting inside because I felt Fanny's blueberry eyes watching me. I probably looked like the biggest jerk, allowing this other pancake to take me away under the guise of being a door inspector only moments after trying to break down her door and say I loved her, even though we had just met.

"How do you feel, Mr. Door Inspector?" the pancake said.

"Um . . ."

"Um is a good way to feel. I am happy you feel um. Do you want to know how I feel?"

"I guess so."

"I feel happy. I feel liberated. I feel . . . excited."

"Do you feel that way all the time?"

"Of course. I am always glad. Are you glad?"

"I am glad."

"You don't sound glad."

"I am glad."

"It's funny that I should find a door inspector today. I was staring at my door for a long time yesterday and it was so fascinating. I thought a door inspector must inspect my door. Any door inspector who inspects my door will love it. I can't wait for you to love my door. It's a fascinating door. I sometimes miss the Ultra Yummy Happiness Parade because I can't pull myself away from the door. Sometimes I miss many parades in a row. I stare at my door for days, basking in the good door vibes. I think my door is a bunch of pancakes that fell so in love they became one pancake and they're always making love, having one constant stream of orgasms. When I'm not around my door, I like to think my door misses me. I like to think my door has orgasms in my absence."

I blocked out the pancake's door babble. I could stand no more. What was I doing here? This pancake only cared about finding happiness in her door. I only cared about finding happiness in Fanny Fod. 

We walked through a field of pancake flowers that'd sprung up out of nowhere. The flowers turned green and pickled in my wake. The flowers frowned like ugly mirrors. I hated myself for killing them. Holding hands with this strange pancake, I calculated that I would hate myself for approximately forever. It was my duty as a sufferer of the Eternal Plight to hate myself. I mouthed the motto of Captain Pickle. Unchain yourself from this briny fate, oh pickled prisoner! But Captain Pickle wasn't real. He was make-believe. I did not share the privilege of being imaginary. None of us did, no matter how hard we tried.

"The flowers love you," the pancake said. "They are remaking themselves in your image." 

Okay, maybe this pancake could teach me something about happiness. Maybe all pancakes were obsessed and in love with one thing and that one thing was the wellspring of all their happiness and maple syrup was what enabled them to love. Without maple syrup, they would be as sad as I was. Now the syrup had worked through me and I was in love and almost happy, but love had turned me crazy as a door creep. Now that I had experienced a little taste of happiness, I could remain neither happy nor sad. 

Unchain yourself from this briny fate, oh pickled prisoner!

I walked behind her, up some steps carved into a giant potato. I was about to say something negative, out of habit, but I resisted. I had to act like a door inspector. Father was a door inspector. I just had to act like Father. We stopped on a stoop outside a brown and knotted potato door. The stoop was small. We pressed together. I considered stepping down to the stair beneath to put some distance between us, but the pancake wrapped her arms around me. She stared at me with unmoving maple eyes. "Do you like my door?" she said, her mouth unmoving. Stiff.

"I love it," I said. I couldn't look at her any longer. I couldn't look at the door either. I envisioned pushing her down the stairs and shouting, "Your door is boring! I hate your door!" I could rip the door from its weak root hinges and toss it down on top of her and kill her. I would not do that. That would be inappropriate.

"Kiss me," the pancake said.

I kissed her. I didn't know what else to do.

"Come on. The inside of the door is more interesting than the outside."

I kissed her again. Her lips were like a maple lollipop that happened to be attached to a living creature. It mattered little whether I cared for this pancake, or whether she cared for me. We'd made a silent agreement not to care about each other. Tasting her, I decided that I might enjoy her company in spite of my best intentions.

"Come on," she pleaded. "I want you to see the inside."

She turned away from me and opened the door and walked inside. "This will end badly," I mumbled.

"What?" she said.

"Nothing," I said, and followed her into the potato house to learn the wonders of her crappy door, and maybe suck on her lips a little.

Oh Fanny Fod, I thought, I'm sorry.

I entered her potato and closed the door behind me.

 

*

Beyond the potato door, the beloved object of this pancake whom I shortly expected to screw in exchange for information, a mountain of doors greeted me. Each potato door squirmed against the other doors. 

Red gravy bled from the doors.

The house was wet and smelled like bleach.

"Don't you love my door?" the pancake said.

"Well . . . it's not just one door. It's many doors, and none of them are connected to the door that leads outside."

The pancake laughed at me. "Oh, you're silly. All doors are connected."

"Maybe, perhaps." I had to act like a door inspector, like I knew what I was doing. "But what are potato doors doing on Pancake Island? What do potatoes have to do with pancakes and doors?" I had failed to find the right moment to ask these questions until now.

The pancake did not question why I was unaware of facts that must have been common knowledge to all pancakes. She was that oblivious. She told me a pretty good story the pancakes told each other about their castles. The story went that once upon a time, a long time ago, there lived a race of pancakes who were made out of potatoes. They decided to evolve for some reason or another and died in their potato forms to reincarnate as hip, happy, modern day pancakes. That is why so many potato castles sprouted up in the syrup-rich soil of Pancake Island. According to the story, there was an even older race of pancakes: the zucchini race. Zucchini pancakes did not exist for very long. Some believed that the zucchini pancakes migrated from Pancake Island for one reason or another. Fanny Fod lived in the only zucchini castle left alive.

"So how about it?" the pancake said.

"How about what?"

"Are you going to inspect my door or what?"

"I said I loved it."

"That's not your full inspection, is it?"

"Let me see."

I circled the mountain of doors, occasionally leaning over and making a ticking noise with my tongue, pretending to be deep in thought. I ran my fingers along the edge of several doors and everywhere my fingers touched, turned green. That really impressed the pancake. "Yes," she said. "It needed that extra flair."

"Leave it to a door expert," I said.

I walked around the door mountain three times in all, stroking it here and there, gesticulating ambivalently at times to suggest that I had not yet made up my mind about her door.

"What is it?" she said.

"I'm not sure. Something's missing. Do you think . . . let me rephrase that. Do you know what a Cuddlywumpus is?"

Her body swayed back and forth horizontally, indicating a negative. "A Cuddlywumpus? I've never heard of such a thing."

"Do you think Cuddlywumpus might be the name of a door?"

"It could be, but it has never occurred to me to name my door."

I was relieved to hear that. It would be a huge letdown if the mysterious Cuddlywumpus turned out to be nothing more than a talking door. I might even lose all interest in Fanny Fod if I discovered that she obsessed herself over a door. "Do you think you could inspect me now?" the pancake said.

I knew it. I knew she wanted something else from me. No matter how much she loved her door, she had insisted on my visitation for a different reason right from the start. The mountain of doors was only a pretext. Everything boiled down to a lot of door nonsense.

"Well can you?" She twitched like a squashed insect. 

"What can you offer me in return?"

"There are no returns on happiness," she said.

She stepped toward me. I raised my arms to defend myself but she was not trying to attack. She fell at my feet. Her flat round body heaved. "Please inspect me, Mr. Door Inspector," she said.

"Get off the floor."

"Join me on the floor."

"Fine." I got down beside her on the floor.

She threw her arms around me. She pressed her maple lips to mine and said, "There are no returns on happiness."

"I don't know what you mean," I said.

"All I mean is what I say."

I licked her lips as she dragged her palms down my green belly, under the elastic band of my yellow spacesuit pants. 

I thereafter came aroused. 

The pancake cooed softly as she stroked my little pickle. I sucked on her lips. No matter how many mouthfuls of her sweet face I sucked away, she remained whole. She existed in a perpetual cycle of pleasure and replenishment. Her happiness reserves ran deep, extending far beyond her physical body. I considered the possibility that love had fostered in her a psychic connection with the doors, the heaving mountain a stockpile of happy feelings. 

I laughed to myself. I was quick to figure out others, and quick to fault them for being so easy to figure out.

Now I had to follow through with the act, to have sex with the pancake, to inspect her, as it were.

While these thoughts distracted me, pulling me farther inside myself and numbing me to the outside world, she removed my spacesuit. My little pickle was stiff. I had never seen it fully erected, being too depressed for that and never meeting any pickles I was attracted to, but erect, my little pickle was longer than me. It was much skinnier, though. In fact, my little pickle looked a lot like Father.

The pancake pulled away from me. She ran her mouth up the shaft of my little pickle. She grabbed hold of it, swung herself around, and wound up on top of me, straddling my chest. We were completely naked. 

"How is this going to work?" I said.

"Be patient," she said. "You have to inspect other parts of me before you inspect the inside."

"Yes, but it is going to be very difficult to inspect your insides when the time comes if I am not sure how to apply my inspection rod."

"No need to worry. The door will help us."

The front door trembled on its hinges, opened into a mouth, and burst into spasms of laughter.

"The door senses that you will inspect me soon. That is why we must go slow. The door will help us when the time comes, and the longer it takes to set off our pleasure buttons, the happier the door will be."

I tuned the radio antenna of my mind to a sweet station where our lips came together for hours, and as long as we stayed very still, and kissed very quietly, and used only the muscles used for kissing, worried thoughts no longer harried me. And I didn't have to feel bad about Fanny Fod, or angry that the front door was laughing at me.

Sometime later she pulled away. She said, "That is enough of that. It is time to inspect other parts now." She moved her body forward, planting her pancake crotch right over my face.

I flailed my arms. I was suffocating. I could not swallow the maple syrup filling my throat.

"Breathe through me. My flesh is porous," she said.

I opened my mouth. Syrup poured out, unclogging my esophagus. Her pancake body reabsorbed the syrup. Her pores split open into soft little urchin mouths. Each one of her pores suckled my face as she gyrated. The mouths expanded. They became so large they grew into each other until all the tiny mouths lost themselves in one giant mouth.

The mountain of doors disassembled. The doors waddled, slithered, and floated. They came to surround us. A few of them ignored us in favor of the front door. Those doors wasted no time engaging the front door in acts that, from the sounds they made, gratified their sexual desires.

The doors that surrounded us took hold of the pancake. She quivered and moaned, dissolving into a joy that called to mind, in its physical manifestations, a pickle seized by epilepsy. The doors pulled her off of me and pinned her to the floor. They spread her wide as if to rape her. Syrup oozed down the puffy wedge of her snatch. She quivered and moaned. My brain tingled.

"Come with me," she said.

Lying beside her in this way, I felt giddy and awkward.

"What? Come where?" I said.

The doors' knobs slinked outward into rubbery, snakelike poles. 

"Come have fun with me, Mr. Door Inspector," she said.

"I don't know how to have fun," I said. It was true. I'd never had fun in my entire life.

"Come inspect me, then."

Several doors raised me to my feet. Two more grabbed hold of my little pickle and guided it into the pancake's dripping crotch. 

We engaged in the awful activity that followed for approximately twice the time it takes to hang oneself. All the while, I thought of better things I could have been doing, like finding a path into the heart of Fanny Fod, the one I truly loved.

At least the doors were able to satisfy themselves. They stroked their knobs as they bore witness to our performance of the esoteric biological ritual. The doors distracted and unnerved me, but at least they did not try to penetrate my pickled anus with their knobs.

Eventually, a splotch of brine was milked from my little pickle and the inspection ended.

 

*

I got paranoid. I feared this pancake was in cohorts with her doors to take advantage of me, to use me in some nefarious fashion, something far worse than what had already been done. My little pickle shrank back to nothing.

I stood up. I pushed my way out of the circle of doors and clenched my fists. I punched at the air. I was sweaty and paranoid, sticky and regretful. I wanted no one around. I could not contain myself much longer.

"Are you happy, Mr. Door Inspector?" the pancake said. "Would you like to inspect me again?"

"No," I shouted, then rescinded. "Okay, but only if we do it my way."

"We can do it any way you like," she said.

I pushed my way back into the circle of doors. I moved to the center and lay down on top of her. 

The pancake squirmed beneath me.

My little pickle remained flaccid.

"I'm so glad," she said. "Are you glad?"

I opened my mouth to speak. I looked at the doors around me. I could not answer her question. I could no longer tolerate this insulting audience.

"Are you glad?" she repeated.

I responded with a head butt that broke her face apart. Her syrupy brains oozed out, and that was that. The pancake was dead.

She turned green and stiff beneath me.

My little pickle lengthened, throbbing and alert.

"Are you glad?" I asked the corpse.

I forced myself inside her and gave her a final go.

With a dead partner, I almost enjoyed the act.

I stood again, ready to fight the doors if they tried to attack. They stroked themselves, staring blankly. I staggered toward the open front door. A writhing pack of other doors groped and sucked its knob.

I fled.

 





DEATH OF A HUMP CHILD

 

I ran from the house of doors. It was night now and I did not know where I was going or what I was doing or why I had murdered the pancake and if a pancake police force existed and if they did exist would they track me down and how did pancakes treat killers? I ran without knowing where I was going, but I had to get away all the same. I could not stay there. I could not stay anywhere. I had to find my rocket ship.

I ran down a street. Potato houses towered overhead. Pop music shrieked through the air. Pancakes leaned out the windows and danced in the yards and waved to me as I passed. "Come join us," they said. "We're having so much fun."

No you're not, I thought. You're not having any fun. You just think you're having fun, but you've been conned. You all think you're happy because you're drugged all the time.

"Happiness is real, real is happiness," they said, as if reading my thoughts. I was under psychic attack.

I dashed past so many dancing pancakes. They moved like marionettes controlled by clumsy, trembling hands. 

I felt I'd run down this street for my entire life, until it finally ended. The gleeful shouts and pop music died. 

The street ended at the shore. I collapsed in the shallow lap of waves and closed my eyes. My burning lungs began to cool. I opened my eyes and looked upward, expecting the sad moon of Pickled Planet, but the night was moonless. The sun stayed visible, green. Like all green things, the sun was dead. Its glow streaked the pancake shore. I followed the glow with my eyes, then sprang up, aghast at what I saw. Not far away, a child pancake was humping an ovular hole dug in the side of my rocket ship.

With a hard, earnest thrust, he threw his arms in the air and shouted, "Wee, oh fun!" 

I squatted on all fours like a beast. My body shook. My body emitted a sweet odor, but the scent of syrup was not enough to calm my nerves this time. I would kill the nasty little prick. 

The pancake pulled away. His little pancake burped sticky stuff onto the green-lit beach. It was my turn to show him what fun was really about.

He stood there oblivious, stroking the sides of my ship. For the love of decency, I thought, hump something that is alive.

Hypocrite.

Silently, I pounced. Years of feeling invisible to the world had made me as stealthy and agile as any pickle. If sadness hadn't pickled my planet, I could have become what the cucumbers used to call gymnastics champions. Imagine that. Gaston Glew, gymnastics champion. Instead, I was killing children on a foreign planet.

I took the pancake child by surprise. I punched my fists through the back of his head and ripped his eyes out of his face. He giggled as he leaked brain.

I guess you could not hurt the really happy ones. 

I tossed his eyes into the waves and climbed into my rocket ship. I started it up, then got an idea. I fetched a case of brine chowder and climbed out of the ship. 

"Fun for sale," I said. "Who wants fun? This fun comes in many flavors. Fun for sale!"

"We, oh fun," the pancake said. Everything in his body had leaked out through his face. 

"I want fun," he said.

"How much fun do you want?" I said.

"I would like enough fun for everyone."

"Coming right up," I said. I set down the case of brine chowder and kicked him in the stomach. He doubled over but did not go down. I jerked him straight and leaned in close and bit his nose off. He was the first pancake I'd taken a real bite of. His nose was rich with clotted syrup.

I took a bite from the corner of his mouth, getting a little lip in with the rest because the pancake/maple syrup combination was killer.

I swallowed the piece of his face.

"Are we having fun yet?" I said.

He looked very stupid and surprised with part of his face missing.

I kicked him and this time he fell. He threw his arms to his sides and strained his mouth to cry, "Wee, oh fun!"

"Now lie still," I said.

I took three chowder cans from the case and stomped them into the pancake's belly. I stomped the rest of the cans into him, three at a time. His mouth was pushed so far into the island's surface by the cans, there was no way to know whether he still thought we were having a fun time. When I stepped off of him, all that remained was a perfect circle of half-buried chowder cans. Syrupy blood leaked beyond the circle's perimeter.

I had felt good while killing him, but post-kill, I plummeted back into the dumps. I'd messed up again. There was no justice in revenge. This twerp didn't deserve to die. I could have just made off in my rocket ship. He may have been screwing around with it, but only because he didn't know any better.

"I'm sorry," I said.

It was the first time I'd uttered an apology in my life. Who was I speaking to? More than the mere child. Who then? Father and Mother? The ghosts? The sun and his bacon vultures? The pancake and her doors? I was apologizing to the living as well, to Fanny Fod and others who might someday step into my path and be destroyed forever.

I could not let myself damage things anymore. I was best off blasting away in my rocket ship and living out the sad remainder of my existence alone in outer space, having experienced my pin drop of happiness.

I looked out at the green-tinted syrup sea and wondered, Why must I suffer the Eternal Plight of the Pickle? Why must my heart be full of brine? 

I was alone on the beach with the dead pancake child. I felt like I had spent a lot of my life standing next to dead things. I did not like standing next to dead things, so I waded out waist-high into the sea and let the syrup's healing powers soothe me.

After a while, I sloshed my way out of the sea and went straight to my rocket ship. I removed what remained of the brine chowder, tore out the control panel, and detached both rocket boosters. They were still packed with the ashes of Father and Mother.

When the rocket ship was totally empty, I went over to the pancake child's humping hole. I took a deep breathe and sealed my mouth over the hole. It was sticky. 

I blew all the air in my lungs into the hump hole. The ship's walls expanded a little, like a balloon. I blew again and again until the ship lifted up, floating a few inches off the island. Encouraged by my progress, I blew into the hole faster, blowing into the hole at a tremendous rate. The ship floated higher, up to my head, then above me. I kept on blowing until the ship was almost out of reach. I jumped and wrapped my arms around it. I slipped inside the rocket-ship-turned-balloon. 

I'd removed the controls because it had occurred to me while standing in the sea that a great deal of my unhappiness stemmed from a drive for control. If I wanted to move forward, I had to shed all of that. I had to surrender control. My surrender began with my removal of the steering wheel and ended with my turning the rocket ship into a gigantic balloon.

"You are free to take me anywhere," I told the balloon. 

It began to move through the sky.

 

*

We floated for a while, then the balloon popped and the air swooshed out. I was trapped inside it, falling through the sky at a screamless velocity, naked and confused.

 





HAPPY GRIEVANCES

 

"Hold still, you've gone and hung yourself," said a voice. It was Fanny Fod.

"Where am I?" I called.

"I shot your balloon out of the sky. You were supposed to land on the rooftop, but you veered at the last minute and nearly crashed to your doom. The balloon formed a hand and reached out and grabbed hold of a spire. The hand is holding steady, but I'm afraid it won't stay that way forever. Be very still and don't say a word. I'll have you out of there in no time."

I obeyed, motionless and quiet. In my head, I imagined my brains splattering on the walkway of Fanny Fod's castle. I imagined her scooping my ruined body into her arms and eating me. 

 

*

Fanny's brow furrowed. "You were wearing a suit earlier," she said.

"Yes, I was."

"Is it gone now because you had a special encounter with a pancake?"

"No," I said. "I have had no special encounters."

"Be honest."

"I am."

"Okay," she said. 

"Okay," I said.

It was getting awkward again.

"I apologize for earlier," she said. "For kicking you out. I had reasons to act the way I did, but those reasons don't concern you. Anyway, I was planning to make dinner. Are you hungry?"
 "I would like to eat food," I said.

"Let's go inside and eat food," she said.

So we went inside and ate food.

 





SLEEP TOGETHER

 

We were sitting at the potato table, full from a pancake dinner. Fanny Fod was lactating beer into a glass. When the glass was full, she lactated into another glass. She added spices and a lot of other things I did not recognize.

"What are we drinking?" I said, taking up the glass she'd passed me. Even though I already knew this was beer, it was best to play dumb.

"Maple beer," she said, raising her glass to her mouth.

"It smells delicious." I refrained from mentioning how excited I was to consume her body fluids. For the moment, I wanted to avoid saying anything awkward. I slurped some beer. It was dark, heavy, sweet. 

"Yum," I said. 

We focused on our beers for a little while.

"So what's your middle initial stand for?" I asked.

"Winter," she said. "Would you like to hear the story why?"

I said that I would.

"It starts with my mother, Fall M. Fod. Fall was a famous pancakeologist."

The W. in Fanny's name stood for "Winter," the season she was born, and the M. in Fall's name stood for "Monogamy." All pancakes chose their own middle name. Fall chose hers because of a story about a custom that existed in the potato days: monogamy. I knew monogamy caused a lot of pain and misery on Pickled Planet. The difference between pickles and potatoes was that potatoes had learned how to identify and throw out what made them sad, a skill which led them down a supremely happy evolutionary road. Fall embraced monogamy as a lifestyle choice. 

As a sign that she followed in the monogamous footsteps of her Mother, and also as a way of letting her individuality show, Fanny chose "Winter" as her middle name. She was the only monogamous pancake and monogamy struck other pancakes as funny.

"That's a good story," I said. I did not feel much like sharing the story behind my middle name. I did not feel much like sharing any stories.

"Can I have another beer?" I said.

"Of course."

She took my glass and milked herself until foam spilled over the lip of the glass. She added no spices this time.

She did not drink another beer.

After I drank the beer, I lowered my head, suddenly tired and wanting to laugh at myself. I'd never eaten dinner naked before. I lifted my head and smiled at her. I twiddled my fingers, looked up at Fanny Fod, my fingers, her. 

"Thank you for the food and beer. I would like to eat your face now," I said.

It was an awkward thing to say, but there it was. I'd said it.

She laughed and said, "Let's go to sleep."

I stayed planted in the potato chair. She stood and took me by the hand and guided me out of the kitchen, up a green spiral staircase, and into a curved room. In the center of the room was a translucent, squishy bed filled with syrup. She slipped out of her green dress and we got into bed.

We met in the center of the bed. She folded over me like an umbrella. The pale green night came through the window and made our bodies look as if they were one body, like two ghosts sharing the same sheet. We nuzzled our faces together to complete the illusion.

I opened my mouth to say something but there was nothing to say. This was one of those greatest moments the dead sun told me about. Our touching each other was a thing no words could stomp into the ground.

"Do you have enough blankets?" she said.

"Yes, thank you. What kind of blankets are these?"

"They are crepe blankets."

"I like them."

"Thank you. I made them myself."

She planted her peanut butter lips over my cracked and salty smile.

Our mouths together, we shared a yummy dream.

 

 

*

Fanny Fod and I woke up early the next morning. Syrup fastened our foreheads together. Our limbs were tangled in a comfortable knot.

In one swift motion, she pulled away from me and sat up in bed.

"I like you," she said. "And I appreciate your company, but I'm not just going to fall into your arms. You have to know that."

I sighed. What a turnaround. Was love going to be as hard to maintain as everything else?

"I came all this way," I said. "You were waiting for a sad thing and I came. I'm your sad thing."

"I know that you're sad, but you are not the last sad creature in the universe. You might be the wrong sad thing for me."

"I can feel it. We're meant for each other, Fanny Fod."

"Gaston Glew, after so many years of feeling wrong in heart and broken in mind, why do you continue following your thoughts and feelings? I've been happy all my life and even I know better than to trust what I think and feel."

"See, right there. There's us being meant for each other. That's not something you would know about me from the short time we've known each other, and I know things I shouldn't know about you. It's unreal. You were calling to me through outer space. The telescopes in our minds were programmed to seek each other out."

"I don't have a telescope in my mind. My head is too flat."

"Okay, fine, anyway, I know I'm right," I said. "I never put trust in anyone, but I trust you already."

"You don't know me."

"I don't know anyone."

"Then it's a choice you've made to trust me, and it sounds to me like you've made a lot of bad decisions in your life. You're being rash."

"I escaped my destined fate to rot away with the rest of the pickles, didn't I?"

"That may have been your worst decision of all."

"There it is again. The psychic connection. You wouldn't make that judgment unless you knew me far beyond anything I've said. Exile was my best decision. I tried to fit in. I tried to be a good pickle. Now that I've experienced this other world, the most terrifying prospect is going back to Pickled Planet, to what I was before."

"What you were is what a part of you will always be."

"I thought you pancakes believed nothing is eternal."

"Most believe it, but I don't." She hesitated for a few breaths, then said, "Are you really happy here?"

"I'm happy. I'm happy and I'm speaking honestly."

"You're speaking honestly?"

"Yes," I said.

"You're speaking honestly?"

"Yes, I think so."

 "Okay, if you're speaking honestly, why are you not out trimming the sun's mustache right now? Isn't that where you should be?"

"Oh, that," I said.

"It's okay. You can tell me. Do you also want to tell me if you had any special encounters with any pancakes yesterday? It's okay if you did. It's okay to tell me why you were naked when I shot you out of your balloon."

I cracked up inside. I felt a lot depended on my response. Either way I was doomed.

"Well?" she said.

I was out of space to breathe.

"No, no special encounters," I said.

Fanny pursed her peanut butter lips into a disappointed half-smile that was flecked with syrup. I felt bad about lying to her, but I had other things to worry about. My belly was grumbling. I was hungry. Her face looked so delectable, I wanted to eat her for breakfast. I wanted to flatten her on the bed and eat her.

"I have to go," she said. "Help yourself to anything. Go anywhere. But whatever you do, don't enter the dungeon."

 

*

Fanny left the castle to distribute beer around Pancake Island. I drifted back to sleep and slept in later than I had in my entire life. It was a more relaxing sleep than any I'd gotten on Pickled Planet. My sleep there was troubled, full of night tremors and voices telling me to do things in the dark, so I had to sleep with the lights on most nights, if I could fall asleep at all. Most nights I tossed and turned in fear of the faces detached from bodies that I thought were pressing against every window of the house. The faces were not trying to break into the house. They were trying to smother it. I laid awake, holding my breath and sweating brine, waiting for the heads to come for me. Some nights I couldn't take it. I locked myself in the bathroom and wrapped myself around the toilet and cried uncontrollably. I slammed my head against the toilet seat until I lost consciousness and stopped thinking about the faces. Blackouts were my only defense against the fear. Most nights, blacking out was the only way I could rest, and even then I sensed the smothering. My brain lost communication with the rest of my body and I sank through layer after layer of green sand.

And so waking in the morning, feeling alive and rested in someone else's bed, I sprang up, ran to the rooftop, and shouted to the world, "Peace be with you!" 

I felt every atom burst in pancake peace and harmony. I wanted to bless everyone.

"Pancake love for all!"

Restful sleep had also invigorated my curiosity, which was perfect because Fanny was out and I had the entire zucchini castle to explore. The starting point was obvious. I'd have to check out the dungeon and see the Cuddlywumpus for myself. It was true that Fanny Fod had kicked me out of her castle after the Cuddlywumpus started howling during our initial encounter, but maybe sleeping together counted as a rite of passage that granted me permission to witness the wonders of the mysterious Cuddlywumpus.

I giggled like a little pancake as I ran back into the castle and took the spiral staircase down to the kitchen. On the counter, Fanny Fod had left me two bottles of beer and a plate of peanut butter pancakes made from her smile. I did a shimmy dance across the kitchen, surprising even myself. It felt good to wake up somewhere you belonged. Even breathing was a pleasant, exciting activity. I popped open a beer, took a sip, ate two pancakes, and rubbed my belly. This was the ultimate breakfast. If every breakfast were a nation, no breakfast in the history of breakfasts could lay a finger on this one. It was a utopian breakfast.

I ate another pancake, rubbed my belly, and polished off the first beer. It was very resourceful of Fanny to use only ingredients from her own body. It was resourceful and she did it well.

I patted my stuffed belly and did a sluggish shimmy. I decided to name this one. I named it The Great and Beautiful Breakfast Empire. I thought maybe I would show it to Fanny Fod when she got home as a thank you for breakfast. 

I heard the Cuddlywumpus snuffling behind the dungeon door and decided I should have a look. Fanny never mentioned when she might return. I put my ear to the door. There was a soft, ruffling sound. It sounded like the Cuddlywumpus was right behind the door and I had startled it. "Excuse me," I said, knocking. "May I come in?"

The Cuddlywumpus did not reply. I slowly reached for the doorknob until my hand grasped its green handle. I held my hand there for a while before turning it. Although I failed to see how a pancake as kind and generous and beautiful as Fanny Fod could keep a dangerous pet around, there was the off chance. 

Pickles used to keep sad and dangerous pets all the time, not because they had any use for sad and dangerous pets. In our part of the universe, rubber monsters fell out of the sky rather often. When pickles encountered these monsters, they did not know what to do with them, so they put them in soggy boxes and called them pets. They took the rubber monsters home and made them into pets because they did not know what else to do with them, and sometimes the rubber monsters became sad and dangerous pets. 

The Cuddlywumpus sounded sad the first day. I felt pretty certain it would not be one of those pets that was sad and dangerous, though. This was a happy place, after all. Now that I was happy there was nothing to fear.

I swung open the dungeon door.

A tentacle whipped around my waist and yanked me into the air. The tentacle laid me down on a floor made of bacon vultures. The tentacle recoiled from me. I was dizzy and nauseated. I puked up the utopian breakfast.

I looked up at the Cuddlywumpus. It was a giant shagpuff, hunched over and covered in furry tentacles. Each tentacle ended in an ear. Looking closely, I saw a mouth inside every ear and a hand inside every mouth. Its face was flat as a pancake's and blank except for two black button eyes. When the Cuddlywumpus cried out yesterday, it must have cried out from the mouths inside the ears on the tips of the tentacles. The Cuddlywumpus was hooked up to colorful machines. Pulsing green hoses ran from the Cuddlywumpus to the machines. They were either pumping something into the Cuddlywumpus or pumping something out.

The Cuddlywumpus mewed. It blinked its eyes at me as I approached the machines. 

"Don't worry, I won't hurt you," I said. "I just want to know why Fanny keeps you locked away down here. You must be very important for her to keep you secret from everyone."

The Cuddlywumpus snuffled. It slapped its tentacles against the floor out of nervousness. To inspect the machines, I had to turn my back on the Cuddlywumpus. The beast appeared to be gentle enough. Timid, even.

The machines possessed no monitors, no gauges, no buttons or levers. I reached out to touch one and my hand passed right through. The machines were blocks of color that possessed the physical immateriality of vapors exhaled from mouths on chilly evenings.

I reached for one of the ropes. Unlike the machines, the ropes were solid matter.

The Cuddlywumpus mewed again.

"Hold on, I only want to know whether something is going into you or out." I felt along the rope. "Hm . . . it's coming out of you." I looked at the Cuddlywumpus and scratched the top of my head. "What is coming out of you?"

The Cuddlywumpus averted its eyes.

I followed the algae-textured hose to the golden, immaterial machine connected up to it. I raised the hose to my mouth and chomped down.

I tasted maple syrup.

Maple syrup was being milked out of the Cuddlywumpus.

Where could all this maple syrup go?

The sea, I realized. Nowhere but the sea.

Something popped behind me. I spun around. The dungeon was filling with green balloons. They were identical to the balloons I'd seen Fanny release into the sky. The balloons floated through the dungeon darkness, vanishing. Wobbling, silent orbs. Like pickled spirits.

I circled the Cuddlywumpus to its backside and discovered that the balloons were emerging from the cuddlywumpus.

Above me, beyond vision, the balloons popped in a rat-tat sequence.

I remembered that Fanny Fod could come home at any time and I had no idea how long I'd been down there, so I patted a furry tentacle and left the dungeon, befuddled by my discovery.

 

 

*

 

I spaced out on the roof for the rest of the day. I looked up at some point and Fanny Fod was standing over me. Neither of us said anything. She wasn't really smiling, though she tried, and I knew I was trying, and failing, to smile as well.

"Did you have a good day?" I said.

"I've been home for a while," she said. "Have you enjoyed yourself?"

"Yes, thank you for breakfast this morning. It was the best breakfast I've ever had. I invented a shimmy in honor of it. Would you like to see?"

"The Cuddlywumpus is feeling unwell. I'm going down to the dungeon to stay with it awhile. I love the Cuddlywumpus so much. I can't stand to see it feel bad."

You don't love the Cuddlywumpus, I thought. Nobody would lock up something they love in a dungeon and then hook it to a bunch of machines to milk it of their goodness.

I retracted that thought. I couldn't think that way about Fanny. I knew she was only thinking of the greater good, if such a thing existed. I knew she was pure at heart and simply doing what she thought best, even if what was best to her seemed cruel and irrational.

"Would you like dinner in a while?" she said.

"Dinner would be fabulous."

A question formed on her peanut butter lips. She lowered her blueberry eyes. I sat up, my heart palpitating. My guts ached. Get it over with, I thought. Ask your question and crush me. You know I'm a bug. I'm not worthy of you, so end this quickly, gently. I will say I understand and politely return to my pickled plight.

"I'll be in the dungeon. Come inside in a while," she said. "Dinner will be waiting."

She left. I lay back and studied the green sky. I had done that. I was responsible for that. I had turned the sky green and killed a few pancakes, but even in my evil ways, I was better than these pancakes. I cared whether I was doing right or wrong. I deliberated every word and action. Happy pancakes cared as little about the moralistic value of their actions as sad pickles, perhaps even less. 

 

*

Dinner was the same as the night before. It was only our second night together, but I got the impression that Fanny Fod could only make one thing. Granted, pancakes and maple beer were the best things ever. Even so, I wondered how long it would be before I would tire of the monotony. The best things must get old at some point. I might even start craving brine chowder, for the sole sake of variation.

It was weird. We were totally meant for each other and we'd had such a great time last night, but neither of us seemed to feel much like being around each other right now. A nervous energy charged the air. It was apparent that we both had things to say to each other. 

"You haven't touched your pancakes," I said.

"I feel full."

"How's the Cuddlywumpus?"

"You know that no one can ever find out about the Cuddlywumpus, right?" she said.
 I shrugged innocently. "The cuddly what? You mean the Nothing in the dungeon?"

She smiled. 

"I'm serious," she said.

"So how's the Cuddlywumpus?"
 "Why are you so interested in the Cuddlywumpus?"

"Because I want to know this thing you love. I want to turn your love for the Cuddlywumpus inside out."

"I can't do this."

"Do what?"
 "You were in the dungeon," she said. "While I was gone, you went down in the dungeon to see the Cuddlywumpus despite me specifically telling you not to do that. I told you that you were free to roam, but that if you cracked open the dungeon door even the slightest crack, you would not be welcome here. I threatened to kick you out. And you went and opened that door. You opened that door and you infected the Cuddlywumpus with your . . . well, you infected the Cuddlywumpus with yourself. So now I can't trust you in my castle."

I wanted to demand answers of my own. What was she doing keeping the poor thing locked up, milking it for all it was worth? Couldn't she at least provide the Cuddlywumpus a sunny room higher in the castle? But I was in no position to question her. She'd brought up her grievances first. Besides, this was her castle. Also, this was Pancake Island, not Pickled Planet. Arguing was probably taboo.

"Can you explain yourself?" she said.

I was festering. All my life, pickles had demanded explanations from me for the things I did. It was dangerous to try to explain what shouldn't be. It was better to be silent and let them think what they wanted.

"Well?" she said.

"Can we enjoy our dinner and talk afterward?" I said.

She lowered her head and picked up her glass and concerned herself with the beer. I took that as an affirmative. I had time to let my disjointed thoughts coagulate. Meanwhile, I turned my body over to my taste buds and gorged myself on pancakes and beer.

After dinner, Fanny and I went straight to bed. She did not check up on the Cuddlywumpus. She did not even speak its name. Fanny walked up the stairs in front of me, but I crawled into the big bed first. Like the night before, we gravitated toward the center. We wrapped our arms around each other. We wrapped our legs together. We could not have possibly been any closer. It was another greatest moment for me, but I felt that maybe it was not as great for her. Between the time I awoke and the time I noticed Fanny standing over me on the roof, something had changed. We were no longer the same pickle and pancake we had been the night before. 

"I can't do this," she whispered.

She drifted off in my arms. No goodnight, no peanut butter kiss.

I fell into a dream about the faces. They tried to smother the zucchini castle. You will succeed, I said to them in the dream. You evil ones will succeed. 

I did not want it to be true. I did not want the evil faces to succeed, because if they ever smothered me in my dreams, I would be lost forever. And now I had more than a dream to lose. I had Fanny Fod.

 





THE PICKLED APOCALYPSE

 

I awoke in shambles. 

Fanny Fod writhed on the floor in a tangle of crepe blankets. Her blueberry eyes wobbled in their sockets. She was having a seizure.

"Fanny!" I said.

I took my skull in my hands. Shouting hurt my brain. 

My right fingers met a wetness that was neither syrup nor brine. I jerked my hand away and looked at it. My hand was covered in green blood. Oh my, what had I done? I felt around my head and my fingertips fell into a hole clawed into the back of my skull. As I slept, I'd tried digging a hole to my brain. Why had I done this? What compelled me to tear away my own head? Now that I'd registered it, the wound hurt. Bad. The wound had not hurt before I noticed it.

I put my own pain aside and went to help her. Being soft and round and flat, her body absorbed most of the impact that could potentially result in severe brain trauma, a severed tongue, etc. I decided there was not much for me to do and waited for the fit to take its full course. I sat down beside her quaking body. How did I let this happen? I was unaware that epilepsy was contagious. I pinched myself so as not to retreat back into my own pain.

After a while, she scaled back down from the sulfuric peaks of convulsion. She said that everything glowed.

"I want to be covered in light," she said. "I want to stand in the sun."

"Are you okay to walk? I'll carry you to the roof if you want."

"Don't worry about me. I feel spectacular. Yes, let's go to the rooftop." She looked at me, confused. "Your skull is bleeding. Why is your skull bleeding?"

"I woke up and found it that way. I don't know what happened. It's okay. My skull will feel better when we're in the light."

"Does it hurt?"

"It hurts."

"I'm sorry."

"It's okay."

Hand in hand, we went up the stairs to the roof to stand in the green light. 

The air was damp and heavy.

We looked out at the world, and what we witnessed was all wrong.

Fanny let go of my hand.

Thousands of green pancakes swarmed across the island. They shuffled toward the zucchini castle, drooling and moaning.

"What's happened to them?" Fanny said.

"They've been pickled," I said.

I tried to take Fanny's hand, but she pulled away.

The pancakes surrounded the castle. Out in the distance, the sea shimmered. It was as green as the sun. Right beneath us, leading the pancake mob, the door-obsessed pancake stood beside the flattened, rocket-humping pancake boy. The two stared at me with sad, accusing facial expressions. The door-obsessed pancake raised her right hand and pointed at me. "You," she shouted. "You put me in this state.”  She was barely audible over the moaning crowd, but I heard her, and Fanny did as well.

"You've ruined happiness, Gaston Glew," Fanny said. "You've ruined happiness and you've lied to me."

She walked away. She left the roof. I made to follow her, but stopped short. There was nothing I could say or do. I'd pickled her planet and the last of her race. The prospect of a future together was bleak.

I stood on the ledge and peered down at the undead pancakes clawing and moaning at the zucchini door beneath. Fanny Fod was right. I had ruined happiness.

"Oh, Miss Door Lover, Mister Rocket Humper," I called. "I'm sorry for what I've done. I'm sorry. I truly am. Please accept my apology and turn back to your normal, happy selves. You're pancakes, remember? You can't remain dead forever."

But happiness was not eternal, or so the sun had said.

The dead green sun blaring down.

Every pancake in the front yard raised their flats heads to me at once. Their unmoving eyes fixed on me. Although green and sickly, the pancakes did not look depressed. They looked . . . hungry.

Pickle-shaped tongues lolled out of their mouths. The pancakes licked their lips and smacked their rotting gums. Together they moaned, "Haaaaappppiiiinnnessssss. . . ."

That was when they tore down the door.

I ran to the stairwell and skipped down the steps. The Cuddlywumpus was in danger. I'd infected it, and in turn infected the syrup ocean, ruining everything, but Fanny Fod and I still might escape. With a lot of luck and a little leftover happiness, we could start a new colony somewhere else in the universe. If the last happy place was dead, we were its only shot at harvesting another.

I heard them shuffling around before I reached the ground floor. I stumbled a few steps from the bottom and fell the rest of the way down. I sprang up, ready to defend myself against the pancakes, but they were not coming in my direction. Their pattering steps moved toward the kitchen. They'd broken down the front door in no time at all.

My arms trembled. They were almost too heavy to lift. I balled my hands into fists and tucked them beneath my chin. I felt so scared and alone, but if I didn't rescue Fanny and show these pancakes who was boss, the fright and aloneness would never go away.

I marched down the narrow hall that led from the stairwell to the kitchen. Three pancakes scuffled toward me. I swung my fists at them. Green syrup gushed from their bodies. I punched and punched, crushing them as if they were overgrown garlic spiders. But soon as I'd mowed down the first batch, another came. Simultaneously, a chorus of moans broke out behind me. I flailed my arms, hoping to fight my way into the kitchen and to the dungeon door before the pancakes surrounded me in the hall.

I took down pancake after pancake. Their soggy carcasses piled up as they came into punching range. Soon, I wasn't just punching the brains out of the living pancakes, I was also kicking at the dead ones. I had to in order to keep moving forward. The moaning from behind approached fast.

I thought of the faces. The faces. The faces that would smother. I turned and ran back in the direction of the stairs, because in that moment, my fear of the smothering faces overcame my fear of losing Fanny, and by the time I overcame my own impulsive action, I was already running up the stairs. Pancakes swallowed everything beneath me.

The flapping sea of pancakes continued to rise. I had a clear path to the rooftop, but no way down from there. I'd have to face the smothering. I'd have to face it for real this time. I couldn't let Fanny Fod down anymore. After all that I'd taken, all I'd destroyed, to come all the way from Pickled Planet to find true love and manifest a nightmare, it had to come to this.

The words of the dead sun returned.

It is like being subject and object all at once. The boundaries between your perceptions and the world disintegrate.


That was the way it happened with Fanny and I during our first night together, when our lips met and we shared a yummy dream. We expanded beyond ourselves and swallowed each other. It was the greatest feeling ever.

I dove into the swarm of pickled pancakes. I resisted the initial urge to struggle, to swing my fists. Don't fight, I told myself. Don't fight don't fight don't fight.

I closed my eyes and let the pancakes drag me under. I envisioned their bodies as the molecules of Fanny's peanut butter lips, and that she was swallowing me whole. I sank deeper into the phosphorescent green confusion of bodies. A living lake of syrup and brine. 

The pickled pancakes carried me toward the door of the dungeon. I could not see for myself, for the crowd blinded me, but they also propelled me forth. I trusted them now. They did not want to eat me or seek revenge for pickling their island. Maybe they were pickled, but so was I.

Sucking in mouthfuls of maple syrup and pickle brine, I thought how peculiar Fanny's and my children would taste, if we were to ever surface from this mess and she forgave me and we settled down and WHAM!

I slammed right into the dungeon door. The pancakes cleared a space around me, in which I staggered. No longer buried in pancakes, I was still up to my waist in fluids.

"Haaaaappppiiiinnnessssss. . . ." the pancakes moaned.

I tried the door and found it locked. "Fanny, it's me," I called. "Everything is fine. We're safe. The pickled pancakes are our friends."

"Go away, Gaston. You're a disease," Fanny said.

"Haaaaappppiiiinnnessssss. . . ." the pancakes moaned, encroaching on the door.

"Everything is fine," I insisted. "How's the Cuddlywumpus?"

"Infected."

"I'm sorry."

"Just go away, and take the pancakes with you."

"Trust me, Fanny. I wouldn't lie to you."

"You already have."

"Well I'm not lying this time. I ruined happiness, I know. But listen, it's not as bad as you think. Trust me on this. I'm from the armpit of the universe. I know how bad things can be. Maybe these aren't the pancakes you're used to. Maybe they're not singing and dancing. Maybe they're less yummy than they used to be, but they're still pancakes. They just have a little of me in them, and don't you love me?"

"You remade my home, my life, everything I've ever known, in your own image."

"Isn't that what love's about?"

"You ruined everything."

"You keep saying that, but you're failing to see that it's not all bad. In fact, it may not be bad at all. These pancakes are spooky, but they're not evil. They're still your kin. Come on, give me a chance. Open the door. I want to see you. I want to hold you. Let me try to fix this."

"Go away, Gaston."

"I can fix the Cuddlywumpus."

The pancakes crowded close to me. I turned and batted them away. I gave them a look that said don't say a word. I hoped their infected brains understood.

On the other side of the door, I heard Fanny speak to the Cuddlywumpus, and the Cuddlywumpus speaking back. At least the damned thing was alive. I pressed the right side of my head to the door. I resolved to be silent and wait for their talk to end.

Nothing doing. 

The pancakes around me began to mutter.

"I feel so sad," said a pancake, muffled by the soggy crowd.

"I feel lonely," said another.

"I feel bad about the way I feel," a third said.

"Me too!" said the crowd.

I spun around and raised a finger to my lips. I shushed the pancakes. My hand shook and fell away from my lips when I saw what ailed them. They'd regressed further, into a pickled state so severe that the last of their happiness oozed from their porous flesh. Happiness turned to pus. Yellow and rancid.

"We're dying," they said. 

"Be quiet. You're not dying," I said. I guessed the pickling had given them knowledge of a lot of grim stuff they'd been unaware of.

The kitchen and hall were clotted with their disintegrating bodies.

"Gaston, are you there?" Fanny said.

"Yes, I'm here."

"Thank you for your patience."

"Just open the door."

The pancakes were crying softly now.

"Open the door," I said.

The dungeon door swung open. I heard Fanny scuttle down the stairs. I stepped forward and stood on the top step. No glow emanated from the phantom machines. No ear-tipped tentacles writhed curlicues in the air.

"Fanny?" I said.

"Down here."

"Fanny?"

"Shut the door."

"I need a light."

"The Cuddlywumpus needs the dark."

"Can you turn on the syrup machines, just for a moment? When I'm down there, you can turn them off again."

"The machines are dead."

She wasn't going to reason with me. In the weak light coming through the crack of open doorway, I saw that the dungeon was filled with balloons.

The balloons obscured the hulking form of the Cuddlywumpus.

"Shut the door," Fanny said.

I gripped the railing in my left hand and turned to close the door with my right.

A pancake slipped in sideways before the door closed.

I stepped away from the door and tried to grab hold of the pancake before it scurried past, but the door swung open behind me. The door knocked me off balance. I teetered for a moment.

"Haaaaappppiiiinnnessssss. . . ." the pancakes moaned, as they surged into the dungeon.

I tumbled end over end.

Splayed out on the dungeon floor, I tried to stand, but the pancakes were coming down the stairs and they trampled me. 

Fanny Fod screamed.

I threw wild punches. My fists tore through the groaning pancakes. Their syrupy guts piled up around me, forming a barricade that blocked the horde from trampling me any further.

I caught sight of Fanny. She stood beneath the Cuddlywumpus. The pancakes surrounded her on all sides. She spun circles, hitting the pancakes that came within range of her fists. 

"Stay back!" she cried. "All of you, stay back."

"Fanny!"

She glanced at me as I struggled through the pancake guts and braced myself to break through into the circle of pancakes to help Fanny. But during her respite, the pancakes increased the pace of their onslaught by double. They shed their clumsy natures, moving now with a strength and agility they did not have before. They raised their heads, revealing rows of sharp, tiny, crystallized maple fangs, and they moaned, "Haaaaappppiiiinnnessssss. . . ."

Before I could reach her, Fanny was buried in pancakes. I struggled forward, more desperate now than ever.

It did not appear that the pancakes took her down intentionally, but more like she had stood in the wrong place at the wrong time. They were piling up now, right where she'd stood. They crawled over each other, straining their newfound teeth and claws to get at the Cuddlywumpus, whose features now came into painful detail. The Cuddlywumpus had lost its fur. It was bald now, and green.

I knew I had infected the Cuddlywumpus. I could accept that. Harder to accept was the severity of the pickling. The Cuddlywumpus was in far worse condition than the pancakes.

Pickles sprouted from its flesh, obscuring its original form. The Cuddlywumpus looked like a seaweed-wrapped coral reef with a monstrous acne problem.  

A gash split its belly in two. Green balloons floated from the wound. That was where the green balloons were coming from. The Cuddlywumpus was filled with green balloons.

The pancakes piled on top of each other. They struggled their way into the belly of the Cuddlywumpus, where they made attempts to eat the balloons, but the balloons popped beneath the pressure of their teeth and claws. They fell to eating the flesh of the Cuddlywumpus.

The Cuddlywumpus mewled and whined. The pickled pancakes, in conjunction with the chains holding it down, rendered the beast totally helpless. 

I knew the only way to save Fanny was to rescue the Cuddlywumpus, but if the beast was going to make it out alive, I needed Fanny’s help. There were simply too many pancakes in the dungeon.

I dove into the swarming mound.

I tore through soggy pancake flesh.

Pancakes bit into me, but they were only trying to get to the Cuddlywumpus.

As I searched for Fanny, I wondered about hump boy and the door-obsessed pancake. They had seemed intent on tracking me down when the pancakes first congregated outside the zucchini castle. The continuing pickled degradation must have torn apart their consciousness. They probably forgot all about me. 

I called out to Fanny. She should've been screaming and she wasn't.

I clawed through pancakes faster and faster. I was almost buried in pancakes when I finally uncovered her.

The pancake pile had smothered her.

Fanny Fod was flattened, broken. I cradled her in my arms and brought my head to her chest. I detected a frail heartbeat.

I held her as close as possible without further ruining her body, warding off the pancakes swarming to eat the doomed and pickled Cuddlywumpus. 

Pancakes crowded every available space in the dungeon. Syrup and brine sloshed up as high as my waist. Green balloons continued pouring forth from the gaping belly wound of the Cuddlywumpus. To reach the Cuddlywumpus now, the pancakes had to push through a balloon layer. The pancakes vanished as if the balloons were a low-hanging cloud strata. I heard them feasting. The Cuddlywumpus cried. At this point all I wanted was to carry Fanny Fod up the stairs, lock the dungeon door, leave the zucchini castle, and be rid of these pickled pancakes forever, but I feared that lifting her might kill her.

"Fanny, can you hear me? We must leave. We can't stay here. If you can hear me, I'm sorry about the Cuddlywumpus."

At the mention of the Cuddlywumpus, she twitched a little. Her bruised skin flickered a near-electric green before diminishing to a sick brown. 

I thought she’d passed when a glimmer burst up in her eyes. “Gaston Glew, you’ve ruined happiness,” she said. She was smiling.

I shook my head. “We can still be happy. We only need each other. The world never meant much to us anyway.”

“Save the Cuddlywumpus,” she said, her voice gargled and scratchy like a broken machine. “The Cuddlywumpus is the source of all happiness.”

Her flesh glowed again. The name held a rejuvenating power over her. “My voice is decaying. My voice will be gone any moment. Whatever happens, know that I forgive you. I forgive you for ruining happiness. I forgive you for pickling my planet. I just hope that in your eternal plight, you find a way to forgive yourself for the terrible things you’ve done. I love you, Gaston Glew. May you always keep me alive in your heart.”

“I love you, Fanny Fod.”

I didn’t understand. She looked as bright and beautiful as the day I’d met her.

And yet, she was growing. 

As I held her in my arms, she swelled up like a balloon. The Cuddlywumpus, pancakes, and balloons already filled up the entire dungeon, and now Fanny Fod swelled, putting pressure on an over-pressured room.

When I could no longer hold her, I scrambled to my feet and tore through the pancakes separating me from the stairs. Climbing the stairs was like walking through a steep, thick wall of pancakes, but eventually I made it to the top. I turned around.

A pickled syrup sea was swelling in the dungeon.

Fanny Fod was almost as big as the Cuddlywumpus now. Each of her blueberry eyes was already larger than me. Whereas the pancakes smothered her before, now she smothered them. And green balloons clung to her body.

She kept expanding. 

She grew as large as the Cuddlywumpus, and then larger.

She was an orb of pancake delight.

A macrocosm of her peanut butter lips opened up wide, giving the appearance that Fanny was splitting in half, and she swallowed the Cuddlywumpus.

An enormous tentacle-tongue curled out of her mouth. She licked her lips and the tongue furled back inside. Her peanut butter lips clamped into a smile. Somehow I knew they would never come apart again. Her mouth would never open up.

I tried to cry out to her in confusion, in mourning, but as my mouth opened and my cries pierced the air, she blew up. She exploded in gradient tremors of green and gold light.

Fanny Fod had achieved Yummy Decay.

 





WELCOME TO THE WORLD OF FOD

 

She birthed a new universe. 

Her golden flesh stretched ever onward, forming the background fabric. The explosion diced her eyes into a billion shrapnel pieces. They shimmered in the fabric. The blueberry stars.

The remains of pickled pancakes floated on, collecting together into meteors and asteroids. Someday they would get very old and collide. Some of those collisions would form planets.

Everything smelled and tasted beery and syrup-sweet. The pickled essence trailed it all like comet tails, but the essence tainted nothing.

Beneath me or above me, depending on which way you considered things, Fanny Fod’s peanut butter lips stretched for thousands of miles. 

Her lips were a lonely island.

And on that island lay the Cuddlywumpus. 

I traveled until I finally set my feet down on the surface of her lips. I stroked the hollow, half-eaten skull of the Cuddlywumpus.

I set to work burying all of its pickled tentacles in peanut butter so that someday it might take root and grow. 

The Cuddlywumpus opened its eyes and blinked at me, then its eyelids drooped and it fell into a deep slumber. 

The Cuddlywumpus was beginning its new life as a tree. Someday it would blossom and grow edible fruit. For now it would sleep. 

I had one last thing to do before parting from her lips.

I dug my hand into the peanut butter and carved a gigantic U. 

I stood and stepped back to evaluate my work. I had intended to scrawl Captain Pickle’s motto on the surface of her lips as a reminder to all future life, if there should be life, of the absolute necessity to march forth, to overcome the common struggle of all creatures no matter the cost. You did not have to be a pickle to understand what Captain Pickle meant when he said, “Unchain yourself from your briny fate, oh pickled prisoner!”

It struck me that when the Cuddlywumpus bloomed or life emerged elsewhere, fate would no longer haunt the creatures of the World of Fod, for with the creation of this world, fate dissolved. And that meant I was finally free.

I dug into her lips again and gave the U a tail, transforming it into a Y that stretched for miles. I worked for days without rest, trudging inch by inch to etch my new message into her peanut butter lips.

YOU ARE FREE.

My work here was finished. I had the rest of her body to sculpt.

In the wintertime of her universe, I floated on.
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